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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. I was in the public gallery, waiting along with some other women. I had butterflies in my stomach. Was the Taoiseach, our head of government, really going to talk about us? Women who had been incarcerated in Ireland’s Magdalene laundries? 


I had taken an early train from Fermoy in County Cork to be here in Dublin. I met the other women from our group, Magdalene Survivors Together, outside Dáil Éireann, but I felt very nervous. People like me don’t belong in a place of government. Then I spotted Diane from Dublin, and the head of the group, Steven O’Riordan, and before I knew it, I was up those stairs and into a seat 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. 


I started to shake. Then he started to quote words spoken by Magdalene survivors he had met. I hadn’t met him, but most of the things they said had happened to me, too. 


‘I was bold, I wasn’t going to school.’ Well that could have been me. 


‘I was locked up, I thought I would never get out.’


‘We were not allowed to talk to each other.’


‘I thought I would go mad from the silence.’


Diane, sitting beside me, passed me a tissue, and I tried to compose myself. 


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.’ 


We got to our feet and clapped the Taoiseach. Then, turning towards us in  the gallery, all the members of Dáil Éireann, from every party, gave us a standing ovation. Many of them cheered. 


We were all crying in disbelief. I felt shaky, but I was pleased. The clapping went on for ages 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. Diane introduced me to Marina Gambold, from Wexford. ‘Marina has been with the group a long time,’ she said, then explained to Marina that I had only just joined. 


Marina shook my hand. Then she said,  ‘Isn’t it wonderful! The Taoiseach knows we weren’t telling lies. He believe us and not the nuns.’


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. As we  walked towards the plinth outside Dáil Éireann, Marina, Diane 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 hung back, not sure if I wanted my face all over the papers. But Diane and Marina pulled me forwards, and I smiled, realising that at last, the world knew what had happened to us. And what’s more, they cared. 
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CHAPTER 1


MARIE


ALL MY LIFE I have been called a tramp. I’ve been called a whore, and I’ve been told I was dirty.  I’d never told anyone my story, and I didn’t know if I could. But after Taoiseach Enda Kenny had apologised to us in the Dáil,  Steven O’Riordan, who formed the group Magdalene Survivors Together, said I must go to the Commissions Office in Dublin, and tell everything to Justice Quirke.


I knew I had to do it, because Justice Quirke  was in charge of getting us compensation. But I will never, ever, forget that day.  


We were sitting round a big table, and Justice Quirke said, ‘I know you’re all nervous. I know this is hard. So just take your time. And if you have to stop to collect yourselves, that’s fine too. There’s no hurry.’


There was a new woman in my group called Nancy. She’d sat down beside Justice Quirke, but she didn’t want to tell her story first. She was nervous. But in the end she did, and it was so sad that we all had to brush away tears.


Nancy was in an orphanage before she was in a laundry. She lost her teeth. She saw a girl accidentally kill herself trying to escape. Oh my God! It was just terrible, what Nancy went through. She was so good the way she came out with it.


Everybody cried, including Steven, and there was even a tear in Justice Quirke’s eye. There was a break after Nancy’s story. There had to be because everyone was so upset. I was sitting there thinking, I’ve never been in a group telling my story before. How can I do it?


When it came to me, I was shaking with nerves. I didn’t know where to start, but then I just did.


I was lashed into the Good Shepherd laundry in Sundays Well in Cork, in 1972, when I was 12 years old. It was a Sunday evening, and I was squashed into our little Mini Minor with my brothers and sisters. I thought my mam and dad were taking us for a spin. We turned up through this big gate and drove up a lane with trees either side. We came to this huge red brick building which had three parts to it. I’d never seen anything like it.


My father parked the car, then telling my brothers and sisters to stay put, he and my mother took me up these big steps to the front door. We rang the bell and a nun opened the door. She led us through this archway with stained glass either side, and she showed us into a tiny office like a little cell with a desk and chairs. There was another nun sitting there, behind the desk. She asked my parents to sit down on the two chairs. I just stood there, squirming. The nun looked me slowly up and down, and said, ‘So this is Marie.’


I don’t remember the conversation. But my parents couldn’t get out of the place quickly enough. They didn’t hug me goodbye. Just waved, turned and almost ran. I do remember that. I was too scared to ask why I was there, how long I was staying or what I was there to do.


‘You’re 12, Marie. Is that right?’


‘Yes.’


‘Yes Mother,’ said the nun, and I thought, but you don’t look like a mother to me. Not in that horrible nun’s habit. ‘I’m Mother Patricia,’ she said. ‘Can you read and write child?’


I blushed. Because the truth was, I couldn’t. I’d never done well at my lessons. The teacher had called me a dunce, and I really had no interest in school. I felt the nuns who taught me were very hard on me.
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