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Editors’ Introduction

REDRESS: Ireland’s Institutions and Transitional Justice1


            Katherine O’Donnell, Maeve O’Rourke and James M. Smith

         

         
            You had the church’s representative, you had the solicitor and a barrister, and then you had the judge and a psychiatrist. It was adversarial, and you felt like you were on your own… The church had said that it was a fantasy what had happened to me – that I was sexually abused in that institution – and I had to relive it. So, in a way, having to relive it, it’s a bit like, you know, you’re put on an operating table and you are cut open and you’re left there to fester.

            —Mary Lodato, Redress: Breaking the Silence2

            These records are an invaluable tool to assist Survivors establish their identity and family reunification… I think it’s important that survivors’ families should have access to this information as it can help them understand how their childhood impacted their lives…

            —Carmel McDonnell Byrne, Submission to the Joint Education Committee regarding the Retention of Records Bill 20193

            These precious records should be treated as a treasure and a gift. We must learn from the past mistakes we made in our society and help to lay safeguards that we will need to protect the children of the state into the future. We should not be afraid to face the past. If we lock away for seventy-five years the very information that could be vital to our present and future generations… we cannot deal with the present and future in an informed manner.

            —Tom Cronin, Submission to the Joint Education Committee regarding the Retention of Records Bill 20194

            In my position, you’re very dependent on the state to see you right, but it feels like all Ireland is doing is abusing us again… they haven’t booked anyone or brought anyone to justice. It doesn’t surprise me that they have never prosecuted the nuns. There is still this ideology—they’re nuns, and Christian Brothers, we’re Magdalenes or Industrial School children… The Government doesn’t want to offend the Church. The Government is xiipersecuting us and violating us still, by bowing to the people who did this to us.

            —Elizabeth Coppin, Witness Statement to the UN Committee Against Torture5

         

         REDRESS: Ireland’s Institutions and Transitional Justice explores the ways in which Ireland – North and South – treats individuals and families who suffered in the twentieth-century ‘architecture of containment.’6 This collection of international and multi-disciplinary essays engages with that architecture – a legislative, bureaucratic and judicial apparatus supporting an array of interdependent institutions including Magdalene Laundries,7 Mother and Baby Homes, County Homes/Workhouses, industrial and reformatory schools and the nation’s closed and secretive adoption system – used to confine women and children across both jurisdictions.8 Far from being historical, these structures, which gave rise to widespread and systematic abuses in the past, continue as a political arrangement that exerts power over survivors, adopted people and generations of relatives, and over the remains and memories of the dead. As we mark the centenary of both jurisdictions on this island, this collection examines the States’ so-called ‘redress’ schemes and the investigations and statements of apology that accompanied them over the past two decades. Rather than focusing solely on one investigation or report, REDRESS considers how a transitional justice approach might assist those personally affected, policy makers, the public, and academics to evaluate the complex ways in which both the Republic and Northern Ireland (and other states in a comparative context) have responded to their histories of institutional provision and family separation, and to the legacy of continuing harms attending such provision. Ultimately, we ask what constitutes justice and, moreover, how might democracy evolve if survivors’ experiences and expertise were allowed to lead?

         Seamus Heaney notes that dictionaries record multiple meanings for the word ‘Redress.’ His interest lies not only in redress as ‘[r]eparation of, satisfaction or compensation for, a wrong sustained or the loss resulting from this,’ but also in exploring an obsolete use of the word: ‘To set (a person or a thing) upright again; to raise again to an erect position. Also fig. to set up again, restore, re-establish.’9 Heaney spoke about poetry’s capacity to act as a form of ‘redress’ that is ‘an upright, resistant, and self-bracing entity within the general flux and flex of language.’10 Like Heaney, the authors gathered in this collection are motivated by the understanding that their intellectual work is in service to a programme of cultural and political realignment, reaffirming the ideals of equality enshrined in the 1916 proclamation of the Irish Republic, or indeed in any egalitarian xiiidemocracy. Responding to dominant narratives coming from established powers in Ireland, these essays provide a more robust knowledge of our recent past and a better understanding of our present, in order to imagine and facilitate a more inclusive future.

         Both the idea for this collection and the majority of the essays originated in a conference, ‘Towards Transitional Justice: Recognition, Truth-telling, and Institutional Abuse in Ireland,’ which we organised at Boston College (BC) in early November 2018.11 Over two days scholars, policy makers, survivors, people affected by adoption, artists and advocates came together to consider the nature of both the Republic and Northern Ireland’s responses to Magdalene Laundries, County Homes/Workhouses, Mother and Baby Homes, child residential institutions, child foster care and the closed, secret and coercive adoption system. As academics and members of the Justice for Magdalenes Research (JFMR)12 advocacy group, for the past decade the editors of this collection have endeavoured to place the motto of survivors, ‘nothing about us, without us,’ at the centre of our research and activism regarding the class, race, disability and gender-based abuses so evident in Irish carceral institutions. We have attempted always to ensure that our work is led by survivors’ experiences, perspectives and critique, and we have consciously continued such practice in putting this collection together. Reflecting this commitment, the first essay in this book gathers testimony from eight survivors – Mary Harney, Mari Steed, Caitríona Palmer, Terri Harrison, Rosemary Adaser, Conrad Bryan, Susan Lohan and Connie Roberts, residents of Ireland, the United Kingdom and the United States – who participated in a round-table discussion at the conference in Boston. Essays by Patricia Lundy, Laura McAtackney and Caitríona Palmer, among others, also foreground survivors’ voices and survivor testimony is featured in a number of long-form journalism essays brought together and reprinted in this collection for the first time.

         Over the past 20-plus years the Irish State has initiated a plethora of inquiries into twentieth century institutional and gender-based abuses, leading to the publication of a series of lengthy final reports, including the Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse (Ryan Report, 2009), the Inter-Departmental Committee to establish the facts of State interaction with the Magdalen Laundries (McAleese Report, 2013), the Symphysiotomy Inquiry (Harding Clark Report, 2016), and most recently the Commission of Investigation into Mother and Baby Homes and Certain Related Matters (MBHCOI Final Report, 2020). Released to the public in January 2021, the latter Report addresses the experiences of the 56,000 unmarried mothers and 57,000 children it estimates spent time in the fourteen institutions and four sample County Homes under investigation. The Report contends that some 9,000 children, or 15% of those in the institutions examined, xivdied while in the State’s care.13 The Commission failed to identify burial locations for a large proportion of these children, however, and its Report contains no recommendations to Government regarding the need to find and identify missing relatives.14 The Report concludes that ‘[t]he costs involved would probably be prohibitive’ and ‘[i]n cases where the mothers were in the homes when the child died, it is possible that they knew the burial arrangements or would have been told if they asked.’15 The Report asserts, moreover, that ‘there is no evidence’ to suggest that ‘women were forced to enter mother and baby homes’ and ‘very little evidence’ to support claims that ‘children were forcibly taken from their mothers.’16 Survivors have roundly criticised the Commission’s findings,17 the manner in which their testimony was taken (without a transcript being made or provided, and without notice of the Commission’s decision to destroy all audio recordings),18 the Commission’s clear disregard of testimony provided by hundreds of people to the Confidential Committee,19 and the Commission’s refusal throughout its work to provide survivors and adopted people with their own personal data or records concerning deceased relatives.20 The Commission’s findings were reflected in the Government’s proposal for a ‘Mother and Baby Institutions Payment Scheme’ published in November 2021.21 Among other things, the proposed scheme does not recognise the harm of forced or unlawful family separation, per se, in that it excludes any person institutionalised for less than six months before being separated from their mother, it does not offer payment for forced labour in thirteen of the fourteen Mother and Baby institutions examined, and it fails entirely to recognise abuse of children who were ‘boarded out’ and the forced and otherwise unlawful family separation perpetrated in settings beyond the institutions investigated by the Commission. Ultimately, the Irish High Court declared on 17 December 2021 that eight survivors, including Philomena Lee and Mary Harney, were denied fair procedures by the Commission, specifically the right to comment on draft findings and that some of the Commission’s findings did not accurately reflect the survivors’ evidence. The government deposited a copy of the High Court declaration in the Oireachtas Library alongside the Commission’s Final Report and also posted a list of the impugned paragraphs alongside the Commission’s Report online.22 Along with those directly affected, academics and cultural commentators too are now offering increasingly critical analyses of the nearly 3,000-page Report, early examples of which are signalled in this collection in the contributions of Maeve O’Rourke, James Gallen, and Máiréad Enright and Sinéad Ring.23

         This collection, however, underlines a much larger point: namely that the aforementioned inquiries have frequently hampered or excluded other avenues of accountability that should ordinarily be available in the xv democratic state. Sequestering documents and testimony that are crucial sources of evidence, these investigations have largely operated in private. They have failed to use constitutional or human rights law as a framework of analysis, or as a guide to ensuring procedural fairness for all. Survivors and relatives of the deceased, and frequently also the police, have been prohibited from accessing the inquiries’ archives. The Director of Public Prosecutions brought charges against one person only in relation to the contents of the Ryan Report.24 Neither the Magdalene Laundries nor the Mother and Baby Homes have been the subject of criminal cases. Survivors’ access to the civil courts has been stymied by myriad procedural barriers and a lack of access to relevant evidence and to affordable legal aid. The State has made conditional offers of financial redress to survivors in exchange for their silence and/or their agreement not to pursue wrongdoers in court.25 The State, furthermore, still denies adopted people statutory entitlements to their own identity and early life and adoption files. The essays in the section entitled ‘Irish State (In)Justice,’ notably by Colin Smith and April Duff, as well as by O’Rourke, Enright and Ring, and Gallen lay bare these substantive deficits in contemporary state practice.

         Northern Ireland’s Historical Institutional Abuse Inquiry (Hart Report, 2017) similarly denied many child abuse survivors legal representation, access to records or an opportunity to submit questions for the Chair to ask of witnesses – in direct contrast to the alleged wrongdoers’ entitlements. Patricia Lundy’s essay in the section entitled ‘Children in State Care’ details these and further causes of re-traumatisation, while Gordon Lynch’s chapter towards the end of the book exposes flaws in the Hart inquiry’s historical analysis. An opportunity to learn from previous practice North and South, to adopt human-rights-compliant investigative practices and to establish a more accurate history, now arises with the recent publication of an academic research report on Mother and Baby Homes and Magdalene Laundries in Northern Ireland26 and the Northern Ireland Executive’s subsequent appointment of an independent Truth Recovery Design Panel to co-design with survivors and relatives the framework for a state investigation into Magdalene Laundry, Mother and Baby, and Workhouse institutions.27 As of November 2021, the Executive Office has taken responsibility for implementing all of the recommendations of this independent process, beginning with the establishment of a survivors’ and relatives’ Forum to influence and monitor, among other measures: the progression of records preservation and access legislation, the establishment of an Independent Panel of investigation and statutory Public Inquiry, and the administration of a wide-ranging redress process.28 Notably, the academic research report by Leanne McCormick and Sean O’Connell found significant cross-border movement of women and children, including the adoption in the Republic xviof Ireland of children born in Northern Irish institutions and the detention in Northern Ireland’s Magdalene Laundries of girls and women ordinarily resident in the Republic.29 This suggests an urgent need for additional comparative study of cross-border, inter- and intra-national traffic of formerly institutionalised women and children and of the obstacles they and their families continue to face in the pursuit of justice.

         This collection addresses the question of what these state practices mean for those most directly affected and for our proclaimed democracy. We believe that the concept of transitional justice can contribute to redressing these deficits. The United Nations defines transitional justice as ‘the full range of processes and mechanisms associated with a society’s attempts to come to terms with a legacy of large-scale past abuses, in order to ensure accountability, serve justice and achieve reconciliation.’30 Scholars frequently describe a transitional justice approach as comprising four principles or pillars: namely, truth-telling, accountability, redress and reparation, and guarantees of non-recurrence.31 Operating simultaneously, these four elements are said to provide a holistic method of responding to large-scale and widespread injustice.32 The transitional justice approach has been deployed in numerous countries seeking to move from a situation of mass violence and human rights violations (engendered, for example, by civil war, apartheid or violent insurgency) to the establishment of robust democratic institutions and processes.33 Significant academic attention has been paid to the potential of transitional justice measures in Northern Ireland as a way to come to terms with the impacts of the three-decades-long Troubles.34 More recently, and with great relevance to the subject matter of this volume, transitional justice scholarship has started to consider how the model could be applied to systematic institutional abuse and injustice in settled democracies: for example, the removal of indigenous children from their families in Canada and Australia, or the forced migration of children from the United Kingdom to both aforementioned jurisdictions, and these children’s further mistreatment in residential institutions.35 Essays by Gordon Lynch, Rosemary Nagy and Shurlee Swain offer the opportunity to learn from international comparisons and the inter- and intra-national dimensions of state responses to historic institutional abuse.

         We are conscious, however, of the real danger that the language of transitional justice may be co-opted by the state to justify offering a ‘specialised,’ selective and limited justice model that in fact stymies accountability by denying access to established ‘democratic’ institutions such as the courts, the coroners’ system, academic research and cultural and artistic expression and participation. Essays by James Gallen, Fionnuala Ní Aoláin and Ruth Rubio Marín in the section entitled ‘Transitional Justice: Opportunities, Limits’ explore both the potential and the pitfalls of xviiemploying the principles of transitional justice as a guiding practice with which to evaluate state institutional responses.

         With the pros and cons of this method in mind, the BC conference focused on a series of questions: What, if anything, might the concept of transitional justice offer with regard to Ireland’s history of institutional and adoption-related abuse? Can it act as a lens to help us better understand this abuse and its legacy, including the state’s (non-)responses to survivors’ needs and demands? Is it an avenue by which alternative framings and responses to the past could be designed? Asking these questions provoked a series of further ones, such as: What is it that Ireland still needs to learn about its treatment of women, children and others marginalised by poverty, sexism, racism, ageism and ableism both in the past and in the present? What do the methods with which Ireland has attempted to deal with its past tell us about the state’s current approach to power, dependency and incarceration? What are the implications of recent state-sponsored investigations into institutional abuse for contemporary Irish society, including children in foster care, young adults leaving state residential care settings, older people in nursing homes, psychiatric patients, people in Direct Provision, and those in prison? What can Ireland learn from transitional justice responses to similar recent histories and contemporary problems in other jurisdictions? Do transitional justice processes have the potential to assist Ireland in building a more impactful human rights infrastructure, thereby helping to guarantee non-recurrence of previous failures? The essays in this collection consider these questions from different perspectives, disciplines and methodologies.

         A key aspiration in advancing this collection was to set an innovative agenda for Irish Studies by proposing that academics studying Ireland (both North and South) could benefit from using the framework of transitional justice as an evaluative lens to understand and address not just the suffering caused by colonial sectarian conflict but also the violence and civil liberties violations wrought by post/colonial theocratic regimes. In using the slashed term ‘post/colonial,’ we refer to the differing experiences of colonial settlements on either side of the Irish border whereby the Irish Free State, later the Republic of Ireland, won independence from the United Kingdom a hundred years ago and the six counties of Northern Ireland currently operate under a peace settlement that is facing new challenges as the UK negotiates life outside the EU. Widespread across both jurisdictions, systems of institutional confinement and forced family separation functioned for most of the twentieth century imposing social control over tens of thousands of vulnerable citizens, approximately 1% of the Republic’s population in 1950 according to one study.36 And, as examined in essays by Paul Michael Garrett, Mary Burke and Claire xviiiMcGettrick, codes of silence, secrecy and shaming related to social reproduction in general, and female sexuality in particular, also persist today.

         As the ‘Decade of Centenaries’ draws to a close in 2022, there will be a focus on the violence of the War of Independence, Civil War and Partition.37 These centenaries offer an opportunity to reflect on the other systematic forms of violence and abuse that have marked our island and cultures during the past 100 years. The essays in this book – representing diverse and interdisciplinary academic fields, including law, international human rights, sociology, philosophy and ethics, literature, history, performance studies, social work, archaeology, anthropology and heritage studies, journalism and creative writing – consider whether the principles of transitional justice might guide both the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland through a transition, from societies traumatised by violent conflict and severe social oppression to more stable societies that embrace diversity and address socio-economic disadvantage.38 The essays that follow also consider whether practices implied in the concept of transitional justice hold the potential to mobilise a shift away from pervasive gendered, class and racial injustice, and a history rooted in the privatisation of educational, health and social welfare services and their administration by the Roman Catholic Church in particular. Contributions by McGettrick, Palmer and Lundy, among others, examine whether transitional justice can provide a route to the dignified treatment of survivors, and the generations of their families that continue to suffer the effects of our abusive past.

         Two final questions informed our approach to the conference and this book. First, how do we as academics engage with the voices of institutional abuse survivors; in other words, how might our scholarship be guided by their testimony? Many essays in this book affirm survivors’ truth. In addition to the compilation of survivor testimony, we include a selection of long-form journalism by prominent writers, including Dan Barry, Anne Enright, Conall Ó Fátharta and Clair Wills. Their crucial interventions foregrounded survivors’ voices and in doing so drew international media attention that helped bring informed public pressure to counter what Katherine O’Donnell in her essay defines as the belligerent ignorance of the Irish establishment. Our decision to begin this collection with the ‘Truth-Telling’ section is meant to ensure that readers recall survivors’ experiences as they engage with the later essays. Second, what are the roles that the humanities and social sciences might play in imagining a flourishing Ireland and facilitating its emergence? Transitional justice has generally been considered the work of legal and political scholars and centres for the study of human rights. With these essays, we seek to set a fresh agenda for the field of Irish Studies that, in addition to law xixand politics, would bring studies in the humanities (e.g. Mary Burke, Laura McAtackney, Katherine O’Donnell, Emilie Pine et al., James M. Smith), social sciences (e.g. Paul Michael Garrett, Patricia Lundy, Claire McGettrick) and the creative arts (e.g. Emer O’Toole, Caitríona Palmer, Connie Roberts) into conversation around a new set of coordinates. In particular, ‘truth-telling’ and ‘guarantees of non-recurrence’ connect to the work of many colleagues in the wider Irish Studies community whose scholarship focuses on the role of testimony-gathering, story-telling, life-writing, oral history, access to records, archival research and curation, genealogy, survivor culture, memorialisation, heritage, curriculum design, education and digital scholarship. We also see a pedagogical imperative in transitional justice that has the potential to reinvigorate the work we do in our respective classrooms. Teaching students about Ireland’s treatment of the socially marginalised combats contemporary complacency and creates a bulwark that, we hope, will help ensure non-recurrence of such harms in the future.39 In rooting our pedagogies in new interdisciplinary approaches orientated toward social justice for all we will continue to offer dynamic rationales for the value of a liberal arts education.40

         To return to Seamus Heaney’s consideration of poetry’s potential to enact redress, we consider that academic activism meets a similar challenge and opportunity:

         
            to place a counter-reality in the scales – a reality which may be only imagined but which nevertheless has weight because it is imagined within the gravitational pull of the actual and can therefore hold its own and balance out against the historical situation.41

         

         Like poetry, scholarly work is too often dismissed as ineffectual in the push towards progressive change. This collection of essays presents ‘a glimpsed alternative, a revelation of potential that is denied or constantly threatened by circumstances.’42 We hope that the alternatives proffered might present new imaginative standards for our democracy in the twenty-first century. xx
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            One

            Testimony

            Mary Harney, Mari Steed, Caitríona Palmer, Terri Harrison, Rosemary Adaser, Conrad Bryan, Susan Lohan and Connie Roberts1

         

         What follows are excerpts from a public roundtable discussion among individuals with experience of Ireland’s institutional and gender-based abuses and moderator James M. Smith at the international conference entitled Towards Transitional Justice: Recognition, Truth-Telling and Institutional Abuse in Ireland, held on 2 November 2018 at Boston College.2

         All of the discussants have previously written and spoken publicly about their experiences, and all have provided the editors with their consent to publish their contributions to the roundtable. The participants were Mary Harney, Maine resident and civil-rights activist, painter and educator; Mari Steed, Virginia resident, co-founder of Adoption Rights Alliance and executive committee member of Justice for Magdalenes Research (JFMR); Caitríona Palmer, Washington, DC, resident, journalist and author; Terri Harrison, Dublin resident, musician and community organiser; Rosemary Adaser, London resident, activist and founder and CEO of the Association of Mixed Race Irish (AMRI); Conrad Bryan, London resident, activist and member of the AMRI; Susan Lohan, Dublin resident and co-founder of Adoption Rights Alliance; and Connie Roberts, New York resident, poet and lecturer at Hofstra University.

         Terri, Rosemary, Conrad, Mary and Susan were, at the time of the conference, members of the Collaborative Forum for Former Residents of Mother and Baby Homes and Related Institutions established by Ireland’s Department of Children and Youth Affairs in 2018. The Government published the Collaborative Forum’s summary recommendations on 16 3April 2019, although it declined to publish the forum’s report in full. Readers will note references to the Collaborative Forum in the text below.

         The audience for this discussion included not just the conference participants and attendees but also survivors and other members of the public who watched via live stream on the FJMR Facebook group page and engaged in their own conversation in response over Facebook and Twitter.

         I. Mary Harney

         My name is Mary Harney. I am the proud daughter of Margaret ‘Peggy’ Harney. I was born in Bessborough in 1949. My mother and I stayed together in the Mother and Baby Home for two and a half years. When I was born, I apparently almost died, and I was put into what was known as the ‘dying room.’ But my bawling and my crying and my gurgling apparently kept me going until the morning, and I was handed to my mother the next day.

         My mother chose to do some of the most menial tasks within the institution like sluicing out the babies’ napkins (in America you call them ‘diapers’) so that she could sneak in to see me and pick me up, because women were not allowed free access to their children at any time of the day.

         I suffered whooping cough and measles while I was there, and therefore I was not eligible to be trafficked to America. Those were communicable diseases, and in getting children to America, they had to be free of such prior conditions. A bit like America today, really. My mother was given a half an hour’s notice to get me ready to have me taken from her. She and the other women used to knit for their children. And she had made me a little – I guess you could call it – a coat-type thing and a little bonnet. And when she got me dressed, she put me in those clothes. She walked me down to the nun who took me from her, and basically that was the last time my mother was ever supposed to see me. Within half an hour of being taken away from her, the nun came back and threw the little knitted clothes back at my mother and said, ‘She won’t be needing those where she’s going.’

         I was illegally fostered by an elderly couple who knew nothing at all about children, and they took me to a house in Cork that was terrifying in its tininess. I had been in an institution, a Mother and Baby institution, and now I was in a small house. I was put into a wooden bed that had above it, on the side wall that I could see quite clearly, a picture of St Michael the Archangel with his trident shoving the snakes back into hell. It had a flickering light in front. This is one of my very early memories. It flickered at night and I could see the flames coming out of the snakes. The nightmares and the terror – of just being locked in that room alone – are still with me today. 4

         Because of their neglect, and also because I was probably suffering from malnutrition, a neighbour called the authorities and I was taken from the foster parents in 1954. I was brought to the courthouse in Cork, and the judge sentenced me to twelve and a half years in the Good Shepherd Industrial School at Sunday’s Well in Cork City. I was taken to the industrial school where the doors were locked as soon as I was put in. My childhood there was years of intermittent abuse, but severe in many cases. We were deprived of food if we disobeyed rules. We were always deprived of water; we had no free access to water. We were beaten and we were abused sexually, emotionally and physically. I bear some physical scars, but for many years I bore the mental and emotional scars of my time there.

         It was there that I learned how to begin to resist. When I refused to lean down and tie my shoes and when I got severe beatings, I would not cry. It was there that I learned that I am Mary Harney. I am not Number 54. I am not ‘pig.’ I am not ‘smelly pig.’

         I am Mary Harney, the proud daughter of a mother that I traced on my own when I was 17 years old. I traced my mother with threats. Not with questions, not with gentleness, but with threats that I would publish my story in a newspaper called The News of the World, which is equivalent to your Enquirer [in the United States]. Within two weeks of sending that letter, I had – I still have it today – a tiny letter, two pages, telling me my mother’s married name, that I had two half-sisters, and my mother’s address.

         Without any Freedom of Information Act, without any GDPR or whatever they call it in the United States, I found my mother with the help of a Catholic priest who was a good person and a magnificent support for me. He brought us together. It was one of the biggest shocks of my life. I had dreamed of a mother that was Greta Garbo and Betty Davis mixed together, holding a long cigarette. What I got was a small, fat Irish woman with two children running around and a long streak of misery for a stepfather.

         Without any counselling, without any support, it is very hard for mothers and children to reunite. I could not put a bond of 17 years back in place. Neither could she. We had a 31-year relationship, and I loved my mother, but it was the same as if I loved someone else’s mother. There was something missing. There was no closeness. My mother did not hug very much. I wanted to, but I realised that she needed to and could not. My journey through ‘recovery,’ as I call it.

         I am not a survivor. I am a small, yet mighty, resisting worker for justice. And I have spent 50 years finding that out.

         I buried my mother in 2013 or 2014. Sorry, Mammy, I can’t remember. But I honoured my mother, I respected my mother, I loved my mother. She 5is my hero for what she went through as a mother. For that I will always be grateful. I dedicated my Master’s thesis at NUI Galway – I wrote about the Irish industrial schools and forced labour – to my mother and all the women who went through such things.

         I have a tote box, a plastic tote box, at home filled with redacted information and redacted letters. I have found that my personal truth-telling has been a part of my pathway to healing and recovery, but forgiveness has not yet come for me. I’m working on it. I sometimes feel that I am truth-telling to a government that does not listen and that speaks – as one of our very famous men here in America says – ‘fake’ all the time. I think someone talked about it this morning, this fake shame and fake explanations of ‘we are going to do so much to move this along.’ It’s fake because there is no action.

         I want to see action because we are telling our truths and the government is not telling us the truth about our identity. That, I think, is where there is a big gap in this truth-telling exercise. We, the people who have been through it, are telling our truths at last. The government is hiding behind the Freedom of Information Act, all sorts of personal-privacy legislation, and the adoption bill. They are all being created to impede access, if you like – to enable the government to once again abdicate its responsibility to its children and women by denying us the knowledge of who we are.

         I serve on the memorialisation subcommittee of the Collaborative Forum. As Mari so aptly puts it, we don’t need any more statues for pigeons to shit on. We do need memorials. And one of the first things I believe we must do is identify the dead and give the dead names, so that we can memorialise the children and the mothers that died in these institutions before we do anything else. One other legacy, which comes out of Holocaust studies, is that we must teach children the history of this dark chapter in Ireland and keep that memory alive so that it never happens again. So those are two of the numerous issues our committee is working on, but it is a very hard task, and we are just fighting at the edges of it.

         II. Mari Steed

         I was born Mary Terese Fitzpatrick at the Bessborough Mother and Baby Home in Cork in 1960, and I and 2,000-plus children were trafficked from Ireland to the United States for the specific purpose of adoption by American couples. I landed in Philadelphia and grew up there. At 17 I fell pregnant in my senior year in high school. I was forced to give my own daughter up for adoption – even as late as 1978.

         I reunited with my daughter in 1997 and also embarked on a search for my own mother. I did find her, but not until I learned a lot about 6my own history, my own background, as well as her background. I was fairly well armed, but it was work largely done on my own. There was no giving of information by the Sacred Heart nuns in Cork or any other bodies or authorities in Ireland. I just had to call and write my way through countless letters and do my own research. What I learned about my mother is that she had also been born out of wedlock in 1933 in Wexford. She came up through the Good Shepherd’s Industrial School, St Dominic’s, in Waterford. From there she was shifted to the Good Shepherd’s Magdalene Laundry at Sunday’s Well in Cork, where she spent ten years in the sewing room doing absolutely beautiful work. I saw examples of some of the work, which she had kept with her. So they got their money’s worth out of my mother.

         At age 26 she was released by the sisters to a job opportunity at Our Lady’s Hospital in Dublin. It was her first experience out from under the washboards of the nuns, and as so many survivors can attest, they came out of the system very vulnerable, with absolutely no life skills or understanding of sexuality. She promptly fell pregnant with me, whereupon she immediately was sent back down to Cork, to the Mother and Baby Home at Bessborough, where she gave birth to me. Our mothers actually stayed with us, which was the practice if you were not a private fee-paying patient in these Mother and Baby Homes. She, of course, could not afford it, so again she was put to work sewing for the nuns, and had to stay there until I was sent for adoption at 18 months. During that time she breastfed me, she sang to me. She would slip away into the nursery at night and sing me lullabies that I still retain in my head to this day.

         I found her in 2001, living in the United Kingdom. She had made a life for herself and she had done quite well, I think, by a lot of our standards based upon the damage inflicted on people. I think moving to England – and we see this with other women – it freed her to be a bit more herself, to escape the shame and stigma. If she remained in Ireland, I dread to think what kind of life she might have led.

         So a lot of that obviously has informed my work. It’s sort of the perfect storm of the convergence of carceral institutions in Ireland.

         I was also part of the 1960–61 Burroughs Wellcome vaccine trials in Bessborough, conducted without my mother’s consent. She was still there when this happened, still legally my parent.

         So, of course, I have heaps of documents and information that I’ve amassed over the years to, sort of, prove my provenance and to provide what information is needed for my mother and her family. We are a living legacy of that system, and we are testament to the fact that this is generational. It does go on. It has lasting reverberations. I think this whole truth-telling notion, especially as it’s promoted by the Irish government…, 7I do commend the efforts to move forward with the Collaborative Forum with that purpose in mind, to truth-tell. But I am keenly aware that we cannot truthfully tell our story without knowing our story. The linchpin to that is access to information.

         For those of us that have come out of these institutional settings, knowing our story is the one thing we lack, that we are denied, and that we continue to be obstructed on. So I think that’s what we have to move forward on. Without that access to information – be it to mothers, be it to children – we cannot really get to the truth-telling process.

         One of the interesting obstacles that we face is an inconsistency in the level of access. Having the advantage of U.S. citizenship, one of the ‘perks’ I enjoy is an immigration file that I can access under freedom of information. So I can FOI my immigration file and get a full copy of my original Irish birth certificate, which is something denied to my companions in Ireland. So that is a problem as well: the inconsistencies between the layers of the adoption legacy.

         The world is changing so radically, from DNA advances to websites like Ancestry.com. They are becoming an invaluable tool. We are finding Irish children showing up on flight manifests coming into the United States. They may have travelled on what were known as American family passports. So you really only had to have ‘mother’ and ‘father,’ and they could list anybody they wanted. The other piece of that puzzle was military families and military transports. Nobody was watching these military planes that were going out of Limerick, out of Foynes, or the United Kingdom. Nobody’s going to question a major or a captain coming in with a bonny baby in his arms, and they were flying into military bases here in the United States, to bases here in Massachusetts, Westover Air Force Base, and to McGuire in New Jersey. Flights were chock-a-block with children, and not just from Ireland. That was in the wake of World War II, which might explain why the Irish babies were not questioned or why people turned a blind eye to it. From Americans’ perspective they were rescuing war orphans.

         We also are finding naturalisation petitions online through Ancestry.com going back as far as the 1940s and very early 1950s. An American parent would present themselves to a federal court in their jurisdiction, be it Pennsylvania, New York or wherever. They present the child. They may not have all the necessary documents that you would think should be required, like the visa from Ireland and some sort of certification saying you have been vetted as a prospective adoptive parent. But they have got enough information because it’s major so-and-so, or from a wealthy family. They present themselves to a federal courthouse saying, ‘I have adopted this Irish child; I have taken them into my home; I would like to have them 8naturalised as a citizen.’ And it was just never questioned. That is how parents were able to get the child into school and take on a new name. Then the process gets finalised by the parents going to their local family court and getting an adoption decree in that state. And again people didn’t just question it back then. It was horrible.

         III. Caitríona Palmer

         I was born in April 1972 to an unmarried mother in Ireland and placed for adoption through the state-licensed St Patrick’s Guild agency. Unlike Mary, I was with my mother for only two days before I was taken – quickly baptised on the way and taken – to St Patrick’s Infant Hospital, Temple Hill, in Blackrock. I was adopted by Liam and Mary Palmer, my beloved parents. I grew up in an incredibly happy home. I was adored by my parents and siblings and given every privilege and opportunity I could have ever asked for. But in spite of all that privilege and opportunity and love, I grew up haunted by the loss of my mother and upset by a feeling of incompleteness, of discombobulation, of dislocation that I could never fully understand. I was the good adoptee, a really good girl. I did very well at school.

         I tried to make my parents very proud, but I still didn’t feel like myself. In 1999, when I was 27 years old, I searched for my natural mother – my biological mother – which is something I never thought I would do. I found her quickly and we were reunited. She was overjoyed, just so thrilled to have me back in her life. It seemed like the fairy-tale was complete until she told me she had never actually told anyone about me or my existence and that moving forward our relationship would have to be a secret. I had just found her and didn’t want to lose her, so I agreed to the terms of our relationship. I thought naïvely that in a week or a month or a year she would tell her husband or her children about me. But that week turned into a year, into five years, ten years, fifteen years. And now, 20 years later, as far as I know I’m still a secret in her life.

         I am a journalist, and so as a journalist I was intrigued by my own story, and I wanted to investigate why this remarkable woman, this sophisticated woman in the new secular Ireland of the post–Celtic Tiger era could not come out and say, ‘I had a child and here is that child.’ And so, without knowing that I was embarking on a book project, I began to write and investigate the facts of my own life, which led to my memoir called An Affair with My Mother, which was published in March 2016.

         I’m aware that it’s a very provocative title – An Affair with My Mother – but there was no other way for me to describe the clandestine affair that I was conducting with my mother. Meeting in hotels across Dublin, hiding 9out from her family. And that’s really the story. It’s a story of love and redemption but also of pain. I wrote the story to explain that you can grow up in a happy home and be adopted, yet feel haunted by grief. And I also wanted to tell the story of my biological mother, who is broken by my mere existence. She has lived a bifurcated, haunted life, and I wanted to exonerate her publicly.

         For me it is very simple: everyone has a basic human right to know where they come from. It is 2018, and we need to address Ireland’s closed, secret adoption system. I would like to have access to my adoption files, to my own birth certificate. I know who my natural mother is, and my father, and yet I am still denied those official documents. We have ushered in extraordinary social change in Ireland in the past few decades, and yet this remains one intractable, closed, dark chapter. I have been so moved and so impressed by everything that’s coming out of this conference, but for me, as the adoptee here, I would really like access – a statutory access – to our information.

         
IV. Terri Harrison


         Look at this stage filled with beautiful, wonderful people. Our adult children inherit the ripple effects of their pariah mother – because that’s the only word I can think of. We have no rights whatsoever. We are not mentioned in any literature. We do not come under any umbrella of any platform because we were the girls locked up in what they describe as the ‘Mother and Baby Homes.’ There were no homes in our country. I won’t agree to that. And these beautiful people here on the stage today give me hope for my son – 45 years of age now – who I got to have six weeks with, my beautiful, beautiful son. Then he was taken; he was abducted.

         I have talked to all the legal people: there is no statute of limitations for kidnapping, to my knowledge. In 2002 I attempted to bring the Irish state to court on the grounds of the kidnapping of my son, and my case was turned down on the basis of the statute of limitations. I had hope, a long time ago, and hope sometimes fades. One of the speakers talked about the importance of listening. I have to say to the women, please put your fingers down your throat and vomit up the part of you that feels that shame. It doesn’t belong to you. It belongs to our country. The shame is not yours. That is the first thing. And the second thing I wanted to tell you all, and especially the adult children: every woman that I have encountered suffers from acute guilt, including myself, that we didn’t kill the bitches who hurt us. That we didn’t kill them on behalf of our children. And that’s the guilt we are living with today.

         The abandonment and the rejection of our entire society fell upon our 10children. And it hurts me greatly to hear the speakers talk about that void inside of them. If they only knew, if they really only knew. I wish I had a tape recording of what I heard in the institutions. The screams and the cries were terrible. And you’d say, ‘Oh God, they’ve taken another one.’ And you knew you could be next.

         During the visit of the Pope to Ireland [in summer 2018], many survivors spoke at a protest on O’Connell Street about the longing they feel to be Irish again. I will never be Irish until all of this is resolved. I’m not a Catholic, I’m not a Protestant, I have no religious affiliation. My father was an atheist and my mother was a Catholic. I have met with so many ministers over the years. So many promises, and then they leave office, and then we get a new one, and it just goes on, and on, and on. I want to address the young people, the people of tomorrow in my country and in your country. I hope that I live to see a day where I can say simply, ‘I am an Irish woman.’ Nothing else. It doesn’t matter. The rest is irrelevant.

         For Ireland today this whole conference is remarkable. It’s astounding. It’s a privilege for me to be sitting here today, and it’s thanks to Katherine Zappone who funded representatives from the Collaborative Forum. I couldn’t afford this trip. I also represent hundreds of women at the Christine Buckley Centre on Jervis Street in Dublin. I have been helping to run support groups since 1991. The Christine Buckley Centre gave us women a home. There is nothing visible about the women that I represent. We are faceless, nameless and voiceless. But not anymore. Now we have a place on the platform. I can speak for Terri Harrison, and I have permission to speak for the many, many women who come through the Christine Buckley Centre doors for support and ask me, ‘Why? Why won’t they believe us, Terri?’

         How do you answer that question? Because I do not have the answer. Like the question I asked yesterday: ‘Who gave them permission to treat us like criminals?’ For picking life. The miracle of precious life. There is one thing I just want to make clear to everybody. There is us mothers and there is our children, and in between there was the establishment. Everything that happened, happened to us, not by us. We did not come along and say, ‘Don’t give our children our information.’ Every human being has a right to the origins of their family and their identity.

         Please know that every woman in the institutions was told the exact same thing: if I ever attempted to find my son, I would be arrested by the gardaí. Every woman was told that.

         V. Rosemary Adaser

         My name is Rosemary Adaser and I am the founder and CEO of the 11Association of Mixed Race Irish. I know for the Americans here, the fact that I am sitting here and saying I am Irish might come as a bit of a shock, but that’s alright, we get that in Ireland, we get it wherever we go.

         I wanted to pick up on the question, ‘What does Ireland mean to you?’ What I think Ireland means to me is the exploitation of difference. I think that, speaking from within my community, we have committed two crimes. The biggest crime was that we were born to African men. That was the biggest crime. I met my mother when I was 36 years old, and she told me that I needed to understand her decision to abandon me because she had broken the code. She had mated with a member of the slave race. And that one statement has peppered my life throughout Ireland and its industrial schools. I have a love-hate relationship with Ireland, I think it is fair to say. I have a history. I have been in a lot of homes as a baby. I was in industrial schools as a child. I was indentured. I actually have the file, and on the document it has a form called ‘indenture,’ and I was indentured to a couple in their sixties. On my file it actually says, ‘Come to the institution and pick the child up who most accommodates your lifestyle.’

         My welfare was not part of the equation at all. I think it is really important that in our discussion about the system of abuse that ran throughout Ireland, we acknowledge that the welfare of the child was never a factor. And it did not matter whether you were a person of colour or a beautiful, bonny child like Caitríona, a couple of days old, or a baby whisked off to America. Your welfare was never a factor in the deliberations. There are more checks and balances in picking a dog from a pound than there is with the treatment and care of children in Ireland.

         Moving slightly forward to what all this means to me: I think there are two things that I have picked up. One is that the process is even more important than the outcome, speaking to the redress schemes offered by the state. What redress meant for industrial-school survivors was blood money – and in exchange for this blood money we’ll give you a gagging order so you can no longer tell your stories. That blood money carried with it a lifetime sacrifice of silence. So I think the process is absolutely critical.

         The other thing I wanted to say about this conference that really struck me is the history of inter-institutional connections. We never really discussed this whole separation: ‘Oh, you were adopted, you were in industrial schools, you are a natural mother, you’re this or that.’ And actually, it’s all a history of connections and interdependency, and I really, really want the Collaborative Forum to finally link all those dots, and together with these amazing ladies and men, come together with one voice and say, ‘Enough really is enough. Ireland, get your shit together.’

         In denying access to information, the state claims it is protecting the rights of mothers. No way. We do not have access to our own records. Once 12again the state is deflecting blame onto the mothers, onto the children. Again, this is about making those linkages between the various agencies. Mums do not have access to these records either.

         VI. Conrad Bryan

         My name is Conrad Bryan, and this is the first time I have been in the United States of America, and I really want to thank Katherine Zappone for allowing me the opportunity to come here. This is the land of Martin Luther King – my hero. There is a quotation of his that is actually quite appropriate for me personally today: ‘Darkness cannot drive out darkness. Only light can do that. Hate cannot drive out hate. Only love can do that.’ That quote is meaningful to me on this day when talking about truth-telling and questioning ‘What is this light?’ and ‘Whose truth is it?’

         There is truth that many of us [children who grew up in institutions] held. There is truth that families held, where mothers have not told their children that they had a child out of wedlock. There is truth at a state level, as we heard today, where it refuses to give information out to people. And there is a truth denied by the Catholic Church. I would like some answers particularly from the church. I’d like to see them speak out, to answer simple questions like, ‘Why did they stop allowing adoptions of coloured children, mixed-race children?’

         I found a letter in the archives of the Department of Foreign Affairs where there was a discussion of making black babies available for adoption, and the response was, ‘We can guarantee that we have no problem with children of colour here in Ireland. We can guarantee that we won’t send children of colour to America.’ So I need answers to questions like that. It is remarkable that the Protestant adoption agencies were inundated with people looking for mixed-race children. Why weren’t we offered up to Protestant adoption agencies? The discrimination is on so many levels, and I’d love to know the truth about why I was not adopted. I have my father stating that the only reason I wasn’t adopted is because I was coloured. The evidence is in the file, and I have only recently started to investigate as a result of my work with Rosemary and the Association of Mixed Race Irish. There is truth on many levels I want to know.

         Hate cannot drive out hate. I think that Dublin needs to recognise that we need to move on from hate and contempt and actually listen to us and listen to what we have to say because we are the truth-tellers.

         VII. Susan Lohan

         My name is Susan Lohan and I am the co-founder of Adoption Rights 13Alliance, together with Claire McGettrick who is speaking here today. In the early 1990s, myself, Claire and Angela Murphy over there [in Ireland], and Mari Steed here [in the United States] were all members of an earlier group called Adoption Ireland. So it is quite untrue for the Irish government to say that they are only slowly becoming aware of these issues that we have been discussing over the past two days. We have presented paper after paper after paper. We have met every single minister for children.

         The government’s great big idea in 2001 was to propose an adoption bill that contained a brand-new crime. Perhaps half of the people in this room could never, ever be convicted of it because you are not adopted. The crime was contacting your natural parents without their express prior permission, and it was punishable by up to five years in prison and a fine of £5,000. That was 2001.

         Unfortunately, in today’s Department of Children there is the same continuing mantra. There is an adoption bill going through parliament now, and people are being promised ‘extracts’ compiled from documents in our personal files as constructed by social workers. So they are going to allow the state to write its own version of our story. And we would have to sign a legally binding undertaking in order to gain access to even a small amount of information, and we can be challenged in court.

         We talk about Ireland’s closed, secret adoption industry, but we are actually talking about facts that are hidden only from the actual subjects within that industry. In the majority of cases, especially for adoptees leaving Ireland, all of our births were properly registered and they were registered publicly. So if I know my name at birth, I can walk into the General Register Office, go down the list, find my birth and request the birth certificate. Of course, our name at birth is the one piece of information we do not possess. So that is where the secrecy comes in.

         The only entity in Ireland who can link the original identity and the adoptive identity is the Adoption Board, now called the Adoption Authority. But I think there has been deliberate misinterpretation of the 1952 Adoption Act, which says that only the Adoption Board shall have access to the index linking these two identities. At the time, that stipulation was put in place so as to prevent public curiosity or public scrutiny. I do not believe it was ever intended to keep the linkages secret from the people who were the subject of those adoptions, and I would really like to see greater legal scrutiny of some of those provisions.

         In response to the question, ‘What does it mean to be Irish?’ I think we are very self-serving in recent legal advances we have made. I think it has been very easy to bring in gender-recognition bills, marriage equality – perhaps less so was Repeal the Eighth. These are items which will not cost 14the Irish exchequer anything, and they make us look good on the world stage, but please do not be fooled by that.

         I think what actually happened to our mothers amounted to a sort of ethnic cleansing, as they were the women who were deemed not to be following the rules of the bureaucratic state. They were not decidedly different, but their politics were, and their class. Even when Terri talks about being kidnapped from England, I would describe that as an extraordinary-rendition flight. We have really propagated massive human-rights abuses against our people.

         VIII. Connie Roberts

         I am one of 15 children, and we all went through the industrial-school system. Like Mary, I spent twelve and a half years in my particular industrial school, and I am here 35 years in the United States. I teach at Hofstra University in New York.

         Regarding the industrial schools, I think the Irish government has taken steps toward transitional justice in many ways, with the introduction of the Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse, the Ryan Report, the Residential Institutions Redress Board and Caranua. All welcome steps, all important steps, all needed. But as I said yesterday to a few people, like a fellow institutional inmate, ‘You know “please, sir, we want more?”’ It is not a question of ‘may we have some more?’ asked with a begging bowl in hand. ‘May we have some more?’ No. We want more. We need more. Truth-telling in a more comprehensive way.

         Even today – I never met Mary before, but we both went through the industrial schools. We have different stories, different truths, but it all needs to be told. You cannot throw reports at us, commissions of investigation at us, and money at us and say, ‘That’s done and dusted. That’s industrial schools taken care of. Now, let’s get on to Mother and Baby Homes. Out of the way, that is history.’ You cannot, it is not good enough. And I am so happy that there is this type of a forum to bring that to the floor and say, ‘We are not done here yet.’ This is part of Irish history. It is staying in Irish history, and we need to keep telling the truth.

         Earlier this year I met Irish writer Eileen Casey in Dublin, and she was putting together an anthology to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of the Irish poet Patrick Kavanagh. She gathered a group of poets and asked each of us to pick a poem of Kavanagh’s and write a response to it. I didn’t want to pick one of the more popular poems like ‘Canal Bank Walk’ or ‘Stony Grey Soil of Monaghan,’ so it was his poem ‘My People’ that resonated with me. Patrick Kavanagh is talking about the rural farmers up in County Monaghan, and I started thinking about my people. Kavanagh’s poem is 15written in a question-and-answer format between the poet and a stranger. As any writers in the room know, you always gather things in your back pocket and say, ‘I’ll write about that at some stage down the road.’

         In 2017, living in New York, I read this article in The Irish Times in which Mary Higgins, then director of the Caranua fund, made disparaging and hurtful remarks about those of us who grew up in child-residential institutions in Ireland. I was giving her the benefit of the doubt and said sometimes journalists get it wrong. But then I went online to RTÉ to listen to the Joe Duffy radio program, where she reinforced what she said. And I thought to myself, ‘Oh my God, how could you?’ I just shook my head and I put it in my back pocket and said, ‘I am going to write about that at some future opportunity.’ I am not here to crucify Mary Higgins, but the day she sat down for that interview with The Irish Times, she checked her compassion at the door. To have someone representing the Irish state in an official capacity talk about survivors as ‘damaged people’ and then allude to ‘criminality’ – to bring all that into the interview as well. Words matter. She could have talked about the resilience of us survivors – you see it up here on this stage and in the audience, the resilience. She could have talked about how difficult it is to go before Caranua and the Redress Board. But she didn’t, she chose to talk about ‘damaged people’ and ‘these’ people.

         This poem articulates where I’m coming from. But I am an optimistic person, so there is also a note of hope at the end of the poem. There is a reference to the winter storm in 2014 in the United Kingdom and Ireland, where things that were buried came to the surface – re-emerged, so to speak. And I talk about this bridge, in the spirit of this conference where we are building bridges and healing together. There is a time for anger and there is a time for love.

         Anyway, I think most of you would know about the independent body Caranua, but it was established in 2012 by the Irish government to manage the €110 million pledged by the religious congregations to enhance the lives of survivors of institutional child abuse. Caranua is the Irish word for ‘new friend.’

         
             

         

         My People

         
             

         

         After Patrick Kavanagh’s ‘My People’

&

In response to Caranua CEO Mary Higgins’s remarks in The Irish Times and on RTÉ’s Liveline, 20 March 2017

         
            
               

	Stranger:
            
                        
                        	    
            
                        
                        	
                
                           
                           Tell me about these people,

                
                           
                           these damaged people. 16

                
                           
                           Is it true that the hole in

                
                           
                           them cannot be filled,

                
                           
                           that the damage is so

                
                           
                           deep it doesn’t matter

                
                           
                           what anybody does,

                
                           
                           it’s never going to be enough

                
                           
                           to satisfy them, make them feel

                
                           
                           cared for, loved, honoured?





	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	Poet:
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
                
                           
                           I’ll tell you about my people.

                
                           
                           They are the bravest people I know.

                
                           
                           For 50, 60, 70 years, their bones

                
                           
                           have carried the stones of their past.

                
                           
                           Their bodies have kept the score. And more.

                
                           
                           So, every now and again, they buckle

                
                           
                           from the belt of ago.

                
                           
                           Can you blame them for wanting

                
                           
                           wrongs righted?





	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	Stranger:
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
                
                           
                           Ah, now, my new friend,

                
                           
                           fair is fair,

                
                           
                           don’t these people’s grievances

                
                           
                           suit a narrative,

                
                           
                           of the big, bad State

                
                           
                           of the big, bad religious?





	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	Poet:
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
                
                           
                           O, stranger,

                
                           
                           it takes a storm

                
                           
                           to raise a

                
                           
                           sunken forest,

                
                           
                           for the shin-high, petrified

                
                           
                           pine stumps to emerge.

                
                           
                           It’s the winter squall that gifts

                
                           
                           the red deer antlers,

                
                           
                           the black-mud horse skull

                
                           
                           and the wattled walkway.

                
                           
                           — Connie Roberts
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            1. This essay was previously published in Éire-Ireland: An Interdisciplinary Journal of Irish Studies 55.1 (Spring/Summer 2020), pp 17–34, DOI: 10.1353/eir.2020.000.

            2. See ‘Towards Transitional Justice: Recognition, Truth-Telling, and Institutional Abuse in Ireland’, Boston College Institute for the Liberal Arts, 1–2 Nov. 2018, https://www.bc.edu/bc-web/academics/sites/ila/events/towards-transitional-justice.html, archived at https://perma.cc/8QY4-KR8E.
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            Two

            
Antigone in Galway: Anne Enright on the dishonoured dead1


            Anne Enright

         

         In September the Irish government held a state funeral for the exhumed remains of Thomas Kent, a rebel and a patriot who was executed in 1916 and buried in the yard of what is now Cork Prison, at the rear of Collins Barracks, once the Victoria Barracks. His coffin was first removed to the garrison church, where thousands of people – including Dr John Buckley, the bishop of Cork and Ross – filed past to pay their respects. The funeral echoed the reinterment of Roger Casement – thrown in a lime pit in Pentonville Prison in 1916 and repatriated in 1965 – when Eamon de Valera got out of his sickbed to attend and a million people lined the route. Thomas Kent was buried in the family plot at Castlelyons and the Taoiseach, Enda Kenny, gave the graveside oration. ‘Today,’ he said, ‘we take him from the political Potter’s Field to lay him with all honour among “his own”.’ Although the land in which he had lain is now, technically speaking, Irish, the prison yard still held the taint of Britishness, the memory of his dishonour.

         ‘Potter’s Field’ is not a term much used in Ireland, though we have many traditional burial plots for strangers. These are marked ‘Cillíní’ on Ordnance Survey maps. Sometimes translated as ‘children’s graveyard,’ the sites contain the graves of unbaptised infants, but also of women who died in childbirth, ‘changeling’ children, suicides, executed criminals and the insane (infanticides were typically disposed of without burial). Some are situated on sacred sites and in ancestral burial grounds that existed before the shift to the churchyard in early medieval Ireland. These earlier graves served a territorial function: they are found near the boundaries of ancient kingdoms, and by the water’s edge. Cillíní are often situated between one 18place and another, at the limits of things. After the Second Vatican Council, in the 1960s, allowed burial rites for the unbaptised, the Cillíní, along with the idea of limbo, fell out of use.

         Some of those I visited in Connemara command a mighty view. One lies beside a path known as Máméan (the Pass of the Birds) that pilgrims still use on the way to the well of St Patrick. Individual graves are built up with large stones, for the length of the body beneath, and there are no crosses to be seen. The bodies of infants were buried by a father or an uncle, often at night. The scant ritual and the isolation of the setting is offset by the beauty that surrounds it: the place feels both abandoned and sacred. Which is not to say that the women whose babies were so buried did not resent the lack of a marker, or feel the loneliness of the spot (if, indeed, they were told where it was). It was a great difficulty to have someone close to you, buried apart. Irish graveyards are, above all, family places. ‘Would you like to be buried with my people?’ is not a marriage proposal you might hear in another country, even as a joke.

         Emigration split families, and this may have made the need to gather together stronger for those who remained, even after death. In a country of the dispossessed, it is also tempting to see the grave plot as a treasured piece of land. But the drama of the Irish graveyard was not about ownership, and only partly about honour (in the Traveller community, to step on a grave is still an indelible insult). Irish ghost stories tell of graveyards actually rejecting those who do not belong – by which is meant Protestants. The ground itself might refuse, and yield their bodies up, or if they did stay put, the wall could jump over them in the night, to put the Protestants on the other side. Whole churchyards went wandering in order to leave them behind, and these ideas of purity and aversion persist in the undisturbed Irish earth, even into modern times.

         When Enda Kenny praised the nieces who’d lobbied for the reinterment of Thomas Kent – ‘These three women have tended the flame of his memory’ – he was speaking from the heart of the Irish rhetorical tradition. Under the censorship of British rule, the graveside was a rare opportunity for political speech, and it was a woman’s role not just to mourn and love, but also to remember the revolutionary martyr. The job of remembering was also a work of silence: ‘O breathe not his name!’ was the song by Thomas Moore, the name being that of the patriot Robert Emmet, executed after leading the 1803 rebellion, who asked that his epitaph remain unwritten until his country had taken its place among the nations of the earth. High speech and silence, this was the patriotic way, and no silence more urgent than that of the graveyard. And so we get the great speech by Patrick Pearse, eight months before the 1916 Rising: ‘the fools, the fools, the fools! – they 19have left us our Fenian dead, and while Ireland holds these graves, Ireland unfree shall never be at peace.’

         
            *

         

         It is tempting to see Antigone as a play not just about the mourning female voice, or about kinship and the law, but about the political use of the body after death. Creon, the ruler of Thebes, dishonours the body of his nephew to serve as a warning to other potential enemies of the state. One brother, Eteocles, has been buried ‘in accordance with justice and law,’ the other, Polynices, ‘is to lie unwept and unburied’ – this according to their sister Antigone, who has already decided at the play’s opening to ignore Creon’s edict and bury the corpse. And so she does. When asked to deny the crime, she says, in Anne Carson’s 2012 translation of Sophocles: ‘I did the deed I do not deny it.’ She does not seek to justify her actions within the terms of Creon’s law: she negates the law by handing it back to him, intact – ‘If you call that law.’

         Antigone later says she is being punished for ‘an act of perfect piety,’ but that act is also perfectly wordless in the play. The speeches she makes to her sister Ismene and to Creon are before and after the fact. She is a woman who breaks an unjust law. We can ask if she does this from inside or outside the legal or linguistic system of the play, or of the state, but it is good to bear in mind that Antigone does not bury her brother with words, but with dust.

         Her appeal, when she makes it, is not to Creon but to a higher order of justice, ‘the unwritten unfaltering unshakeable ordinances of the gods.’ Antigone looks into her heart, you might think, and towards the heavens, while Creon looks around him to the business of government. But this system collapses before the end of the play into something more simple and self-enclosed. ‘The dead do not belong to you,’ Tiresias tells Creon, ‘nor to the gods above.’ There are moments – and death (or more properly decay) is one of them – that belong neither to sacred nor to secular law, but to themselves. Antigone has known this all along: ‘Death needs to have Death’s laws obeyed.’ Carson doesn’t use the word ‘ghost.’ The idea that Polynices has some residual agency or voice creeps into other translations, but not into this one. The body remains a body – ‘rawflesh’ for dogs and birds – not a human presence. It is only when Antigone herself goes to die that she calls her brother’s name.

         
            *

         

         ‘They say a grave never settles,’ Catherine Corless remarked as we walked 20the convent wall in Tuam, where she suspected adult remains might lie. I looked at the ground and I could believe it; the shadow of vegetation that grew more lush formed an oblong, seven feet by five. This was beyond the little plot where locals say babies from the town’s Mother and Baby Home were buried. A small grotto in the corner is tended by the residents of the housing estate that was built on the site in the early 1970s. Corless was doing a local history project and, intrigued by the unmarked burial plot, went to the Bon Secours sisters to ask for records. These had been passed on to the county council in Galway they said. The county council told her they were passed on to the Health Board, the Health Board said it only had ‘individual records,’ which she would not be allowed to see. She then went to the Births, Marriages and Deaths Registration office in Galway to get, at her own expense, the death certificates of 796 babies and children who died in the Mother and Baby Home in Tuam between 1925 and 1961. The location of their bodies is unrecorded. They have not yet been found.

         In 1975 local boys had told of seeing the small bones of children in some kind of tank, under a broken concrete top. There was a strong response from the media when Corless said that this might be a disused septic tank that is marked on the map as lying under this spot. There was much rifling through the statistics and records; yes, the death rate among illegitimate children was up to five times that of those born within marriage, but institutions are great places for disease to spread, and what about measles? In fact, Corless was accusing no one of murder and, besides, the story was not new. There had been a brief report in a local paper two years earlier, and no one had seemed to care. It was the word ‘septic’ that did it; the association with sewage, the implication that the bodies were not just carelessly buried, or even discarded, but treated like ‘filth.’ After the words ‘septic tank’ appeared in the world’s press Corless found herself besieged by journalists. She was misquoted, then called a liar for things she hadn’t said. With all that shame flying around, it needed a place to stick and clearly it was her fault, whatever it was – sewage tanks, babies, all that dead history, Ireland’s reputation abroad.

         Maps, photocopies, ledgers and certificates littered the kitchen table. Over the course of an hour, two people rang Corless’s mobile, looking for female relatives who may have been in the Tuam Mother and Baby Home. They might already have asked the nuns and the county council and the Health Board, but even babies born in the home do not have the statutory right to see their records, because of the secrecy clauses signed by the mothers who, willingly or not, gave them up for adoption. The information they do find may have been falsified at the time. Great desperation leads people to local historians like Corless. She told me about a man she helped, who was born in the home 70 years before. He had led a full life, with six 21children of his own – but one of them was disabled and he thought this was a punishment of some kind. When he found his mother’s grave, he brought flowers to it, and wept. He just wanted to meet her, he said, and tell her that it was all right.

         When I asked Corless why she had brought the problem of the missing dead to light, she said: ‘It was the little ones themselves crying out to me.’ Her interest in historical research began when she tried to trace her origins after the death of her own mother. There was ‘some load there, some secret.’ Her grandmother had entered a second relationship with a Protestant man, her mother was fostered out and never went back home. Corless managed to trace an aunt and when she made contact, decades after these events, the woman said: ‘We have nothing here for you now.’

         It did not take many women to run the Mother and Baby Home – four or five nuns, Corless said, for up to 100 pregnant and nursing women, and their children, who might be taken away for adoption at any time. They had nowhere else to go, clearly, but they must also have been very compliant. What were they like? Fear kept them quiet, Corless said, the threat of being sent to the asylum or the laundry. ‘That,’ according to Julia, a long-term resident, ‘is how the argument was settled.’

         Dr Coughlan was GP for the Galway Magdalene Laundry from 1981 to 1984. ‘The Residents were a delightful and happy group of ladies,’ he says, ‘each lady presented as a unique individual, with a unique personality, well able to ask relevant questions and to express her opinion and, above all, ready and willing to gossip, to tease and be teased and to joke.’

         And perhaps it is true. Irish women are often nice.

         When the Bon Secours nuns left Tuam for good, they exhumed the remains of their dead sisters – 12 in all – and took them with them to their new home in Knock. The controversy Corless started about the 796 missing bodies has provoked a commission of inquiry into the Mother and Baby Homes in Ireland, led by Judge Yvonne Murphy. A few weeks ago a geophysical survey was taken of the ground using penetrating radar and magnetometry. Corless is confident that the remains of an untold number of children will be found there. But if they are not found – and that is also possible – there will be much fuss and distraction from the fact that no one knows where the bodies of 796 children have gone.

         
            *

         

         The living can be disbelieved, dismissed, but the dead do not lie. We turn in death from witness to evidence, and this evidence is indelible, because it is mute. It started in 1993, when the Sisters of Our Lady of Charity of Refuge sold off a portion of their land to a developer in order to cover recent losses 22on the stock exchange. As part of the deal, they exhumed a mass grave on the site which they said contained the bodies of 133 ‘auxiliaries,’ women who worked until their deaths in the Magdalene Laundry of High Park, which closed in 1991.

         There were ten of these laundries in Ireland. They are styled, by the nuns who ran them, as refuges for marginalised women where they endured, along with their keepers, an enclosed, monastic life of work and prayer. The women were described as ‘penitents,’ and the act of washing was seen as symbolic. The laundries were run as active concerns, washing dirty linen for hotels, hospitals and the army, and they undercut their rivals in the trade by the fact that their penitential workforce was not paid. So the laundries might also be styled as labour camps, or prison camps, where women were sent, without trial, for a crime that was hard to name. In 1958, 70 per cent of the women in the Magdalene Laundry in Galway were unmarried mothers. Asked how long they would be there, the mother superior answered: ‘Some stay for life.’

         To the apparent surprise of the Sisters of Our Lady of Charity of Refuge, 22 extra bodies were found in the opened grave at High Park. The nuns didn’t appear to know the names of several of the women buried there, listing them by their religious names as Magdalene of St Cecilia or Magdalene of Lourdes, and more than one third of the 155 deaths had never been certified. It was clear the nuns were not used to dealing with outside authorities. Costs were high; they allegedly haggled with the undertaker to ask if he could get three bodies to a coffin. In the end, the remains were cremated, in contravention of Catholic custom, and everyone who heard the news then or read the reports knew, in the silence of their hearts, exactly what was going on, and what had been going on, and what all this meant.

         It was another ten years before Mary Raftery wrote about the High Park exhumations. Raftery’s documentaries, the three-part States of Fear (1999) and Cardinal Secrets (2002), provoked two commissions of inquiry, one into abuse in Irish institutions for children, which were usually run by the religious, and one into clerical abuse in the Dublin Archdiocese. These were published in 2009, as the Ryan Report and the Murphy Report respectively. Before her death in 2012 Raftery was hailed as the most influential broadcaster of her day, but she got what we used to call ‘drag’ from RTÉ television on these projects, especially States of Fear; the kind of delay, indifference and non-compliance that runs through an institution when someone seeks to disturb the status quo. Sheila Ahern, who worked with her as a lone researcher, remembers being told that the story was, in media terms, ‘done already.’ There was no budget, no resources, the whole thing was deemed, in audience terms, ‘a turn-off’ and Raftery was 23asked to ‘lighten it up a bit.’ Mostly patronising, this is an attitude that only turns aggressive at the last moment; it is particularly suited to dealing with women when they are troublesome, and Mary Raftery was very troublesome. Passionate for the victims of abuse, she had a bad attitude when it came to authority: non-compliant, endlessly tenacious and full of glee.

         I don’t think a man could have done what she did, but it would be wrong to cast Raftery as some kind of Antigone; all her concern was for the living. Her work was founded on the personal testimony of people who had been abused in institutions. She brought those voices into vision, and shaped an argument with and around them that was incontrovertible. For some reason they had been hard to hear: now you couldn’t look away – their stories were unbearable and, for the country, deeply shaming. Bertie Ahern, the then Taoiseach, issued an apology before the third part of the series hit the air.

         Raftery worked within the law, sharing the church’s and the state’s obsession with records, files, account books, ledgers, baptismal certificates, adoption papers, gravestones and mortal remains. She took an almost childlike pleasure in undoing the riddle of power. I knew her a little. She was good fun. One of our conversations was about the redress scheme established in 2002 as a result of her work, to compensate those who had suffered abuse in childcare institutions. This seemed to me like a good thing. But the money, Raftery said, was subject to a confidentiality clause and this recalled, for some victims, the secrecy imposed on them by their abusers, the small bribes they used: a bit of chocolate, a hug. ‘You see?’ she said. Back in the trap.

         In the late 1980s I met a woman who had been committed to Saint Ita’s, a mental institution near Dublin. The papers were signed by her mother and a priest. The priest had the power to sign a section order in those days – though a doctor might also have been involved. The priest was the woman’s uncle, her mother’s brother, and they were putting her away because she said that the priest had felt her up. This was a woman my own age, or younger. In St Ita’s she was medicated for three months, and kept in for another three and then let go. The doctors, she said, knew there was nothing wrong with her. I remember laughing in horror at this story, and she laughed too: ‘They have you every way.’

         It is, of course, this woman’s mother who is the most interesting person in this story; how she disbelieved her daughter and pushed her away. The graveyard at St Ita’s is a walled plot that contains, by repute, five thousand bodies. There is only one personal headstone – raised by an inmate’s uncle, on behalf of his grieving sister, in the early 1900s. The priest at Grangegorman, another huge asylum, got so lonely burying the abandoned 24mad that he requested company – just one other living person, to say the word ‘Amen.’ The dead, we feel, should be freed from their sorrows, from the projections of the living. The shame should die with them. They should be allowed back in.

         
            *

         

         ‘The boy is dead,’ Tiresias says to Creon, ‘stop killing him.’ Instead, Creon kills Antigone. He kills his own future daughter-in-law, breaking his son’s heart. Creon is concerned with anarchy (‘obedience saves lives’) and with keeping himself superior to womankind: ‘never never never let ourselves be bested by a woman.’ He is also concerned with pollution. His son’s nature has been ‘polluted’ by being subject to a woman. The pleasure of sex that women afford is ‘an open wound in your house and your life.’ Creon is speaking about all women here, but Antigone is a woman squared, being the product of an incestuous union between her father, Oedipus, and his mother, Jocasta. Their family, Ismene says, is ‘doubled tripled degraded and dirty in every direction.’ The line of kinship is hopelessly tangled, so when Ismene says, ‘O sister don’t cross this line,’ she is speaking to someone in whom all boundaries are broken.

         The line of Creon’s edict is only one of the ‘lines’ in the play. There is the city wall, and there is also the horizon line, where Polynices’ body lies on the unopening ground. Antigone is neither outside nor inside. She is ‘a strange new kind of inbetween thing… not at home with the dead nor with the living.’ As the play proceeds she moves deeper into the other world; ‘my soul died long ago,’ she says, ‘so it might serve the dead.’ This self-involvement makes her seem a bit adolescent in the face of Creon’s unyielding, corporate fury – she is like a teenager ‘doing’ death – but this is not a rehearsal of adult autonomy. Antigone is buried alive by way of punishment for her crime. As she goes to her tomb – she calls it ‘a bridal chamber’ – she looks to her own incestuous contradictions, and goes to meet her people: father, mother and brother. According to the chorus, she is ‘the only one of mortals to go down to Death alive.’ The paradox of living death completes the incestuous paradox of her origins. It is like a bad joke. Antigone is a pun that was never funny. She never had anything to lose.

         Creon, by contrast, is free of incestuous taint. ‘A man who runs his household right/can run a government.’ To be a man is to be a man. He will not get mixed up in her or by her. In order to stay whole and free he must assert his authority, he must kill Antigone. If he lets her get away with it then ‘surely I am not a man here/she is the man.’ He ‘will be clean of this girl.’ He will put some food in her burial chamber, ‘just enough to avoid the pollution, a sort of/sacred technicality.’ When his son kills himself, Creon 25bemoans his own folly and the god who was his undoing, but the sight of his wife’s corpse makes him cry: ‘O filth of death.’ By trying to keep himself clean and separate – from the incestuous, from the female, from death itself – Creon has fallen into a different trap. ‘If you find you’re confusing evil with good/some god is heading you down the high road to ruin.’ It is Tiresias, history’s first transsexual, who puts him straight: ‘for you’ve housed a living soul beneath the ground below/and held a dead man here/without his grave or rights.’

         
            *

         

         Sometimes, the things we have said all our lives look strange again, like the way the religious style themselves as family: Father this, Mother that, Brother, Sister.

         It is hard to say if it is a question of aversion, of purity or of privacy, but the nuns’ plot in High Park was as far as the land would allow from that of the auxiliaries. This is also true of Sunday’s Well Magdalene Laundry in Cork: the nuns are in the north-east corner, in neat rows with a neat cross for each; the auxiliaries are in a mass grave, now vandalised, in an overgrown and inaccessible part of the complex. Ordinary Magdalenes were buried in the local public cemetery, though anxiety persists about the names on their headstones and the actual occupants of the graves. This anxiety was not alleviated by the most recent report, in a line of reports, by the Inter-Departmental Committee to establish the facts of State Involvement with the Magdalene Laundries (IDC), known as the McAleese Report.

         Martin McAleese trained as a dentist and as an accountant and served the state well as the spouse of President Mary McAleese over 14 years, in which time he played an active role in the Northern Irish peace process. In his introduction McAleese says he wants to protect the privacy of the Magdalene workers, who have, for too long, suffered the stigma of being called ‘fallen women.’ They came to the homes through various routes: the courts, the industrial schools; by free will and at the behest of their families. He stresses that they were not prostitutes, as commonly thought, and hopes this label will not simply be replaced with the word ‘criminal.’ He does not discuss the anonymity of the nuns within the report, or their potential ‘criminality’: these are not at issue. The congregations have since refused either to apologise or to contribute to any redress scheme.

         Published in 2013, the report is a strange document. The first mention that the women were not paid for their work comes in Chapter Fifteen, in a section about social insurance. There is another reference to their lack of wages in Chapter Nineteen. And that’s it, really, on the slavery question. The report is a thousand pages long. And money is much discussed. 26 Accounts are provided, to show that the laundries operated on a ‘break-even basis.’ The documents were furnished by the congregations to their own accountants and were not subject to separate audit.

         Some accounts are listed as missing, including that of Sunday’s Well in Cork. During her time as an RTÉ researcher, Sheila Ahern came into possession of accounts for Sunday’s Well dealing with the years 1957 to 1966. She photocopied them and posted the originals back to the nuns of the Good Shepherd; in March 1999 they wrote back, saying: ‘The material you forwarded is a cash receipts record for the laundry… it bears no relationship whatsoever to profit.’ Of course these accounts may subsequently have been lost, along with those that explained the absence of profit, so we cannot say that Martin McAleese was less than obsessive in his hunt for the truth. Still it’s an odd – almost journalistic – thrill to look at documents on your own laptop that the public record says do not exist.

         Broadly speaking, the report asks us to believe that women working an eight- or ten-hour day (‘we never knew the time,’ one of them says) six days a week, before falling asleep in unheated dormitories, could not earn enough to keep themselves fed. If the nuns were bad with money they were like no nuns I ever knew, but the issue of profitability is another distraction. The question is not one of business management, but of human rights. Why do we feel confused?

         The advocacy group Justice for Magdalenes has challenged the IDC’s findings about the number of women in the system and the average duration of stay. The report puts this at 3.22 years, with a median of 27.6 weeks, but this ignores women who went in before Independence in 1922, many of whom stayed for life. Claire McGettrick has checked electoral registers to find that 63.1 per cent of the adult women registered in the Donnybrook Magdalene Laundry in 1954–55 were still there nine years later. Local grave records show that over half the women at the institution between 1954 and 1964 were there until they died.

         The Magdalene story, like the other stories here, is one of people maddened by information, misinformation, lies and ledgers, and there is much and persuasive talk of statistics. But it is the voices of the women that interest me. They spoke to McAleese in person. The report breaks down their testimony into different categories, moving from ‘sexual abuse’ through ‘physical abuse’ to ‘lack of information and a real fear of remaining there until death.’ Only one woman complains that she was not paid for her work. Perhaps the others did not feel entitled to pay, or entitled, indeed, to complain. Their idea of difficulty might be different from yours or mine. The report uses their voices in brief quotations to say that there was no sexual abuse, there was very little physical abuse (by which is meant 27beatings): there was ritual humiliation, long hours of thankless labour, bewilderment and fear.

         But, you know, it wasn’t as bad as you might think. Many, many times longer than any woman’s testimony is the testimony offered by Dr Coughlan, who seemed to have a splendid time in the Galway Laundry: ‘After I sat down at my desk [name] a jovial Resident would proudly arrive with a linen-covered tray laden with tea and buns.’ The ladies wore colourful clothing, they brought him their small troubles, or bits of gossip – ‘Do you like my hair, Doctor?’ There was rarely anything wrong with them, medically: ‘Overall, my experience with the Magdalene was a happy and gratifying one.’ And as for death certs, he often had to tell people about death certs, we can assume he was worn out telling them. The women Dr Coughlan saw in 1984 were among the last Magdalenes. It is possible they were institutionalised, though he sees that damage as a kind of sweetness. It is possible – though it is really not possible – that it wasn’t all that bad and, besides, it is fine now.

         The fragmentation of the women’s testimony – they are turned into a kind of chorus in the report – seems to show some unease. Justice for Magdalenes says that McAleese was at first reluctant to speak to the former inmates at all; they also say that ‘survivors were not made aware their responses would be used to cast doubt over their abusive experiences.’ Of course the report is not an oral history project, or even a history project, and it fulfilled its remit to prove there was significant state involvement in the laundries, but I felt I knew less after it than before. It is hard to describe how tiring it was to work through, chasing the sense that something is missing, that you are trapped within the paternalistic paradox: I am in charge, therefore you are fine.

         So the Taoiseach said sorry, and there is now a redress scheme in place. The records, which McAleese said were so willingly opened to him by the congregations, have been anonymised and the originals returned.

         Times were different, this is what the men in my life say: my husband, my brother, my father. Martin, my husband, says that for the Athenian audience Creon was the real hero of the piece; his was the hubris and his, the fall. Creon tries to control the natural order by his own will or ingenuity – a very Athenian impulse – and loses everything he loves. The death of his son, Haemon, is the real tragic event of the play, not the death of Antigone. At best, there are two parallel, dissonant tragedies here, two characters who cannot change their minds, with Antigone the unwitting agent and Creon the dupe of the gods. So it might even be time to feel sorry for the ageing Catholic congregations, who keep reaching for their PR companies and failing to understand. ‘When the OH MY GOD – MASS GRAVE IN THE WEST OF IRELAND story broke in an English-owned newspaper (the 28Mail) it surprised the hell out of everybody, not least the sisters of the Bons Secours,’ wrote Terry Prone of the Communications Clinic, who went on to say that most of the nuns she represents are in their eighties now.

         The Adoption Rights Alliance believes the state has a strategy of ‘deny till they die’: stalling until the nuns and the birth mothers are all dead. But though the children were sent away, they do keep coming back. In the Examiner, Conall Ó Fátharta keeps breaking a story about Bessborough, another Mother and Baby Home, also in Cork. A 2012 health service report is concerned that ‘death records may have been falsified so children could be “brokered in clandestine adoption arrangements” at home and abroad.’ Ó Fátharta says that according to figures given to the public health inspector, 102 babies died there in 1944, a death rate of 82 per cent. There are, however, only 76 deaths on the order’s own register, and this pattern is repeated in the surrounding years. Where are the missing children? They may be alive and old, in America. If the problem in Bessborough and perhaps in Tuam, was one not of murder, neglect or the discarded dead, but one of baby trafficking, few people in Ireland would be surprised. One day we will all wake up and be shocked by it, but not yet. Meanwhile, the Sisters of the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary may, in the interests of respectability, decline to open the records they hold on the deaths, births and adoptions of Irish citizens, except on their own terms.

         In July 2015, the Adoption Information and Tracing Bill was discussed in cabinet. It would give as many as 50,000 adoptees the right to their birth certificate, if they promise not to contact their mothers directly. ‘What we want,’ says Susan Lohan of the Adoption Rights Alliance, is ‘our file and nothing but the file.’ In August, shortly before the reburial of Thomas Kent, John Buckley, the bishop of Cork and Ross, called for the exhumation of little Nellie Organ, from the graveyard of Sunday’s Well in Cork. Nellie was a wonderfully pretty little girl who suffered a long illness and a terrible death – probably from tuberculosis – in the infirmary of the orphanage there. She was the darling of the nuns, and of all who came in contact with her. She died in 1908, at the age of four. On her last day, she received the host, and Irish schoolchildren were often told she died of happiness. Her story inspired Pope Pius X to lower the age of communion for children, from twelve to seven. The bishop calls her the unofficial saint of the city. She was buried in St Joseph’s Cemetery but then exhumed and reburied within the convent grounds ‘at the nuns’ request,’ Buckley said. At the time of the exhumation, a year after Nellie’s death, her remains were found to be intact. She is currently buried in the locked nun’s plot at Sunday’s Well, her grave made distinctive, among the low plain crosses, by a large statue of the Infant of Prague. The Sunday’s Well complex is now derelict. It is currently the property of Ulster Bank and the accountancy firm KPMG.

         
            Notes

            1. This essay was previously published in the London Review of Books, 37.24, 17 Dec. 2015, pp 11–14, and is reprinted here with permission of the author. 387
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            Three

            
The Lost Children of Tuam1


            Dan Barry

         

         Behold a child.

         A slight girl all of six, she leaves the modest family farm, where the father minds the livestock and the mother keeps a painful secret, and walks out to the main road. Off she goes to primary school, off to the Sisters of Mercy.

         Her auburn hair in ringlets, this child named Catherine is bound for Tuam, the ancient County Galway town whose name derives from a Latin term for ‘burial mound.’ It is the seat of a Roman Catholic archdiocese, a proud distinction announced by the sky-scraping cathedral that for generations has loomed over factory and field.

         Two miles into this long-ago Irish morning, the young girl passes through a gantlet of grey formed by high walls along the Dublin Road that seem to thwart sunshine. To her right runs the Parkmore racecourse, where hard-earned shillings are won or lost by a nose. And to her left, the Mother and Baby Home, with glass shards embedded atop its stony enclosure.

         Behind this forbidding divide, nuns keep watch over unmarried mothers and their children. Sinners and their illegitimate spawn, it is said. The fallen.

         But young Catherine knows only that the children who live within seem to be a different species altogether: sallow, sickly – segregated. ‘Home babies,’ they’re called.

         The girl’s long walk ends at the Mercy school, where tardiness might earn you a smarting whack on the hand. The children from the home are always late to school – by design, it seems, to keep them from mingling with ‘legitimate’ students. Their oversize hobnail boots beat a frantic rhythm as they hustle to their likely slap at the schoolhouse door. 30

         A sensitive child, familiar with the sting of playground taunts, Catherine nevertheless decides to repeat a prank she saw a classmate pull on one of these children. She balls up an empty candy wrapper and presents it to a home baby as if it still contains a sweet, then watches as the little girl’s anticipation melts to sad confusion.

         Everyone laughs, nearly. This moment will stay with Catherine forever.

         After classes end, the home babies hurry back down the Dublin Road in two straight lines, boots tap-tap-tapping, and disappear behind those Gothic walls. Sometimes the dark wooden front door is ajar, and on her way home Catherine thrills at the chance of a stolen peek.

         Beyond those glass-fanged walls lay seven acres of Irish suffering. Buried here somewhere are famine victims who succumbed to starvation and fever a century earlier, when the home was a loathed workhouse for the homeless poor.

         But they are not alone.

         Deep in the distant future, Catherine will expose this property’s appalling truths. She will prompt a national reckoning that will leave the people of Ireland asking themselves: Who were we? Who are we?

         At the moment, though, she is only a child. She is walking home to a father tending to the cattle and a mother guarding a secret, away from the Irish town whose very name conjures the buried dead.

         In Ireland, the departed stay present.

         You might still come across old-timers who recall how families in rural stretches would clean the house and set out a drink on the first night of November – the eve of All Souls’ Day – in the belief that the dead will return. How it was best to stay in the centre of the road when walking at night, so as not to disturb the spirits resting along the wayside.

         Even today, the Irish say they do death well. Local radio newscasts routinely end with a recitation of death notices. In a country where the culture of Catholicism, if not its practice, still holds sway, this alerts the community to a familiar ritual: the wake at the home, the funeral Mass, the long gathering at the pub, the memorial Mass a month later and the anniversary Mass every year thereafter.

         Wry acceptance of mortality lives in the country’s songs, literature and wit. A standard joke is the Irish marriage proposal: ‘Would you like to be buried with my people?’ A standard song describes a thrown bottle splattering whiskey – from the Irish for ‘water of life’ – over a corpse. Thus the late Tim Finnegan is revived at his wake; see how he rises.

         Respect for burial grounds runs deep, with crowds gathering in their local cemetery once a year to pray as a priest blesses the dead within. This reverence for the grave may derive from centuries of land dispossession, or 31passed-on memories of famine corpses in the fields and byways, or simply be linked to a basic desire expressed by the planting of a headstone:

         To be remembered.

         Some 60 years have passed since Catherine’s primary school days. It is a gloomy June afternoon, and she is walking the grounds once hidden behind those shard-studded walls. As rain falls from the crow-flecked sky, she drapes her black jacket over her head, almost like a shawl.

         Her name now is Catherine Corless, née Farrell. At 63, she is a grandmother with a smile not easily given, and any fealty to Catholicism long since lost.

         True, she occasionally volunteers to paint the weathered statues outside the local country churches: the blue of the Blessed Virgin’s eyes, the bronze in St Patrick’s beard. But this is for the community, not the church. She finds deeper meaning in her garden, in the birds at the feeder outside her kitchen window, in the earth here at her feet.

         Few photographs exist of the grim building that once loomed over this corner of Tuam (pronounced Chewm), perhaps because few desired the memory. In its place stand drab rows of subsidised housing and a modest playground. A silvery swing set, a yellow slide, a jungle gym.

         One day, a few years back, Catherine began to inquire about the old home that had stoked her schoolgirl imagination. She set out on an amateur’s historical quest, but whenever she focused on the children who lived there, so many questions arose about the children who died there – the ones who never made it to the classroom, or even past infancy.

         What, then, of Patrick Derrane, who died at five months in 1925, and Mary Carty, at five months in 1960, and all those in between, children said to have been ‘born on the other side of the blanket?’ The Bridgets and Noras and Michaels and Johns, and so many Marys, so many Patricks, their surnames the common language of Ireland.

         Would people pause at their graves? Would they be remembered?

         In asking around, what Catherine heard was:

         Ah, them poor children. Them poor children.

         The more she dug, the more a distant time and place was revealed. Now, standing on the sodden grass, she can nearly see and hear all that was. The polished halls and bustling dormitories, the babies’ nappies and nuns’ habits, the shouts, the whimpers, the murmur of prayer.

         The women and their newborns often arrived after the inquisitive streetlamps of Tuam had dimmed. They came from towns and crossroads with names like snatches of song. Portumna and Peterswell, Claremorris and Lettermore, Moylough and Loughrea.

         And now they were here at the St Mary’s Mother and Baby Home, a 32massive building the colour of storm clouds, a way station for 50 single mothers and 125 children born out of wedlock.

         The building opened in 1846 as a workhouse, but almost immediately it began receiving victims of the Great Hunger, a famine so horrific that the moans of the dying, The Tuam Herald reported, were ‘as familiar to our ears as the striking of the clock.’ It later became a military barracks, serving the new Irish government formed after a treaty between Irish rebels and Great Britain in 1921. One spring morning during the civil war that followed, six prisoners – republicans who disagreed with concessions in the treaty – were marched into the yard and executed against the ashen wall.

         The government repurposed the building to be among the institutions intended as ports of salvation where disgraced women might be redeemed. These state-financed homes were invariably managed by a Catholic order, in keeping with the hand-in-glove relationship between the dominant church and the fledgling state.

         Given the misogyny, morality and economics that informed the public debate of the time – when a pregnancy out of wedlock could threaten a family’s plans for land inheritance, and even confer dishonour upon a local pastor – imagine that naïve young woman from the country: impregnated by a man, sometimes a relative, who would assume little of the shame and none of the responsibility. She might flee to England, or pretend that the newborn was a married sister’s – or be shipped to the dreaded Tuam home, run by a religious order with French roots called the Congregation of Sisters of Bon Secours.

         Their motto: ‘Good Help to Those in Need.’

         You rose early and went down to the nursery with your infant. Mass at 8, then porridge and tea for breakfast. Breast feeding next, after which you rinsed your child’s diapers before moving on to your daily drudgery. You might polish the dormitory floors with beeswax or clean bedsheets stained with urine.

         ‘An awful lonely ould hole,’ recalled Julia Carter Devaney.

         Born in a workhouse and left in the care of the Bon Secours, Julia became an employee who lived in the home for almost 40 years. Although she died in 1985, her rare insight into this insulated world – one she described as ‘unnatural’ – lives on in taped interviews.

         The gates remained unlocked to accommodate deliveries, but so powerful was the sense of cultural imprisonment that you dared not leave. Save for the chance gift of a cake from the bread man, you starved for love or consolation over the loss of your innocent courting days.

         ‘Many a girl shed tears,’ Julia said.

         The Bon Secours sisters who watched your every move were doing the bidding of Irish society. They, too, existed in a repressive patriarchy with 33few options for women. They might have experienced a spiritual calling as a young girl, or simply desired not to be a farmer’s wife, having seen overworked mothers forever pregnant, forever fretting. A vocation offered education, safety and status, all reflected in clean, freshly pressed habits.

         And Julia remembered them all.

         Mother Hortense had a big heart, yet was quick to punish; Mother Martha was more enlightened, but a thump from her could ‘put you into the middle of next week.’ This one hated the mere sight of children, while that one used kindness the way others used the rod. So it went.

         The sisters frequently threatened banishment to the mental asylum in Ballinasloe, or to one of the Magdalen Laundries: institutions where women perceived to be susceptible or errant – including ‘second offenders’ who had become pregnant again – were often sent to work, and sometimes die, in guilt-ridden servitude.

         You preferred instead to suffer at the Mother and Baby Home, bracing for that day when, after a year or so of penitent confinement, you were forced to leave – almost always without your child. Waiting for that moment of separation, Julia recalled, was ‘like Our Lady waiting for the Crucifixion.’

         Typical is the story of one unmarried woman who had been sent to the home from a remote Galway farm. Determined to remain close to her child, she took a job as a cleaner at a nearby hospital and, for several years, she appeared at the home’s door on her day off every week to say the same thing:

         That’s my son you have in there. I want my son. I want to rear him.

         No, would come the answer. And the door would close.

         For the children left behind, there were swings and seesaws and donated Christmas gifts from town, but no grandparents and cousins coming around to coo. They lived amid the absence of affection and the ever-present threat of infectious disease.

         ‘Like chickens in a coop,’ Julia said.

         Many survivors have only the sketchiest memories of those days, a haze of bed-wetting and rocking oneself to sleep. One man, now in his 70s, remembers being taken for a walk with other home babies, and the excitement of seeing themselves in the side-view mirrors of parked cars.

         ‘We didn’t even know it was a reflection of ourselves in the mirror,’ he recalled. ‘And we were laughing at ourselves. Laughing.’

         Until they were adopted, sent to a training school or boarded out to a family, the older children walked to one of the two primary schools along the Dublin Road, some of them calling out ‘daddy’ and ‘mammy’ to strangers in the street. Shabby and betraying signs of neglect, they sat at the back of the classroom, apart. 34

         ‘I never remember them really being taught,’ Catherine said. ‘They were just there.’

         Teachers threatened to place rowdy students beside the home babies. Parents warned children that if they were bad they’d go right to ‘the home.’ And even though the babies were baptised as a matter of routine, there remained the hint of sulphur about them.

         ‘They were the children of the Devil,’ recalled Kevin O’Dwyer, 67, a retired principal who grew up just yards from the home. ‘We learned this in school.’

         Still, when a bully targeted a young Kevin during one recess, the child who came to his rescue was a home baby. You leave him alone, the older girl warned. I see you doing that to him again, I’ll get ya.

         The man has never forgotten his protector’s name: Mary Curran.

         One September day in 1961, a rare and ferocious hurricane howled across Ireland, downing power lines, destroying barley fields, battering cottages. As gales flicked away slates from the roof above, Julia helped lock the doors of the Mother and Baby Home for good. Its conditions were poor, some of its staff untrained, and County Galway officials decided not to proceed with a planned renovation.

         Abandoned, the massive H-block building devolved into an echoing, eerie playscape, where games of hide-and-seek unfolded in dull halls once polished with beeswax. Even the old chapel became a place where children became the priests and confessors. ‘Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. I shot Brother Whatever,’ Kevin recalled. ‘That kind of thing.’

         The years passed. Galway County moved forward with plans to demolish the home and build subsidised housing. And the memories of hobnailed pitter-patter faded, replaced by the faint sounds of children outracing the home baby ghosts that inhabited the property at night.

         Catherine still wonders what led her to the story of the Mother and Baby Home. Chance, perhaps, or distant memories of the little girl she once teased. Despite her bone-deep modesty, there are even times when she feels chosen.

         She thinks back to her solitary childhood, her best friend a dog she called ‘Puppy,’ her time spent navigating the sadness that enveloped her mother. She admired the woman’s deep empathy for others, but was puzzled by her refusal to say much about her own people back in County Armagh, a good 140 miles northeast of Tuam. Sure they’re all dead and gone, is all she’d say, and God help you if you pried much further.

         ‘A troubled soul,’ her daughter said.

         Catherine graduated from secondary school, left a Galway art college for fear of lacking the necessary talent, and found satisfaction as a receptionist. In 1978 she married Aidan Corless, a man as gregarious as she was shy, 35a fine singer, nimble on the accordion, comfortable on the community theatre stage.

         Four children quickly followed. Before long, Catherine was minding the children of neighbours as well, immersing herself in the homework, play and exuberance of the young.

         Her mother, Kathleen, died at 80 in 1992, leaving behind so much unsaid. Catherine eventually headed up to Armagh to examine public records that might explain why her mother had been so withholding, so unsettled.

         As if part of some cosmic riddle, the answer was provided in the absence of one. On her mother’s birth certificate, in the space reserved for the name of the father: nothing.

         Her mother had been conceived out of wedlock.

         Other tell-tale strands to the woman’s early years came to be known: Fostered out, moving from family to family before finding work as a domestic. Then harbouring until death a secret she found shameful enough to keep from her husband.

         ‘That she went through her life, that she didn’t like telling us,’ Catherine said. ‘That she was ashamed to tell us….’

         In this patch of pain and regret, a seed was planted.

         The revelations about her mother fuelled in Catherine an interest in understanding the forces that shape who we are and how we behave. While attending a rigorous night course in local history, she learned an invaluable lesson:

         ‘If you don’t find something, you don’t leave it. You ask why it’s not there. You use “why” a lot.’

         With the children grown, Catherine began contributing essays to the journal of the Old Tuam Society about local history, all the while grappling with debilitating headaches and anxiety attacks. The episodes might last for days, with the only relief at times coming from lying on the floor, still, away from light.

         Burrowing deep into the past, though, provided welcome distraction, and at some point she chose to delve into the subject of the old Mother and Baby Home: its beginnings as a workhouse, its place in Tuam history, the usual. Nothing deep.

         But there were almost no extant photographs of the home, and most of the locals were reluctant to talk. Every question Catherine raised led to another, the fullness of truth never quite within reach. Why, for example, did one corner of the property feature a well-manicured grotto centred around a statue of the Blessed Virgin?

         Oh that, a few neighbours said. A while back an older couple created 36the peaceful space to mark where two local lads once found some bones in a concrete pit. Famine victims, maybe.

         The story made no sense to Catherine. The famine dead weren’t buried that way.

         Who were these boys? What did they see?

         Frannie Hopkins was about nine, Barry Sweeney, about seven. The two were at the fledgling stage of boyhood mischief as they monkeyed around some crab apple trees, all within view of the deserted home that figured in their fertile imagination.

         Some evenings, Frannie’s father would delay his pint at the Thatch Bar, at the top of the town, until he had watched his son race down the Athenry Road, dodging ghosts from the old home to his left and the cemetery to his right, all the way to the family’s door. But on this autumn day in the early 1970s, the boys were daring in the daylight.

         Jumping into some overgrowth at the property’s southwest corner, they landed on a concrete slab that echoed in answer. Curious, they pushed aside the lid to reveal a shallow, tank-like space containing a gruesome jumble of skulls and bones.

         Frannie nudge-bumped Barry, and the younger lad fell in. He started to cry, as any boy would, so Frannie pulled him out and then the two boys were running away, laughing in fun or out of fright. They told everyone they met, prompting Frannie’s father to say he’d get a right kick in the arse if he went back to that spot.

         County workers soon arrived to level that corner of the property. The police said they were only famine bones. A priest said a prayer. And that was that.

         In adulthood Barry Sweeney would go to England to find work, and Frannie Hopkins would travel the world as an Irish soldier. Both would return to Tuam, where their shared story would come up now and then in the pub or on the street.

         People would tell them they were either mistaken or lying. Barry would become upset that anyone would doubt a story that had so affected him, but Frannie would take pains to reassure him.

         ‘Barry,’ he would say. ‘The truth will out.’

         Now, 40 years later, here was Catherine Corless, amateur historian, trying to unearth that truth, applying what she had learned in her community centre research class: Use ‘why’ a lot.

         When her headaches and panic attacks eased, she pored over old newspapers in a blur of microfilm. She spent hours studying historic maps in the special collections department of the library at the national university in Galway City. One day she copied a modern map of Tuam on tracing paper and placed it over a town map from 1890. 37

         And there it was, in the cartographic details from another time: A tank for the home’s old septic system sat precisely where the two boys had made their ghastly discovery. It was part of the Victorian-era system’s warren of tunnels and chambers, all of which had been disconnected in the late 1930s.

         Did this mean, then, that the two lads had stumbled upon the bones of home babies? Buried in an old sewage area?

         ‘I couldn’t understand it,’ Catherine said. ‘The horror of the idea.’

         Acting on instinct, she purchased a random sample from the government of 200 death certificates for children who had died at the home. Then, sitting at the Tuam cemetery’s edge in the van of its caretaker, she checked those death certificates against all the burials recorded by hand in two oversize books.

         Only two children from the home had been buried in the town graveyard. Both were orphans, both ‘legitimate.’

         Neither the Bon Secours order nor the county council could explain the absence of burial records for home babies, although it was suggested that relatives had probably claimed the bodies to bury in their own family plots. Given the ostracising stigma attached at the time to illegitimacy, Catherine found this absurd.

         In December 2012 Catherine’s essay, titled ‘The Home,’ appeared in the historical journal of Tuam. After providing a general history of the facility, it laid out the results of her research, including the missing burial records and the disused septic tank where two boys had stumbled upon some bones.

         ‘Is it possible that a large number of those little children were buried in that little plot at the rear of the former Home?’ she wrote. ‘And if so, why is it not acknowledged as a proper cemetery?’

         She also shared her own memories, including that joke she and a classmate had played on two home babies long ago. ‘I thought it funny at the time how those little girls hungrily grabbed the empty sweet papers, but the memory of it now haunts me,’ she wrote.

         Her daring essay implicitly raised a provocative question: Had Catholic nuns, working in service of the state, buried the bodies of hundreds of children in the septic system?

         Catherine braced for condemnation from government and clergy – but none came. It was as if she had written nothing at all.

         There was a time when Catherine wanted only to have a plaque erected in memory of these forgotten children. But now she felt that she owed them much more. ‘No one cared,’ she said. ‘And that’s my driving force all the time: No one cared.’

         She kept digging, eventually paying for another spreadsheet that listed 38the names, ages and death dates of all the ‘illegitimate’ children who had died in the home during its 36-year existence.

         The sobering final tally: 796.

         Five-month-old Patrick Derrane was the first to die, from gastroenteritis. Weeks later, Mary Blake, less than four months old and anaemic since birth. A month after that, three-month-old Matthew Griffin, of meningitis. Then James Murray, fine one moment, dead the next. He was four weeks old.

         In all, seven children died at the Mother and Baby Home in 1925, the year it opened. The holidays were especially tough, with 11-month-old Peter Lally dying of intestinal tuberculosis on Christmas Day, and one-year-old Julia Hynes dying the next day, St Stephen’s Day, after a three-month bout of bronchitis.

         Measles. Influenza. Gastroenteritis. Meningitis. Whooping cough. Tuberculosis. Severe undernourishment, also known as marasmus.

         Nine home babies died in 1930. Eleven in 1931. Twenty-four in 1932. Thirty-two in 1933.

         The Tuam home was not alone. Children born out of wedlock during this period were nearly four times more likely to die than ‘legitimate’ children, with those in institutions at particular risk. The reasons may be many – poor prenatal care, insufficient government funding, little or no training of staff – but this is certain: It was no secret.

         In 1934, the Irish parliament was informed of the inordinate number of deaths among this group of children. ‘One must come to the conclusion that they are not looked after with the same care and attention as that given to ordinary children,’ a public health official said.

         Thirty died in the Tuam home that year.

         In 1938, it was 26. In 1940, 34. In 1944, 40.

         In 1947, a government health inspector filed a report describing the conditions of infants in the nursery: ‘a miserable emaciated child… delicate… occasional fits… emaciated and delicate… fragile abscess on hip… not thriving wizened limbs emaciated… pot-bellied emaciated… a very poor baby….’

         That year, 52 died.

         Catherine felt obligated to these children. Continuing to plumb the depths of the past, she eventually cross-checked her spreadsheet of 796 deceased home babies with the burial records of cemeteries throughout counties Galway and Mayo. Not one match.

         ‘They’re not in the main Tuam graveyard where they should have been put initially,’ she remembers thinking. ‘They’re not in their mothers’ hometown graveyards. Where are they?’

         Catherine, of course, already knew. 39

         Catherine lives simply, almost monastically. She favours practical clothing, usually black, and has never been one for a night at the pub. She doesn’t drink alcohol or eat meat. Give her a bowl of muesli at the kitchen table and she’ll be grand.

         Those headaches and anxiety attacks, though, remain a part of her withdrawn life. Aidan, her husband, has become accustomed to attending wakes and weddings by himself. A few years ago, he booked a Mediterranean cruise for two; he travelled alone.

         ‘A very quiet, introverted person, wrapped up in her own thoughts,’ Aidan said of his wife. ‘Suffering, if you like.’

         But thoughts of the dead children of Tuam pushed Catherine beyond her fears. Believing that the body of even one ‘legitimate’ baby found in a septic tank would have prompted an outcry, she suspected that the silence met by her essay spoke to a reluctance to revisit the painful past – a past that had consumed her own mother.

         Now she was angry.

         Adding to her fury was the knowledge that when a Tuam hospital run by the Bon Secours closed in 2002, the religious order disinterred the bodies of a dozen nuns and reinterred them in consecrated ground outside the nearby pilgrimage town of Knock.

         ‘I feel it at times: that those poor little souls were crying out for recognition, a recognition they never got in their little, short lives,’ Catherine said. ‘It was a wrong that just had to be righted some way.’

         Seeing no other option, she contacted a reporter for The Irish Mail on Sunday, a national newspaper. Not long after, in the spring of 2014, a front-page story appeared about a certain seven acres in Tuam.

         It became the talk of Ireland.

         All who had been quiet before – the clerics, politicians and government officials – now conveyed shock and sadness, while the besieged Bon Secours sisters hired a public relations consultant whose email to a documentarian did little for the religious order’s reputation:

         ‘If you come here, you’ll find no mass grave, no evidence that children were ever so buried and a local police force casting their eyes to heaven and saying “Yeah, a few bones were found – but this was an area where Famine victims were buried. So?”’

         The news from Tuam had shocked many in the country, but the dismissive email reflected the lurking doubts about Catherine’s work. She was, after all, only a housewife.

         Mary Moriarty was getting her light-blond hair done at a salon in Tuam one day when the beauty-parlour chatter turned to this troublemaker Catherine Corless. 40

         ‘The entire matter should be forgotten and put behind us,’ someone said.

         Mary, a grandmother well known in town for her advocacy work, would have none of it.

         ‘Well,’ she said. ‘Every child is entitled to their name, and their mothers could be any one of us but for the grace of God.’

         She left the salon, introduced herself by telephone to Catherine, and recounted a story that she rarely shared.

         In 1975 Mary was a young married mother living in one of the new subsidised houses built on the old Mother and Baby Home property. One morning, close to Halloween, a neighbour told her that a boy was running about with a skull on a stick.

         The boy, Martin, said he had found his prize in the overgrown muck, and there were loads more.

         What the boy mistook for a plastic toy was actually the skull of a child, with a nearly complete set of teeth. ‘That’s not plastic, Martin,’ Mary recalled saying. ‘You have to put it back where you found it.’

         Mary and a couple of neighbours followed the boy through the weeds and rubble, across the soft wet ground. Suddenly, the earth beneath her feet began to give, and down she fell into some cave or tunnel, with just enough light to illuminate the subterranean scene.

         As far as she could see were little bundles stacked one on top of another, like packets in a grocery, each about the size of a large soda bottle and wrapped tight in greying cloth.

         When her friends pulled her up, Mary’s legs were scratched and her mind was on fire. What had she seen? That very morning, she reached out to a person in town who might know. Soon a stout older woman arrived on a bicycle, her faithful dogs trotting by her side.

         Julia Carter Devaney, who used to work at the home.
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