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This book is dedicated to all those children who were abused in Irish religious institutions.
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EXPOSING THE ABUSE: THE RYAN REPORT, MAY 2009












There is a lane in the heart of Connemara, Co. Galway that leads from the village of Letterfrack up into a wooded area, where a small graveyard is tucked behind the trees and hidden from the main road. A narrow gateway opens onto a patch of ground where small headstones in the shape of black marble hearts nestle in the grass. Each headstone carries the name of a boy and the year he died. Seventy-nine boys are buried there in total; all were inmates of the notorious Letterfrack Industrial School that was run by the Christian Brothers. The first boy buried there died in 1891; the last in 1956. Their ages range from four to 16.


This graveyard is not a place of rest. It is instead a burial ground of abuse where the ghosts of the boys interred there seem to hover in silence as the visitor sheds tears for their stifled cries for help. It is a place laden with such profound sadness it provokes a speechless mix of disbelief and guilt; disbelief that religious orders could have been capable of such gross inhumanity against children in their care, and guilt at being part of a State that participated in that abuse through ignorance, poverty and negligence.


Letterfrack Industrial School graveyard is a spine-chilling illustration of religious child institutional abuse and an example of how Ireland allowed vulnerable children to be destroyed by tormentors masquerading as guardians. A walk along the lines of black hearts reveals a journey of suffering. Young lives struck down year after year. In 1918 alone 10 boys died in Letterfrack Industrial School; seven died within 20 days of each other in that year.


Those seven boys included Michael Bergin, who died on 13 November 1918. He was 15. Michael Sullivan died seven days later. He was 14. Joseph Boxan shut his eyes for the last time on 26th of that month. He was nine. And Thomas Hickey was only 10 when he died on that same day. Two days later Michael Walsh took his last gasp at just 11 years of age. He wasn’t the only one to die that day. Anthony Edward, who was the same age as Michael, also passed away. Four days later William Fagan’s life was also cut short when he was only 13. Today they all lie together in Letterfrack.


The Christian Brothers put these boys’ deaths down to influenza-pneumonia. That explanation may be plausible; after all the Spanish flu of that era claimed millions of lives worldwide. But the boys’ premature deaths occurred against a backdrop of unremitting hardship at Letterfrack, where a climate of fear propagated tyrannical and sadistic behaviour among the Christian Brothers running the place. One hundred boys are estimated to have died in Letterfrack from the time it first opened its doors for business in 1887 to its closure in 1974.


For decades stories of abuse told by former inmates of industrial schools such as Letterfrack were dismissed by many in Ireland as the false rants of people embittered by their circumstances. But on 20 May 2009 their accounts were finally vindicated when the report of the Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse1 was published. The five-volume tome is a shocking account of child abuse that took place in religious industrial and reformatory schools and other institutions from the 1930s up to the time of their closure.


The brutality of Letterfrack cited in the Ryan Report exposed Ireland’s dreadful history of child neglect. Physical, emotional and sexual abuse were systematic there. Punishments were meted out for minor misdemeanours. Boys were battered by Brothers who abused their positions of power and vented their anger on children too poor and vulnerable to complain. Inmates who absconded in winter were hauled back, stripped of their clothes, hosed down in the yard and left to stand in the freezing cold in their underpants for hours; other absconders had their heads shaved and were subjected to perverse forms of solitary confinement, which meant their fellow inmates couldn’t talk to them until their hair had grown back. Bed-wetters were ordered to drag their wet mattresses out into the open yard where they were humiliated by their fellow inmates. Boys were lashed with leather exposing the abuse straps, tyres, fists, legs and whatever other instruments of torture the Brothers could get their hands on. They were made to work as child slaves on the bogs and in the workshops and they were never paid for any of their hard labour. The Christian Brothers who didn’t participate in this sadistic type of cruelty colluded in it by remaining silent. Few spoke out against their superiors and even when they did their pleas were largely dismissed. The reputation of the Church and the Congregation took precedence over any form of justice for the children in their care.


One former resident of Letterfrack told the Ryan team about the reign of terror that pervaded the school when he was there in the 1950s and early 1960s.






From the time you went into that you lived in fear, you were just constantly terrified. You lived in fear all the time in that school, you didn’t know when you were going to get it, what Brother was going to give it to you, you just lived in fear in that school.2








Another former resident described how ‘it was awful, it was very very cold, it was very very lonely, but the worst thing about it all, it was so scary’.3 Letterfrack’s endemic violence cultivated a culture of bullying among the boys themselves with peer sexual abuse at the extreme end of the spectrum.






… you had to fight for survival because there was a lot of bullying and a lot of stuff going on. You had to be on your guard all the time because there was bigger kids and stronger kids, different kids and different types. Rough kids and bad kids; there was all different types.


Yes, it was dog eat dog. It was survival, you had to do everything to survive, you know. You had to fight, scratch, you had to do everything for survival. There was no love or affection or caring from anyone, you know. And there was no one to talk to, you just had to form your own way of survival.4








Letterfrack was one of 21 religious institutions extensively documented in the Ryan Report. Its publication shocked the Irish nation; people reeled with disbelief as they read about the staggering levels of physical, sexual and emotional cruelty children endured in these ghastly places since the 1930s. The Report shook the already battered reputation of the Catholic Church and it highlighted the negligent role the Irish State played in the incarceration and abuse of children. In the weeks following the Report’s publication, people tried to comprehend how vulnerable children could have been treated in such an appalling way. Ireland was swamped by a tsunami of shock and grief.


The Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse marked a watershed in contemporary Irish history. It validated the stories of religious brutality that former residents of these institutions had been describing for years and it raised numerous questions about the Catholic Church, the Irish State and Irish society. People wondered what kind of a country they were living in and even the most committed Irish Catholics questioned their faith. The Report was the result of a nine-year investigation into the treatment of children in institutions run by religious orders from the 1930s to the present day. The nuns and Brothers who abused their power in these hellholes were exposed as sadists and rapists, bullies and misfits. The Ryan Report showed how the lives of thousands of people had been destroyed in these pious prisons, supposed to be institutions of care. The Report blew apart the smokescreen of moral perfection that the religious orders had hidden behind for decades and it illuminated the hypocrisy of their self-righteous preachings.


The Report’s executive summary confirmed a legacy of reprehensible neglect and brutality in the institutions investigated. Ryan concluded that the incarceration of children in these miserable places was ‘an outdated response to a nineteenth century social problem’.5 They were like Dickensian prisons where children went to bed hungry because the food was inadequate, inedible and badly prepared. Ryan declared that schools depended on ‘rigid control by means of corporal punishment’6 and that the harshness of the regime was ‘inculcated into the culture of the schools by successive generations of Brothers, priests and nuns. It was systemic and not the result of individual breaches by persons who operated outside lawful and acceptable boundaries.’7 Fear was the instrument of control in these institutions where, in many schools, ‘staff considered themselves to be custodians rather than carers’.8


Witnesses to the Ryan investigation team spoke of scavenging for food from waste bins and animal feed.9 Bullying was widespread in boys’ schools, where the younger inmates were frequently deprived of food as the older boys grabbed their rations. Children were badly clothed and they were left in soiled and wet work clothes throughout the day. Accommodation was cold, spartan and bleak and the children slept in large unheated dormitories with inadequate bedding.10 Sanitary conditions were abysmal and little provision was made for menstruating girls. The children received completely inadequate education in these tyrannical institutions. The Ryan Report found that in the girls’ schools, children were removed from their classes in order to perform domestic chores or work in the institution during the day.11 Instead of providing basic industrial training, the institutions cynically profited from the children by using them as child labour on farms and in workshops.


The Report showed how a climate of fear pervaded these industrial and reformatory schools where physical abuse was systematic. The Brothers and nuns engaged in excessive beatings, sometimes with implements designed to deliver maximum pain. Children lived with the daily terror of not knowing where the next beating was coming from.12 Girls were frequently left shaking with fear for hours in cold corridors as they waited for their veiled executioners to deliver their frenzied lashings. Absconders were treated with particular ferocity. Their heads were shaved and they were flogged savagely for daring to escape from their sadistic custodians. The Report exposed how the Department of Education failed abysmally to investigate why children were absconding from the schools. Had they bothered to do so, they could have revealed decades of abuse and prevented thousands more children from enduring lasting damage.


Ryan concluded that sexual abuse was endemic in the boys’ institutions and that the Congregations protected sexual predators and covered up their crimes to safeguard their own reputations. A culture of silence meant paedophiles were able to abuse with impunity and their behaviour was rarely brought to the attention of the Department of Education or the Gardaí. And even on the rare occasions when the Department found out about the sexual abuse, Ryan stated that it colluded in the silence:13 ‘There was a lack of transparency in how the matter of sexual abuse was dealt with between the Congregations, dioceses and the Department.’14 Paedophiles were shunted on to other institutions where they continued to prey on vulnerable children. When faced with accounts of abuse by former residents, Ryan declared that some religious orders remained defensive and disbelieving even in cases where men and women had been convicted in court and admitted to such behaviour: ‘Congregational loyalty enjoyed priority over other considerations including safety and protection of children.’15


The shameful cover-up went further. In some cases former Brothers with histories of sexual abuse continued their teaching careers as lay teachers in State schools after leaving the religious orders.


Emotional abuse was widespread in these despotic establishments. Children were belittled and humiliated on a daily basis. Bed-wetters were forced to parade their soiled sheets in public. Ryan found that private matters such as bodily functions and personal hygiene were used as opportunities for degradation and humiliation.16 Children were told they were worthless and their families were denigrated. The psychological fall-out was enormous. Young girls and boys lived in constant fear of being beaten. Witnesses told the Ryan team how they were still haunted by the cries of other children being flogged excessively. Sibling bonds were smashed to smithereens as brothers and sisters were separated from one another. The remote locations of some of these austere institutions made it almost impossible for family visits and the unfortunate children unlucky enough to end up in these places felt abandoned by their parents and family members.


Particularly vulnerable children, such as those with disabilities, were also abused in institutions like St Joseph’s School for Deaf Boys in Cabra in Dublin. Ryan described St Joseph’s as a ‘very frightening place for children who were learning to overcome hearing difficulties’.17 The Report found that corporal punishment was ‘excessive and capricious’ there and that the boys incarcerated in St Joseph’s suffered from sexual abuse from staff and older boys.18


The Ryan Report dominated the headlines over the days and weeks following its publication as journalists waded through the massive document and extracted stories of staggering cruelty. We read about the notorious Ferryhouse Industrial School in Clonmel where one boy recalled a sexual assault there by a Rosminian Brother: ‘He was just like, I do not know, the eyes of him, he was like a man who was possessed, you know. He got me … down and he beat my face off the ground. He done his best to penetrate me.’19


The Goldenbridge Industrial School, which was run by the Sisters of Mercy, was castigated for its cruelty. Witnesses spoke about the terror of waiting for the head nun to administer a walloping to girls on the cold landing outside the nuns’ private rooms. The older girls used to push the young children to the front of the queue so that they would receive the brunt of the nun’s vicious temper. One woman told the Ryan Commission how ‘The screaming of children will stay with me for the rest of my life about Goldenbridge. I still hear it, I still haven’t recovered from that. Children crying and screaming, it was just endless, it never never stopped for years in that place.’20


We heard about the young boy in Artane who was knocked unconscious by a Christian Brother who punished the young fellow for missing sports training:






When you seen this man when he lost his temper he was like a wolf. His jaws literally went out and he bared his teeth and he just lashed at me. I was running trying to get away from him. He hit me, it didn’t matter where, legs, back, head, anywhere. During that I must have passed out because when I came around there was water running on my head.21








The case of Mickey Flanagan was highlighted in the chapter on Artane. Mickey’s arm was broken in three places by a Christian Brother who smashed the handle of a brush over him. The injured lad was hidden away in an outhouse for a couple of days while his broken arm was left untreated. His distraught mother was refused permission by the Brothers to visit her son when she found out about the beating he had received. Mickey’s family believe he was permanently damaged from that day’s assault and that he never recovered from the psychological fall-out of the attack. Mickey Flanagan’s story is told in this book.


The catalogue of brutality was astounding. People’s emotions were in turmoil as they read and heard the harrowing accounts of abuse. Some Irish people refused to discuss the Ryan Report: its chilling details were too much to absorb. Others shook their head in disbelief, unable to comprehend the magnitude of the abuse. And running beneath the surface of this nationwide shock was the unpalatable reality that the entire country had, in one way or another, played a role in the abuse of the children. It was as if a mirror had been held up to us and we were forced to scrutinise our collective responsibility in the unimaginably cruel treatment of children in the religious institutions.


Uncomfortable questions were asked. Were our parents or grandparents the ones who used the inmates of industrial schools as child slaves on their farms? Did we buy the turf that had been back-breakingly dug up in the cold wet bogs of Western Ireland by boys from Daingean and Letterfrack? Were those rosary beads we had as children made in places such as Goldenbridge, by little girls who spent hours stringing the beads together under the vigilant supervision of a nun? Did Irish people from the villages near the institutions turn a blind eye to the black and blue marks of the young fellow who escaped from one of these diabolic institutions and did they take him by the ear and march him back into the black abyss that was supposed to be his home? And what were the doctors, who were supposed to be treating children in these places, doing? How did they manage to overlook the obvious signs of maltreatment? Why did hospital staff not properly investigate cases of children who turned up in their emergency wards with inexplicable injuries? Did their deferential attitude to the Church influence their ready acceptance of the lies given by the Brothers and nuns?


The Report spoke volumes about the prevailing attitude of Irish society for most of the twentieth century when these institutions were thriving. Back then, children from industrial schools were seen as miscreants and troublemakers who needed the strong disciplinary hands of the Brothers and Sisters to put manners on them. Irish people believed they owed a debt of gratitude to the holy guardians of these miserable institutions for sorting out these ‘deviant’ children. Much of this attitude was shaped by ignorance, poverty, insularity and an unwavering deference to the Catholic Church, a deference that really began to wane only in the 1990s. That unswerving submission blinded our national capacity to see beyond the collars and the veils and to question the behaviour of the religious orders who were abusing with impunity behind their high institutional walls. Irish people elevated the priests, nuns and Brothers onto pedestals where they were beyond reproach. Inevitably, some of them abused their privileged positions and that had a devastating impact on tens of thousands of children who were incarcerated in their care.


The abusive treatment of children in these places also raised disturbing questions about the Irish justice system, which gave judges the power to hand down draconian sentences on children who were too poor to have any legal representation during their trials. These judges committed children to religious institutions for having ‘improper guardians’ or being illegitimate or having a widowed father who was struggling to take care of his children on his own. Tiny babies were dispatched by judges to spend the next 16 years of their lives in religious institutions. Judges handed down criminal sentences to juvenile offenders for crimes as minor as taking pigeons from the attic of a derelict house, mitching from school or being found with a bar of chocolate that someone else had stolen. These court orders gave officials the authority to remove children from their homes and subject them to years of institutional abuse. The Irish Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (ISPCC), formerly known as the National Society for Prevention of Cruelty to Children, was also culpable in breaking up families and taking children from their homes.


The Irish Department of Education contributed significantly to prolonging institutional abuse. Under the Children Act 1908, the Department had legal responsibility for all children committed to industrial and reformatory schools. The Ryan Report found that the Department failed to properly inspect and supervise the institutions to which it had subcontracted the care of children. Ryan stated that ‘Officials were aware that abuse occurred in the Schools and they knew the education was inadequate and the industrial training was outdated.’22 The Department’s deferential and submissive attitude to the Congregations compromised its statutory duties to protect children. Ryan declared that ‘It made no attempt to impose changes that would have improved the lot of the detained children. Indeed, it never thought about changing the system.’23


The system of funding the institutions through capitation grants was also flawed. In fact, the Congregations had a vested interest in ensuring large numbers of children were committed by the State to their institutions. To put it crudely, the more children they received, the more money they got from the State.


Not all survivors of institutional abuse were happy with the Ryan Report. Some were bitterly disappointed that it did not result in the prosecution of individuals and religious orders who were exposed as abusers during the Ryan investigations. The use of pseudonyms was widely condemned. The majority of the religious people cited by witnesses were given anonymity in the Report. Critics said the abusers should have been named and shamed in the Report. People were also unhappy with the cherry-picking process that led to only a sample of witnesses giving evidence. Not all survivors of institutional abuse who had volunteered to speak to the Ryan Commission were able to do so. Those who were not invited to give evidence felt they had been denied the opportunity and right to ensure their stories of abuse were heard and documented. The official explanation for choosing a sample of witnesses was that it would have taken far too long for everyone’s story to be heard.


The Ryan Commission was also criticised for its failure to properly investigate the role the Irish courts and judges played in incarcerating children in the industrial and reformatory schools. It did not conduct a thorough investigation of the Irish justice system that enabled judges to hand down excessive sentences on children for minor offences. It also did not explain why judges seemingly so readily incarcerated children for many years when they had at least one living parent and extended families who may have been able to take care of them. In many cases, these children had no legal representation in court, a situation that should never have been allowed.


However, despite the reservations and shortcomings of the Ryan Report, there is no denying it served a significant purpose in exposing the magnitude of the physical, emotional and sexual abuse that had taken place in Irish religious institutions. Irish people were left in no doubt about the pitiful lives thousands of children had been forced to endure in these vile prisons.


The reputation of the Church was in tatters after the Ryan Report. The religious orders were subjected to a ferocious lambasting as the media gave blanket coverage to the Report. Commentators and survivors of institutional abuse jammed the airwaves with blistering attacks on the Congregations who had run abusive schools. Calls were made for the removal of all Church involvement in the running of schools and hospitals. Some Irish people even recoiled in horror when they saw priests, Brothers or nuns near them.


The Church took a further hammering when the report by the Commission of Investigation into the Dublin Archdiocese24 was published six months later. It showed the extent of the cover-up of clerical child sexual abuse. The Catholic hierarchy was exposed for its cynical movement of paedophiles from one place to another in order to safeguard the reputation of the Church. That was of paramount importance and above all other considerations, including the protection of children who were in danger of being abused by priests in their communities. Murphy reported on how bishops in Ireland knowingly protected abusive priests and covered up their criminal sexual activities to avoid any damage being done to the Church.


The Ryan Report’s shocking exposure of religious institutional abuse set the people of Ireland on a painful journey of national self-analysis. Tough questions were asked: How could such a God-fearing Catholic State so badly neglect and abuse its own children? To what extent were the Irish State and Irish society complicit in the destruction of these people’s lives and in what way was everyone culpable for the abuse? Why was the Church allowed to have so much power for so long? And, perhaps most importantly of all, what stark lessons must be learnt from Ryan’s searing record of cruelty?


Ireland in the immediate post-Ryan weeks was like a country suffering from a collective hangover that was paying a high price for the excesses of its past. Its publication dovetailed with the implosion of the Irish economy — a crash that generated an equally powerful avalanche of emotions. The Catholic Church and the Celtic Tiger were like badly wounded animals limping towards an uncertain future. Both the Ryan Report and the crash highlighted the perils of unfettered greed and religious control and they symbolised the hazardous consequences of allowing powerful players to stray too far into unbridled terrain.


On the Sunday morning following the publication of the Ryan Report I presented a three-hour special programme on it for my show ‘The Wide Angle’ on Newstalk. I was joined in studio by three survivors of institutional abuse. One of them was Michael O’Brien, who had spent eight years of his childhood in Ferryhouse Industrial School in Clonmel. I will never forget the spine-chilling moments when Michael described how he was sexually and physically abused in Ferryhouse. He spoke movingly about how thorns became embedded in his nails when he was forced to reap hay on local farms with his bare hands. His raw emotional recollections left us all reeling. When I left the studio that day I was in a kind of stunned stupor, unable to fully comprehend the stories of cruelty we had discussed that morning. By the time I arrived home I decided I needed to play my own role in further documenting the accounts of religious institutional abuse during this appalling chapter in Irish history.


This book is based upon stories of people who were in industrial and reformatory schools as children. It explains how they ended up in the schools in the first place, what happened to them during their incarcerations and how their lives were affected by their childhoods in these despicable prisons. Their experiences are an example of what happened to thousands of children who ended up in religious institutions. Their stories also illustrate the power of the human spirit and the extraordinary survival instincts of human beings. The people I interviewed for this book had to dig deep within themselves to find enormous wells of strength to survive their horrific childhoods.


The plight of women who were put in Magdalene laundries is also covered in the book through Maureen Sullivan’s story. The Magdalene women were not allowed to seek compensation from the Residential Institutions Redress Board because the Irish State said it had no responsibility for the laundries. The Magdalene women remain outraged that they were ostracised from the redress process and the Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse.


The book also offers brief insights into why Ireland cultivated a crop of religious sadists who were able to abuse with impunity for decades. It examines the role the Irish State played in abdicating its responsibility for the care of the children. The failures of the Redress Board are also investigated. The redress scheme was supposed to provide adequate compensation to survivors of institutional abuse. But many people who applied to the Board for redress were deeply traumatised by the whole process. In some cases they were subjected to aggressive cross-examinations during redress hearings. Claimants felt they were effectively put on trial and unfairly made to justify their stories of abuse as children. Their anger was exacerbated by the gagging order they had to sign when accepting redress, which prevented them from revealing any details of their experiences of the redress process. They also had to sign a waiver to agree not to pursue any legal actions against any of the people or organisations they had named in their redress applications as being implicated in their childhood abuse.


Haunting Cries follows a series of courageous works produced over the last 20 years that have exposed religious institutional abuse. Autobiographical accounts of institutional abuse told in books such as Peter Tyrrell’s Founded on Fear and Paddy Doyle’s The God Squad gave us searing insights into how these horrendous places operated. The ‘Dear Daughter’ documentary about Christine Buckley exposed the atrocious treatment of girls in the notorious Goldenbridge Industrial School in Inchicore, Dublin, which was run by the Sisters of Mercy. The groundbreaking investigations done by Dr Eoin O’Sullivan and the journalist Mary Raftery lifted the lid on Ireland’s legacy of institutional abuse. Their book Suffer the Little Children and the RTÉ series ‘States of Fear’, which was produced by Mary Raftery, influenced Bertie Ahern’s 1999 apology to survivors of institutional abuse and led to the establishment of both the Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse and the Redress Board. Their stories are essential reminders of Ireland’s legacy of abuse and they epitomise the courage it took to highlight what was going on in these places and to ensure their voices would not be silenced by their former oppressors.
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NOEL KELLY AND DAINGEAN











Noel Kelly can never escape the ghosts of his childhood tormentors who sexually, physically and psychologically assaulted him in St Conleth’s Reformatory School in Daingean, Co. Offaly. They plague his thoughts every day and they puncture his sleep at night with paralysing dreams that plunge him into a state of petrified consciousness. His 17 months’ incarceration in Daingean destroyed his life permanently.






I think I never got over Daingean. Sometimes I walk the floor at night and I think I never got over Daingean. I left something buried in Daingean that can’t be replaced; that can’t be fixed or mended.1








Daingean was a notorious gulag that was run by the Oblates of Mary Immaculate. Witnesses who gave evidence to the Ryan Commission recalled how they were beaten, sexually assaulted and emotionally scarred in this bleak, desolate purgatory. Daingean was different from the other religious institutions investigated by the Commission because it was a reformatory for boys aged between 12 and 17 who had been convicted by the courts of criminal offences.2


In 1870 the Oblates established their reformatory in Daingean in a remote part of Co. Offaly. The buildings were originally used as a military barracks in the middle of the eighteenth century. After the barracks closed, the Irish Constabulary used Daingean as a training ground before it became a prison for adult criminals and later St Conleth’s. In the 1940s a new building was erected that housed two large dormitories for senior and junior boys and woodwork and metalwork classrooms. The complex also had a large recreation hall, washrooms, other classrooms, a piggery and a poultry house, a scullery and storerooms.3 Daingean also had a significant farm, which meant it was virtually self-sufficient. Its isolated location made it extremely difficult to get to and there were no direct bus routes to Daingean village. Such an inhospitable location meant that it was practically impossible for Noel Kelly’s mother to visit her son.






They were taking us away as far as possible. Going to Daingean was like going to bloody Australia.








Juvenile offenders ended up there for crimes ranging from larceny to common assault. The majority of them came from Ireland’s main cities of Dublin, Cork and Limerick. The Ryan Commission found that many of the complainants who gave evidence ended up in Daingean for trivial offences that owed more to poverty than criminality.4 Severely psychiatrically disturbed children were also sent there.5


Noel Kelly was one of the young offenders from Limerick who served time in Daingean. Born in 1952, he was reared in Limerick City with his large family of 10 brothers and five sisters. His father worked as a seaman and he was frequently away from home and Noel’s mother had to raise her children with little resources. Noel was the black sheep of the family. He never got on well in school and he abandoned his education when he was 13. His problems began when he started mixing with gangs of troublesome youths in Limerick.






What I wanted to do was pal around with the bigger boys rather than the smaller boys. I thought they had a better time than the smaller boys.








Noel began to spend nights outside his home sleeping rough. He became involved in petty crime that then escalated into breaking and entering. In 1968, when he was 15, he broke into a house in Limerick and stole some money.






I was caught stealing a couple of bob from the gas meter and things like that.








The guards caught him stealing and arrested him. On 10 May 1968 Noel Kelly was brought to the Children’s Court in Limerick and given a two-year sentence that he was to spend in Daingean. His detention there tore his life apart.






Fear was the byword of this institution. Fear was the tool most brutally used. Fear was the weapon used from morning to night, seven days a week, fifty-two weeks a year.








When Noel arrived in Daingean he was stripped of his name. The Brothers told him he wasn’t entitled to one and that he would be known as number 6398 for the rest of his incarceration there. He will never forget his first night in that miserable institution.






It was evening time. I didn’t get much of a view going in because it was dark. I was brought in by a couple of guards and introduced to a Brother. The guards signed their documentation and off they went. That’s when I first came into contact with Brother Smith.6








When he first met Br Smith, Noel Kelly had no idea what kind of a brute he was but he would soon find out. During his sentence in Daingean, Smith kicked, whipped and punched him and left him writhing on the ground with pain. But on that first night he left the youngster alone when he took him to the washroom.






I was told to take off my clothes — everything. I had to stand into the cubicle and I was told to strip off. And that’s what I did. And he [Br Smith] walked around me and looked at me. Then he gave me a nightshirt and he put that on me and I was marched up to the dormitory. I walked up the stairs up into the dormitory where I met Br Liam.7 He said a couple of words to Br Smith who then went away. Then he led me down the row of beds and said, ‘There’s your bed.’ I got into the bed. He told me where I was and how long I was going to be there for. I cried my eyes out that night. I was in no way prepared for what was to follow then. No way.








Noel was bewildered by the dormitory’s enormous size and the long rows of beds. He had never slept with so many boys in one room. Br Liam warned him to keep his hands outside the blankets and not to make a sound. He spent his first night fighting back the tears as he struggled to comprehend what was happening to him. The loneliness was unbearable. The next day Br Liam ordered him to wash and polish the dormitory floors and organise the boys’ laundry. The brutality began within a short time of his arrival in Daingean and lasted throughout his time there. Noel was punched, slapped and caned by the Brothers for the slightest breaches of the rules. He was so terrified he began to wet the bed. It was an unfortunate condition that was met with savage retaliation.






This was considered to be a major crime within the Reformatory. Let me take you through a night in the life of a bed-wetter in Daingean. When it is first discovered that you are a bed-wetter, you are moved from the bed in which you are sleeping to a bed at the back of the dormitory nearer the toilet. It is then the responsibility of the night watchman, who was a lay person, to wake you up at regular intervals. Unfortunately for me I still wet the bed.


When Br Liam came on duty in the morning, the night watchman would inform him that six-three-nine-eight (being me) had wet the bed. Then when everybody was called to go to the washroom, I was to remain in the dormitory. Brother Liam would tell me to remove all the clothing from my bed, turn my bed up on its side, put the mattress and the blankets over the upended bed and while all of this was going on he would be shouting and roaring at me as to why I had wet the bed. He would also be hitting me around the face and the head. I then had to take the wet sheets down into the washroom.








Noel would be forced to walk down the middle of the washroom and hold up his wet sheets in his hands in front of the other boys who mocked him and called him ‘Pissey Limerick’ — a nickname they frequently used for him. The embarrassed young lad was extremely upset by this humiliating punishment, which he had to endure regularly as he continued to wet his bed throughout his time in Daingean. The abuse gradually worsened. Around four months after his arrival there, Noel’s life changed irrevocably when he was sent to the bakery to work with Br Marc.8






That’s where I was sexually abused for the first time … he sexually abused me from all angles. I had to perform all kinds of [sexual] acts for this fella. He was a sadist. He’d bite me in the neck and the head. He’d bite my nipples.








Noel remembers Br Marc as an older man whom he reckons may have been in his sixties. The bakery was located at the back of the main building in Daingean and Br Marc had complete control over who could enter and leave it.






The bakery was a small place, more of a shed than anything else. There were large oven trays for the bread. And that’s what I did. I had to make the bread. I had to grease and wash all the trays. The door was always closed from the inside. He would always have the key with him. He could do what he liked, when he liked, as often as he liked. Nobody would walk in on top of anything. People who’d come along and want to get into the bakery they’d have to knock on the window. Half the window was blacked out. And there was a small kind of timber windowsill on the inside where you could sit out and that’s where most of the abuse went on.








Noel’s first week in the bakery passed off without incident and he thought he had landed on his feet. Initially Br Marc was nice to him and he used to give him buns and sweets that he kept in a biscuit tin in a corner of the bakery. It was as if he was sweetening his prey before he pounced.






I remember the sweets well. They were Roses with all the different coloured papers … I was a good boy. I’d be told to do something and I’d do it.








On his second week in the bakery Br Marc began to make sexual advances towards Noel.






While we were waiting for the bread to bake we’d sit on the windowsill and he came over to me and told me to stand up which I did. And he told me to turn around which I did. And he put his arms around me from the back and he started telling me I was a good boy and he started biting me on the neck and on the head. Then he turned around and he started kissing me. And that’s as far as it went that day.








When he had finished fondling the traumatised youngster, Br Marc gave him sweets and a bun. Noel stumbled out of the bakery in shock.






I think my mind just blanked out. I couldn’t say anything. How many times have I said this to myself, ‘Why didn’t I push him away?’ He wasn’t that big. I’ve seen that man so many times in my mind. I was frightened.








The abuse got progressively more violent after that day.






The fondling went on for a while and all that kissing and biting. I would have to pinch him in the nipples and all of that. He was into the pain kind of thing. At the time, I didn’t know that. He started taking off my clothes then. He’d take off my jumper and shirt and he’d take off his shirt. The biting got worse then. And the kissing and turning around and all of that.


He didn’t seem to be afraid of leaving marks. I was very sore in the nipples, they’d be black and blue … he got a thrill out of that. He got a thrill out of the pain, out of seeing me in pain … I was just numb. He could have hit me with an iron bar and I wouldn’t have felt it. I was just out of it.








Noel was desperate to get out of the bakery but he was like a prisoner who had been stripped of all rights. There was nobody he could to turn to as complaints of abuse weren’t tolerated in Daingean. The sexual assaults gradually worsened over Noel’s eight months of horror in the bakery and Br Marc began to violently rape him.






He used to turn me around and I used to have to put my hands on the windowsill and that’s when he raped me. I did roar then but no one came … I couldn’t really say what was going through my mind. I think at that stage I just kind of gave up. I didn’t give a shit after that.








Br Marc went on to abuse Noel on a daily basis. Some days he would rape him; other days he would fondle him or bite him or force the young boy to masturbate him.






He would do something every day but he wouldn’t rape me every day because I was very sore. And I was passing blood as well. He had this small clothesline and he had all these cloths hanging on it and he’d rub me down with them and he’d rub himself down … He was enjoying it. He never said anything only ‘Just do this, do that, take that off, take this off’ and that was it.








The sexual abuse was so bad Noel was desperate to get out of the bakery. One day he decided to approach Br Smith to tell him about Br Marc. It was a decision that would have dire consequences for the teenager, who would experience first-hand the cunning cover-up the religious orders engaged in to hide paedophiles within their ranks.






I was carrying bread over to the boys’ kitchen and that was about the only time you’d be left out of the bakery, when you’d be carrying it to the kitchen. There was no other way out. And I seen Br Smith in the hallway so I put down my tray of bread and I went up to him and I said, ‘Could I speak to you?’ And he said, ‘About what?’ and I said, ‘I want to speak to you about Br Marc.’ And he said, ‘Get in there!’ [to his office]. And I said, ‘He’s doing things to me and I don’t want him to be doing it to me any more.’ I started to pull up my jumper and I started to show him what he was doing. And he just lashed into me with his fist. The first dig he gave me was into the chest and I kind of went down and then he started digging me. And then I went down on the ground and he started kicking me. And then Br Marc turned up. The whole place had heard me screaming. Br Smith said, ‘Take that thing out of here.’ And I was brought back down to the bakery and he [Br Marc] closed the door. He took off his habit and he started beating me then. He hit me with one of the bread trays. He gave me a good beating.








Noel was writhing in pain on the ground. He screamed for help but Daingean’s merciless law of the jungle meant the scared youngster was on his own.






He was calling me all kinds of things like ‘You filthy thing, you, I’ll kick the fear of God into you.’








That evening Noel limped out of the bakery and went over to the washroom to clean himself. Despite the extensive bruising to his body, none of the other boys or staff enquired about his injuries.






At this stage I’m walking around like I felt I had plaster of Paris on both legs I was so sore. I’m black and blue. My nose is split open. There’s a big scab on my nose. My eyes are black and blue. And I started to wet the bed which wasn’t a help either. I got a beating for every time I wet the bed. I tried everything not to wet the bed. I stopped drinking. I’d put a string around my stomach at night-time. I made a nappy out of a canvas bag.








Noel believes the other boys knew exactly what Br Marc was doing to him and that he was not the only inmate in Daingean who was being sexually abused.






You could pick them out because of their zombie kind of appearance. You could tell.








The stigma of the abuse silenced the boys who were sexually assaulted in Daingean. That self-censorship enabled the Brothers to abuse with impunity. Noel decided an escape from this hellish prison was the only way to avoid the unremitting maltreatment he was being subjected to. One evening he just walked out of Daingean’s gates and into the local village. He had no idea where he was or what to do next. Within a short time a local man spotted him and knew, by his ragged clothes and appearance, that he was a Daingean lad. He grabbed the runaway and warned him he was taking him back to the school. Noel pleaded with him and told him about the beatings but the man dismissed his pleas despite the obvious bruises on his face and body. He hauled the distressed lad back in through Daingean’s gates, where the Brothers were already waiting for him.






Four or five Brothers came running down the pathway. When I saw the posse turning up I said, ‘Here we go again.’ They marched me back down in the door and I got a whack from behind, a slap in the face from behind that blinded my eye. I just braced myself to take what’s coming … they called me anything and everything: you dirty this and dirty that, filthy this and filthy that.


I was taken down into the washhouse and they practically ripped the clothes off of me. And I got a couple of slaps and digs and kicks. I was taken up into the dormitory; I got no supper, nothing. I never seen anything like it. Daingean was just unreal and how in the name of God them boys could be put into the care of these people at all is still a mystery to me. I can’t answer that after all these years. And to say that there was some good ones and some bad ones and the good ones didn’t see anything or didn’t hear anything that’s a big white lie … I think these people were exiled to Daingean for probably something else they done somewhere else. I think they were the worst of the worst. Whatever they did somewhere else Daingean was their punishment. They had nothing more to gain from their career so they took it out on us. That’s what I think about the people that were in Daingean. That was their exile, that was their punishment and they took their frustrations out on us.








Noel attempted a second escape from Daingean with another inmate. The two lads ran as fast as they could when they got outside the school’s premises. But their freedom was short-lived. As soon as they escaped, they could hear the roars and shouts of the Brothers running towards them.






We went through the village of Daingean like two wild animals. We were running through the fields, we stopped for a rest. Five or six Brothers suddenly surrounded us. We took off again but the boy with me was caught. I could hear him screaming because of the beating he was getting from these animals. I kept running towards a distant hedge and with the sound of the Brothers getting close and my pal screaming I fought my way through the hedge with my bare hands.


It was a mixture of hedge and thorn bushes. Despite the pain I kept on running but I don’t know how long until I eventually collapsed. It was only at this stage that I realised I was torn to pieces. What I thought was sweat pouring down my face was in fact blood. The skin was hanging from my hands and I must have passed out for a while because when I awoke it was getting dark. I saw someone approach me on a bike and in desperation tried to get up and run, but I fell to the ground again. I can still see the expression of horror on the face of the man. He told me to stay still and that he was not going to hurt me. He kept saying ‘Oh Jesus’, and he was blessing himself.


He got on his bike and cycled away. He told me he was going for help. Not long afterwards the reformatory lorry came along with two Brothers in it. They put me into the lorry in between both of them. As we were going back towards Daingean I saw the man who had tried to help me earlier. He was standing at the side of the road holding his bike with one hand and shaking his fist with the other. To this day I don’t know if he was shaking his fist at me or them.








That night Noel was called out of his bed and ordered to go to the top of the room by one of the Brothers, who demanded to know why the youngster had escaped. Before Noel could reply, the Brother knocked him to the floor and dragged him to the landing outside the dormitory where another Brother was waiting. The two men kicked and punched Noel until they were breathless. They warned him never to try to escape from Daingean again.


Shortly after one of these escapes, Noel was told he was being moved from the bakery to the farm where he was to work with Br Pat,9 who was in charge of Daingean’s substantial agricultural industry. The boys rarely got to enjoy the farm’s produce as the Brothers sold whatever food they did not consume themselves. Noel’s daily tasks included cleaning the milking parlour and feeding the pigs. He had to wear the same clothes every day for a week despite the filth and dirt of his tasks. Initially he was relieved at the move because it meant an end to the sexual abuse by Br Marc. But several weeks into his new job he got a ferocious beating from Br Pat, who was a ‘giant of a man’.






I was cleaning out one of the sheds with the pigs in it. And I had the shed cleaned out. I had just got out the door when one of the beasts stuck out his head and I had the yard brush and I tried to push him back in with the yard brush. The next thing I heard these footsteps coming up behind me. You could hear him coming for a while because he wore steel caps on his boots and he grabbed the brush out of my hand. He closed the door and got the pig in and he beat the brush off me and knocked me onto the ground and I fell on all the pig shit and all that. He gave me a good thumping as well. He broke the handle of the brush off me.








Br Pat roared at Noel and demanded to know why he was hitting the pig with the brush.






I tried to explain to him that I was only pushing him in with the brush. I wasn’t hitting the pig with the brush.








The stunned lad picked himself up from the ground. He tried to catch his breath and recover from the vicious pounding. His ribs were extremely sore and his nose was bleeding. Noel endured many frenzied attacks from Br Pat, who ran the farm with domineering brutality. On another occasion he flogged Noel in the potato shed.






We were stacking a load of potatoes onto straw. We were just acting the fool and he walked in and he caught me eating a potato. He punched me in the face and I don’t remember much about that because I think he knocked me out. I woke up in the cow-shed. The boys were cleaning me up. I was bleeding from inside my gums. I had two big swollen lips and he never said nothing to me.








Noel’s gums were so badly cut and his lips so swollen he was unable to eat that evening. That night a terrifying reality hit him: he had swapped the sexual abuse in the bakery for violent physical abuse on the farm. Life in Daingean was so unbearable for Noel that he decided to make yet another attempt to abscond when the boys were taken to Drogheda for a rare day out. When they arrived in the town, Noel and another inmate slipped away from the group.






We didn’t know where we were. We didn’t even think about what’s going to happen if we were caught and brought back.








The two runaways got a lift to Dublin where they remained on the loose for 10 days. They had no money and were desperately hungry so they decided to break into a butcher shop to get meat, but they were caught red-handed.






We could see all the puddings hanging up. We weren’t that good at robbing. That’s what we were caught for. We were held in some barracks; I think it was the Bridewell … I remember it well, we got a burger wrapped up in paper and tea and we were quite content.








The two runaways were brought back to Daingean by two Brothers who had travelled to Dublin to collect them. It was late when they reached the school and they went straight to bed. Later that night Noel was shaken from his sleep when he got a thump across his legs. He was ordered out of the bed and dragged down to the washhouse.






The door opened and Br Pat was there and he said, ‘Come on, you’re coming with me.’ I had a good idea what was coming … I just got down to the end of the stairs and I got a belt to the back of the head and I went straight through the doors [of the washhouse]. I don’t know how many of them [Brothers] was there. Then I got kicked all over the place … I only got a couple of digs when I passed out. I woke up in the washhouse. I had blood all over me and I was black and blue again. I’ll never forget Br Smith was pushing my head into the sink. I remember banging my teeth off of the tap and splitting my teeth. I remember walking up the stairs shaking. I didn’t think I was going to make it. I was praying I’d die.








Noel Kelly never attempted another escape after that ordeal. His remaining detention in Daingean was characterised by constant physical and psychological abuse. There was nobody to talk to about the abuse and he felt terribly alone. He couldn’t bring himself to tell his mother on the rare visits she made to check up on him as he was too ashamed to admit that he had been raped by the Brothers. He also felt she wouldn’t believe him. In 1960s Ireland the notion of a boy being sexually abused by a Brother would have been met with disbelief. He dismissed his mother’s queries about the bruises on his face and body by saying he had sustained them on the farm or from fights with the other boys.


Noel Kelly says several paedophiles operated in Daingean during his incarceration there. One of them was Br Ramon,10 who was one of the younger recruits in the school.






He was into lifting the weights and he was in the shed where all the weights used to be. He never abused me but he did fondle me [genitals]. I used to do the weights for him for a couple of times but then he started touching me up and all that so I stayed far away from him. He’d show you how to lift the weights and he’d be touching you and saying this is where the muscles are and down here and all that kind of craic and I knew straight away to get out of there.








Br Ramon was later convicted of sexually assaulting boys in a residential institution in Wales. The Ryan Report has a segment on Ramon. It states that Ramon had been on the staff of Daingean for 17 years from the mid-1950s.11 He was removed from Daingean in the early 1970s, apparently against his wishes as he protested against the move.12 The reasons for his removal are unclear. The Report raises suspicions that the Oblates shifted him out of Daingean because of reports of abuse. Ramon went on to work in a hostel for homeless immigrants in London where he stayed for 10 years before moving to a college in Wales where he was appointed as a Housemaster.13 His sexually abusive behaviour in this college led to his conviction for indecently assaulting 10 boys.14


The Ryan Commission heard from witnesses who gave evidence that Br Ramon had sexually abused them. One man described an assault.






Br Ramon he used to work in the bakery. There was one morning I was sent over to get the bread to put it out for the breakfast. I went over and he was there and he started tickling me and messing about, that kind of thing. Then he opened my trousers and put his hand in … and he touched me. I was pushing him away, trying to get away from him and he grabbed me by the hand and he tried to force my hand onto his private part. I managed to struggle and then he just let it go at that. I got the bread and brought it back over to the recreation room … He would give me Brylcreme, sweets, toothpaste, toothbrushes and things like that … when I was working in the kitchen. He started groping me again and then I gave in, I masturbated him about probably four to six times.15








Compelling evidence in the Ryan Report illustrates how the Oblate order ignored allegations that Br Ramon was abusing boys. In 1967 a firm of solicitors, acting on behalf of a young boy, wrote to the Secretary of the Department of Justice about the alleged abuse of a 15-year-old whom they described as being ‘mentally retarded’.16


They said he was ‘sexually assaulted and perverted while an in-mate of the Reformatory’.17 The Ryan Report stated that, although he was not named, the alleged abuser was Br Ramon. Ryan states that the letter was seemingly passed on to the Department of Education, which then received a letter from solicitors acting on behalf of the Resident Manager in Daingean. They said the allegations had been investigated with the full co-operation of the Resident Manager and found to be untrue.18






Following their enquiries the Garda Authorities were satisfied that there was no evidence of any improper conduct by any member of the Staff … In view of the serious allegation made in the letter to your Department based on the story of this unfortunate boy our client wishes this unequivocable [sic] denial of the allegations placed on your file.19








In another correspondence Daingean’s Resident Manager described the allegations as a ‘malicious concoction’.20 The Ryan Report is highly critical of the Oblates’ failure to investigate Br Ramon’s behaviour in Daingean after he had been charged with indecent assault against boys in Wales. The Report found that the Oblates did not record or follow up on allegations of abuse and they developed a culture of fear that prevented any reporting of abusive behaviour.


The sordid behaviour of the Oblate Brothers cultivated a macabre subculture of abuse among the boys themselves. The Ryan Report concluded that sexual behaviour between boys in Daingean was systemic and widespread.21 Bigger inmates preyed on smaller boys. One man described how he was raped by the leader of an established gang within Daingean who picked on him.22






He was an aggressive guy with a horrible sort of personality. He had a group of guys and he was the sort of leader of these group of guys … On a weekly basis whenever the opportunity would — I would be dragged off into a pig shed, hay shed, wherever, and buggered … he was leader of a group of guys, they could make your life hell … You are living with these people, you can’t get away from them, you are there.23
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