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In His Image


(a poem from book 3)


As a child, I believed God was an old man with a


Long, white beard, stony eyes, and never smiled;


Unapproachable, one to be afraid of, very fierce,


Especially when you were in the darkness of sin.


For years that unseen God punished me,


And the Church state did also in his name.


As a small child not knowing right from wrong,


And not allowed to have a voice.


Children of Godless parents were beaten so often


That these daily punishments


Hurt them more when we were receiving God’s love.


It was necessary for us too


To know the pain he suffered for our sins.


As a child among hundreds, fed on their diatribe,


Brainwashed to live there, harsh discipline and torture without question.


That our transgressors would punish harshly


Even to the smallness of innocent sins like a smile


At your friends in church, talking, looking around, making a noise.


We were only to focus on the cross


As our only way to heaven.


The man who hung on the cross with blood pouring everywhere


Made us all afraid of him.


For we knew from years in their care that blood spilt was good,


And often they hit you until you bled and only then might they stop.


Telling you to offer the pain and bruises received


To your Divine Saviour who,


In his love for you, gave his own precious blood


And his death, to free us all from Hell.


Our guardian watched every action we made


In order that no-one offended the crucified man that they follow.


For others and those like me,


You knew from their very belief


That God hated bastard children whose parents had sinned.


The reason we shameless were hidden and incarcerated within.
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Prologue


I wind back my rusty mind to a world and a time when I was once one of a thousand faceless nothings that the governments of my youth put on its conveyer belt of hidden children from normal society.





It is my story of the years I spent in one of Ireland’s cruellest institutions and where I was left without any contact from my mother or her family.





It was a system where the church ruled without being checked; where fate dealt all within it walls cleansing punishment; where screams of children fell silent as our tears fell, filling a river of hopelessness in that prison of fear; where there was no threat against the Brothers - perpetrators who gave us their love freely and administered it in the name of the man on the cross, that our force obedient to him would be absolute. Without ever questioning this way of life, an eight-year-old was never able to challenge the State or the Government that should have taken better care of us.




First Step


To write about Ireland’s institution system that I was thrown into as a young baby, then later as a young boy of eight into one of Dublin’s most infamous schools, the Christian Brothers at Artane, I will try to recapture without being vindictive to my former inmates and guards how life was in a system that really did its best with so many boys.





I hope to tell my story in a way that the hatred and poison felt then will not become my focus in feeling sorry for myself and for those who were with me at that time. In truth the horrors of that life are long behind me and my memory of those days, which I blocked out in order to survive, has been mixed with pretend lies that I convince myself those days never happened and which refuse now to open.





My early life is not a book I can write with all the happy-ever-after stories of those who were loved from birth and are proud to shout about. Nor do I have photographic history displayed on my fireside mantelpiece showing family and special occasions that will forever be captured in time-faded frames.





There are no real moments that I can now look back on with fond memory of legitimately being loved and wanted. I will try to unlock my childhood amnesia vault where I stored many dark and frightening moments that over the years have been fragmented, lost and long forgotten, leaving me with an indifference because I knew nothing, was nothing and was treated by all as nothing. I was shut away into a world closed by walls that broken glass of various colours grew on, watching the outside world through these prisms of glass that glint in the sun.





It is with little information of family and records that I start out on my road of re-discovery, and to relive my childhood. As many years have now past, finding the pieces that put my past together is harder as much of my childhood road has been lost in the fog of living and survival. And the signs of my past I had blocked away, with the names of those actors in my early life who shaped the person I am, nearly fifty years on are either too old or dead.





The nuns and Brothers of those communities in which I spent my formative years are now having to explain their reasons for beating a child like me in the way that they did. They must explain to the church at large the misuse of their calling into the Irish Catholic Church that the then Archbishop Charles McQuade, of Dublin, ruled with such an iron fist, that no matching adversary in the political circle was willing to stand against his awesome clout.





My story is about what I know from being an involuntary understudy, caught by circumstances into their brutal hands, and placed into their system that was left unchecked by the Government which allowed the church carte blanche in its harsh discipline.





As the only way they exerted their authority was through brutality, it gained them the infamous reputation that made them feared throughout Ireland and the whole world, and one they revelled in as their very name - Christian Brothers - implied discipline and correction. Our Holy Catholic Ireland then was a church-run theocracy and autocracy with enough power to drive fear into any boy caught in its web. Everyone knows in Ireland if you had to castrate the devil and make him take flight, just send him to the Christian Brothers who are expert in their handling of evil.





I write this book with the little information I found out about my family in the years of being free from the school and State-tight secrets. My search to unearth family was like being stranded on a desert island, with no reference point from where I should start and without a compass to guide or direct me. The Government and the Church would never give authorised access to anyone to check into their system or allow anyone to see their records. They were ruthlessly guarded in order that the secret world and cruel system of discipline which they operated behind holy habit and closed doors, would always protect those who served their masters well.





It was for me always a childhood dream to find the answer to the many questions that had haunted me in my long, dark years of forced incarceration. Having no family of whom I could ask these awkward questions, I created freely in my mind a fantasy family to account for those days and times in the 1940s when my own mother would have been a mere slip of a girl. And, with my imagination going full speed ahead, I would fill in the blank of what I believe my mother’s life would have been like and how she may have looked in my mind’s eye.





Her life on the family farm as a farmer’s daughter, and what she may have done in her world as she was growing up in her Ireland before I came and ruined it. And how she may have felt finding herself with child and giving birth. About treating me, her own child, as she did and my grandparents, who should have rescued my own mother when she was unable to cope alone.





To find out who really it was that left me to die in that darkness as an unwanted tormented child in those soulless places, where broken, coloured glass grew on walls about the world that imprisoned us.







Who Am I?


I cannot remember the day or the hour when I first came into being, if it was a fine day, if the sun was shining, if it was wet and cold. In fact, I cannot remember any day that I spent with my mother in her carrying me that I had a part in. I never heard my mother’s voice nor knew how she felt about me, her son. I never heard her sing sweet lullabies as expectant mothers often do in preparation of their expected and wanted child.





Dutiful mothers are happy to sing and smile in the Catholic knowledge that they have gone through the blessed rigmarole of marriage. They’re glad to be pregnant and wear the fact proudly, showing off to all and sundry in the community at large their proud bump with child and their happy smiling faces.





They have no reason to be ashamed or to hide in darkened corners, having fulfilled their duty in letting their family and friends know of the expected arrival date with glee. Not afraid to be seen large, knowing that their first duty of marriage is to produce offspring’s and give heirs to the family tree as most newly married couples, within a few weeks or months after their big day, are happy to be pregnant. Confirming a true consummation of their pledge and love for one another in the expected child. Revealing to all their friends and family that they are now truly blessed with the forthcoming event.





Where as I, I belonged - so I was told - to a girl of seventeen. Although many years later I was to find out she had me at nineteen, confirmed by my baptismal certification which I acquired in 1970 from the Secret Heart Church, Donnybrook. For now I have to believe that she was a giggly young girl, who did not fully comprehend the full meaning of her swollen, fat belly. That no matter what happened from that day on, for better or for worse, she would give birth to me and be my mother. There was no way of me changing what would happen by complaining or being sorry - the unwed intercourse had happened and was certainly plain for all to see. Its consequences would turn my mother’s world upside down.





The old adage that you often heard said, and is still true today: ‘You can pick your friends, not your family.’ As I was a non-person still in the early forming stages of life, my mother could have aborted the lump that was growing inside of her that nobody wanted - least of all her immediate family, who felt that this imposition she put them in, was a disgrace and a threat to their good character and standing within the small community where she lived.





Such an action, however, would have been frowned on in a country that considers such an option of disposal as outright murder, without having a better solution other than giving the child to the State to rear. My mother, at seventeen/nineteen years old, was in no way ready to take on the mantle of motherhood. She was barely out of girlhood herself and finding her life totally turned upside down. It would have been better if she had left me in limbo until the time came for me to be a wanted child, as the Creator intended for us all to be born.





I had not a clue what hospital or home I was born in, or if I was the proverbial cabbage patch foundling discovered by some early morning walker that happened to see me while on his way to work in his fields, then brought to the authorities’ attention for registering as any law-abiding person finding a newborn child would do. They would hope that the baby and mother would be reunited, and thereafter both mother and child would live happily ever after.





In today’s modern times, the local papers would make mincemeat of a baby being treated in such a way as was the norm of treating abandoned children of the 1940s which that hypocritical society did then, for want of its moral attitude. Unlike the church of today, which places more understanding and greater sensitivity towards a child being born from this frightening act, and would not judge the child to scandalous shock or condemn the child and mother outright. Now they want only the best for the child, with copious help on hand to assist the mother, irrespective of her status.





Abandoned newborn babies by a single mother are often splashed across the newspaper with an outcry for help that whoever the child belongs too should immediately get in touch with the police or the local hospital, and that their identity and confidentiality will be assured.





Those days of caring were so far away when I was a baby, and the only people who would be claiming me an outcast and unwanted child in those days and bad times was our Merciful Mother Church that could, and would, put right the wrong done against this out-of-wedlock sex that offended our Divine Lord and, of course, decent, right-minded people.





My birth was not the story read in romantic books or fairy tales, where everyone would live happily ever after. No. My life was to be total rejection from day one and left to live as an outcast in a God-fearing society that nobody wanted, least of all my own mother. For real life deals a different set of cards when they are in the hands of very skilful players who know how to pick up the broken pieces of life’s mistakes.





Question never to be answered. Was I a burden that tied a millstone around my mother’s neck that caused her to reject me? Had I been a painful birth to my mother that she discarded me as the one to blame for her condition?. To these questions and many more I would have to wait a lifetime for answers. I was unaware too of my warm, secure place within my mother’s tummy and the world that was awaiting me. Did I come out of my mother’s darkness easily, whoever she was? I say her darkness as nothing so bad and not wanted by its own mother or her family could have been born into God’s light without love.





That I was to learn for many years by the guardians of State and the Church, who were expert in being in charged with the care of Ireland’s hidden shames, of which I am now one.





What weight and sex I was, mattered not to my mother as she was not planning on keeping me, due to her family putting great pressure on her, I suppose. Being a newborn baby without any memory to record, I had no understanding of my position in how really helpless I was in being born into a helpless world that had just come out of the Second World War. Although the Irish free state, as it was now called, took no part in it for reason of having its own problems since becoming a new republic a few decades before. Yet the ripples of war were felt far and wide, in that many young Irish men did not stand idly by and watch, but took up arms and went to war, fighting with their closest neighbours irrespective of their own personal differences to both their past from many centuries of England imperial rule.





Was I a handsome or a disfigured child? Did I have ten fingers, ten toes, two eyes, one nose, and two arms and legs, and so on? These questions are the first out of family members’ mouths, so as to be prepared for when they take their first look at their children, newborn babies. So as not to show faces of horror, or a reaction that might cause rejection if their grandchild was not the perfect handsome child with all the correct numbers intact when first seen. That could upset the newly proud parents in a love unit that would accept whatever the good Lord gave them.





The ordeal of giving birth is not an easy one and the immediate reaction of families is so important after a mother has given birth. It could destroy any relationship of bonding if a distant look was noticed by the new parents or the wrong word was said. That judgement is most important and the sort that forever would not be forgotten and certainly unforgiven, about the baby that they wanted, whether it was handsome, beautiful, or ugly, lame, disabled, or blind. Names children are termed when they’re first seen by family or friends the first time, as they make their comment as to who in the family the child most looks like.





I was never to know who dawdled over me with lovely words, eyes brimming with tears, or who claimed ownership of my loud screams for attention and food. Little did I know that I would be a scared child always, but not in the same sense as that of a child burned in a fire, or scalded at home by accident.





If I had been scared at birth, the world that I was about to grow up in might have taken a little more care and been more kind towards me. Pity might have saved me, if nothing else.





Who did I resemble most in my features, and take after most in respect of my real mother or father? Questions that I would never learn, or ever come to know. Was I always to be left in the darkness that I was born into?





My opposite would be a child that was brought into the world through the union of God’s will, and would have no such worry in Catholic Ireland, I suppose or, anywhere else. Grandparents will always live in hope to spoil and share, making their grandchild a full member in its family future dreams. A child wanted by a loving couple, whose physical act of union is a gift welcome to both grandparent sides, becomes a wanted and treasure grandchild. Did I bring joy or sorrow to the mother who bore me? Did she really ever care what became of me after she emptied the devil’s sin from her bowels that had ruin her girl’s innocence? Did my mother scream with delight when I was born that she was totally relieved of her burden after nine months, after being fat from a pregnant life that stole her childhood? Did she just carry on with her life as she had before, to live as if nothing out of the ordinary had ever happened or changed? Was she untouched by the miracle of giving life to me, flesh of her flesh and blood of her blood?





Questions always questions, left unanswered. Questions that would always haunt me, leaving the all-consuming question hanging in the air: Why?





I had done no wrong to deserve this life that I was now born into, to live without choice. Although to the Church, I was just another unwanted bastard that they would accept and correct in their good time. I had been rejected by the only person that could have filled my needy desire and given me the milk to live. How sad it is that while we are in our mother’s womb we are protected and kept safe and warm. Knowing only that one soft gentle voice that soothes you in her womb, through those growing and connected veins that make us every thing that is her and my waiting father’s, whoever they may be.





Our mind and body is as one with our mother’s in their womb. And it is unbelieving that they should not want you; after the nine months of carrying you, that it should mean nothing. For one reason or another we are without choice and not able to decide the parents to whom we are born. Their voices that we have come to know since we were microscopic cells should have been a joy to hear and to love. Not, as happened in my and others’ unfortunate cases, where my mother’s voice trailed away into the blackest of darkness, never to be heard again.





All because her shame in others’ eyes about the predicament she unfortunately got herself into, and because of those hypocritical times which forced her to run away and hide by all who thought it best that she should have no say in her child’s life, whether she wanted to or not. As with all good intentions, they are often made by people who don’t really give a damn, and then they watch like spectators and shout only from the side of the pitch as anonymous faces in the crowd.





They obviously forced my mother to go without leaving a forwarding address, as they wanted her to have no contact whatsoever, killing any possible contact from day one. Not to be there when I needed her most to rear and care for me against a hostile world that only scorned the like of me as vermin, and thought children born of the devil should be eradicated and not given the time of day.





My mother, I believe, bent to their wishes and by doing so took the easy way out for herself, even though she would have known that a cat would not neglect her own kittens. Although the owner of cats in her days of youth would put the baby kittens not wanted into an old potato sack, tying it with a weight around the neck of the sack, then throwing it into the nearest quarry or pond, thereafter forgetting them until the next unwanted litter arrive. That was the way cruel people got rid of unwanted cats, or so was the custom in my day too of growing up as a child in Rathdrum Convent and the reformed school system.





My drowning was to be different in that the stone tied around my neck would be the weight of my rejected family, and the quarry I would be thrown into would be that of the Church and its punishment for being the product of sin. Life is a roulette wheel and once the dice is thrown all that will befall you is more than pre-ordained, in that the couple who consummated the life-giving act - whether out of married love or chance experiment - depending on their station in life, will be where you start from, and that beginning is vital if you are going to be successful or not. Becoming part of any open community, a member of a family, or ending up being a total outcast rejected by everyone for the shame that you were, or are, depends if you were wanted or a mistake, without any family to support you.





Your life, when a mistake, is never going to be kind to you as you will forever be an outsider looking in at what might have been. On the other hand if you are a wanted child, no matter what the status of your parents, their love that only a family can give will put you on the road to a loving and balanced attitude in life. Your fight to be here will be rewarded with your family’s guiding love and bring you the success and strength that they will pass on.





I was a baby who had no inkling of right or wrong, with no understanding of the life I had been born into. My only guilt was being born outside wedlock to an unwed woman and an unwed father she would not name for reasons only known to my mother. She might have been threatened by the boy’s family if she mentioned that he was the father. Or she did not want to destroy the boy’s chances for his future career, as he too might have prospects that his family had work hard and planned for. And she would have known about that, as all one really has in their life is their dream of success of what they might be if they ever escape from their rural life.





The secret of the marital act against my mother may have also been more sinister and closer to home. Whoever was the culprit for placing her in that condition, she was I suppose the ignorant or innocent partner assumed in the tango dance of sex, or else they were both inexperienced and what happened was an unlucky fluke that neither understood that what they both had done would have such a messy outcome. That when she made her final turn he would no longer be there to catch her, letting her spin as a top that twirls and twirls and while spinning, the colours are all a jumble but as it slows down the painted lines of stripes become clear. Falling over, losing her footing and orientation that leaves her head and the room spinning. Then, finding herself no longer in control, but an aimless projectile hurling into an unknown orbit out of control, seeing faces that are not real but look back at her like those seen in a hall of mirrors, distorted and blur. Whizzing round and round, her head is out of sync with her body, making her feel like a drunk that only sees the world through a glass, falling but never hitting the ground as happened many times in my own dreams. Only in dream you do wake up before any real damage happens, as the brain realises that you are out of control with your dream-self, and an inner wake-up alarm clock always seems to kick in, in time to stop you falling in a dream that feels real from hitting the ground.





The next time she composed herself, she would find herself in a room she never thought in all her wildest dreams she would be in. Lying on a sterile, steel bed that gleams like the sun in a room with whitewashed walls - white as Mediterranean walled villa reflecting the warm heat that wraps a quite, sedate calm about you when by the sea. Such thoughts are now so far away from her, as she looks at the room upside down without any feeling for its warmth, or coldness, its neatness or decoration. Her thoughts travel back to her home on the family farm, where she will be missed from her morning work of milking the cows, her duty as a milking step-daughter maid for the family, and her other chores of looking after her five younger half-sisters and one-year-old half-brother. She being the Cinderella of the house, as her step-father was to ensure that his own children would be first and his step-daughter - my abandoned mother - always second.




The Wrong Dance


My mother would have been screaming in pain while lying on her back, not fully taking in where she was, or why. Unable to take on board the seriousness of the situation at hand, she would have thought that she had wet her pants, and her bladder was relieving itself out of control with the retracting pulls that were giving her stomach cramp and excruciating pain. She probably didn’t understand that the contents of her inside were about to fall out any minute and the baby within her was taking control so there was nothing that she could do to stop this action that was in full motion.





The pain felt was like none she had known before or ever dreamt she could bear without the faceless encouragement that she was receiving. No thought occurred to her of what having a baby meant, and the nakedness it involved in front of male doctors and nurses who asked her intimate questions, while probing her body and telling her what position she should adopt in order that they could deliver the child of her indiscretions. It would have already been decided that the baby she was giving birth to would be taken immediately away and she would never again be allow to see, hold or cradle her child, or mention the reason why the Church became the child’s new parents.





All right of the child’s future would now lie with the Mother Church. It was as if the Church gave birth herself to fill up its orphanages, as most children born in those dark, forgotten days had no relatives that they were allow to know about. The Church took those who were in this unwed state and unable to take care of their bastard babies, and - with family pressure – they signed away all future claim. It was as if the parents of the babies were signing a death certificate, which in fact they were, and an unwed mother had to sign an affidavit never to see her child again as part of the Church’s condition of care. This would be the first and last contact that the baby’s mother and the Church would ever have together. The trauma of her life and the loss of her child was left for her to grieve alone and after a short period of personal agony, no-one would ever know or believe she had a child. Such was the closure imposed by her family and the closing door of the Church.





Some women and men always wore black in reverence of their own Master’s death on the cross. She probably believed, like most innocent girls of her day, that if you asked God for a child it arrived by means that she now knew different, while suffering her own crucified pain. The fluid leaving her became as a waterfall that she had never experienced before, her legs bent into a Y position. Sweat would be pouring from her face and body and those strangers’ eyes would be looking into her most secret of places which, in her upbringing, she was always told to keep covered, private and pure. Only now she was openly exposed to covered hands and holed eyes, who were gowned up like aliens wearing hygiene masks. In her tortured mind, she remembered scenes from her Saturday morning film - which she watched from the gods - the cowboys, who also wore handkerchief when driving cattle over the dusty plains, or the bad men who wore them when robbing the banks. A frightening experience in itself for those who had been through the mill before, let alone for a rejected young mother who all asunder thought in their Catholic mind to be a cheap tramp, and whose family had already made up their mind that they wanted nothing to do with her while she carried this unwanted bastard of some feckless local coward she would not name. Here she was being looked at by alien eyes and unable to understand what was going on, and hearing voices that spoke words behind covered mouths with accents she did not fully understand. Hearing also within herself the repetitive words of her parent and the Church’s teachings that taught no-one should ever touch your special place, yet now was exposed for all to see. She was on show as if she was the leading actress in a film on the big silver screen, unable to move, caught like a frightened rabbit in their staring eyes.





Her mind, I should think, was running as wild as the wind that blew in her own native west coast of Ireland farm. And as always she would hear the ringing in her ears of that same old mantra, ‘never let anyone take your gift of virginity; that should only be given to your husband on your wedding day’. This special honour is the one gift that all new brides should be happy to treasure and readily offer as a seal of their faithful innocence to their husband. The purity of their body and the intact virginity to the one and only true love they had waited for, to share on that night of all nights - their wedding night. She was now being coached to push and push, push. And in her confused mind about what was happening, she heard her own shouts of obscenity that came from the bowels of her inner being. She acted as a woman possessed by the devil who within her was screaming out, knowing that never in her ordinary day-to-day Christian life would she have uttered such obscenities in company she did not know, nor for that matter ever said before with intent to offend. But the pain was unbearable, it was as though her body was being torn in two and the devil was now having his ultimate moment of success and winning.





This embarrassment and the pain of giving birth made her into another person that she did not recognise or distinguish from the howling pain which was her true self. Such men and women possessed you would have heard talked about in your catechism, as the devil is always in wait for his opportunity and laughs all the louder at the fools who fall into his sin trap, which now my mother happened to be deep in. To all listening to her loud cry of birth, and its pain of a human/animal released, my mother was behaving like a person possessed and in need of more than holy water and comforting words to ease the screaming pain. Worse than the pain felt was to be surrounded by total strangers, and to know the cold feeling of being alone. So terrified would she have been of those masked-up people whose voices she could not understand, that the whole time she was on that table or bed, she was going through the trauma that she herself had seen many times on her family farm when the animals gave birth.





She’d watched the vet perform his duty on her family’s cows and pigs when they were in labour and when they were in distress. He would be wearing his brown, thin coat, reddish-brown rubber gloves and big, black rubber boots, in the work of assisting the cows to birth their calves, or the sows their young piglets - any animals that needed his attention. Not really knowing if this nightmare was real and that all that was happening to her was in fact a totally, bad, mixed-up dream.





That those eyes watching were also part of the same horrid dream, and that the voices mumbling through those handkerchiefs were not talking to her but part of another person’s dream. Except the pain that she now felt was real, and a hell she never thought she would find her young self in, was all too real. The nightmare of it all was that there was no-one to stand by her, and share with her this embarrassing shame that was left to her to face on her own.





Without any love or support from family that she needed right now. Those happy days of her childhood had ended all too soon without any real understanding and for which she now had no honest answer, other than a regretted mistake that forever would change the person she used to be into an unwanted, unprepared, child mother. Being only a young girl herself, she would not be able to take care of this baby without the help of her family or the father, if he were man enough to stand by her now. This baby is a living person, not a doll that was for playing with to act out her fantasy of being a mother. She now would have to carry in her school arms a real baby, instead of her satchel full of books which in her carefree days young boys of similar age with sights on her would call out gladly her name.





‘Bridie! Bridie, can I carry your bags to school?’ and walk along beside her, talking about what interested children of her day, like music, films, books and such that they were into. They would all now ignore her as she was spoken for by her devil action, which the other parents in the community would have spoken about in some unkind way and insisted that their children avoid her at all costs, as no good would become of her now. She has disrespected herself and brought shame upon her own family, such types of conversations would be murmured secretly in their homes and their children told they should keep their distance for fear that her sin could become contagious. In her own mind she would be a leopard that nobody would want to be seen with. She would be talked about, in the words of the respected women of the community, as soiled goods that nobody in their right mind would want to marry now or in the future, and would be treated by all as a outcast.
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