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On 19 February 2013, the Irish Taoiseach, Enda Kenny apologised in Dáil Éireann to the women who had been incarcerated in Ireland’s Magdalene laundries. He promised to put a scheme of compensation in place. A young documentary and film maker called Steven O’Riordan was there, with some of the women he had helped through his group, Magdalene Survivors Together. Whispering Hope tells the harrowing stories of Kathleen, Marina, Nancy, Diane and Marie. It shows how the physical and psychological abuse they endured in various institutions, run on behalf of the state by four different religious orders of nuns, led to a lifetime of shame and secrecy. This heartrending story of suffering and hardship highlights the plight of women in an Ireland dominated by the Catholic Church. Their path towards survival, friendship and hope, as the horrors of past abuse was revealed, typifies the social history of the women of Ireland.




PROLOGUE


It was 19 February 2013 and the Dáil Chamber was packed to bursting. Enda Kenny, got to his feet, ready to give a landmark speech. In the public gallery I waited, breathless with excitement. Was the Taoiseach, our head of government, really going to talk about us? Women who had been incarcerated in Ireland’s Magdalene laundries?


I hadn’t had to travel too far that day, as I live in County Dublin, but others from our group, Magdalene Survivors Together, had come from all corners of Ireland. When we met outside Dáil Éireann we’d felt overcome with nerves. But soon, the head of our group, Steven O’Riordan, swept us up to the visitors’ gallery, where we had seats reserved for us in the front row. 


The chamber was packed, but as Enda Kenny started to talk you could hear a pin drop. I listened nervously, as Kenny said, ‘What we discuss here today is your story.’ Acknowledging that we had carried the story, alone, for years, he said, ‘From this moment on you need carry it no more. Because today we take it back. Today we acknowledge the role of the state in your ordeal.’ Saying these words, his voice broke. He was close to tears.


In the gallery, I reached for a tissue. Kenny began to quote the words of women he had met. Marina, sitting beside me, gasped when he said, ‘I broke a cup once and had to wear it hanging round my neck for three days.’


‘That’s my story,’ she said, clutching onto my hand, and weeping, openly.


The Taoiseach ended, ‘At the conclusion of my discussions with one group of the Magdalene women, one of those present sang “Whispering Hope”. A line from that song stays in my mind, “When the dark midnight is over, watch for the breaking of day.”


‘Let me hope that this day and this debate,’ here he paused to compose himself, ‘heralds a new dawn for all those who feared that the dark midnight might never end.’


Marina and I got to our feet, and clapped for all we were worth. Around us, everyone else was clapping too; the other women, Steven O’Riordan, the press, and everyone else in the chamber that day. Then something amazing happened. All the members of Dáil Éireann, from every party, turned towards us, and gave us a standing ovation. Many cheered.


I glanced at my friends who were all crying in disbelief. Marina said, ‘I can’t believe it, Diane. The Taoiseach knows we weren’t telling lies. He believe us and not the nuns.’ The applause went on for many minutes, before, finally, the TDs – members of the Irish parliament – sat down.


Steven stood up and beckoned to us, telling us to follow him down the stairs. I was beside a younger woman I’d not met before. She said her name was Marie, and she had just recently joined the group.


When we had walked into the Dáil we had felt awkward and out of place. Now, listening to the comments of, ‘Fair play to you,’ we were the heroines of the hour. Everyone knew we had achieved something miraculous. As we walked towards the plinth outside Dáil Éireann, Marina, Marie and I held hands with the others as we revealed ourselves to the world.


‘We did it,’ we said. ‘We got justice; we achieved it.’


A shout came from the photographers standing below us. ‘Come into the light! We can’t see you.’


I laughed, then we stepped forward, and were blinded by the lights of the media. Looking out at them all, as the cameras flashed, I thought, Well, I’m famous now. And I wondered what the nuns would make of that.







CHAPTER 1


DIANE


I DON’T REMEMBER my mother, at least not from when I was a child. I was born in the county home in Enniscorthy in 1940. My mother chose my name, Diane, and she looked after me for a while. I know she did, because I have a photograph of her holding me in her arms. She looks happy. But she ran away and abandoned me when I was two years old. She was 18 then, and was just 16 when I was born. But I can never forgive her for leaving me there. For leaving her own child.


My records show that I stayed at the county home for another year. When I was three years old I was fostered out to Mr and Mrs Jordan in Kiltealy, a village not far from Enniscorthy. And I was happy enough there. Mrs Jordon was a bit strict; she used to hit me every now and again. She would lift my dress and slap me, hard, across the back of my legs. It hurt and I’d cry, but I’m sure I deserved it.


I liked Mr Jordon, which is more than Mrs Jordan did. She was terrible to him, treating him like a dog. He had once worked on a farm, but he was retired now so was in the house a lot. Mrs Jordan hated that.


‘You’re always under my feet,’ she would say, hitting his legs with the sweeping brush as he sat on a chair by the range. He’d sit there to eat his dinner too, rather than at the table with us. I don’t know why. He rarely had the same dinner as us. He was happy with just a mug of goodey – that’s bread soaked in a cup of tea.


Every Friday he would walk the three miles to the village to collect his pension. That was hard for him, because he walked with two sticks. When he’d collected his money, he would cross over to the school gate and call out to me. I’d run over, and he’d put tuppence in my hand.


‘That’s to spend on sweets,’ he’d say. That was worth a good few bob in those days. He called me his Dinah, and the name stuck.


Mrs Jordan liked to invite the neighbours in for a game of whist. They’d sit round the table, playing and talking, but Mr Jordon never joined in. It was like he wasn’t there. I would be sitting at the table with Rita, my foster sister who was six years older than me, listening to the conversation. One day I heard the neighbours talking about the Black and Tans. They had shot Mr Jordan in the knees. That’s why he was lame. I wondered what the Black and Tans were, and I asked my teacher at school the next day.


‘The bloody English. Enemies of the state,’ was all he would say.


Sometimes they would be talking about a husband’s drinking or someone owing lots of money from betting on horses. I tried to be invisible, because if they noticed me sitting, wide-eyed as I listened, they would change the subject and send me to bed. There was no electricity in the cottage. I’d light a gas lamp, take it upstairs with me and blow it out once I was in bed. Sometimes the shadows on the wall scared me.


Mrs Jordan slept in a room with Rita, and I slept in the same room as Mr Jordan – in the same bed. I never thought that odd at the time, though looking back I can see it was strange. I am almost certain that no abuse happened, but there was one thing I really hated. Mr Jordan had a bad chest. He would cough up a lot of thick phlegm and smear it over the blankets. I don’t remember the blankets ever being washed, so the smell lingered. It made me retch.


The Jordans had a third foster daughter called Betty, but she was even older than Rita and by the time I was at school she was working away in Dublin. She came to visit sometimes. She’d sit with Mrs Jordan telling all her stories about the city, and Mrs Jordan would laugh. The house always seemed brighter and more full of life when she was around.


One time, though, when she came down from Dublin, Mr Jordan was lying sick in the bed. He spent quite a lot of time in bed. She went up to see him and he made some comment about the way she was dressed. She didn’t say a word, but she kicked him, hard. I thought that was terrible. I was waiting for Mrs Jordan to scold her, but she didn’t say a word. It was like she just didn’t care.


We didn’t go hungry. We would eat potatoes and cabbage, and occasionally we’d have chicken as the Jordan’s kept some hens in a run in the garden. I hated watching Mrs Jordan twist the chicken’s neck to kill it, especially as it seemed to give her pleasure. She’d get me or Rita to pluck the bird, and clean out its guts ready to be boiled in water. I hated that job.
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