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Foreword 
by Deirdre Wadding  
In any discussion on Mother and Baby homes and with regard to the 
passing of the Mother and Baby homes bill, we must first and foremost 
remember the actual human lives impacted by this dark chapter of Irish 
History. We must listen to the voices of the mothers who are the living 
witnesses to what actually took place within those institutions. The issues 
from the Magdalene Laundries and the Industrial schools have already 
been aired, and redress schemes set in place. The commission report for 
the mother and baby homes has long been awaited and is due in January 
2021. 

I am someone with personal experience of two mother and baby homes. 
I was sent to Bessborough in 1981 at the age of 18 with my first 
pregnancy.  I am linked with survivors' groups Voice of Irish first mothers 
and Survivors Unite at last. Let me state clearly, I don’t have any 
confidence that the needs of survivors will be fully addressed. 

In my case, the impact of banishment, shame, guilt and judgment added 
to my experience of separation, grief, loss and secrecy, and caused a 
lifetime of trauma and emotional and psychological impact which 
affected my life choices and relationships. 

However, I didn’t suffer physical abuse, brutality and literal incarceration, 
as did the women from earlier decades. 

For some women, not knowing whether their children are alive or dead 
(some were even lied to and told their children were dead, when in fact 
they had been adopted) is an added trauma. For others, not knowing 
where their children are buried, and the refusal of this information (as in 
the case of Ann O’Gorman who is terminally ill) compounds the abuse 
already experienced. These are human rights issues - and the collusion 
of church and state continues - so does denying closure to those who 
have endured a lifetime of trauma. 
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We cannot forget the class element to all this. Children from the Traveller 
community were plucked from the side of the road by 'the cruelty man' 
because the family's nomadic lifestyle was frowned upon by settled 
society. Women from lower socio-economic backgrounds were treated 
more harshly, and appalling racist treatment was meted out to mixed-
race children. 

In many cases there was inter-generational trauma with children being 
placed in industrial schools, moving to Laundries, asylums and Mother 
and Baby homes, only to see the cycle repeat. 

The Mother and Baby Homes Bill retraumatised all of us, with its 
attendant issue of sealing the archive. Survivors need and want basic 
living needs met. Some older survivors are living in poverty, without heat. 
Survivors need closure and peace. They need information on whether 
their children are dead, and if so, to know where they are buried, and to 
be able to respectfully mark the grave. 

They need full access to counsellors of their own choice 

We need to ensure that all survivors are listened to, and to gather the 
testimony of those who slipped through the net, such as Rose McKinney, 
a mother of Tuam, now in her 80s. 

Survivors need redress and a full criminal investigation with 
transparency about the findings. 

The best way to illustrate the impact for me is to share this poem, written 
after the Dáil debate on the Mother and Baby Homes Bill at the end of 
October 2020. 

  

2 MOTHER & BABY HOMES | SEPARATE CHURCH & STATE



 

 

We cannot forget the class element to all this. Children from the Traveller 
community were plucked from the side of the road by 'the cruelty man' 
because the family's nomadic lifestyle was frowned upon by settled 
society. Women from lower socio-economic backgrounds were treated 
more harshly, and appalling racist treatment was meted out to mixed-
race children. 

In many cases there was inter-generational trauma with children being 
placed in industrial schools, moving to Laundries, asylums and Mother 
and Baby homes, only to see the cycle repeat. 

The Mother and Baby Homes Bill retraumatised all of us, with its 
attendant issue of sealing the archive. Survivors need and want basic 
living needs met. Some older survivors are living in poverty, without heat. 
Survivors need closure and peace. They need information on whether 
their children are dead, and if so, to know where they are buried, and to 
be able to respectfully mark the grave. 

They need full access to counsellors of their own choice 

We need to ensure that all survivors are listened to, and to gather the 
testimony of those who slipped through the net, such as Rose McKinney, 
a mother of Tuam, now in her 80s. 

Survivors need redress and a full criminal investigation with 
transparency about the findings. 

The best way to illustrate the impact for me is to share this poem, written 
after the Dáil debate on the Mother and Baby Homes Bill at the end of 
October 2020. 

  

 

 

House Name 
 
There are moments in time that change us forever 
Like Robert Frost’s two roads  
Diverging in a yellow wood  
Trajectories co-exist  
Parallel lines of possible lives  
As we poise at the crossroads of decisions  
Choices to be made by us or for us  
Thresholds we cross not knowing there is no return 
No going back to how or who we were before  
I remember one such threshold 
The journey that led to it ...in my father's car 
Began, really, months earlier 
Young love ... or MORTAL SIN  
Clueless foolishness blind to the inevitable consequences 
Phrases from that time haunt me still 
My mother's voice on the phone 
" Yes, Sr.  It's a moral problem" 
That's what I was.. 
" prostitute, whore, animal...... A moral problem”  
The wheels turned after that call 
And so in my father's car  
We drove up to the  
threshold  
The doors  through which I would step never to be the same again 
And as I entered those doors  
I did in fact become someone else  
Ciara ..... 
Walked the corridors of Bessborough 
Ciara cried in her little nun’s cell at night  
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Ciara looked after babies and cleaned the chapel and went to confession  
Where the priest asked her "did you enjoy it ? " 
And advised her well-meaningly “find a nice boy and marry him as quickly 
as possible'' 
She ...Ciara as she now was, supposed it was to deal with this '' moral 
problem' 
Ciara gave birth in that place of long corridors 
Highly polished wooden staircases and scrubbed floors 
"Induced for social reasons"  another phrase that haunts my memories  
Lying on a metal trolley  
Hooked up to a drip  
A difficult birth  
A beautiful boy  
A bloody haemorrhage  
A slicing of flesh to pull him out 
Three days later they rolled away the stone  
Let her out of bed and to see her son for the first time  
And the last time for 19 years  
Ciara stepped through the great wooden doors once more  
And I... ( or was it ?) 
Sat into her father's car  
Her tears falling as heavily as the rain flowing down the glass 
I am both of these women  
Or am I ? 
Did Ciara replace the me that I was?  
Because one thing is true ... 
I was never the same again . 
 

 
Deirdre Wadding. October 2020  
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Chapter 1 – “A Catholic state for a Catholic people.” 

‘I now formally forbid every Catholic in these dioceses to organise or 
take part in these Saturday night dances.’  
Dr.Thomas O’Doherty, Bishop of Galway (1926) 

The Catholic Hierarchy and the emerging post-Treaty state developed 
mutually beneficial ties which played an important role in providing 
legitimacy and stability to the new Free State. 

The Counter-Revolution 
The opening shots of two field guns on the Four Courts in Dublin, on the 
morning of the 28 June 1922, marked the start of what has been 
described as Ireland’s Counter-Revolution.1The previous decade had 
been one of unprecedented and unbroken levels of struggle and turmoil 
– the promise of Home Rule, World War, 1916, War of Independence, 
massive growth of trade unionism, land struggles, the defeat of the old 
political establishment. 

That counter-revolution was to be both vicious and brutal. The total 
casualty numbers were greater than those for the War of Independence. 
There were eighty-one official executions by the Free State government 
- the British had executed twenty-four volunteers between 1919-21. 
Many more were murdered in ‘unofficial’ executions. Less well known - 
the new police force, the Garda Síochána, was not involved in the war. It 
had been disarmed by the Government, in order to win public 
confidence, in June-September 1922. In December 1922, the IRA issued a 
General Order not to fire on them. 

                                                   
1 Kieran Allen: 1916. Ireland’s Revolutionary Tradition (2016)  / John M Regan: The Irish Counter-
Revolution 1921-1936 (2001) 
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In October 1923 the Catholic Hierarchy issued a Pastoral Letter 
condemning the anti-treaty campaign as: 

‘[A] system of murder and assassination of the National forces 
without any legitimate authority... the guerrilla warfare now being 
carried on [by] the Irregulars is without moral sanction and 
therefore the killing of National soldiers is murder before God, the 
seizing of public and private property is robbery, the breaking of 
roads, bridges and railways is criminal. All who in contravention 
of this teaching, participate in such crimes are guilty of grievous 
sins and may not be absolved in Confession nor admitted to the 
Holy Communion if they persist in such evil courses.’ 

In effect the anti-treaty forces were excommunicated, condemned to 
external damnation - unless they ceased and repented.  

But the counter-revolution was not just a military one, it also involved re-
establishing ideological and political control over society. In this the 
Catholic Church also played a central role, a role for which they were 
willing partners with the state. Some of the hierarchy had supported the 
struggle for Independence, but the disorder, as they saw it, had to stop. 
The  Catholic Directory expressed its concerns: ‘Owing to the distracted 
state of the country [civil war], there is reason to fear a considerable 
falling away from temperance’. 

The Catholic Church was to gain significant influence and power in the 
new state. Under the principle of subsidiarity – the idea that what 
individuals (the church) can accomplish by their own initiative and efforts 
should not be taken from them by a higher authority (the state) – the 
church got responsibility and control of education, health and social 
services. The provision of Mother and Baby homes, paid for by the state, 
was one such ‘service’. Pronouncements by the bishops were treated 
with the utmost seriousness.  
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The themes addressed in the 1924 Lenten pastorals give a clear 
indication of their preoccupations … women’s fashions, immodest dress, 
indecent dancing, theatrical performances and cinema exhibitions, evil 
literature, drink, strikes and lock-outs.  A constant refrain were the 
dangers attributed to the morals of the young posed by unlicensed dance 
halls and unsupervised dancing of any sort. A potent brew of alleged 
sources of evil and degradation: cars, darkness, jazz music and the 
prospect of illicit and unsupervised dalliance between the sexes.  

Archbishop Gilmartin of Tuam, conveniently ignoring what was 
happening in areas under his direct control, commented: 

‘In recent years the dangerous occasions of sin had been 
multiplied. The old Irish dances had been discarded for foreign 
importations which according to all accounts, lent themselves not 
so much to rhythm as to low sensuality. The actual hours of sleep 
had been turned into hours of debasing pleasure. Company-
keeping under the stars of night had succeeded in too many 
places to the good old Irish custom of visiting, chatting and story-
telling from one house to another, with the Rosary to bring all 
home in due time. Parental control has been relaxed, and 
fashions bordering on indecency had become commonplace; 
while bad books, papers and pictures were finding their way into 
remote country places.’2 

Dr. Edward Byrne, archbishop of Dublin, was sure that, ‘In these later 
years indications are not wanting that the moral fibre of our people has 
become somewhat relaxed, and that the pleasures of the world have 
found too large a place in the hearts of our young people.’  

Cardinal MacRory in his 1931 pastoral letter stressed the dangers of too 
much mobility. 

                                                   
2 J H Whyte: Church & State in Modern Ireland (1980) 
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In response to the bishops’ concerns the government established a 
committee, The committee on the criminal law amendment acts (1880-85) 
and juvenile prostitution, known as the Carrigan committee, to advise 
them – the classic way of seeming to take decisive action without 
deciding or doing anything.  

In its unpublished report it stated: 

“Illegitimacy must be regarded as one of the principal causes of 
the species of crime and vice of which the state takes cognisance 
in the branch of penal and preventative legislation which we were 
appointed to examine.” 

and 

“The testimony of all witnesses, clerical, lay and official, is striking 
in its unanimity that degeneration in the standard of social 
conduct has taken place in recent years. It is to be attributed 
primarily to the loss of parental control and responsibility during 
a period of general upheaval, which has not been recovered since 
the revival of settled conditions. This is due largely to the 
introduction of new phases of popular amusement, which being 
carried out in the Saorstat in the absence of supervision, and of 
the restrictions found necessary and enforced by law in other 
countries, are the occasions of many abuses baneful in their effect 
upon the community generally and are the cause of the ruin of 
hundreds of young girls, of whom many are found in the streets 
of London, Liverpool and other cities and towns in England. The 
‘commercialised’ dance halls, picture houses of sorts, and the 
opportunities afforded by the misuse of motor cars for luring 
girls, are the chief causes alleged for the present looseness of 
morals.” 

An internal civil service memo commented: 
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‘The committee might equally have concerned itself with housing, 
education, unemployment or any other matter which might have 
had an indirect effect on prostitution and immorality. Their 
suggestions amount almost to a suppression of public dancing.’ 

With an election pending, the committee’s concerns were kicked to 
touch, however some matters of concern to the Catholic Hierarchy were 
dealt with to their satisfaction. 

Prior to Independence, no divorce court existed in Ireland, so those 
seeking one had to do so by way of a private bill in the Westminster 
parliament. Following the establishment of the Free State, responsibility 
for such bills was passed to the Irish parliament. Three private bills were 
presented, although not passed. The Cosgrave government amended 
the rules of the Dáil prohibiting such bills in the future.3 Divorce was later 
banned in the de Valera 1937 constitution. 

The negative influence of ‘evil’ films and ‘immoral’ books was a constant 
refrain. Censorship of both was introduced, in 1923 and 1929 
respectively. The censorship of publications included any that advocated 
or provided information on contraception. Minister for Justice James 
Fitzgerald-Kenney was particularly fierce on the matter:  

‘We will not allow, as far as it lies with us to prevent it, the free 
discussion of this question which entails on one side of it 
advocacy. We have made up our minds that it is wrong. That 
conclusion is for us unalterable. We consider it to be a matter of 
grave importance. We have decided...that that question shall not 
be freely and openly discussed. That question shall not be 
advocated in any book or in any periodical which circulates in this 
country’.  

                                                   
3 J H Whyte: (1980) 
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In 1927 a Juries Act prohibited women from jury service, such service 
being beyond the emotional capacity of women. Within five years of the 
Free State’s creation, Catholic social policy and nationalist rhetoric had 
succeeded in reducing the female workforce and confining them in the 
home or to partake in ‘socially acceptable’ occupations such as home 
assistance and agriculture.  

That Fianna Fail, the losing side of the Civil War, would be no different 
was demonstrated by the case of the Mayo County Librarian. Her 
appointment was recommended by the  Local Appointments 
Commission, established to eliminate jobbery and favouritism in such 
appointments. But she was a Protestant, and a graduate of Trinity 
College. The Mayo Library Committee, consisting of a Catholic bishop, 
five Catholic priests, a Christian Brother, a Protestant rector and four 
laymen, refused, ten votes to two, to endorse her appointment. The 
County Council was dissolved by the government.  

When the issue was debated in the Dáil a succession of Fianna Fail 
speakers rose to castigate the government. Their leader de Valera added: 

“… if it is active work of a propagandist educational character - and 
I believe it to be such if it is to be of any value at all and worth the 
money spent on it - then I say the people of Mayo, in a county 
where I think - I forget the figures - over 98 per cent of  the 
population is Catholic, are justified in insisting upon a Catholic 
librarian.” 4 

So much for the republican, Wolfe Tone, tradition of ‘Catholic, Protestant 
and Dissenter’.  

When Fianna Fail formed its first government in 1932, the party of the 
excommunicated had nothing to prove regarding its religious orthodoxy. 
It provided a state reception for the Eucharistic Congress. The opening 
                                                   
4 J H Whyte (1980) 
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of a factory or new housing estate was invariably accompanied with a 
blessing by the local bishop. In 1933 a marriage bar was introduced, 
preventing women teachers from working after marriage: this was later 
extended to women civil servants in 1935. However the government did 
not interfere in the woman’s ‘traditional’ role of domestic and agricultural 
work. Legislation was enacted to prohibit the importation and sale of 
contraceptives. The Dance Halls Act was passed without a Dáil debate, 
making it practically impossible to hold dances without the sanction of 
the trinity of clergy, police and judiciary 

Their crowning glory was the 1937 Constitution which enshrined the 
special position of the Catholic Church, banned divorce, and emphasised 
the role of women in the home. Article 41.2 declares that: 

‘In particular, the State recognises that by her life within the home, 
woman gives to the State a support without which the common 
good cannot be achieved’, and ‘The State shall, therefore, 
endeavour to ensure that mothers shall not be obliged by 
economic necessity to engage in labour to the neglect of their 
duties in the home’  

Although many women’s rights activists at the time campaigned against 
the inclusion of this Article, de Valera refused to omit it.  In his views, he 
was not alone. A correspondent to the Irish Times wrote: ‘There is a very 
noble tribute to the married woman embodied in the Constitution which 
it is important to retain...Women have a right to the protection of the 
State in fulfilling this vocation [to marry], which is their most important 
social function.’5 Women were to be kept in their ‘natural’ place. 

On moral issues there was nothing to distinguish the attitude of the 
Labour Party from that of the two larger parties. If anything, when ‘faced 
with an issue in which both parties claimed their attitude was consistent 

                                                   
5 Irish Times. 22 May, 1937 

11MOTHER & BABY HOMES | SEPARATE CHURCH & STATE



 

 

with Catholic principles, Labour chose the more intransigently Catholic 
of the two’, as in the case of the Mayo librarian.6 

Some reading this may well think ‘that is all old history’, but consider the 
case, almost fifty years later, of Majella Moynihan, a single garda, charged 
with two counts of misconduct under garda discipline regulations: that 
she had sex with an unmarried male garda, and had given birth to a baby. 
She was further accused of “conduct likely to bring discredit on the force 
(by) giving birth outside wedlock”. 

She faced dismissal, until a meeting between the Dublin archbishop 
Kevin McNamara and the then-Garda Commissioner Larry Wren, where 
the archbishop argued that sacking her would tell other pregnant, 
unmarried, female guards that they would be better off having abortions. 
‘If you sack Majella, you’ll open the gates for England.’7  

Apart from the immediate details of the case, that the most senior 
ranking garda would meet with the Catholic Primate to discuss an 
internal disciplinary issue in the Garda Síochána, highlights the deep and 
continuing ties between church and state. 

  

                                                   
6 J H Whyte (1980) 
7 Irish Examiner. 17 September, 2020 
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Chapter 2 – The Mother & Baby Homes  

Background 
The idea that unmarried mothers were a social ‘problem’ does not date 
to establishment of the Free State. In the nineteenth century an extensive 
network of Catholic and Protestant ‘rescue’ charities existed with the aim 
of saving and reforming what were seen and described by all as ‘fallen 
women’. It was a view shared by all religious denominations. 

Many were housed in the system of workhouses, places of last resort for 
the relief of poverty, established throughout the country in the mid-
nineteenth century. Entire families were housed there, as well as 
unmarried mothers and their children, the elderly, mentally ill, and 
prostitutes. Although not a prison, conditions were almost penal. They 
were places of last resort. People entered a workhouse only when they 
had exhausted all other options. Within the workhouse ‘grossly immoral 
women’, a category that included prostitutes and single mothers of more 
than one child, were separated from the more respectable poor. It was a 
system obsessed with moral classification. 

But there were objections that the system was encouraging immorality. 
A local priest in Rathdrum suggested that ‘shelter of the Poorhouse is no 
doubt a great encouragement of this class as they are enabled by the law 
to go in and out as they please ... A reformatory and more stringent rules 
than those of the poor law are in my mind the only recipe’. In Kildare, 
another commented that ‘diminishing the penalty of misconduct holds 
out an encouragement to crime.’ Such ideas were not confined to 
Catholics. A Belfast Protestant magistrate condemned the workhouse 
system as encouraging wantonness and vice ‘by such liberty and license 
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as afforded to a class purely and simply criminal, by the facilities given 
them of admission to the workhouse.’8 

An association was made between single parenthood and criminality. 
One child was unfortunate, but redemption was possible; but if there 
were more than one child, the mother  was a prostitute, or well on her 
way to becoming one. For the Catholic church the position of a child of 
an unmarried mother was clear – under Canon Law all were excluded 
from ecclesiastical office.9 

The Mother and Baby Homes 
The hated workhouses were closed with the establishment of the Free 
State, and were repurposed as County Homes, although they continued 
to 1945 in the North. Some continued to provide services for  single 
mothers. owever they were increasingly seen as unsuitable places for 
them, primarily because their presence was seen as an embarrassment, 
and reduced the willingness of the ‘respectable poor’ to enter. The 
mother and baby homes were established as an alternative - mostly, but  
not exclusively, run by Catholic religious orders.10  

A woman entered a mother and baby home, either referred by doctor or 
priest, or because her family insisted on it. The state paid for every 
mother and her child. The homes offered a woman secrecy, and the 
opportunity of regaining her reputation by returning to society with her 
‘secret’ intact. It was a place behind walls to hide her and her family’s 
shame away from the gaze and the scrutiny of the public. It was not quite 
a prison, but for most there was no other option - there was nowhere 
else to go. 

                                                   
8 Maria Luddy: Unmarried Mothers in Ireland, 1880–1973 (2011) 
9 https://canonlawmadeeasy.com/2016/07/21/illegitimate-man-barred-priesthood/ 
10 Niall Meehan: Church & State and the Bethany Home. (2010) 
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Homes were for the ‘reception and reformation of girls who for the first 
time have had illegitimate offspring’, or as they are usually designated – 
“first offenders”. ‘The Sisters believe they can influence these cases best 
by keeping them dissociated from those who have lapsed a second time 
or oftener’.11 

The official view of such ‘reoffenders’ is given in this comment by a 
Department Inspector:  

“Of weak intellect and completely lacking in moral fibre ... A grave 
wrong is done to their children by maintaining them in the county 
homes, but retention is the only means of securing their mothers 
from the danger which freedom spells upon them. It is a question 
of whether a graver social wrong is not committed by allowing 
these women their freedom, since freedom, to them, will 
undoubtedly mean the birth of another child whose chances of 
average health and intelligence are small. I have no solution to 
offer except one which is repugnant to me, that is, the power of 
detention in special cases, which would allow boarding out of the 
children and at the same time keeping their mothers under 
control and discipline.”12 

The Magdalen asylum was their most likely future. 

In a 1930 Oireachtas debate Fianna Fáil Senator Maurice George Moore, 
in unusually sympathetic terms, spoke on the attitudes of the time: 

“The position of these girls in the country is ever so much worse 
than can be imagined by people who are not acquainted with the 
matter. In Dublin people can go here and there and cover up 
these things, but I know of cases in the country where girls who 
made one mistake were absolutely boycotted, turned out 

                                                   
11 Maria Luddy: (2011) 
12 Annual Report, Department of Local Government and Public Health (1932)  
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practically like lepers, driven out of their parents’ houses and 
obliged to live in such places as a little mud house on the side of 
a bog all their lives in the most terrible way.” 

In the home, a woman’s identity was taken away. She was given a new 
name and plain clothes. Personal jewellery was not allowed. Contact with 
the outside world was limited. Conditions in the homes probably 
improved in the last years of their existence, but their basic principles 
remained intact.  

For each mother and child, the state paid the nuns a weekly sum. The 
mothers were required to stay for a year - although some stayed longer 
- doing unpaid work. For those that could afford it, there was the option 
of ‘private care’ - slightly better conditions and the chance of a quicker 
exit. The petty snobbery is indicated in a letter from a Reverend Mother 
to the Minister’s Private Secretary: “These unfortunate girls are of good 
class, with unusually excellent backgrounds … In such circumstances the 
greatest secrecy is not merely desirable but essential. Should there be a 
shadow of suspicion or scandal the girl’s whole future might be in 
jeopardy.”13 

The mothers were very young, inexperienced and isolated. In a shocking 
letter to the Irish Examiner a woman described how her experience “had 
a lasting effect on my life” and, only in recent months, she had found “the 
courage to seek counselling to try and rid myself of some of the guilt I 
have felt for the past 40 years”.  

The end for most women was separation from her child into foster care 
and adoption.  

                                                   
13 Mike Milotte. Banished Babies. The Secret History of Ireland’s Baby Export Business (2012) 

16 MOTHER & BABY HOMES | SEPARATE CHURCH & STATE



 

 

practically like lepers, driven out of their parents’ houses and 
obliged to live in such places as a little mud house on the side of 
a bog all their lives in the most terrible way.” 

In the home, a woman’s identity was taken away. She was given a new 
name and plain clothes. Personal jewellery was not allowed. Contact with 
the outside world was limited. Conditions in the homes probably 
improved in the last years of their existence, but their basic principles 
remained intact.  

For each mother and child, the state paid the nuns a weekly sum. The 
mothers were required to stay for a year - although some stayed longer 
- doing unpaid work. For those that could afford it, there was the option 
of ‘private care’ - slightly better conditions and the chance of a quicker 
exit. The petty snobbery is indicated in a letter from a Reverend Mother 
to the Minister’s Private Secretary: “These unfortunate girls are of good 
class, with unusually excellent backgrounds … In such circumstances the 
greatest secrecy is not merely desirable but essential. Should there be a 
shadow of suspicion or scandal the girl’s whole future might be in 
jeopardy.”13 

The mothers were very young, inexperienced and isolated. In a shocking 
letter to the Irish Examiner a woman described how her experience “had 
a lasting effect on my life” and, only in recent months, she had found “the 
courage to seek counselling to try and rid myself of some of the guilt I 
have felt for the past 40 years”.  

The end for most women was separation from her child into foster care 
and adoption.  

                                                   
13 Mike Milotte. Banished Babies. The Secret History of Ireland’s Baby Export Business (2012) 

 

 

 June Goulding, a midwife at Bessborough in 1951, described in her 
memoir the procedure for handing over the children. Without warning, 
babies and toddlers would be washed and dressed up in new clothes and 
given to their mothers. They would walk down a long passageway to a 
door that opened on to the nuns’ quarters where the children would be 
                                                   
14 Irish Examiner. 6 July 2015 https://www.irishexaminer.com/news/arid-20340849.html 

Extracts from letter to Irish Examiner - July 2015 14 
“When I arrived in Bessborough in February 1975, I was 16-years-old 
with no idea of what was ahead of me. My name was changed straight 
away and I was warned not to tell anybody who I was, or where I was 
from.   

“One of the women there was about 70 and I was told that she had 
been there all her life. Lots of the women there never left. I wondered 
if I would ever again go home.  

  “There was no preparation for childbirth and as we slept in dorms, 
almost every night it seemed someone went into labour and I knew all 
that was ahead of me without having a clue as to what was really going 
on.   

“My daughter was born in August and I cared for her for about four 
weeks. During that time I became very attached to her but the nuns 
put me on night duty caring for all the babies and labour ward duties 
so my time with my daughter would be less.  

  “Once the babies were born the mothers were given Epsom salts 
dissolved in hot water to drink first thing in the morning. We were told 
that it was for our digestive system but it was purely to deter breast 
feeding.”  
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taken from their arms. “The girls stood at the doorways watching this 
heartrending scene and the mother’s uncontrolled crying could be heard 
all along that long corridor… I witnessed the horrific ritual that would be 
repeated for each and every mother and baby in this hellhole.” 15 

With no economic support, and in an unaccepting and judgmental 
society, the opportunities for a woman to keep her child were extremely 
limited. Children’s allowances were only introduced in 1944, but were 
structured so that they were of no benefit for most single mothers. 
During the debate on the legislation, one TD argued that to include 
unmarried mothers would only encourage ‘the women of the country to 
have nothing but illegitimate children’. The allowance only applied from 
the third child. An unmarried mother on her third child was more likely 
to be in a Magdalen asylum or mental hospital, than collecting the 
allowance.  

Even if a mother managed to keep her child, employment or 
accommodation would have been extremely difficult, if not impossible. 
Certainly, nursing or teaching posts would have been near impossible 
because of Church control of those sectors. There are stories of some 
keeping their child through family arrangements where it would be 
raised as a baby sister or brother – but this was probably rare. 

Many women went to Britain where they had better opportunities of 
keeping their babies than they had in Ireland. The Liverpool Society for the 
Prevention of International Traffic in Women and Children dealt with 501 
Irish cases in 1927 and 428 in 1929, approximately 70% of its total 
caseload. The numbers in London were so high that one local authority, 
later the Greater London Council, had, by 1955, a dedicated social worker 
to deal with Irish cases. Some kept their babies and never returned. 
Others gave up their child for adoption. But here again the tentacles of 

                                                   
15 June Goulding The Light in the Window (1999)  
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the Catholic church intervened for fear that the adoptive parents might 
be protestant. Catholic adoption or rescue agencies operated in Britain 
to try to convince women to return with their child to Ireland, or at least 
to allow it to be adopted through them. 

This systematic emotional and psychological cruelty, paid for by the 
state, would be reason enough to condemn the Mother and Baby Home 
regime.  But the revelations of recent years, that led to the establishment 
of the Commission of Investigation - the extraordinarily high infant 
mortality rates, illegal adoption practices, and the fact that much of this 
was known by the religious, political and administrative authorities – 
suggests a system which was not just cruel, but criminal. And it also 
explains the anger of survivors, both mothers and their children, at the 
suggestion that any records might be locked away. 

Death in the homes 
From the very start, the high infant mortality rate in the mother and baby 
homes was known. In 1924, the Registrar-General released the annual 
report of marriages, births, and deaths.16 It included clear and 
unambiguous information about the high mortality rate for so-called 
‘illegitimate’ infants. 

“The number of deaths of illegitimate infants under one year of 
age registered in Saorstát Éireann during the year 1924, was 529, 
consisting of 280 deaths of males and 249 of females. 

Based on the number of illegitimate births registered, the 
resulting mortality rate is 315 per 1,000 births for both sexes, 330 
per 1,000 for males and 300 per 1,000 births for females, as 

                                                   
16 
https://www.cso.ie/en/statistics/birthsdeathsandmarriages/archive/annualreportsonmarriagesbirthsand
deathsinirelandfrom1864to2000/  
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compared with 344, 375, and 311, respectively, in 1923. These 
rates must be regarded as excessive. 

It may be stated that the illegitimate infant mortality as derived 
from the records for 1924, is about 5 times the mortality among 
legitimate infants, which as 65 per 1,000 births for both sexes, 72 
per 1,000 for males, and 58 per 1,000 births for females. In other 
words, one out of every 3 illegitimate infants born alive in 1924, 
died before the completion of its first year of life. 

In Northern Ireland in 1924, the illegitimate infant death-rate was 
188 per 1,000 births and, in England and Wales, the illegitimate 
infant death-rate was 133 per 1,000 births, or about one death to 
every 8 illegitimate infants born alive. This rate is about twice that 
for legitimate infants, and it may be said that this proportion is 
maintained for that country yearly from 1906 onwards.” 

Scraping away the official language, one in every three babies born to 
single mothers died in their first year, five times that of ‘legitimate’ 
children. In 1924 this rate was deemed to be ‘excessive.’ So from the very 
start there was official knowledge that the Mother and Baby Homes were 
dangerous for babies. As we shall see later, there were feeble attempts 
to explain away the figures.  

That same year a pioneering paediatrician, Isabella Webb, recalled 
Jonathan Swift writing two hundred years before, where he had 
suggested that the Irish poor could sell their children as food, published 
an article in the Irish Times. She suggested: 

‘A great many people are always asking what is the good of 
keeping these children alive? I quite agree that it would be a great 
deal kinder to strangle these children at birth than to put them 
out to nurse.’ 
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A deliberately provocative but clear statement on how the children of the 
poor were treated in the newly independent state. 

In their 1936 annual report the Department of Local Government and 
Public Health (Minister Sean T O’Kelly) explained the infant mortality rate: 
‘Doubtless the great proportion of deaths in these cases is due to congenital 
debility, congenital malformation and other ante-natal causes traceable to 
the conditions associated with the unfortunate lot of the unmarried mother.’ 

Dr. Robert Rowlette, an Independent TD angrily replied:  

“I do not know of any evidence that will prove that there is greater 
general congenital debility or malformation in the illegitimate 
child than in the legitimate child. I suggest the difficulty is not 
ante-natal but is rather post-natal, that is, the lack of care given to 
the illegitimate child compared with that given to the child that is 
more welcome ... It is a disgrace…that three-and-a-half times 
more illegitimates are condemned to death in the first year of 
their existence than legitimate children .” 

Exactly a year later, in a question to the Minister, he again commented:  

“In the year 1934-5 there were 2,030 illegitimate children born, 
and 538 died under the age of one year. That is to say, the 
mortality amongst illegitimate children was something like 26 per 
cent., while the general mortality all over the country was 7 per 
cent… I draw the attention of the House to the demand that was 
made in the report of the Department on this topic for 1934-
35:‘This mortality rate is out of all proportion to the corresponding 
rate in respect of legitimate infants and calls for investigation as to its 
causes and as to what measures should be taken to effect a reduction 
in this abnormal mortality.’ 

In Bessborough, in the 1940s, when the death rate reached 82%, the 
nuns suggested that the children “got this contagion from an outside 
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patient” and that their doctors were “very puzzled and cannot 
understand what is the cause”. 

Even more bizarrely, the home’s medical officer Dr James O’Connor 
explained the deaths as the result of the mother’s mental state: “It must 
be remembered that the period of Gestation of these children is far 
different to that of the married woman. The girl worries a great deal and 
is mentally upset over her condition. She is constantly trying to conceal 
the fact that she is pregnant, and in some cases every effort is made to 
get rid of the foetus. All this has undoubtly (sic) a most injurious effect on 
the developing foetus resulting in weak and defective children who have 
a poor resistance to disease and defective powers for assimilating 
food.”17 

It had nothing to do with ‘outside contagion’ or the psychological state of 
the mothers. In his autobiography the Chief Medical Adviser James 
Deeney tells of his inspection of Bessborough. All appeared to be ‘well-
run and spotlessly clean…I could not make out what was wrong; at last I 
took a notion and stripped all the babies and unusually for a chief 
medical adviser, examined them. Every baby had some purulent 
infection of the skin and all had green diarrhoea, carefully covered up’. 18 

 It was the unpaid independent research by Catherine Corless on the 
deaths at the Sisters of Bons Secours-run Tuam home that brought the 
figures back to public attention. She examined the death certificates for 
796 infants for the period 1925-1961, but no burial records existed. She 
cross-referenced the names with those in local graveyards and found 
that only two had been buried in any of them. She concluded that the 
only possible location for the bodies was a site where skeletons had been 
found in 1975.  

                                                   
17 https://www.irishexaminer.com/opinion/commentanalysis/arid-20366416.html 
18 https://www.irishexaminer.com/opinion/columnists/arid-20271739.html 
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The skeletons, under a slab, were found by two young boys playing in the 
grounds of the, by then disused, home.  It had previously been a 
workhouse, and mass graves were associated with workhouses. The find 
was reported to the Gardaí, but it was conveniently quickly passed off to 
be a Famine mass grave. It was later revealed to be a disused septic tank, 
a fact that even a cursory inspection would have revealed. Despite the 
culture of secrecy that surrounded mother and baby homes, it is hard to 
believe that no one, outside of the nuns, was aware that babies were 
being buried there.  

When the Tuam hospital, also run by the Bon Secours sisters, closed in 
2002, the bodies of a dozen nuns were removed and re-buried in 
consecrated ground near Knock. That consideration was never given to 
the dead babies in their ‘care’.   

Because of Catherine Corless’s work we have detailed information on 
Tuam, but the death rate was similar or worse in other institutions. 
Between 1934 and 1953, Bessborough’s Registration of Deaths ledger 
records 478 children as having died there, a death rate of 25 children a 
year. To put that in perspective, 796 children are recorded as having died 
in Tuam between 1925 and 1960, a death rate of just under 23 children 
a year. 

The deaths were not confined to catholic-run homes. Between 1922 and 
1949, 222 children died in the protestant-run Bethany home. Derek 
Leinster, a survivor, recalled: “It was a cold, uncaring, uncivilised place 
and a place where ‘home’ is a contradiction to the word. Normally if you 
say ‘home’ it means comfort, it means protection. None of that was there. 
It should have been called a concentration camp, or a prison of some sort 
for children.”19 

                                                   
19 https://www.thejournal.ie/bethany-homes-child-deaths-unmarked-graves-1513605-Jun2014/ 
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Adoption 
Professor Lindsey Earner-Byrne has conservatively counted at least 
89,247 ‘illegitimate’ births in the state between 1922 and 1973. Many 
died, but most of those that survived were fostered or adopted, a 
procedure unregulated until the enactment of the Adoption Act in 1952.  

In the choice of family, the nuns had an obsession with religion, social 
status and wealth of the potential foster or adoptive parents. The 
obsession with religion was a fear that children might go to Protestant 
families - status and wealth was a naked class prejudice and perhaps a 
reflection of a potential financial transaction. Although the adoption act 
explicitly stated that ‘A person who makes arrangements for the 
adoption of a child shall not receive, make or give any payment or other 
reward in consideration of the making of the arrangements or agree to 
do so’ there is evidence that money was paid sometimes as inflated 
expenses or ‘donations’. 

In an interesting comment in her report for the year 1928-29 on the 
suitability of families, Departmental inspector Aneenee Fitzgerald-
Kenney stated: “It is not my experience that foster-homes amongst the 
comparatively rich are the best for foster children. The home in which a 
foster-child is treated as a member of the family, with affection and 
kindness means much more to him than abundance or even 
comparative wealth in his surroundings.” 

Consent for adoption could not be considered to have been freely given. 
There was institutional and social pressure to sign the adoption forms. 
Some were under the legal age of consent, they could not legally agree 
to or sign anything. Most were in a traumatised state at the thought of 
losing their child. “I was told to sit at one end of this long table and at the 
other end was a man I imagine was a solicitor. In between us were two 
nuns. I was given a piece of paper and told to sign. I wasn’t told what it 
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was I was signing. Nothing was explained to me. And you daren’t ask, you 
just did what you were told and got on with it.”20  

There was more than the pressure on the individual mothers. 
Examination of adoption papers have identified forged signatures. In 
some case birth records were falsified, registering the name of the 
adoptive mother as the natural mother, a criminal offence. Even as late 
as 1974, 70% of births ended in adoption. Not surprising in a state where 
the Minister for Justice Minister Paddy Cooney in his speech to the 
Conference of Adoption Workers that same year stated: "I think that we 
are all agreed that the consensus opinion in our society is to the effect 
that adoption is better for the illegitimate baby than to be cared for by 
its mother", or The Adoption Board social worker who two years later 

suggested: "This 
tendency (for 
mothers to keep their 
babies) may have 
progressed too far. 
Fewer babies are 
coming onto the 
adoption market as a 
result".21 

                   Adoption orders 1953-1979 

‘Adoption market’ may have been a careless choice of words, but as Mike 
Milotte showed in his book Banished Babies there clearly was such a 
market, both a home and an export market – principally to the United 
States. The adoption act explicitly stated that ‘A person who makes 
arrangements for the adoption of a child shall not receive, make or give 
any payment or other reward in consideration of the making of the 

                                                   
20 Patricia Thuillier quoted in Milotte, Banished Babies (2012) 
21 http://www.adoptionloss.ie/history.htm 
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arrangements or agree to do so’. But payments could be hidden as 
expenses or as a donation. An American couple who adopted a child 
from St. Clare’s in Stamullen, Co. Meath, were charged £50 ‘expenses’, 
€4,800 in today’s money - the expenses being for postage on three 
airmail letters and a photograph!22 

The attraction of Irish babies for US citizens was that they were available 
with relatively few questions asked about the suitability of the adopting 
parents, and the babies were fairly sure to be white. In a letter  a civil 
servant in the Department of External Affairs wrote: “Americans are 
colour-conscious and people adopting a child from an American 
institution could never really be free from the fear that one fine day it 
might transpire that the child had negro blood, while of course they can 
be sure that a child got from Ireland would be 100% white.”23 Checking 
the suitability of adopting parents was given to a body - Catholic Charities 
- rather than to the state-run Children’s Bureau - with disastrous 
consequences for an unknown number of Irish infants. The authorities’, 
both state and clerical, principal concern was that the adopting parents 
would be Catholic.  

In a further development to the story the Irish Examiner revealed the 
existence of an internal 2012 HSE report which raised concerns that the 
Bessborough death records were falsified so that children could “be 
brokered in clandestine adoption arrangements” at home and abroad.  

 For the period 1st April 1938 – 1st December 1944 353 deaths were 
reported to the Department, but only 273 were on the home’s Register 
of Deaths, a discrepancy of eighty.  The report noted that “this may prove 

                                                   
22 Milotte. (2012) 
23 Milotte. (2012) 
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to be a scandal that dwarfs other, more recent, issues with the Church 
and State”. 24  

 

The deaths recorded fell ‘dramatically’ with the introduction of adoption 
legislation. “This...may point to babies being identified for adoption, 

                                                   
24 https://www.irishexaminer.com/opinion/commentanalysis/arid-20363812.html 

Bessborough, Co Cork: Deaths reported 1st April 1938 - 1st 
December 1944 to the Department of Local Government & Public 
Health and number in their Register of Deaths for same period 

Year ended 
March 31st  

Deaths 
reported to the 
DLG&PH 

Bessborough 
Register of Deaths 

Difference 

1939 38 38 0 

1940 17 8 9 

1941 38 22 16 

1942 47 43 4 

1943 70 55 15 

1944 102 76 26 

1 April - 1st 
Dec 1944 

41 31 10 

Total 353 273 80 
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principally to the USA, but have been recorded as infant deaths in Ireland 
and notified to the parents accordingly.” 25  

Did they know? 

‘No nuns broke into our homes to kidnap our children. We gave them 
up to what we convinced ourselves was the nuns' care. We gave them 
up maybe to spare them the savagery of gossip, the wink and the 
elbow language of delight in which the holier than thous were 
particularly fluent. We gave them up because of our perverse, in fact, 
morbid relationship with what is called respectability. Indeed, for a 
while it seemed as if in Ireland our women had the amazing capacity 
to self-impregnate. For their trouble, we took their babies and gifted 
them, sold them, trafficked them, starved them, neglected them or 
denied them to the point of their disappearance from our hearts, our 
sight, our country and, in the case of Tuam and possibly other places, 
from life itself.’ 

Taoiseach Enda Kenny (6 March 2017) 

 

With these carefully crafted words the then Taoiseach Enda Kenny 
offered the state’s apology for what had happened in the mother and 
baby homes. But in the apology, there is a sense of ‘we were all guilty, 
but that was then, we do things differently now’- sense also suggested by 
a comment by Fr. Fintan Monahan, now Bishop of Killaloe: “I suppose we 
can’t really view the past from our point of view, from our lens.”26  

But whatever lens you use, from the very start, ‘excessive’, ‘disgrace’, 
‘shocking’, ‘scandal’, were the terms used in official reports. Report after 

                                                   
25 https://www.irishtimes.com/news/ireland/irish-news/possible-interference-with-birth-certs-at-tuam-
and-cork-homes-1.3007646 
26 https://www.broadsheet.ie/tag/simon-hall/ 
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report clearly told the facts of what was happening. Annual figures for 
the number of deaths were published. The homes were also subject to 
official inspections which highlighted conditions. Although internally 
concerns were raised, passports were issued for babies to go to the US.    

The case of Bessborough in the early 1940s highlights some of the issues. 
When faced with an official inspection the Superior contacted local 
Bishop Cohalan who advised her: 

“It must be remembered that you and the Sisters are a religious 
community. You are not a department of the Cork County Home 
and Hospital. You are not a government institution. But like the 
religious who conduct schools or who have the charge of orphans 
or of industrial institutions, you can … allow government 
inspection...I am sure that no government would knowingly make 
a demand that would be opposed to Canon law…In the case of 
illegitimate births, the name of the mother cannot be inserted 
even in the baptismal register without her consent, unless the 
event be public. In all private cases, whether the mother is rich or 
poor, the illegitimate mother has a right to her name and fame; 
and the fact of the birth cannot be published without her 
consent…And it would be a distinct violation of Canon law and of 
natural justice to publish the fact of a secret illegitimate birth, with 
the mother and father’s name, without the permission of the 
mother and father…”27 

In short, ‘Mother, tell them as little as possible.’ Canon law came before 
the law of the land which required the mandatory reporting of births and 
deaths under the Registration of Maternity Homes Act (1934). When the 
management of Bessborough had got so bad, with a death rate of 82 %, 
the Department wrote to the UK-based Mother Superior of the order. 

                                                   
27 https://www.irishexaminer.com/opinion/commentanalysis/arid-20366416.html 
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Cohalan replied “Rev Mother Martina has informed me that the Mother 
Superior in England was asked to remove her. That procedure was 
scarcely correct. Mother Martina is Reverend Mother of the Community 
of Sisters, it is an ecclesiastical appointment; it was not a correct thing to 
call for her removal.”  

Ultimately Mother Martina was removed and replaced with someone 
more competent. But this level of action was rare. Throughout the history 
of the homes, although the state licenced and funded them, and was 
informed as to what was happening, it was clearly unable or unwilling to 
control them. The authorities were often more concerned that if 
information about the number of children dying leaked into the public 
domain, it might result in ‘public scandal’. 
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Chapter 3  - The 2002 Woods’ Deal  
The Mother and Baby homes are not, as we are all aware, the first scandal 
linking the Catholic church and the state. The experience of what has 
come to be known as the ‘Woods’ Deal’ is a further example of the 
seeming inability of the state to conclude a satisfactory compensation 
agreement with the Church. 

States of Fear, an RTE documentary series produced by Mary Raftery, and 
broadcast in 1999, exposed the horror of the Irish institutional ‘childcare’ 
system - reformatories, industrial schools and orphanages - managed by 
Catholic religious orders, and funded by the state. That these conditions 
existed was long known. In 1955 the Secretary of the Department of 
Education, T.R. Ó Raifeartaigh, having visited the Daingean Reformatory 
School in Co. Offaly, reported that "the cows are better fed than the 
boys".28 

It was a system initially established under British rule, but left essentially 
untouched until the 1970s - a shocking system of neglect, and physical, 
sexual and emotional abuse.  “A climate of fear, created by pervasive, 
excessive and arbitrary punishment, permeated most of the institutions 
and all those run for boys. Children lived with the daily terror of not 
knowing where the next beating was coming from…Sexual abuse was 
endemic in boys’ institutions.”29  

When the commission of inquiry published its report, the Ryan Report, in 
2009, The Guardian newspaper commented: 

“Squarely in the frame are the religious orders who systematically 
protected and tolerated their members’ actions even when they 
knew they were breaking the law. But also culpable is the state 

                                                   
28 Sunday Independent, 25 March 2018 
29 http://www.childabusecommission.ie/rpt/ExecSummary.php 
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charged to inspect the children’s homes and schools. It was too 
deferential to the Catholic church to ever do the job properly.”30 

However the former Minister for Education, Fianna Fail’s Michael Woods 
had already, seven years previously, concluded an indemnity agreement 
with the eighteen religious orders involved which limited their liability to 
the victims of abuse to €128 million. The costs to date, including those of 
the inquiry, have been in the region of €1.5 billion. Extraordinarily this 
agreement was made by Woods and the Department’s Secretary General 
on their own, without any legal advice from then Attorney General, 
Michael McDowell, or the support of other civil servants. It also ran 
completely against advice sent, months before, by the Minister for 
Finance Charlie McCreevy. 

Woods later commented "The legal people simply couldn't have attended 
- it was a no-go area for them - they had fallen out with the religious.” His 
self-identified suitability for making the deal was, incredibly, on the basis 
that "My religion was an asset. They knew me and they knew my work. I 
can’t say someone else wouldn’t have been able to do the same. That 
said, they would have known me well." 31 Woods claimed that he was not 
a member of Opus Dei or the Knights of Columbanus after the group 
Survivors of Child Abuse alleged he was a member of the former. Member 
or not, it was certainly what could be described as a ‘sweetheart deal’. 

The deal was signed only days before a general election, probably the 
very last action of Woods’ career as a Minister. It was never presented to 
the Cabinet for ratification, and was published long after the election.   

Five months after agreeing his ‘sweetheart’ deal, Woods, no longer 
Minister for Education, attended a private dinner with Taoiseach Bertie 
Ahern, remembered as ‘sumptuous’, hosted by the Christian Brothers to 

                                                   
30 The Guardian, 21 May 2009 
31 Sunday Independent, 12 October 2003 
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mark the order’s bicentenary. They had chosen the €5m construction of 
a new school at Mount Sion in Waterford, funded by the Department of 
Education, as its flagship project.32 Cosy! 

Following the publication of the Ryan Report the religious orders 
increased their offer to  €352.61 million towards the costs. Nearly twenty 
years later, €103.17 has been paid (in cash and property), or 29%.33  
Woods, in a radio interview defending the deal, insisted that he was 
motivated by the interests of the children, and “that the benign 
intentions of the Christian Brothers had been undermined by the 
directives of the British state school system, which at the time demanded 
that corporal punishment be imposed”.34 As one journalist commented, 
‘Vomit inducing.’ 

Classic Fianna Fail, when all else fails, blame the Brits! 

  

                                                   
32 http://tribune.ie/article/2009/may/31/its-a-thin-line-between-church-state/ 
33 https://www.irishtimes.com/news/social-affairs/religion-and-beliefs/religious-congregations-indemnity-
deal-was-a-blank-cheque-says-michael-mcdowell-1.3850063 5 April 2019 
34 Gerardine Meaney: Gender, Ireland and Cultural Change. Race, Sex and Nation (2010) 
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Religious Orders included in the Woods’ deal 35 
 

Name 
 

Property / Activity 

Sisters of Mercy More than 60 schools. Mater, Temple Street, National Rehabilitation 
Hospital; Addiction Centres including Cuan Mhuire, Athy 

Christian Brothers Edmund Rice Schools Trust (2008) responsible for 96 schools, 59 second 
level, 37 primary. Northern Ireland Edmund Rice Schools Trust (2009) 

Presentation Brothers Numerous schools primary and post-primary. six in Cork city as 
well as schools in Cobh, Co Cork, Birr, Co Offaly, Bray, Co 
Wicklow, and Miltown and Killarney, Co Kerry. 

Sisters of Charity St Vincent’s Hospital and St Vincent’s Private Hospital. St 
Michael’s Hospital in Dún Laoghaire 

De La Salle Brothers Two primary schools, in Waterford and Dublin and about 10 
post-primary schools around the country. Two retreat centres, 
in Dublin and Portlaoise.  

Presentation Sisters Involvement in dozens of primary and post-primary schools 
around the State. 

Sisters of St Louis Trusteeship of schools in Monaghan town, Carrickmacross, 
Dundalk and Rathmines.  

Rosminians Rosminian House of Prayer in Glencomeragh; on board of St 
Joseph’s School for the Visually Impaired, Drumcondra. 

Daughters of Charity St Vincent’s Trust, a community education service in the north 
inner city. This includes a nursery, a high support school and 
adult education. 

Good Shepherd Sisters Founded Ruhama, which works with women involved in 
prostitution. Provides sheltered accommodation, supports 
victims of domestic abuse and does parish and youth work. 

Sisters of Our Lady of 
Charity of Refuge 

Founded Ruhama with Good Shepherd Sisters 

                                                   
35 https://www.irishtimes.com/news/the-18-orders-what-they-do-now-1.773491 30 May 2009 
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Oblates Run some parishes in Dublin and work with community groups 
in disadvantaged areas. 

Hospitaller order School for children with learning disabilities, St Augustine’s, 
Blackrock, Co Dublin; mental health services, care for older 
people and services for children and adults with disabilities. 

Sisters of St Clare Small number continue to work in the community in voluntary 
counselling and early school leaving projects. 

Dominican Fathers Still involved in education 

Daughters of the Heart of 
Mary 

St Joseph’s Primary School, Dún Laoghaire 

 

This table was compiled on the basis of information from ten years ago. 
There is no doubt that since then many members of the orders have died 
and most of the remaining members are elderly.  However what is 
striking are the number of schools and major hospitals they control. 
These have been substantially paid for out of public money. At the very 
least, they should be taken into public ownership. 
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Chapter 4 - Separate Church and State 
I was having my breakfast in a B&B in Galway in May 1992 when the news 
first broke on the radio of Eamonn Casey, the local bishop, having 
fathered a child eighteen years previously. The landlady who had been 
serving the breakfasts collapsed in floods of tears. Her world, her 
certainties, her beliefs had quite literally fallen apart. But this was just the 
start of the exposure of what had been happening since the foundation 
of the state. A body held in high regard by many was exposed as 
practicing the very opposite to what it had been preaching.  

James Connolly had warned that Partition would lead to ‘a carnival of 
reaction both North and South.’36 One part of that reaction was the close 
church-state relationship established in the south after independence, a 
relationship that gave the Catholic church a significant influence on 
legislation, and control over education, health and social services - a 
relationship that has led to almost thirty years of shocking revelations of 
sexual, physical and psychological abuse inflicted on women and 
children in institutions ‘dedicated’ to their welfare. 

There have been, in recent years, significant changes, both in terms of 
legislation and social attitudes. Contraception, divorce, gay rights and 
their right to marry, and most recently abortion rights, have been won, 
most in the face of strong church opposition.  

The position of women in Irish society is very different. In 2019 of the 
20,313 marriages, only 59% were religious ceremonies. Of the 59,796 
children born that year 38% were born outside of marriage.37 Women in 
2017 made up 45% of the workforce, two percent less than the UK, and 

                                                   
36 https://www.marxists.org/archive/connolly/1914/03/laborpar.htm 
37 Colm Keena. Maintenance issues persist 25 years after divorce introduced. Irish Times. 28 November 
2020 
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one percent less than the US. Of women between the ages of 25 and 34, 
78% are in paid work.38 

But these changes have not been a result of some abstract 
‘modernisation’ process, or the intentions of the ‘liberal establishment’. 
They have had to be campaigned and fought for every step of the way.  

There is a ‘liberal establishment’, but it finds itself incapable or unwilling 
to implement its views. Fine Gael Minister Richard Bruton found dealing 
with the church “hugely disappointing and massively frustrating”; former 
Labour Education Minister Ruari Quinn in a Dáil debate argued: “we need 
to take…our entire primary school infrastructure into public ownership”; 
and former Progressive Democrat Attorney General, now Independent 
Senator, Michael McDowell, is of the view that “No church is entitled to 
say to the Irish State: Our law is superior to your law.”  

A row between Liz O’Donnell, another former ‘liberal’ Minister, and Bertie 
Ahern typifies the issues. In reply to her argument for taking primary 
schools into public control, Ahern indicated that he was happy with the 
status quo and that the state would not be able to manage the schools 
without the religious. He believed it owed a great debt of gratitude to the 
communities and that the Catholic church was an important part of civil 
society without which Ireland would not have come as far as it had. 

To her comment that “the cosy phone calls from All Hallows to 
Government Buildings must end”, he replied,  “I am very proud of All 
Hallows. Yes I do ring All Hallows. I will ring All Hallows, my father has 
worked in All Hallows or did for half a century. My house is called All 
Hallows. It is on the lands of All Hallows so I am going to make apologies 
to nobody including Liz O’Donnell for being in touch with All Hallows.”39 
They had been in government together. He socially conservative, she 

                                                   
38 Marnie Holborow. Ireland’s abortion victory. International Socialism 160. Autumn 2018 
39 https://www.irishtimes.com/news/ahern-defends-church-s-role-in-education-1.516753 
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socially liberal, but both economically conservative. Nothing happened, 
nothing was changed. 

The need to know: The Commission of Investigation report makes 
harrowing reading – 4,500 pages, mostly of personal testimony by over 
500 who went through the system. The angry public reaction to the bill 
proposed by Green Minister Roderick O’Gorman last October was no 
surprise.  At a very basic level, there was no consultation with the 
Collaborative Forum of Survivors of Mother and Baby, County and 
Bethany Homes established by government for that very 
purpose.40 Knowing that what had been happening in the mother and 
baby homes was no secret to both church and state authorities, and of 
the ‘insider’ compensation deal made between them, suspicions of a 
cover-up were totally justified. The proposal that files will be held by 
TUSLA is also of concern to survivors, who have found their experience 
of dealing with TUSLA to be ‘less than helpful’. 

“Everyone deserves to know who they are and it should not have taken 
this long and I should never have had to fight so hard,” said Breda Tuite, 
adopted in 1959.41 There are many survivors, both mothers and their 
children. The last children born in a mother and baby home would now 
be in their forties. They want and need to know the truth. Hundreds may 
have brothers, sisters, uncles or aunts whose existence they know 
nothing about. A key demand is that all records should remain accessible 
to allow them to establish their story.  

Catherine Corless summed it up. “Their own files, their own life, and yet 
they’re not allowed to see what’s in those files. That’s what they want. 
They just want information. Identity is a huge thing with them. To know 

                                                   
40 https://www.rte.ie/news/ireland/2020/1103/1175695-mother-and-baby-homes/ 
41 (Breda Tuite, adopted through St Patrick’s Guild Agency, Dublin). 
https://www.broadsheet.ie/2018/06/20/expect-very-vocal-protests-from-victims-who-wont-be-silenced-
any-more/  
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their identity, to know where their mother went, to know was she alright, 
to know how she fared in life.”42 

But the files that have to be available are not just the personal ones. 
There must be files relating to the running of the homes - inspections, 
food purchases, accounts etc. TUSLA may have some of them. Such 
records may still be held by the religious orders. When asked by Bríd 
Smith TD what are the other files beyond those of personal testimony, 
Minister O’Gorman was not able to answer - he didn’t know. The proposal 
that files will be held by TUSLA is also of concern to survivors, who have 
found their experience of dealing with TUSLA to be ‘less than helpful’. 

Education: Despite the changing Ireland, the church still controls most 
of the primary and secondary educational system and a significant part 
of the public health system. 2,899 of the 3,282 primary schools - catering 
for 92% of pupils – are still controlled by the Catholic church. 

They also control 360 of the 780 second-level schools.43 Yet the buildings 
are substantially funded by the state, which also pays the teachers’ 
salaries and a capitation grant per pupil.  

Health: As well as their private hospitals, two religious orders, the Sisters 
of Charity and the Sisters of Mercy, own key hospitals in the public health 
system, amongst others St Vincent’s and the Mater in Dublin and the 
National Rehabilitation Hospital, Dun Laoghaire. Three of the Sisters of 
Charity hospitals have been collectively valued at €650 million. Both 
orders are ‘beneficiaries’ of the sweetheart Woods’ deal. 

 

                                                   
42 https://www.irishtimes.com/news/social-affairs/report-will-release-survivors-from-shame-says-
catherine-corless-1.4395827 
43 Fintan O’Toole. Lessons in the power of the church. Irish Times. 7 June 2009 
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“My late father Seamie O’Boyle was brought to an orphanage in Sligo in the 
middle of 1957 after being taken away from his mother in a mother and baby 
home. She never seen or held him and was just told that she would receive 
correspondence in the coming months. Some months later she received a 
letter from a priest saying that he was sent to an orphanage and to send £50 
a month - a huge amount of money to have to give as a single vulnerable 
woman back then.  I never asked where or how she got the money. After two 
years she received another letter by the same priest saying he’s after being 
adopted by a loving family and that was that.  

But it was a lie. My dad was never adopted and he endured a very rough and 
punishing upbringing. As he grew older and seen other boys in the 
orphanage have family visits, he questioned where his family was. He was 
told he wasn’t wanted and was left on the door step in the middle of the night. 
Another lie, he was brought to the orphanage by a family who had a relative 
working there. While they had no information about his family, he questioned 
why he had no medical history or birth certificate or record of birth parents. 
It was a frustrating time in his life. When you turned 17 you are normally 
allowed leave the orphanage. My father was let go at just over 15, only a child. 
Over a lifetime of asking questions, he never received anything but lies.  

In August 2015 my dad passed away to Sudden Adult Death Syndrome. He 
had an irregular heartbeat. After he passed away, we searched very long and 
hard and found his birth mother. TUSLA and the orphanage were of no use 
or help and kept everything secretive. After a few meetings with my 
grandmother, she told us all that had shamefully happened to her, and that 
her dad and uncle both had an irregular heartbeat and had passed away 
from Sudden Adult Death Syndrome along with other family members. I 
blame the state for his death. If he was given his medical history, he would of 
known it was hereditary and dangerous and could of received appropriate 
treatment.” 

Gino O’Boyle, PBP Councillor Sligo, on his late father Seamie O’Boyle, also a PBP 
Councillor. 
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A new National Maternity Hospital is planned for the St Vincent’s hospital 
campus. The agreement is that it will have an independent board, but it 
will be owned by the Sisters of Charity.44 The new building and its running 
will be entirely publicly funded – but still unresolved is whether medical 
decisions and procedures will be in the interests of the health of women, 
or dictated by the ethos of its ‘owners’? The question has to be why, after 
all we have been through, would such an arrangement be even 
considered? 

There is also the significant involvement in the private health care system 
in the control of the Bon Secours order, the order responsible for the 
Tuam Mother and Baby home. They are the largest private hospital 
group in the country with five hospitals – Galway, Tralee, Limerick, Cork 
and Dublin – and other facilities in Cavan and Cork. Their website makes 
‘interesting’ reading.  Their Mission, they suggest, is to provide “good help 
to those in need”! However in their history there is no mention of 
involvement in Mother and Baby homes. Tuam, where they also had a 
hospital, has been completely obliterated.45 Their new hospital in 
Limerick was opened 2017 by the then Finance Minister Michael Noonan, 
only days after Catherine Corless’s revelations about the 796 dead 
children at Tuam.  

We, the tax-payers, foot the bill. We pay for new school and hospital 
buildings - we pay for their maintenance and upgrades, and, most 
importantly, we pay for their staffing. Historically many schools and 
hospitals the church ‘owns’ were actually built with funds raised by local 
communities – in other words, us – or at least our ancestors. It wasn’t the 
Vatican or the Catholic church selling off their assets for the betterment 

                                                   
44 https://www.irishtimes.com/news/health/q-a-what-s-the-story-with-religious-orders-owning-hospitals-
1.3054256 
45 https://www.bonsecours.ie/history1 
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of our children and health. We also pay, through grants, tax relief and 
teachers’ pay, for private medical facilities and schools.  

People Before Profit believe that what is paid for by public funds should 
remain in public control. The separation of church and state, which we 
stand for, will require that all hospitals, healthcare facilities and schools 
that we paid for should, as a matter of priority, be taken into public 
ownership.  

Separate Church and State 

• Open access to all records, including those still in church 
or religious order control, relating to Mother and Baby 
homes, their management, and adoptions to those 
affected by them. 

• Exhumation and reburial of unrecorded infant burials in 
agreed spaces. 

• Repeal the Woods’ Deal. 
• A full audit of Catholic church wealth, assets and property, 

including that held by ‘charitable’ Trusts. 
• All hospitals, and primary and secondary schools, paid for 

by public funding, to be taken into public control. 
• The new National Maternity Hospital to be in public 

ownership 
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People Before Profit wants fundamental change across the 
whole of Ireland.
We demand decent jobs – not just precarious contracts. We 
want the government to guarantee a right to work by creating 
jobs. It could employ more teachers, more nurses, more 
cleaners, and more building workers to build social housing 
and retrofit existing stock.
We want to stop Ireland becoming a low wage economy. That 
means strong unions who can force employers to pay a living 
wage.
We want a health service that treats people according to need 
and not the size of their wallet.
We want to tackle the housing crisis with a major programme 
for social housing. We want rent controls and a ban on 
evictions during the Covid-19 crisis.
We want to protect our environment and make this country a 
model for tackling climate emergency. We need to move away 
from a society addicted to profit to one where the needs of 
people come first.

To get involved with People Before Profit visit
www.pbp.ie/join
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"I couldn't get my mind around how the sisters could leave 
that home in 1961, close the gates when it closed down, 
with 796 children buried beneath in the tunnels in coffins, 
a lot of them in the sewage tank area as we now know. 
What kind of mentality would leave that place without 
acknowledging that so many burials were there, so many 
precious lives were lost? The ideal would be to exhume 
those little bodies and just show them some dignity and 
reverence and to perhaps reinter them in the main Tuam 
graveyard which is only across the road. Hopefully the 
commission of inquiry will give them [the survivors] justice. 
All they want is an apology and an acknowledgment of what 
happened to them and their mothers.  

Catherine Corless: Bar Council of Ireland’s Human Rights 
Award, October 2017 

 

"Everyone was not responsible for what happened in Tuam. 
It was paid for by the State, which knew exactly what was 
going on, and there were 'headage payments' of up to 
$3,000 for each child sent to the United States." 

Bríd Smith TD (People Before Profit) 
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