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– Book One –


My Life in the Orphanage

























Chapter One


– Early Memories –





I entered Goldenbridge orphanage in my communion outfit. My mother dressed me that morning as usual. I remember wearing my black patent leather shoes and white socks. My mother had knitted the socks herself – beautiful socks they were, plain at the foot, with a fancy pattern up to the top. I still remember how comfortable they were, and how white. And my first communion coat. It was a beautiful coat – light beige with dark stripes going down it and across it, and a lovely fur collar. My mother dressed my twin brother, Michael, in his communion suit. I don’t remember what my other brother, just a year younger than us, had on him, but no doubt he was suitably attired for the occasion. My youngest brother, Christopher, who was just 16 months old, was dressed in a red and white one-piece outfit that made him look like a little Santa. Thus we were delivered to the orphanage at Goldenbridge.


We spent the previous night at the house of a friend of my father’s. Rather, some of the family did. I spent the night in my father’s taxi. I remember the leather of the seats – beautifully stitched, brown leather. The car was very comfortable. I can see my father in the driver’s seat, just looking out through the windscreen. It was a dark night, and he continued to look straight ahead. I concentrated on the back of his head. He didn’t utter a word to me or my twin brother. It’s as if we weren’t there. I like to think that he was reflecting on the family situation and wondering what to do about it. We children didn’t speak to each other either. Silence reigned. In my head, however, I was very conscious that I was badly in need of a toilet. I held on to this feeling for what seemed like a very long time. Perhaps I thought it was too late to disturb the household. Whatever the reason, I didn’t feel it was okay to tell my father. I sensed that something was seriously amiss. Then all went blank.


My twin, Michael, recollects that next morning, after preparing us, our mother and father took the four of us to the Dublin Health Authority in Lord Edward Street, in the heart of Dublin. There we waited for hours with my parents. Then we all got into my father’s car to go to the orphanage. We children had no idea where we were going, but we were soon to find out.


We were taken to a place full of large, grey buildings. As I remember it now, the orphanage stood behind the convent, hidden from view as you went down the driveway. It was a tall, austere, grey building contrasting sharply with the convent building, which was more pleasing to the eye and faced the wide avenue. It was enormous, so big that the tallest adults looked tiny against the huge grey backdrop. The lowest windows were so high off the ground that visitors could not see through them. Whatever the place looked like to adults to us small children it looked menacing and threatening.


It was the afternoon of a summer’s day, 5 June 1961, just four days before my seventh birthday, when we turned in at the gates of Goldenbridge, passed the sign which proclaimed it as an establishment of the Sisters of Mercy, and drove along the wide avenue to the orphanage. A nun met us at the front door. She took our coats and put them away. They were stored in a small room with racks on the walls, racks too high for us children to reach. The interior of this room was revealed to us only when new children came and had their coats stored in the same ritualistic way. These coats now belonged in another, lost world, that world we had just come from, a world that was no longer ours, though we did not yet know it. We belonged to the Sisters of Mercy now.


That is where my memories of Goldenbridge begin. A woman took us by the hand and led us along a corridor. She was gentle at the time and I wasn’t frightened of her. She took us to a yard which was full of children. It was an eerie scene. For one thing, the children were quiet. There was none of the dashing about, the chattering and the screeching you would expect to find. At one wall was a big door with three steps leading up to it. On the steps were what looked like hundreds of shoes, all lined up in pairs. Two girls sat on the steps polishing the shoes. The other children stood around in their socks, waiting.


The woman put us on swings. Then she went away. I noticed another odd thing: there were all those children in the yard, yet the swings were empty. There was an enormous roundabout in the middle of the yard. That too, stood empty. I sat motionless on the swing, looking about me at the silent children and at the girls polishing the shoes. I had absolutely no idea what I was doing there.


Suddenly we were all in a big recreation hall, which we later came to know as the Rec. The room itself was enormous with a hard wooden bench around three of its sides and a stage at the top. The ceiling was striking in that there were narrow bars right across it, and I used to wonder if they were used for hanging people in the old days. The Rec was the largest room in Goldenbridge and it was intended as a playroom for us hundreds of children when it rained outside, as it often did. I was to come to know this room very well indeed. It would be the setting for some of the worst scenes of terror I would see in Goldenbridge.


You could say that the immediate cause of our incarceration in Goldenbridge was that our aunt and uncle couldn’t keep us at their house anymore. We had been living there, my mother and my brothers, after our father had walked out on us yet again. He had left us, a few weeks earlier, to return to his other family, his real wife and the children of their marriage. My brothers and I didn’t know anything about all of this; we thought we were his family. My father was one of those men who had two families; the others were the legitimate family. My mother knew about it, and spoke about it on rare occasions after we left Goldenbridge. My father simply walked away from his responsibility for us. Walking out on us meant walking out on his obligation to pay the rent on our home in Ranelagh. That’s how we ended up in my aunt’s house, a house which already had plenty of children to be catered for. Soon it all became too much for her, and we had to go.


We could say that my father’s desertion of us was the real cause of what happened. Or we could blame my mother, society, the Church, the State or whomsoever you wish – to us children it was all the same who was blamed. But it is nevertheless important to understand this: the maltreatment of the children who lived in Goldenbridge did not begin with the Sisters of Mercy. A significant number of us had been rejected before we ever arrived there. Some parents, such as my mother, wanted to keep us but the powers that be, whether Church or State, did not deem this possible, nor did they attempt to make it possible with financial or other support systems. Ironically, soon after we arrived in Goldenbridge, my mother was offered and took a job, rearing the children of a wealthy business family in Dublin. She continued this throughout the duration of our time in Goldenbridge and I felt angry and upset about that. It seemed she was perfectly capable of rearing a family when financial resources were available to her. Such was the fate of families who were not privileged to be wealthy, and the state did nothing to help them.


Meanwhile I went to bed in the Sacred Heart dormitory on that first night. It was a very long room with rows of beds in straight lines. I lay there, worrying about my brothers. Where were they sleeping? I didn’t know. And where was the baby, my 16-month-old brother, Christopher? I had not seen them since the woman had put us on the swings. Nobody had told me anything about them. I soon came to learn that the Sacred Heart was known as the ‘wet-the-bed’ dormitory, probably because younger children slept there and, I might safely assume, were likely to be anxious and nervous and therefore more prone than the bigger girls to wetting their beds.


That first night, and for some months afterwards, I slept near the top of the dormitory. Although the bed was old and springy, the mattress had a lovely big hole in the middle. I fitted into it snugly and it fast became my place of refuge in those early days. But there were some hurdles to get through first. When we went to bed we were all ordered to lie with our heads facing the wall. This was to make sure that we didn’t talk to each other, and went to sleep as quickly as possible. The staff, once we were asleep, were free for some hours, so they were highly motivated to induce us to sleep, fast.


They played tricks on us. One that I clearly recall was a staff member telling us that the first child asleep would get a sweet put under her pillow. Then she would say out loud, ‘X is asleep first, so I’m going to put a sweet under her pillow.’ She would come down and punch us to test if we really were asleep. We, with eyes firmly closed, would pretend to be asleep and she would go through the motions of putting an imaginary sweet under our pillow. Then she would walk away, saying out loud, ‘I’ve just put a sweet under X’s pillow.’ Time would elapse and inevitably X would root for the sweet. The staff member would pounce on her, shouting, ‘I knew you weren’t asleep’ and firmly bash her by pushing her head deep into the pillow. It was a clever ploy and we always fell for it. I suppose it’s called living in hope!


Another, more damaging ploy used to hurry us up and get us into bed fast, was the staff telling us that the devil was down in the toilets. They would say in menacing tones: ‘Don’t you dare get out of that bed. If you do, the devil will get you.’ We took that very seriously because we were being taught to believe in the power of the devil and we were really afraid.


There was a brown radio on the top of one of the cubicles. The staff slept in cubicles at both ends of the dormitory. That first night, I recall listening to what was to become a ritual – the shipping forecast as it went around every one of the sea areas of the country, from Malin Head to Mizen Head. Like a chant, the phrases ‘one thousand and one millibars, falling slowly, one thousand and one millibars, rising slowly …’ are indelibly marked in my brain. As I listened intently to the forecast that night, and hundreds of nights afterwards, images of the sea, boats, fog and gales crowded my mind. It sounded like a forecast from a completely different planet. Lying there, my brothers were very much on my mind. I worried about them. I did not know what was happening to any of us. But I sensed that we had, in a way, been jailed. With this thought I fell asleep.


Some hours later I was awakened to be told that I had to go to the toilet. This was done to all of us in rotation. The idea behind waking us twice in the night, at 11.00pm and 2.00am, was to try to ensure that we didn’t wet the bed. Many of us did anyway because we had had the hell scared out of us just before going to sleep. So waking us twice a night didn’t make any difference whatsoever. For some reason, this didn’t dawn on the nuns or the staff. It was a horrible ritual and involved much suffering for us. We were pushed, shoved and beaten towards the toilets, the staff in bad humour, we children half asleep. Mostly, we sat two to a toilet, to speed up the process. There were potties round the edge of the toilets for smaller children. They often fell asleep on them and the potties keeled over. The staff would pull them by the hair and force them back into an upright position. These utterly distressed children cried and slipped on the urine-flooded floors, as they made their way back to their beds, with soaking wet feet. This is a sight I have never forgotten.


In an attempt to comfort myself, I used to sink deep into the hole of my mattress and bite my toenails. I was able to do this for many months, and then one night, to my horror, I discovered I couldn’t reach my toes anymore. It was a huge disappointment and I was shocked. I remember trying all sorts of manoeuvres to reach my toes but to no avail. I began to bite my fingernails and the skin from the tops of them after this. I also developed a very serious skin problem on my left foot. It began as a small rash and soon developed into a huge one that covered my entire foot. It became very itchy and lasted for months. Within days of it developing I wasn’t able to walk and was confined to bed for a while.


The orphanage doctor used to come occasionally to check it. A member of staff came every day with her bowl of scalding water, her scissors and her aluminium tin with gauze in it to change the dressing. She was the only person I saw all day, with a few exceptions. Food was a major issue and I used to wonder if anybody would remember to bring me my tea. I never minded if they forgot me at dinner time as I hated the food anyway. In fact, I prayed they would. That prayer was often answered and I was happy if they remembered me at tea time. Still, it was great to be out of school, and I’d be thinking about the other children having to endure that. On balance, I was glad to be sick.


During those early days in the dormitory, I listened to every sound. I could hear voices but not the conversations coming from the front hall, immediately beneath me. Although I was too far from the windows to see out, I knew when it was light and dark. Nobody thought to allow my brothers to come and visit me and I’d only see them by chance, as they passed my bed, en route to their own. We were like strangers. I didn’t see my mother or father either. I don’t know if they asked to see me and weren’t allowed. As I lay there I used to hear them when they came to visit my brothers. My father used to give my brothers sweets for me and my mother would leave things for me like cardboard dolls with paper clothing which had flaps to keep them in place. I enjoyed dressing the dolls.


Sometimes other girls put themselves at great risk by sneaking up to the dormitory to say hello or loan me a comic. Our favourites were The Beano and The Bunty. I liked the ‘Toots’ character in particular. She reminded me of ourselves, with her short hair cut straight across, and somehow always finding herself in trouble. Mini the Minx and Roger the Dodger were great fun too. I spent much of my time, though, thinking about the past and wondering when we as a family were going home.


I realised quite quickly that we would not be going out to play around the corner with our friends, like we used to, and naturally I missed this very much. I had mixed feelings about not living with my parents. I was somewhat relieved to be away from the problems of home, most of which centred around the lack of money. Of course my mother was a very good manager of money when she had it. She was also an excellent cook, and we were never hungry. She baked her own bread, knitted and made our clothes. On a practical level, all we needed was a permanent home and some financial support.


Having said that, life at home was no bed of roses either. When Christopher, our youngest brother, was only a few days old my mother collected us on her way home from the hospital. On arrival, my father wasn’t home and she had no money for heating. My mother was obviously very upset and was crying. I don’t recall what happened immediately after that, but it’s an event in our home life which impacted on me. Another incident concerning the unreliability of my father occurred the Christmas before we entered Goldenbridge. This particular evening we children, all washed and ready for bed, sat listening to Christmas songs on the radio while waiting up for my father. We waited and waited. Eventually he arrived and my mother was really upset because he was so late. She was even more upset, and indeed so were we, when she realised he’d forgotten to buy our promised treat. A major argument followed and I can still see my mother as she reached for the dishes behind her and threw them at him. We were really frightened as the dishes flew but I don’t remember if they hit anyone.


While I did not lament the loss of this kind of stress, I very much missed other things of our home life, especially the freedom of playing and enjoying myself outside our house. It wasn’t that my mother was neglectful when she let us out to play, but my twin Michael and I used to sneak out the gate and explore our environment. My aunt, who regularly visited, used to catch us and bring us home, but we continued to do it. My mother used to say I was a tomboy. She would send me out to play, sparkling clean and dressed prettily with ribbons in my hair. I used to return black from head to toe, because I had been playing with our neighbours on the railway track nearby.


My mother was a religious and pious woman in the sense that she took religious duties seriously. She insisted on dressing us in our ‘Sunday best’ for mass. She brushed my hair and styled it as if she were preparing me for a party. I hated this ritual because it hurt and I didn’t like the green silky ribbons which she put on my hair. But we always had to look our very best entering the house of God. She had respect for the Church and often took us to the Carmelite church in Whitefriar Street where the large entrance porch was adorned with many statues of the saints. She prayed to these saints, especially St Jude, the patron saint of hopeless cases.


Like so many mothers of the era, she sent me to Irish dancing classes which I enjoyed until she insisted that I show her what I had learned. When, in my effort to impress her, I danced eagerly across the sitting room and continued into the kitchen, she laughed at me and I lost all interest in Irish dancing.


As a child I had a tendency to faint and one day my mother heard a doctor say on the radio that children who fainted regularly were seeking attention. She obviously believed him, and when he advised his audience that the only way to stop children fainting was to beat it out of them, she did what the doctor suggested. It didn’t, of course, stop me fainting, but it allowed her to vent her own spleen on many occasions, and I didn’t like that at all.


My mother wasn’t slow about putting burdens on me at home. I used to think that because I was a girl she expected me to be more responsible than my brothers. I remember one day she commanded me, with finger pointing, not to forget to get off the bus at the correct stop. On this particular misty day all went well on the way and we went into the shop beside St Anne’s, our school in Milltown, bought sweets and walked along by the narrow wall which ran past the garage beside the school.


Then on the way home things went badly wrong. I can still recall the terror that welled up inside me when I wiped the window to discover we had passed our stop. I jumped up from my seat, called my brothers to the platform and without looking, jumped off the bus, urging them to jump too. Thankfully they didn’t. I ended up in a heap on the road, lucky not to have been killed. The bus conductor carried me home in his arms while my brothers, looking very glum, walked alongside us. I’ll never forget the fear as we approached home. I pleaded with the conductor not to tell my mother what I had done. Thankfully, I don’t remember what happened next.


Bad and all as these things were, it was little compared to what was in store for me and my brothers at Goldenbridge.



















Chapter Two


– Mornings in Hell –





My first full day in Goldenbridge orphanage began with noise and lots of hustle and bustle. We were woken at 6.00am to the aggressive switching on of lights. The loud thud was so sudden, we were literally frightened out of our sleep. This introduction to the day was angry and vindictive. Lay staff fulfilled the task of getting us up, and aggressively pulled bedclothes off us, and if we didn’t move quickly enough they would often give us a stinging slap to waken us more promptly. In the beginning I found this absolutely shocking.


The staff seemed always to be alert and fully in their stride, shouting and lashing out viciously at whichever child happened to cross their path. They regularly beat us at this hour of the morning for no reason at all. It was as if they were totally resentful of our existence and at our being such a nuisance to them. We children, upset and crying, dressed ourselves as quickly as we could. Those who were old enough set about tidying and cleaning the dormitories. We made our own beds and then pulled them, heavy as they were, to the middle of the dormitory. We swept floors, dusted and then returned the beds to their original position, without marking the floor or making a sound.


A large wickerwork basket was brought to the top of the dormitory for wet sheets, of which there were plenty. The stench of urine and the very tense atmosphere created in the dormitories made our unhappiness complete. Those of us who wet the bed were given a very difficult time by the staff, who called us all sorts of names, beat us and told us to go to St Patrick’s. This was the order we all dreaded. It meant waiting for a nun who slapped and battered myself and other ‘wet-the-beds’, as we were called. This might have something to do with the fact that in centuries past it was believed that whipping cured everything from fevers to wetting the bed. Whatever people thought in the past, it was perfectly obvious to me as a child of 7 years of age, living in the Goldenbridge of the 1960s, that it didn’t work. That’s why I couldn’t understand why they continued the humiliations, punishment beatings and ‘leathering’.


For some reason, the lay staff employed to work in the orphanage were called teachers, though they weren’t actually teachers. I don’t know what they were really supposed to do, but it seems that they were there to supervise us. But their main objective, it seemed to me, was to make us ultra submissive, so that we did everything instantly and without question. Some of them achieved this by inflicting as much physical, mental and emotional pain as they were capable of. In this they were extremely clever and very creative. I believe it’s nothing short of a miracle that some of them didn’t literally kill us.


Those of us who had already made our holy communion set off for 7.00am mass in the nuns’ chapel. En route, we collected our mantillas, then, in a straight line, marched in silence to the cloister. This was an outdoor roof attached to the convent roof and we stood under it, in all weathers, and without coats, until the lights of the priest’s Volkswagon appeared in the distance. The registration number of his car I recall was BIN. His arrival signalled it was time for us to enter the chapel. This procedure ensured that we never arrived before him, so he didn’t need to feel bad about being late, or about our getting soaking wet on wet, windy mornings.


Once inside the chapel, in the early mornings, our eyes would sting from the cold and the strong lights. We took our seats, not daring to look back at the nuns, who sat immediately behind us. We used to remark to one another that in this place, ‘you couldn’t look crooked’. The chapel was certainly one place we didn’t dare look anywhere but straight ahead.


Mass would begin and at regular intervals the thud of one of us hitting the hard wooden floor would be heard. Our eyes, but not our heads, would look in the direction of the sound and we felt sorry for whoever had fainted. This happened a lot because we were tired and hungry, having fasted from supper time at 6.00pm the previous day. Fainting did not endear us to the nuns – one nun in particular used to be livid. She was forever saying that we ‘let her down’ in front of the nuns in the convent. Some children fainted more than others and one girl in particular fainted almost every day. Another nun used to place this girl between herself and another child who was known never to faint, so that they could prop her up when she began to get weak. It usually didn’t work, but such was the nuns’ concern about it that they went to those lengths rather than allow the poor child to rest in bed.


The need of a toilet was always a problem for younger children in the chapel but we couldn’t leave. Naturally, some were unable to control the urge and in desperation wet ourselves. The nuns used to be furious and humiliated us for doing such a dirty thing in God’s house. As with so many other things, the nuns always expected us to behave as if we were adults.


This was illustrated one morning when a young boy, who had just made his first communion, was caught handling and eating a communion wafer. He was well and truly shamed for committing such a crime. The nuns said he was now in a state of mortal sin and had a big black stain on his soul. We felt really scared for him, but he was a spirited child who didn’t seem too concerned that his soul was no longer spotless. I recall being very confused, and I’ve no doubt others were too, about what to do when the communion wafer got stuck on the roof of my mouth. None of us dared ask. We didn’t know if we could touch it with our tongue, and so were never quite sure if we too were in a state of mortal sin.


The mass itself was beyond our comprehension, as it was said entirely in Latin. It felt like a meaningless and boring ritual we just had to go through. I used to kneel, whiling away the time, observing the priests, who seemed big and over-fed. The chaplain, who was young, slim and good looking, was the exception. The rest were doddery, retired priests and their masses were always much longer. They wore very ornate religious garments with lots of fine, colourful needlework, and the letters IHS on their back. We used to think the letters stood for ‘I have suffered’ and we could easily identify with those words. But there wasn’t any sign that the nuns and staff were suffering.


I stared at the statues, one of the Sacred Heart with a big red heart, and another of Our Lady standing on a serpent. They used to tell us that the serpent was the devil but I couldn’t understand how the devil was a snake and I couldn’t understand why Our Lady had no shoes when she was otherwise dressed so well. A huge crucifix over the altar, with the letters INRI, helped pass a lot of time. I tried to make up words for the letters but I never succeeded.


I spent much of the time in the chapel trying to find a comfortable spot to lean on. I used to wish I was tall enough to rest my elbows or even my head on the bench, which seemed so high above me. Being so small I couldn’t even see over the rail and anything I did see was through the large gap in the bench. We weren’t even allowed to lean back on the seats so it was very uncomfortable to have to kneel and sit straight for so long. When mass was finally over we marched as before in single file back to the orphanage and the work of the day.


St Joseph’s, The Babies’ Dormitory


We went straight from the chapel to St Joseph’s to dress the babies and tidy and clean the dormitory. One of the older orphans would be put in charge of the babies, helped by us. The girls chosen for this job spent practically all the time, seven days a week, with them, without the help of any of the staff. St Joseph’s dormitory was dark and miserable, with room for about 20 cots. Located on the top floor, near the nuns’ cells, it led to the back stairs, a hiding place for us when we wanted to avoid yet another religious ceremony. It was airless, with a strong smell of urine and always seemed to be in semi-darkness, even though it had six large windows.


Babies were strapped to their potties for long periods of time. The poor babies often sat there so long that they fell asleep and their potties keeled over. It was a very unpleasant job cleaning up, but it was a job that had to be done whether or not we liked it.


There were steps at the side of some of the cots which were made specially for us to stand on because we were too small to reach into the cots. We helped get the babies ready and then cleaned their dormitory as well. I remember too that when we were woken to go to the toilet at night, some of the girls had to go to St Joseph’s and help get the babies up to go to the toilet as well.


I have mentioned that Christopher, my youngest brother, was a baby when we came to Goldenbridge. One of the things that still disturbs me is that, for some reason, I don’t recollect seeing him among the other babies in St Joseph’s. I know rationally that he was there. I recall in detail what he looked like, from the freckles on his skin to the smile on his face, and the details of his clothes. I also recall his temperament, behaviour and personality as a baby but, curiously, I associate all of the memories with him in the company of our mother on Sundays when she came to visit or take us out. Perhaps remembering him as an infant without his mother is more than I can bear. All the same, it upsets me and in the past it induced severe guilt in me because I felt I must have abandoned him in that awful environment. This is one of the many painful legacies of living in Goldenbridge that I have had to come to terms with.


Goldenbridge Breakfast


The dining-hall seemed enormous and looked like an army mess. It must have been big because it seated over 200 of us. The ‘big end’ adjoined the kitchen while at the ‘little end’ there was a constant smell of bread from the pantry nearby. The floor had a speckled pattern with large black squares which made it seem dirty even though we scrubbed it thoroughly every day. Brightly painted blue presses ran along the side wall. When opened, the insides revealed the original dark brown paint of the past. I always tried to avoid storing dishes because that colour never failed to depress me. I imagined previous generations of children having to look at it every day. This might explain why, to this day, I associate the colour with institutional life. The furniture was the usual institutional type, wooden with formica surfaces and steel legs, where we sat six to a table.


The ritual at breakfast as at all meals was to stand for ‘grace’, a prayer before meals, usually led by a nun, followed by the clamouring of noise, when the big girls and staff served cocoa from huge pots. Although the plastic dishes were brightly coloured, the cups always smelled of soup.


Breakfast, like almost everything in Goldenbridge, meant a lot of work and little eating. The food was hardly worth the effort required, and I used to sometimes think it would have been kinder not to feed us at all. Preparation was very heavy work, however. For example, we would have to lift large aluminium churns of milk up 10 high steps, and into the huge freezer in the scullery. This was a job more suited to two strong men, but we struggled with them, even in very icy conditions, all the time terrified that they would fall over and spill. It was a job that we hated, not least because we could not get the heat back in our hands and we’d be frozen for the rest of the day.


Breakfast was simple, consisting of cocoa, bread and cold porridge, with lumps sometimes as big as golf balls. It was usually prepared by one of the staff who had been raised in Goldenbridge. The porridge was sometimes laced with sugar and tasted nice if we could avoid the lumps. More often it was covered with salt, especially if the staff were in bad humour, and some of them often were.


We made deals with each other at breakfast. We’d ask someone to eat our lumpy porridge in exchange for our quota of bread, and this system worked quite well. It was one of the fairest systems in operation at Goldenbridge. Occasionally, we resorted to distracting the child sitting next to us and dumped our lumpy porridge on her plate. That wasn’t very nice of us but it wasn’t as cruel as the behaviour of the adults around us.


Many of us, for years after leaving Goldenbridge, couldn’t stand the sight of porridge, and one person told me recently that the sight of a man’s ‘Adam’s apple’ continues to remind her of Goldenbridge porridge. On that note, while shopping in a supermarket recently, I was amused to find a cereal called Goldenbridge Muesli for sale. I resisted buying it because it conjured up strong images and memories of Goldenbridge porridge. Reflecting on it later, I decided it was silly to allow that association to get in the way of trying a new cereal. Having made up my mind to challenge myself in this small way, I found that the product wasn’t available at the original source. Undaunted, I traced the manufacturers and they sent me a complimentary pack which I thoroughly enjoyed. So Goldenbridge cereals, once a bad story, had a happy ending for me!


Bread was seriously rationed to two slices per person, per meal, and sometimes it was mouldy. We’d pick the blue mould off it but didn’t always succeed in removing the taste of it. We ate it because it was tolerable and we were hungry. Occasionally there was a shortage of bread, and I recall that there was a long bread strike during a winter in the mid-60s. Quite often, bread was the only food that we liked in the day, and we hated when it arrived late.


Kennedy’s supplied our bread, and they advertised heavily on the radio with a catchy tune which we happily sang along with though we didn’t always agree, especially with the last bit: K for Kennedy, E for energy, N for nice and nourishing, E for enjoyment, D for delicious, Y S means you’re satisfied.


The Washroom


After breakfast came the washing ordeal. The washroom was a thoroughly miserable place, like something straight out of a Charles Dickens novel. It was an ancient, cold and extremely damp environment, a place we absolutely hated. I can still recall the tense atmosphere in it. What seemed like hundreds of washhand basins lined the walls. The floor was always slippy and wet from spillage and some of us had nasty falls. Soon after arrival in Goldenbridge we were given our very own patterned plastic washbag in which we kept our toothbrush, paste and facecloth.


One of the few things we could call our own was our identity number. All our underwear was labelled with this number, and we were often referred to by our number rather than our name. It felt strange to be called by a number: mine was 138. I never felt comfortable responding to it. I couldn’t understand the need for a number because in the ten years I was there, I don’t recollect that any two children had the same name. It was a demeaning, cruel but effective way to help us lose our identities. As a result, some of the very small children didn’t even know their names.


The staff supervised us washing and one of the harshest treatments they subjected us to was a sudden and stinging slap across the face, arms or legs for not washing fast enough. The force and pain of these slaps was shocking and painful because the cloth or towel they beat us with was wet. Some of the staff were so rough that we often gave them nicknames that referred to their rough hands or strong arms.


One of the things we had in common with ‘outsiders’ was the fine-combing of hair. Unlike many of them, though, our experience was yet another opportunity for the staff to hurt and humiliate us. They stood at the top of the room with a fine-comb in one hand and a piece of cardboard in the other. We stood in a long line waiting our turn. They used so much pressure that the fine-comb often got stuck in our heads, scratching and sometimes cutting the scalp. We learned to turn slowly but surely in a circle until we got the signal, a firm punch on the head, which indicated that the fine-combing ordeal was over. Those of us who were unfortunate enough to have head lice were called all sorts of names which made us feel so ashamed. Punishment was the order of the day for this as well as for everything else over which we had no control. Along with the beating, the staff used to put Lorexene, a thick, oily substance with a strong smell, on our hair. We hated that because the other children avoided us and some of them called us names. Sometimes the staff or the nuns shaved our heads, the ultimate treatment which we dreaded.


Washing was the time of day when ‘specials’ or ‘pets’ were clearly distinguishable from the rest of us. Specials were children who were the favourites of the orphanage. There were about seven or eight at any one time, ranging in age from babies to sixteen. One of the many privileges of being a special was that the girls had ribbons put in their hair by their teacher or nun. The staff and nuns often bought them clothes, so they were dressed differently to the rest of us.


We used to tease the specials about the ‘airplanes’ in their hair, because the ribbons sat rigid on their heads like the wings of a plane. This never failed to upset them. Sometimes they reported us, but usually they had more sense than to do that. I know now they must have suffered for their privileged positions, but because we were children who were treated so badly by the adults who loved them, we didn’t appreciate that at the time. It looked and seemed to us that they were having an easy life, and we isolated and bashed them when we got the chance. The staff used to say we were envious, and perhaps we were. That doesn’t alter the fact that as adults and members of staff, they should have avoided favouritism.


The Laundry


Mondays and Fridays were laundry days, and we pulled large wickerwork baskets of soiled linen all the way from the orphanage to the laundry. The baskets had huge leather straps on the lids and when the teachers were out of sight we happily kicked the baskets down the stairs. This made the job easier and gave us some fun. Often, we put each other in, secured the belts and shoved them down the stairs. This was great fun unless we were unlucky enough to come tumbling out and landed hard on the stairs, bruising and hurting ourselves. We didn’t complain of our injuries no matter how painful because we ran the risk of getting some more bruises as punishment. Once the fun was over, laundry days were very hard work.


We dragged the baskets past the front of the convent, an uphill journey from the orphanage, past the chapel, then shoved them downhill past the secondary school, and into the laundry. Girls over twelve were taken out of school and did most of the laundry work from 9.30am to lunch time.


First the sheets were boiled in huge vats, which created masses of steam and very damp conditions. They were then rinsed by hand, in cold water. I remember working in the laundry on Saturday mornings, lifting the sheets from the vats with long wooden tongs that had a steel grip. We liked climbing the ladders to reach the wooden slats, which we called ‘horses’, for hanging the sheets. I’ll never forget the sight of the girls coming back from the laundry, with soaking wet shoes which looked so uncomfortable.


The Classroom


Perhaps because it felt like we were in prison, I wasn’t surprised to discover that Goldenbridge orphanage had its own school inside the orphanage. It was separate and distinct from Goldenbridge National and Secondary schools, for outsiders. These schools, just a stone’s throw from the orphanage, were also run by the Sisters of Mercy. They were in the convent grounds but for some unknown reason we weren’t allowed to attend them. The nuns provided the best of free education for children living in the Inchicore area, and they were very proud of the fact that they were innovative in providing free secondary education.


We attended our own school, though some years later when free education was introduced for all by the Government, I was one of the privileged few from the orphanage who attended the secondary school. For that I am forever grateful. Going to school inside the orphanage meant that we rarely saw other children and later this made it difficult for us to mix easily with our peers in the secondary school.


There were only two trained teachers, and they came in from outside. A nun taught girls over 12, when she was available, while another nun taught the infant classes. My twin, Michael, and I were put into the joint first and second class, my next brother went into high infants and Christopher was put into Guardian Angels, the babies’ room.


St Brigid’s, our classroom, with its large windows, faced onto the Grand Canal. About 60 of us sat two to a desk which were made of heavy oak attached to curved wrought-iron legs. Each desk contained two inkwells with copper lids. The dark walls were adorned with pictures depicting the Joyful, Glorious and Sorrowful Mysteries of the Rosary. Posters from which we learned Irish and English also decorated the walls. Ten times tables which we learned by rote hung there too.


Almost everything else we learned throughout the years in school was about people who didn’t live in orphanages, people like mammies, daddies and their children who lived together in houses. I felt sad when we learned about these children playing with cats and dogs in their own gardens, the kinds of things we did before we were brought to Goldenbridge. I didn’t tell anyone about my thoughts and feelings because I was afraid I might upset them. But the stories of children going to the shops to buy food and sweets did remind me of life at home and I missed my old school which was much nicer than this one. We learned about Oliver Twist and his was the only life that seemed real to me now that I was living in Goldenbridge. His life was so like ours because he was hungry and adults were always cruel to him too.


Writing with the left hand was a most serious offence. Those of us who did were called citeógs and teachers used to say that we were doing the devil’s work and were evil. This really scared me. One of them tried with all her might to literally beat this habit out of us. As she passed us she slapped us across the ears, pucked our elbows and bashed our desks, shouting, ‘I’ll knock the devil out of you.’ We were terrified and lots of us would be crying at the same time but the teacher was steadfast and relentless in her determination to succeed in making us write with our right hand.


My twin Michael and myself were left-handed but I adjusted very quickly to writing with the right hand, unlike Michael who was much slower to change. I was in agony when the teacher focused her attention on him, while I wished to God he would just do as she told him. I can see now that I began to think like her because I too became angry and frustrated with him for not learning faster. I can still see the strain on his face.


One teacher’s speciality was to make us stand while she poked the backs of our thighs with a stick as she screamed, ‘I’ll write your name in blood.’ Because we were so scared and frightened few of us could retain much of what she taught us. Sometimes we knew the lesson for the day and then forgot it completely. No doubt this frustrated her, and as she was liberal with her stick it gave her another excuse to use it. She also used a ruler and to ensure that she hurt us as much as possible, she used the side of it to slap us. If we withdrew our hand, as was natural, in anticipation of the pain, it hurt much more because the stick caught the ends of our fingers. For attempting to withdraw our hand, she’d give us twice as many slaps.


This woman did not seem to understand children, and didn’t seem to care that she was adding to our misery. The cause of our inability to learn was that we were exhausted, hungry and sad. We were emotionally and physically wrecked from the hard work we did before coming to school. In addition, we were trying to cope with extraordinary levels of cruelty, inside and outside the classroom.


In another class the teacher ruled us with her stick. This stick had an interesting history. One of the boys stole it after class one day and threw it over the wall in the backyard beside the canal. We were delighted but at the same time anxious in case she ever found out who did it. Next day we arrived in class and the stick was there as usual. We never found out whether she found it on her way to school or whether she had a replacement stick in reserve. She never mentioned the fact that the stick had gone missing. We lived in dread of that stick.


By the time I progressed into fifth class things were changing in Goldenbridge. We had a brand new school, a very bright, airy, clean building, with tall windows. We could see and hear the children in the separate national school, less than 100 yards from us. The Minister for Education, Donogh O’Malley, visited us. Our teachers in fifth and sixth class were new to the school and showed some signs of humanity and good humour. These teachers were young and attractive and on the whole we got on fairly well with them.


While in sixth class I sat the state examination, the Primary Certificate. A supervisor was assigned to our class. We filled our date of birth and the examination date in spaces provided. As the supervisor passed me, she told me in no uncertain terms that it was my date of birth she wanted, not today’s date. I explained rather feebly that this was my birthday and she softened for a moment as she said, ‘I hope you have a nice day.’ Then she punched me hard on the shoulder and said, ‘Now, get on with your work.’ I was perplexed and felt very hurt by this and it took me a while to settle down to the exam. I asked myself why I felt so hurt, when I’d never met her before. I think, in retrospect, it was because she was from ‘outside’ and I had expected her to behave more kindly towards me.


During the exam, one of the nuns kept wandering in and out of the classroom and walking around helping us with our sums and Irish. She went so far as to write sample Irish answers up on the board, in the presence of the supervisor. She told us we weren’t all to write the same thing and that some of us were to change words round a bit. As far as I know, we all passed the Primary Certificate that year!


Dinner


Some of the girls in my class, even though they were young and small at age 8 or 9, were taken out of class to help the big girls prepare the dinner. A friend of mine was always taken out to wash and clean the vegetables in the ante-room at the back of the orphanage, which was bitterly cold. Her skin cracked and became sore, itchy and bloody. Nobody seemed to notice until the medical inspector came and he referred her to Hume Street Hospital, where she was admitted. She spent what she describes as ‘the best and happiest three months’ of her childhood there. The nurses and doctors were very kind to her and although she never had any visitors, other children’s parents and the nurses brought her sweets and lemonade. She sobbed when she was told that they were sending her back.


On entry to the dining room for dinner, it was easy to tell whether we were in for a treat or what we called slops. Dinner was by far the worst of the three meals. The stench of stew as it was poured from the jugs made us nauseous.


Delicate children got goody, which was bread soaked in milk and sweetened with sugar, and we were envious of them. Some also got Liga and we were even more envious of them, so much so, we resorted to robbing it from them. It tasted so delicious and was so thick and so filling, we wished we could be delicate too. The non-delicate among us sometimes got mashed potatoes which were lumpy, grey and cold. Thinking of them now makes me want to throw up, and that’s what would happen to us a lot. Occasionally, we got lime-coloured soup, corned beef and suet. The only vegetables I remember getting were turnips, carrots and what we called ‘swimming’ cabbage. Curiously, we always got dessert. Sago, which we called rubber balls, stuck to our fingers, hair, and even our clothes. We liked rice and semolina when they weren’t lumpy and cold, but they nearly always were. Lumpy custard, brown and pink Farola, also made us gag but we were always forced to eat it.


One staff member in particular kept us back to finish dinner and dessert. This was extremely unpleasant, to say the least. Naturally, the colder it became, the more difficult it was to eat. We became pallid and sickly, as well as tearful and visibly upset. It was awful to see children vomiting their food and then being beaten for this too.


On the rare occasions that we did get good food, for instance on Sundays, we bartered it. Usually we got mince which, though greasy, was a little more palatable. When others were unwell, we didn’t have to barter and simply begged, ‘Give us your leavings, will ya?’ Full or hungry, there followed clean-up time, which was another ordeal to be faced in the long days at Goldenbridge.


Cleanliness, Next to Godliness!


Clean-up after dinner, as you might imagine, was a very messy task. What seemed like thousands of plates and millions of pieces of cutlery had to be taken to the dishwasher and the tables and floor scrubbed. We worked in organised teams cleaning and arranging furniture in preparation for sweeping and scrubbing the floor. Buckets of soapy water were liberally thrown on the floor by a staff member. Puddles would flow, creating all sorts of shapes as they went their merry way. We scrubbed the floors with deck scrubs, while others followed with floorcloths and heavy aluminium buckets, to lift the excess water. Our hands and fingers became sore from wringing floorcloths. We often ended up with raw hands, cut fingers and blisters. A staff member would then check for cleanliness. Nothing short of meticulous perfection would do. Once she was satisfied, it was time for us to butter the bread and store it in large aluminium containers in readiness for supper, our evening meal. If we got the chance, and we rarely did, we robbed some and put it up our sleeves, sticky and all as it was, for later.


Sometimes our work in the dining-hall wasn’t up to standard and we were punished for this by having to repeat the whole process. This caused much resentment and led to incidents which could easily have been avoided. One such incident concerned a girl who was very upset and angry about this. When she protested, a staff member beat her severely in front of us. She started by pulling her hair out by the roots, near her ears, which is extremely painful. She also beat her with the deck scrub and finally the girl retaliated. The fight spread onto the corridor outside the dining-hall until a nun arrived on the scene, to find us all standing around, watching. This incident was the talk of the place for the rest of the day, but within 24 hours this girl had been transferred to a reformatory school in Limerick. This place, run by the Sacred Heart nuns, had a fearsome reputation in Goldenbridge and we were constantly threatened with being sent there. The decision to transfer the girl was, in our minds, an unfair decision, but I’ve heard since that she found it less harsh and cruel than Goldenbridge.


This incident was typical of the kind of behaviour some staff engaged in: vindictive, punitive and abusive in the extreme. They had all the power while we had none. We couldn’t protest about the unreasonable demands and behaviour of staff without running the risk of being transferred to a reformatory school. Under the rules pertaining to industrial schools, it seems the nuns did have the power to transfer us, with the permission of the Department of Education, for being disobedient. In practice, no such constraints were put on staff. They usually kept their jobs, regardless of the fact that they too had broken the rules governing discipline and punishments.
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