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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 I was at home, in my house in Galway. I turned on the Irish television news, and it opened to show Dáil Éireann – the Irish parliament. The Dáil Chamber was packed to bursting. The Taoiseach, Enda Kenny, got to his feet to give a speech. Behind him, in the public gallery, sat a group of women.


The newscaster said that they were Magdalene women – and had been incarcerated in Magdalene laundries. Well, that made me sit up! I was in a lot of those places and each one was terrible. I held my breath, wondering what was to come.


There was silence as Enda Kenny started to talk. I listened very, very carefully, to make sure that I heard every word.


Kenny said, ‘What we discuss here today is your story.’ He said Magdalene women had all carried the story, alone, for years. He continued, ‘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.’ Then his voice broke, and he looked as if he might cry.


He said he had met some of the women, and they had told him about the laundries. One of the women had said, ‘The work was so hard, the regime was cruel.’ And another one said she felt all alone. ‘Nobody wanted me.’ If I met him I would say the same, or worse. I had terrible stories to tell.


Kenny spoke on. ‘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.’


I felt pleased. And I watched as all the women and politicians stood up and clapped Enda Kenny. Then everyone turned towards the group of Magdalene women, and clapped them. They clapped and they cheered, and it went on and on. I could hardly believe it.


As I watched the women leave the chamber, I wished I was part of the group. I could be, I had suffered too! They walked towards the plinth, outside Dáil Éireann, and they looked proud. They smiled into the crowd, and the cameras clicked and flashed.


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


I watched them and I decided then and there that I would join this group. I would meet the other Magdalene women, and I would tell them my story.




CHAPTER 1


NANCY


I was 10 or 11 years old when I went to a Magdalene laundry. Just a child. The nuns said I had to go there because I was a troublemaker. But I wasn’t. Not really; not like some of the other girls. I still don’t know the real reason why they sent me.


I was in fourth class at the Mount orphanage in Limerick. We were out in the playground one day when there was a fire drill. I was up on a swing and my best friend, Emily, was on the swing beside me. When the fire bell pealed, we were up, up in the air, and it took a few seconds for the swings to slow down enough so that we could get off.


Emily got down before me, and she ran off in a big hurry. Then she started to scream. I thought she must have fallen over and hurt her knee, then I noticed she had her arms wrapped around her head. And the nun, Sister Maria, was shouting at her.


‘You are too slow,’ she screamed. ‘Imagine if this was a real fire? You’d be burnt to a crisp by now.’ The nun kicked Emily, and I realised it was she who had hurt Emily. She had whacked her, and banged her head off the wall. I watched and I was frightened. My swing was still going too high and I couldn’t jump off. What would Sister do to me?


Sure enough, by the time I got over there she was really mad. Her eyes behind her glasses looked wild. She caught me by the hair and knocked me against the first step. My chin split and blood spouted out. I screamed in agony, and she shouted at me to shut up. ‘Look what you made me do!’ she screamed. ‘When will you ever learn to do as you are told?’ Then she pulled an old white hanky out of her pocket, threw it at me, and told me to hold it to my chin.


She shouted out to a woman who helped the nuns – they were called mountresses – ‘Take this wretched child down to Barringtons Hospital,’ will you,’ she said. ‘She’s made a terrible nuisance of herself.’ She didn’t say sorry. But then the nuns never did. Not ever. I looked back to see if Emily was okay. She was sitting on the step now, still holding her head while Sister was saying, ‘Get up now. Stop crying. There’s nothing whatever wrong with you. You haven’t a cut like Nancy.’


We walked through Limerick. It was the first time, ever, I had left the orphanage gates. I had often wondered what it was like in the city, but I wasn’t in the humour to enjoy it. My chin hurt me, and the blood was streaming down my neck. It was going down my frock too. I worried what the nuns would say about that. The mountress didn’t give me any sympathy; there was only one thing on her mind.


‘Don’t say the nun did it,’ she said.


‘But she did do it.’


She slapped me and, yanking my arm, dragged me along the pavement. ‘If you do tell, the doctors won’t believe you. Because I’m going to tell them that you fell.’


When we got to the hospital, the helper gave my name at the desk. Then we sat on these plastic chairs and waited. We waited for a long time. My chin hurt, and the sight of the blood scared me. Then a nurse said it was my turn and she led me into the doctor. The helper followed me in.


‘This is deep,’ said the doctor, and he dabbed at my chin with cotton wool. It stung and I cried out. ‘That’s just antiseptic,’ he said. ‘I’m making sure it’s clean before I stitch it.’ Then, picking up a needle and thread, he said, ‘What happened to you?’ I was so scared about that needle going into my chin that I forgot to lie.


‘The Sister did it,’ I said, and the helper put out her hand to slap me. Then, realising that wouldn’t look good, she said, ‘Don’t listen to her. She fell. She’s just a troublemaker.’


The doctor raised his eyebrows but said nothing. When I was all stitched up, he put a big plaster onto my chin. ‘All done,’ he said. ‘You can go home now.’


I wished that I was going to a real home – and not back to the orphanage. There was a little boy running down the corridor in front of us, with his mammy chasing him, telling him to stop. And I thought, if I had a mammy I would never try to run away from her.


My chin still hurt. I wouldn’t have minded so much, but as the helper dragged me along the pavement, she hissed, ‘You’ll be for it now. Just you wait until I tell Sister Maria that you blamed her for this!’


I was for it.


Sister Maria called me a liar. ‘You tripped. We all saw you.’ She was spitting with rage. ‘And anyway, who would believe you, just an orphan?’


I was dragged up the stairs and locked in a tiny room, like a cell. I had never been in trouble like this before. Not like some of the girls who were always being beaten. Yet now they were treating me like the worst person in the world, and all because I’d told the truth. If I’d kept my mouth shut in the hospital, perhaps I would have escaped all that was to come.




CHAPTER 2


NANCY


I DON’T KNOW where I came from, or who my parents were. I was found lying in a basket in a grotto in the Mount orphanage in Limerick. Back then, in the 1930s, babies were regularly left there. Or so the nuns said. ‘You’re not so special Nancy. There were many other babies found there, besides just you.’


The orphanage was an industrial school, and it was full of unwanted babies and children. Some were orphans, like me, and there were others whose mothers were fallen women. That meant they weren’t married. They said my mother must have been a fallen woman, but they didn’t know that for sure.


The nuns knew nothing about me. They didn’t have a record of the day that I was left there, so I don’t know my age and I don’t have a birthday. That makes me really sad.


They called me Kathleen Macgregor. They said the name had been written on a piece of paper pinned to a blanket in the basket I was found in. I don’t know if that was true because when I was baptised, much later, the certificate said I was Kathleen Ritagen.


I didn’t wonder who my mother and father were when I was young, because I didn’t understand how families worked. I didn’t know how babies were made. I thought, Maybe God leaves babies in the grotto?


Some of the children in the orphanage had a mother or a father. Others had both. A few had brothers too, but they would be in a boys’ orphanage. Sometimes the mothers or fathers would visit their daughters, or take them out for the afternoon, and the rest of us would be so jealous. They would come back with bags of sweets. They would unwrap the papers and suck them in front of us, but they never gave any to us. That made us cry, but the nuns never told the girls they should share.


The bigger girls would try and take the bag of sweets when nobody was looking, but they never got away with it. Someone would always tell on them, and then they would be beaten. I robbed some sweets once. A girl in my dormitory had been out, and I saw her put a paper bag in her bedside locker. I wanted those sweets so much. I was thinking about them all morning when we were in the school, doing our sums.
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