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  Foreword




  Philomena is the extraordinary story of an extraordinary woman. Philomena Lee was a naive teenager, whose only sin was to fall pregnant out of wedlock. ‘Put

  away’ in a convent by an Irish society dominated by the Roman Catholic Church, she gave birth to a beautiful baby boy. For three years she cared for young Anthony, working all the while in

  the abbey’s laundries. Then, like thousands of other ‘fallen women’, Philomena was forced to give up her child as a condition of being released from the near-slavery she found

  herself in.




  This was the fate of many young mothers with illegitimate children in 1950s Ireland. Only very recently has the Irish government apologized for the living hell that was inflicted upon them. But

  Philomena’s tale is special. This book, and the film that is based upon it, tells the story of her decades-long search for the son she lost. It depicts her uncertainty, hope and moments of

  despair. And at the end, it reveals a remarkable human being with astonishing fortitude and a truly humbling willingness to forgive. To me, it is astounding that Philomena still has her strong

  religious belief even after everything that was done to her. She questions things and is very open in speaking about her experiences, but her faith is unshakeable – as strong as it always

  was.




  When I was asked to play the part of Philomena in Stephen Frears’s wonderful film, I thought back to my own Irish heritage. My mother was Irish, born in Dublin, and all her family were

  Irish. My father was born in Dorset, but went to Ireland with his parents when he was three. He grew up in Dublin and studied at Trinity College, as did all my cousins.




  Although my mother was brought up a Methodist, she went to a Catholic school and I know she had fond memories of some of the nuns. Recognizing her faith, they excused her from Catholic prayers,

  and very sweetly gave her the job of dusting statues instead. My mother used to say she had the pleasant duty of ‘keeping the Virgin Mary clean’.




  So I was pleased that Martin Sixsmith’s book and Frears’s film adaptation do not oversimplify the issues or paint the Catholic Church in an unremittingly black light. The role of the

  Church is, quite properly, examined, but care has been taken not to caricature what happened. These were different times. The system was a terrible one. But many of the nuns themselves were kind

  and not all the girls in their care were treated cruelly.




  As was the case with most Irish people in the fifties and sixties, my family was unaware that this sort of thing was going on in Ireland. But Philomena was far from an isolated case. Innumerable

  mothers and children were torn apart, and many of them are still searching for each other, even now. It is terrible and very, very shocking. So I hope Philomena’s heroic search and her

  courage in allowing her story to be told will bring comfort to all who have suffered a similar fate.




  In making the film, I was conscious of the very real responsibility of playing a living person, and that weighed heavily on me. I felt very strongly that I was inhabiting the character of

  Philomena. It was a great challenge, but it was fantastic having Philomena herself to talk to; to be there as a reference when I needed her. It allowed me to understand the essence of the part in a

  way that was impossible when I played Elizabeth I, or Iris Murdoch, both of whom were long gone. It was also very rewarding for me to watch some of the scenes we had shot with Philomena sitting

  there beside me, her hand on my shoulder. I was extremely aware of her reaction to seeing the film and I watched her very closely when we got to the appearance of the boy actor who plays her lost

  son.




  What I wanted more than anything was for the film to do her justice, and to do justice to Martin Sixsmith’s book. I have worked with Stephen Frears as a director many times and I knew we

  were in safe hands. He has taken great care to remain true to Philomena’s story, as well as to Martin’s book. I am so terribly glad to have done it. And I hope Philomena will be just as

  pleased with what we have made of her life story.




  Dame Judi Dench, 2013




  
 





  Prologue




  The New Year of 2004 had come in. It was getting late and I was thinking of leaving – the party was flat and I was tired – but someone tapped my shoulder. The

  stranger was about forty-five and a little tipsy. She told me she was married to the brother of a mutual friend, but she wasn’t planning to remain so much longer. I smiled politely. She put

  her hand on my arm and said she had something that might interest me.




  ‘You’re a journalist, aren’t you?’




  ‘I used to be.’




  ‘You can find things out, can’t you?’




  ‘It depends what they are.’




  ‘You have to meet my friend. She has a puzzle she needs you to solve.’




  I was intrigued enough to meet the friend in the cafe of the British Library – a financial administrator in her late thirties, smartly dressed with sharp blue eyes and

  jet-black hair. A family mystery was troubling her. Her mother, Philomena, had drunk too much sherry that Christmas and had broken down in tears. She’d had a secret to tell her family, a

  secret she’d kept for fifty years . . .




  Do we all yearn to be detectives? The conversation in the British Library was the start of a search that lasted five years and led me from London to Ireland and on to the

  United States. Old photographs, letters and diaries now litter my desk – the hurried, anxious scrawl of an eager housewife, tearful signatures on sad documents and the image of a lost little

  boy in a blue jumper clutching a toy plane made of tin . . .




  Everything that follows is true, or reconstructed to the best of my ability. There were clues to be found and no shortage of evidence. Some of the actors in the story kept

  diaries or left detailed correspondence; several are still alive and agreed to speak with me; others had confided their version of events to friends. Gaps have been filled, characters extrapolated

  and incidents surmised. But that’s what detective work is all about, isn’t it?




  
 





  PART ONE




  
 





  ONE




  Saturday 5 July 1952;


  Sean Ross Abbey, Roscrea, County Tipperary, Ireland




  Sister Annunciata cursed the electric. Whenever there was thunder and lightning it flickered so desperate it was worse than the old paraffin lamps. And tonight they needed all

  the light they could get.




  She was trying to run but her feet were catching in her habit and her hands were shaking. Hot water slopped from the enamel bowl onto the stone flags of the darkened corridor. It was all right

  for the others: all they had to do was pray to the Virgin, but Sister Annunciata was expected to do something practical: the girl was dying and no one had a clue how to save her.




  In the makeshift surgery above the chapel, she knelt by the patient and whispered encouragement. The girl responded with a half-smile and something mumbled, incomprehensible. A lightning flash

  lit up the room. Annunciata pulled up the covers to shield the girl from the blood on the sheets.




  Annunciata was barely older than her patient. Both of them were from the country; both from the depths of Limerick. But she was the birth sister and people were expecting her to do

  something.




  In the chapel below, she could hear Mother Barbara gathering the girls, ordering them to pray for the Magdalene upstairs – a sinner like them, who was dying. The disembodied voices sounded

  distant and harsh. Annunciata squeezed the girl’s hand and told her to take no notice. She lifted the patient’s white linen gown and wiped her legs with the warm water. The baby was

  visible now, but it was the child’s back she could see, not the head. She had heard about breech births; another hour and she knew mother and baby would both be dead. The fever was setting

  in.




  The patient was flushed, her speech reduced to quick, stumbling phrases: ‘Don’t let them put him in the ground . . . It’s dark down there . . . It’s cold down

  there.’ Her blue eyes were wide with panic, her jet-black hair stark against the white pillow.




  Sister Annunciata bent down and wiped the girl’s brow.




  The girl had no idea what was happening to her. She’d had no visitors since she arrived, and that was nearly two months ago. Her father and brother had put her in the nuns’ care, and

  now the nuns were going to let her die.




  Annunciata thanked God that it wasn’t herself lying there, but she was a practical girl, from a farming family. She gripped the baby’s flesh. It was warm and alive. Mother Barbara

  said sinners deserved no painkillers, and the girl was screaming, screaming for her baby: ‘Don’t let them bury him . . . They’re burying him in the convent . . .’




  With her strong fingers – and then with the hard steel forceps – Annunciata pushed and twisted the tiny body. It moved, reluctantly, loath to abandon the sensuous warmth. A gush of

  pale red liquid spilled onto the white sheet. Annunciata had found the baby’s head. Now she was pulling it steadily forward, dragging a new life into God’s world.




  Sister Annunciata was twenty-three. She had been Annunciata for five years. Before that she had been Mary Kelly, one of the Limerick Kellys, one of seven.




  The night the priest came he had sat for a drink and commiserated with old Mr Kelly on the ill luck that had denied him sons. After the third whiskey, he had leaned forward and said quietly,

  ‘Now, Tom. I know you love the girls. And what better could you be doing for them than look after their futures. Surely, Tom, you can spare one of them for God?’




  Five years later, here she was – Sister Annunciata, spared for God.




  For the next few days whenever Annunciata was with the little one she nursed him as if he were her own. It was she who had delivered him, saved him, launched him into the light. He had been christened Anthony at her suggestion and she felt they had a special

  bond. When he cried, she comforted him; when he was hungry, she longed to feed him.




  The boy’s mother was called Marcella by the nuns – in here no one was allowed to use their real name. Abandoned by her family, she clung to Annunciata. In turn, Annunciata gave

  Marcella comfort, reassuring her that she did not condemn her like the other nuns did. Defying the decree of silence, they would find quiet corners in which to exchange the secrets of their past

  lives. Cupping her hands round Marcella’s ear, Annunciata whispered, ‘Tell me about the man. Tell me what it was like . . .’




  Marcella giggled, but Annunciata leaned in closer, desperate to understand.




  ‘Go on . . . What was he like? Was he handsome?’




  Marcella smiled. The few hours she’d spent with John McInerney now seemed like a flash of light in a benighted life. Since her arrival at the abbey she had treasured them, dreamt of them,

  endlessly reliving the memory of his embrace.




  ‘He was the handsomest man I ever saw. He was tall and dark . . . and his eyes were so gentle and kind. He told me he worked for the Limerick post office.’




  With a little encouragement from Annunciata, Marcella told her all about the night her baby was made – when she had still been free and happy, when she had still been Philomena Lee.




  The evening had been warm; the lights of the Limerick Carnival, the music from the ceilidh and the smells of candy floss and toffee apples had given it the thrilling feel of adventure. Philomena

  had locked eyes with the tall young man from the post office who laughed with her and gave her a shot at his beer glass. They had looked at each other with a mixture of wariness and excitement. And

  then . . . and then . . .




  
 





  TWO




  7 July 1952;


  Dublin, Ireland




  The summer storms that had hindered Sister Annunciata on the night she delivered little Anthony hadn’t been confined to Roscrea. The Irish Republic was modernizing its

  power systems and in the Dublin suburb of Glasnevin fallen cables meant Joe Coram awoke on Monday morning to a darkened house. A half-hour later, his wife Maire laughed to find him in the gloom,

  eating a breakfast of untoasted bread and cold tea. Joe laughed too. He was young and strong, still in love with his job, with his wife, his house, with the world in general. He gave Maire a hug,

  thinking how pretty she looked.




  ‘I’ll be late home tonight, Maire – assuming the trams’re running. I’ve this blasted working group on Church–state relations’ – he ignored her

  rolled eyes – ‘and it’s no secret things are a bit sticky right now.’




  Luckily, the trams were OK and Joe Coram got to the office no bother. Within ten minutes, he was beginning to wish he hadn’t. His secretary was off sick and a note on his desk informed him

  that the minister wished to see him at once.




  Frank Aiken, the Free State’s minister for external affairs, was in a foul mood and the whole of Iveagh House was holding its breath. Aiken was a stubborn man who bore a grudge

  conscientiously – he still had not forgiven former comrades who supported the Treaty back in 1921.




  Joe knew what the fuss was about – he ran the department’s policy on passport and visa issues, so he’d been involved in the Russell– Kavanagh affair ever since the story

  first surfaced six months earlier. In the antechamber of the minister’s office, a young private secretary gave Joe the briefest of briefings: ‘It’s the bloody Jane Russell thing

  coming back to bite us. Now the foreign papers have got a hold of it. I’d show you the telegram, but Frank has it in with him. You’d better be on your toes.’




  Frank Aiken was on his fifth cigarette of the morning when Joe tapped and entered. The desk in front of him was the usual jumble of departmental documents, newspapers and discarded Manila

  envelopes, and Aiken looked almost comically livid – Joe briefly imagined fumes rising from his bald pate. Barely lifting his eyes from the copy of the Irish Times he was scanning, the

  minister held out the official telegram.




  ‘What’s this supposed to mean, Coram? Where have they got all this from? What are we going to do about it, man?’




  Joe read it. It was the overnight bulletin from the boys in the Bonn embassy and its first agenda point was a translation of an article in a West German newspaper, a downmarket scandal sheet

  called Acht Uhr Blatt. There was little doubt why the embassy had decided Frank Aiken needed to see it: the headline was 1,000 CHILDREN DISAPPEAR FROM IRELAND.




  The paper had unearthed the full story of the Jane Russell affair. It described how the childless Hollywood actress had flown to Ireland to try to adopt a young Irish boy; it gave all the

  details of her agreement with Michael and Florrie Kavanagh from Galway to take baby Tommy off their hands; suggested that large amounts of money were involved in the deal; and – worst of all

  – included a frighteningly accurate description of how the Irish legation in London had issued the child a passport to fly to New York with no questions asked. This, said the article, was

  proof of the Irish government’s policy of condoning the export and sale of Irish children: ‘Ireland has today become a sort of hunting ground for foreign millionaires who believe they

  can acquire children to suit their whims in just the same way as they would get valuable pedigree animals. In the last few months hundreds of children have left Ireland, without any official

  organization being in a position to make any enquiries as to their future habitat.’




  Aiken wiped his brow.




  ‘Right’, he said. ‘What I need from you, Coram, is a thorough brief – no details withheld, however embarrassing. I want every bit of information, every bit of bad

  practice and every bit of evidence about the archbishop and the Church’s malarkey. Is that clear? And I want it by Friday. Off you go!’




  The evening’s meeting on Church–state relations was fraught. Joe was stuck taking minutes until well after eight o’clock. Most of the cabinet members were

  there – even Eamon de Valera, the Taoiseach, turned up for a good part of it – and the discussion had become increasingly heated. By the time Joe got back to Glasnevin Maire had made

  the dinner, seen it go cold and scraped the congealed mess into the bin.




  ‘There’s your dinner, Joe Coram.’ She laughed. ‘Blame it on de Valera or whoever you want to, but there’s no remedy for it – you’ll have to be happy

  with the old bread and dripping tonight!’




  Joe laughed too and put his arm round Maire’s waist. ‘I’d live on bread alone and think I was a king so long as I had you, dear,’ he said. ‘And I’m sorry for

  your trouble with dinner. Once Frank and Dev got going about the Church and the nuns and the passports, there was no stopping them. I’ve twenty-five pages of notes that I’ve to decipher

  for Wednesday, and then Frank wants a briefing paper on the whole shenanigan, going right back to the Mother and Child fiasco, by the end of the week. I tell you, there’ll be a few more late

  nights before the month is out, Maire dear, and a few more dinners in the bin, no doubt.’




  Maire made as if to clout him round the back of the head, but paused mid-swipe and gave him a kiss on the cheek.




  ‘Did you see the Evening Mail tonight?’ she asked, remembering the mental note she’d made to show him the article about Jane Russell and the allegations from the German

  press. ‘You see people like her in the cinema and you think they must have life easy, don’t you? Then you find out she’s got her own sorrows just like the rest of us.’




  Joe picked up the paper lying on the kitchen table.




  ‘I saw it right enough. Frank made us send out for a copy from the stall in Merrion Street. And Jane Russell’s not the only one: we’ve been handing out passports for these

  babies like there’s no tomorrow. Off to America they go and no one knows what becomes of them.’




  Maire looked at her husband and saw he was thinking the same thing she was: they’d been married for three years now and the family were starting to ask questions.




  ‘Never mind Jane Russell,’ she said, kissing the back of his neck. ‘It’s us who need a baby, Joe Coram. So finish that feast you’re eating and come and give me a

  hand to do something about it!’




  
 





  THREE




  11 July 1952;


  Roscrea




  Affairs of state did not trouble the inhabitants of the convent of Sean Ross Abbey a mile outside the Tipperary town of Roscrea. And neither nuns nor sinners got to see the

  posters for His Kind of Girl starring Jane Russell and Robert Mitchum on the walls of the Roscrea cinema. Neither nuns nor sinners read the newspapers, and Mother Barbara kept the solitary

  wireless set safely under lock and key. The long days in the laundries, the long nights in the dormitory were filled with thoughts of God, or thoughts of the life that had gone before.




  The mother superior was not a woman to be kept waiting. It was 9 a.m. and she had already been to Mass, eaten her frugal breakfast and spent a trying half-hour untangling some

  unnecessary and potentially embarrassing entries in the abbey’s double-entry accounts book. She was looking at the wall clock of her office and tutting when the door knocked and Sister

  Annunciata rushed in, out of breath and apologizing for turning up late – she so dreaded these weekly meetings that she seemed always to be late for them.




  ‘I’m so sorry, Reverend Mother; it’s been a terrible tizzy this morning. We’ve had three girls in labour overnight – one of them took over seven hours – and

  there’ve been five new admissions and—’




  Mother Barbara motioned her to be quiet.




  ‘Come in and sit down, Sister. Then you can tell me about it in good time and good order. Do the births first. What is the total for the week?’




  ‘Well, including the three from last night,’ Annunciata said, ‘I make it seven in total. That’s including a breech birth I did last Saturday and—’




  ‘Thank you, Sister. I don’t need the details. Any stillbirths to report?’




  Mother Barbara was making notes as she spoke, and she looked up to check Annunciata was following her questions properly.




  ‘No, Reverend Mother, thanks be to God. But that breech birth, the girl’s in a lot of pain, what with all the tearing, and I’m wondering if I could have the key to the cabinet

  and give her some painkillers, or get the doctor to stitch her up . . .’ She trailed off uncertainly.




  Mother Barbara looked at her and smiled.




  ‘Annunciata, I’m sure you’re not listening to me, are you? How many times have I told you that pain is the punishment for sin? These girls are sinners: they must pay for what

  they’ve done. Now, I don’t have all morning. How many admissions in total, and how many departures?’




  Annunciata gave her the figures and Mother Barbara entered them in the ledger. After a moment’s calculation she raised her head and said, ‘One hundred and fifty-two, unless I’m

  very much mistaken. We have 152 souls lost to God. And very lucky they are to have us to care for them, I would say.’




  Annunciata made as if to reply, but Mother Barbara was no longer listening.




  ‘Very well, child. Send me the new arrivals this morning. And I’ll see the new mothers this afternoon. Can any of them pay, would you say?’




  Sister Annunciata looked doubtful. A hundred pounds was a fierce amount of money.




  Mother Barbara saw twelve girls that day. As each girl told her story, she sat patiently with hands clasped before her. She did not think of herself as a cruel woman –

  the Church enjoined her to charity and the work she did fulfilled that obligation – but she was immensely sure of the boundaries between good and evil, and to her mind the greatest evil

  without doubt was love of the flesh.




  The girls who came to see her stuttered and blushed with the shame of their sins – and Mother Barbara encouraged them to recount those sins in as much detail as they could remember. One

  after another she heard their stories – the thirty-year-old Dublin shop assistant who fell for the charms of the Englishman who had promised her wealth and marriage but gone back to his wife

  in Liverpool; the red-headed Cork girl engaged to a car mechanic who disowned her when she fell pregnant; and the mentally retarded teenager from Kerry who cried the whole time and had no idea what

  had happened to her or why she was here. She listened to the farmer’s daughter whose father had always slept in the same bed with her, and to the schoolgirl who had been raped by three

  cousins at a wedding. And she asked the same, mechanical question she had posed to generations of young women who came to her for help: ‘Tell me, girl, was the five minutes of pleasure worth

  all this?’




  Philomena – Marcella, as she was now – was called to Mother Barbara late in the afternoon. It was six days since she had given birth and the breech delivery had left her torn and

  sore, but her lying-in was over and the rules said she should be back on her feet. She was made to wait in the corridor outside the superioress’s office with the other new mothers. The

  convent banned the girls from talking, but they chivvied each other along with little smiles and grimaces of understanding.




  Philomena answered the mother superior’s questions in a voice strangled by fear. Asked for her name, she replied, ‘Marcella,’ but Mother Barbara looked at her with an

  expression of derision.




  ‘Not your house name, girl; your real name!’




  ‘Philomena, Reverend Mother. Philomena Lee.’




  ‘Place and date of birth?’




  ‘Newcastle West, Reverend Mother, County Limerick. On the twenty-fourth of March 1933.’




  ‘So you were eighteen when you sinned. You were old enough to know better.’




  Philomena hardly knew she had sinned at all, but she nodded her head.




  ‘Parents?’




  ‘My mammy’s dead, Reverend Mother. From the TB. When I was six. And Daddy’s a butcher.’




  ‘So what happened to you children? Did your father keep you?’




  ‘No, Reverend Mother. Mammy left six of us and he couldn’t keep us all. So he put me and Kaye and Mary into the convent school, and he kept Ralph and Jack and little Pat at home with

  him.’




  ‘And what school did you go to, girl?’




  ‘The Sisters of Mercy, Reverend Mother. Mount St Vincent in Limerick City. We were boarders and we only ever got home for two weeks in the summer. We were there twelve years and we never

  went home for Christmas or Easter, and Daddy and Jack only came a couple of times. It was lonely, Reverend Mother—’




  Mother Barbara waved irritably at the black-haired girl in front of her.




  ‘That’s enough of that. What happened after you left the sisters?’




  ‘Sure I went to live with my auntie.’




  Philomena’s voice was barely audible, her sad eyes lowered to the floor.




  ‘And what is her name?’




  ‘Kitty Madden, Reverend Mother, Mammy’s sister in Limerick City.’




  ‘How long were you living with your Aunt Madden?’




  Philomena frowned and looked up at the ceiling as she tried to muster the facts of her short life.




  ‘Well, I was living with her for about – I left the school in May last year . . . And my auntie’s children were all gone away and she wanted me there to help her. And I met him

  – John – at the carnival in October, so . . .’




  But Mother Barbara wasn’t interested in this yet.




  ‘Your aunt, girl. What work does she do? Is she rich?’




  ‘Well, I think she is not, Reverend Mother. She works for the nuns at St Mary’s. She got me a job there – dusting around, cleaning, that kind of thing . . .’




  Mother Barbara, having decided there was little use pursuing financial enquiries, returned to her favourite subject.




  ‘And yet, with all her connections to the Church, your aunt failed to prevent you falling into sin. How can that be? Are you such a wilful sinner that you set out to deceive those who care

  for your spiritual welfare?’




  Philomena blanched and swallowed.




  ‘Oh no, Reverend Mother! I never did set out to sin—’




  ‘So why did you deceive your aunt, then?’




  ‘I did not, indeed. My auntie saw me going off to the carnival – she was with a friend of hers, and she said, “Off you go” – and off I went and . . . and then . . .

  the thing happened.’




  Mother Barbara snorted.




  ‘What do you mean, “the thing”, girl? You had no shame when you sinned, so you must have no shame in telling me of it now!’




  Philomena thought back to the night at the fair and tried to find a way to make Mother Barbara understand, but her voice caught in her throat.




  ‘He . . . he was handsome, Reverend Mother, and he was nice to me . . .’




  ‘You mean you led him into sin. And did you let him put his hands on you?’




  Philomena hesitated again and replied quietly, ‘Yes, Reverend Mother, I did.’




  Mother Barbara’s face darkened, her voice softened.




  ‘And did you enjoy that? Did you enjoy your sin?’




  Philomena’s eyes were brimming with tears and her words sounded to her as if they came from a great, lonely distance.




  ‘Yes, Reverend Mother.’




  ‘And did you take your knickers off, girl? Tell me that.’




  Philomena began to weep.




  ‘Oh, Reverend Mother. Nobody told me about all this. Nobody ever told us about babies. The sisters never told us anything . . .’




  Mother Barbara was in a sudden fury.




  ‘Don’t dare to blame the sisters!’ she shouted. ‘You are the cause of this shame. Your own indecency and your own carnal incontinence!’




  Philomena let out a sob. ‘But it’s not fair!’ she wailed. ‘Why is my mammy dead and gone? Why does no one care for us? No one puts an arm round us. No one gives us a hug

  . . .’




  Mother Barbara glared at her in disgust.




  ‘Silence, girl! What happened when you returned from the carnival?’




  Philomena drew the back of her hand across her eyes and sniffed sharply. She could remember that night easily enough . . .




  She had come home well after midnight but found her aunt awake and waiting for her, full of suspicion and reproach. At first she’d laughed and told her aunt not to fuss.

  Told her nothing had happened: she’d just had a night out with the other girls. But her aunt smelt the beer on her breath and saw the flush in her cheeks. Her questions were insistent,

  stiffened by retribution if she didn’t tell the truth.




  In the end, she told.




  Yes, she’d met a boy – he was lovely, tall, handsome – but her aunt didn’t want to hear. ‘And what did you do together? What did you get up to?’




  ‘Nothing, Auntie. He held my hand. He’s the finest man in all the world. He’ll be waiting for me on Friday on the corner of—’




  Her aunt gave her a slap.




  ‘He can wait all he likes, but you’re not going out to meet some boy, not while you’re living under my roof!’




  The girl had felt the pain on her cheek and the tears in her eyes.




  ‘What do you mean, Auntie? I’ve promised him I’ll be there. I love him . . .’




  But Auntie was through with love. It had been many years since love had lighted her life and if she had anything to do with it, it was not going to light her niece’s.




  Philomena was sent to her room and told to stay there until her stupid thoughts had left her, until the stupid boy from the post office had come and waited . . . waited and left.




  It was anguish to be locked in her room when she knew the boy was waiting for her.




  After ten days, she gave in.




  She told her aunt she would never stay out late again; never talk to people outside the girls from her school; above all, never seek to find the boy.




  For the next few weeks she had brooded over plots for running away and finding him, but her aunt was watchful. She knew the passions that stirred in a young girl’s breast and she made sure

  her niece stayed at home.




  Then the baby had started to show, and Philomena’s surprise and remorse had done nothing to appease her aunt’s fury. The Church had told her kissing a man was sinful, but no one told

  her that was the way babies were made.




  ‘And what did your aunt do?’ Mother Barbara broke in.




  Philomena shook herself from the memories of those terrible weeks.




  ‘Well, Reverend Mother, she rang my brother Jack and my dad. And I think she wanted to marry my dad too, because he was on his own and she was on her own. But Da wasn’t having any of

  it. Then she got me up to the doctor’s in Limerick and he said I had to go to Roscrea. So I came here two months ago. I left school last year, so I was only a year out of freedom.’




  Mother Barbara waved her hand.




  ‘What did your father say? I see he hasn’t come to visit you here.’




  The question was deliberately hurtful; Philomena bit her lip.




  ‘My da was sad for me, Reverend Mother, I’m sure he was. But he couldn’t tell anyone about me, not even the family. Kaye and Mary think I’ve gone away to England. And now

  I miss my mammy and I miss being at home . . .’




  The utter loneliness of all the hundreds of girls in that place, and others like it across Ireland, was etched on Philomena’s face. Sent away for a sin they barely knew they had committed,

  they were in many cases mere children subjected to cruel, adult punishment.




  Mother Barbara noted the girl’s story in her ledger and brought the interview to a close.




  ‘Now, Marcella, you must go back to the dormitory. This is not a holiday home and we expect you to work hard. You must stay here and pay for your sins. The only way out is the hundred

  pounds. Do you think your family will pay the hundred pounds?’




  Philomena looked blankly at the mother superior.




  ‘I do not know, Reverend Mother. But if my da has not paid any money, then I think it means he does not have it.’




  
 





  FOUR




  Roscrea




  In the weeks that followed Anthony’s birth, Philomena began to see the true face of life in Sean Ross Abbey and it was not a happy one.




  Like the majority of Ireland’s homes for unmarried mothers, it was attached to a much older convent. When it was taken over by the Sisters of the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary in 1931,

  Sean Ross occupied an imposing Georgian mansion with extensive lawns and a walled garden. The remains of a medieval monastery still stood in the grounds and a small, neat graveyard contained the

  last resting place of a handful of nuns; the mothers and babies who died here were buried in unmarked graves in an adjacent field tended by no one.




  Next to the convent – but to all intents a separate universe – was another, darker building, all harsh lines and plain grey concrete. The Church’s vision of where sinful women

  should dwell did not extend to considerations of comfort or beauty. At its heart were the dormitories, one for expectant mothers, one for the newly delivered, and further rooms for those whose

  children were being raised in the adjoining nurseries.




  Like her fellows, Philomena was destined to progress through these dormitories, one among scores of girls billeted for three years on iron-framed single beds ranged under long cream-painted

  walls, starched white spreads on their mattresses and statues of Our Lady above their heads. A square window at each end of the room was placed high in the wall; even when the sun shone bright, the

  place remained in shadow.




  The girls gave up their own clothes on the day they arrived at Sean Ross Abbey. For the rest of their time there they wore coarse denim uniforms, loose and smock-like to disguise the swollen

  stomachs that were the shameful manifestation of their sin. They were given heavy wooden clogs that cut their feet. Their hair was cropped to avoid nits and their heads covered with crocheted

  skullcaps. Philomena had worn her black hair in a dramatic side parting with the ends curled under her delicate shapely chin, but now it was cut short and spiky like everyone else’s.




  The girls were forbidden to talk among themselves and told not to reveal their real identities or even where they came from. Their lives here were cloaked in secrecy, loneliness and shame. They

  had, as everyone said, been ‘put away’ to spare their families and society. Few if any received visits from relatives; the fathers of their babies never came.




  The dormitories sprang into life each morning at six when lay staff flicked on the lights and shouted the girls out of bed. Those who did not respond found the blankets ripped off them and

  strong hands shaking their shoulders. They were taken to the nursery to tend their babies and then to eight o’clock Mass, a hundred silent waifs, pregnant or newly delivered, shuffling down

  darkened corridors to the convent chapel. Each morning one or more would faint during Communion, something regarded as deliberate insubordination deserving punishment.




  After Mass the girls were set to work. They were assigned to one of three jobs: preparing meals in the convent kitchen, looking after the babies and young children in the nurseries or working in

  the abbey’s laundries. The kitchens were the most sought after – the work was hard and the hours long, but the girls could supplement their meagre rations by filching scraps. The girls

  who worked in the nurseries were supervised by nursing sisters in their long white robes and by lay staff the sisters employed. They worked day and night, washing and changing the babies and making

  sure they were fed by their mothers. To save on baby food the nuns insisted mothers should breastfeed for at least a year, and usually longer.




  The laundries were the least popular assignment – and the one Philomena was chosen for. Every day after Mass she would walk with the other laundry girls to the hot, dark rooms where vats

  of water boiled on coke fires and weary, sweating women brought piles of sheets, nuns’ habits and inmates’ uniforms to be thrown into the bubbling water. For hours at a time they

  stirred the steaming vats with wooden poles and worked the wet linen with hands that became raw and covered in sores.




  The sisters took in laundry from the town of Roscrea and surrounding villages, hospitals and state boarding schools. Few of those who sent their washing to Sean Ross could have imagined the

  hellish conditions in which it was done. The nuns told the girls their scrubbing, wringing and ironing symbolized the cleansing of the moral stain on their souls, but they were also profitable for

  the convent: the Church may have been saving souls, but it was not averse to making money.




  The morning shift in the laundry lasted until a short lunch break, when the mothers were allowed to see their children. Another shift followed and evenings were spent in cleaning and chores

  around the building. The hour after dinner was set aside for knitting and sewing. The girls had to make the clothes their children wore, and many became accomplished seamstresses. There were no

  radios or books, but the girls were allowed to sit in the nursery with their babies or in the day room with those who were already toddlers. It was this hour – the time they looked forward to

  most – which brought the girls close to their children and established the bond that would haunt mother and child for the rest of their lives. To allow such love to blossom seemed crueller

  even than taking the babies away at birth.




  
 





  FIVE




  Dublin




  While Philomena Lee was toiling in the laundries of Sean Ross Abbey, the Irish government was waking up to a problem it had long tried to ignore.




  In that interminably hot summer of 1952, Anthony Lee was just one baby among hosts of others in the Republic’s mother-and-baby homes, which for the most part were bursting at the seams.

  When Joe Coram researched the figures to give to his minister, he calculated that more than 4,000 illegitimate children from all corners of the country were in the care of the Church and there was

  little prospect of the number going down.




  Frank Aiken was not relishing the battle that lay ahead. The morning after the Jane Russell story, he had acted – belatedly – to protect his department’s interests. He told the

  Dáil that newspaper reports ‘were not correct in stating that the passport was granted to enable the child to be adopted in the United States’ – he knew this to be

  misleading, but there was nothing else for it. Miss Russell, he said, had told the consulate she was merely taking little Tommy with her for a three-month holiday. But at the same time he dictated

  an urgent telegram to all Irish legations and embassies, instructing them to refer to the department all future passport applications for children under the age of eighteen. ‘The whole

  business regarding the recent granting of a passport to an infant brought to the United States by an American film actress,’ the telegram concluded, ‘received a great amount of

  undesirable publicity. The reason for this instruction is that we wish to ensure an Irish passport will not again be issued in such circumstances.’




  The following morning Joe Coram settled down to write the policy briefing Aiken had demanded from him. He was conscious of the issues at stake and the sensitivities of those involved: the

  government had allowed the Catholic Church free rein in handling the nation’s illegitimate children, partly because it was ill equipped to deal with the problem itself and partly because

  Eamon de Valera depended heavily on the support of the archbishop of Dublin, John Charles McQuaid. But Joe still had some of his youthful idealism and his briefing was a chance to get the minister

  to do something about a national scandal.




  ‘There is a market for children in the USA,’ Joe wrote:




  

    

      And among certain Americans Ireland enjoys quite a reputation as a place where one can get children for adoption without much difficulty.




      We have seen over the past few years the emergence of a veritable trade in babies heading west over the Atlantic. There is nothing to stop anyone coming into this country and taking away

      children for adoption.




      The situation in large part stems from the stance of the Roman Catholic Hierarchy. As you know, the Government has been trying to enact an Adoption Bill to introduce state control over

      adoption policy. But its efforts have foundered on the opposition of the Hierarchy, who regard the Church’s mother-and-baby homes as a convenient way to make the problem – and the

      woman – disappear.




      The Church’s financial stake is substantial. The nuns receive payment from the adopting parents, particularly those from the USA, and few checks are made on the suitability of the

      homes they are sent to. The Jane Russell case is the tip of a rather large iceberg.




      One check that is always made by the Church authorities is on the religious standing of the adopting family. These are the relevant passages from Archbishop McQuaid’s

      directive:




      ‘The following are the conditions required by His Grace the Archbishop before he allows the adoption of a Catholic child by an American or other foreign

      family:




      

        

          1. The prospective adopting parents must have a written recommendation from the Director of Catholic Charities in the diocese in which they live . . . and from the

          Priest of their parish.




          2. The prospective adopting parents must submit medical certificates stating . . . that they are not deliberately shirking natural parenthood.




          3. The prospective adopting parents must swear an affidavit to rear the adopted child as a Catholic, and to educate the adopted child during the whole of its schooling

          in Catholic schools.’


        


      




      You will note there is no check on the adopters’ suitability to have the child; the only criterion is religious fidelity. And yet the DoEA has accepted the McQuaid

      rules as ‘very satisfactory’ and we issue passports to each and every child the Archbishop tells us to. The DoEA has no control; we lack the most basic information, and the

      Government has been unwilling to confront the Hierarchy on the matter.




      We are now seeing a rampant trade in the buying and selling of Irish babies and although we have kept it relatively secret so far, it would be hard to defend were the full extent of it to

      be made public.


    


  




  
 





  SIX




  Roscrea




  Young Anthony Lee suffered no lasting damage from the mauling he had taken at the hands of Sister Annunciata. The swollen purple bruises on his head were the only souvenirs of

  his savage birth. The doctor who called three days later laughed and called him ‘a sugar-bun loaf baby’. Anthony was left with a strikingly high forehead – a legacy of the

  forceps, but a portent too of the ferocious intelligence that would mark him out in life and ultimately help decide his destiny.




  His first acquaintance with life was not unhappy. As his mother sweated under the burdens of guilt and steaming laundry, Anthony was surrounded by a universe unexpectedly tender in its treatment

  of him.




  Even in the convent of Sean Ross Abbey, where the sisters communed with a demanding deity and fallen women laboured to expiate their sins, where frustration, regret and cruelty abounded in equal

  measures, Anthony luxuriated in tenderness and feminine affection. The sunshine of the nursery and the convent garden lit his world; the long high ceilings of the children’s dormitory

  provided its reassuring boundaries. Two rows of cribs – tall and narrow for the newborns, wider and sturdier for the older ones – ran the length of his universe. Nuns in white habits

  walked among them, brushing the side of his cot with the soft rustle of cloth impregnated with incense.




  One wall of the children’s nursery was floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the convent grounds, so light poured in from early morning. In the exceptionally bright days of July and August

  1952 the French windows were opened and the baby cribs wheeled onto the concrete flags of the terrace, sunlight and fresh air the best protection against TB and rickets. Later, when winter came,

  the windows would be sealed with adhesive tape and the odour of mild disinfectant would permeate the room. The smells of long-boiled vegetables drifted in from the communal cookhouse that prepared

  food for nuns and sinners alike.




  The girls were never permitted to leave the abbey and were allowed into the convent grounds only when pressed into gardening duties. Pregnant or otherwise, they scrubbed the floors of the abbey,

  washed windows and dusted and polished daily. Those who worked on stringing rosaries were given a minimum of sixty decades to complete every day. The taut wire of the beads wore a groove in their

  fingers that would stay with them for life.




  After the initial lying-in period, babies were taken away to the children’s nursery. But from shared flesh and nine months’ intimacy there stems a mother–child intuition, and

  whenever Anthony cried in the night nursery, Philomena, on the other side of the convent, woke.




  Sister Annunciata was Philomena’s comfort. They sang together in the choir. They poured the emotions they were forbidden to express into the sacred music. The joy of singing brought the

  two women close. In snatched quiet moments together, Philomena whispered her hopes for a future with John McInerney, the man she yearned to tell about the wonder of their child. She told Sister

  Annunciata how much she loved her son and Annunciata hugged her like a sister. In the evening, when the girls were allowed to be with their babies, Annunciata sat with her and played with Anthony.

  She loved the way she could make him laugh – a gurgling chortle that seemed out of all proportion to his tiny frame – by nuzzling her nose into the pink softness of his tummy. Philomena

  would lift him up in the air and kiss him on the cheek until he squealed with delight. When he fell asleep, they would take turns putting him into the cot and tucking the blanket round his

  shoulders. Then they sat and whispered about the day’s events and the other girls in the convent. One evening Philomena told Annunciata she had something to ask her, something that had been

  worrying her for a while.




  ‘You know, Sister, the girl from Sligo – the fat one with the red hair – do you know what she told me? Well, she said we all must stay here in the abbey and none of us ever

  gets to keep our babies. Now that’s nonsense isn’t it, Sister? How can anyone ever take a baby from its mammy? And Anthony so beautiful and all, isn’t he?’




  Annunciata looked down and was silent: she had no idea how Philomena could be so naive.




  Philomena tried to lighten the moment. ‘He is beautiful, isn’t he, Sister? And you love him too, sure you do.’




  But Annunciata was not responding and Philomena felt a panic in the pit of her stomach.




  ‘Sister, please tell me it’s not true . . .’




  
 





  SEVEN




  Drumcondra




  Joe Coram and Frank Aiken were still debating as the black Humber Hawk pulled out of the courtyard of Iveagh House and onto St Stephen’s Green. The audience in Drumcondra

  had been granted somewhat unwillingly, Joe felt, but he was pleased Frank had insisted. Joe knew his boss was caught between Scylla and Charybdis on this one, and he was subtly trying to steer him

  onto his own preferred set of rocks.




  ‘Our problem is we’ve let the Church do what they like for too long, Frank. The nuns think those babies are their own property and the poor girls have been so browbeaten into

  believing they are sinners that they do whatever the nuns say. Half the time, the mother superior packs the child off without even telling the mother. No consultation, no consent, no goodbyes. At

  least the Adoption Act would stop kids being sent abroad without the mother’s written agreement. Not much, but it’d be a start.’




  From his corner of the back seat, Frank Aiken said nothing. The car drove slowly along O’Connell Street and north towards Croke Park.




  Joe continued to stoke his boss’s anger: ‘The state’s complicit, Frank. We’ve just presumed the availability and suitability of the mother-and-baby homes as a means of

  solving the problem. But those homes operate outside our regulation. Public funds keep the system functioning, but the Church alone has authority over it and access to its revenues.’




  Joe could see Aiken was nodding and decided to risk an argument he had previously considered too inflammatory.




  ‘And to be frank, it has always suited us not to upset the hierarchy. It’s cowardice at the root of the thing. If the politicians were to take on McQuaid, who knows what he would

  tell the priests to put in their sermons? If every priest from Cork to Donegal started preaching against the government, what would that do to its chances of re-election? De Valera knows it well

  enough – that’s why he’s thick as thieves with them. Whatever you say to McQuaid tonight, the system suits too many people. Every child sent to America is a donation more for the

  Church and a problem less for the state. Everyone’s got a stake in keeping things the way they are.’




  They were already in Drumcondra and pulling up the tree-lined drive to the archbishop’s palace when Aiken finally grunted, ‘So everyone’s happy except us, is that it? Everyone

  wins except the poor old Department of External Affairs? And we get pilloried for issuing bloody passports? Well, we’ll see about that.’




  At five to seven – a full twenty-five minutes after the meeting was scheduled to begin – a stocky priest in a smartly pressed soutane opened the door to the

  antechamber.




  ‘The archbishop will see you now, gentlemen. Follow me, please.’




  Father Cecil Barrett, head of the Catholic Social Welfare Bureau and McQuaid’s adviser on family policy, ushered them into the archbishop’s study and motioned them to approach the

  silhouetted figure sitting behind a large mahogany desk in the corner of the dimly lit room. John Charles McQuaid looked up from the document he was studying and proffered his ring on the fourth

  finger of a languidly drooping left hand. Frank Aiken stepped forward and kissed it. Much to his own surprise, Joe Coram did likewise.




  McQuaid in the flesh was slight of frame and remarkably diffident. When he rose to join them at the round baize-covered table, his visitors saw the stoop of his shoulders and the sallow skin of

  his emaciated cheeks. His fifty-seven years seemed to weigh on him. He had been archbishop for twelve years now and had consolidated his stranglehold on power by a skilful courting of the

  country’s politicians. Eamon de Valera had fallen under his spell to the extent that McQuaid had been invited to vet the Irish constitution before it was made public: the ‘special

  position of the Catholic Church in the Irish State’, no divorce and no abortion, and the Church’s ‘special responsibility’ for schools and hospitals were all provisions that

  came from McQuaid’s pen.




  In return, the hierarchy had supported de Valera through thick and thin. Frank Aiken knew there was nothing to be gained from attacking the archbishop.




  ‘I thank you for receiving us, Your Grace,’ he began. ‘I know you are a busy man, but I believe we may have a shared interest in reviewing the recent unfortunate publicity

  regarding certain aspects of this country’s adoption policy which is potentially detrimental to the standing of both Church and government . . .’




  McQuaid raised an eyebrow.




  ‘I can see, Minister, that the affair is detrimental to your department. I am not sure the standing of the Holy Church is any way diminished by the fact that the DoEA is criticized for its

  lack of . . . circumspection.’




  Frank Aiken shifted on his seat and glanced at Joe Coram.




  ‘Indeed, Your Grace. We have, as you say, been chastised. I am pleased to report that measures have been taken. Nonetheless, the fact that the Church is responsible for—’




  McQuaid interrupted.




  ‘Minister, if you will allow me. I believe the measures I have taken will go a long way towards resolving the problem you speak of. As soon as those unfortunate reports appeared I

  spoke privately to the Taoiseach and, following our conversation, the management of Shannon Airport and the chairman of the Pan Am airline were instructed to close down on any publicity regarding

  the transport of children to America. I am pleased to say that Father Barrett has received written confirmation that they will respect our request. I trust you agree this is a satisfactory

  outcome?’




  Aiken grunted and was about to concur, but Joe Coram nudged his ankle.




  ‘Your Grace,’ Aiken said, ‘that is welcome news. Preventing unhelpful press speculation is an important goal. But my department has concerns touching more than just, shall we

  say, the presentational aspects. As you know, this government has been negotiating to introduce legislation governing the way the adoption system itself is run. My department believes the case of

  the child Tommy Kavanagh highlights an inherent difficulty in the way children are placed – by the Church authorities – with adoptive parents abroad.’




  McQuaid looked at him steadily and asked in an even, friendly tone, ‘I do not suppose, Minister, that you are proposing changes to the Church’s authority over adoption policy? It

  does not seem to me that the state, with its own lack of facilities for tackling the orphan problem, is in any position to take the responsibility on itself . . .’




  Aiken seemed uncertain how to proceed. Joe Coram passed him a handwritten note. Frank scanned it and coughed.




  ‘Your Grace. The scale of the orphan problem in our country is large and the efforts of the Catholic Church to cope with it are appreciated. Nonetheless, we believe in the second half of

  the twentieth century there may be some scope for dealing with this as a social rather than, shall we say, a moral issue. It seems to us there may no longer be such a pressing need for women who

  conceive out of wedlock to be cloistered away, and that some element of social support, a welfare programme backed by the state, may allow many of them to keep their child and bring it up in the

  community. Such a scheme has been introduced in England . . .’




  The Archbishop smiled at his visitors as a parent may smile at an errant child.




  ‘Minister, you underestimate both the size and the nature of the problem. Illegitimacy is in its very essence a moral issue, and the Church would fail in its duty to God if it allowed this

  to be overlooked. I take it you have read Father Barrett’s book on the subject, which was published last month? Father Barrett . . .’ The Archbishop motioned for his adviser to step

  forward. ‘Do please present these gentlemen with a copy of your work.’




  Cecil Barrett bowed his head slightly and handed Frank Aiken a slim volume with the words ‘Adoption: the parent, the child, the home’ in blue letters on a pink cover.




  ‘If I may perhaps indicate the relevant passages . . .’ Barrett leaned over and opened the book. ‘You will see there is compelling evidence that women who allow themselves to

  produce such children are in the vast majority of cases grave sinners with severe moral problems. There is scientific data showing that the offspring of fallen women are fated to become rebels and

  to suffer from complexes analogous to those of certain invalids. This is scientific evidence. Such offspring are destined for suffering and often for failure. No material or social assistance, such

  as you propose, would be of any use to such people unless and until the rents in the mother’s spiritual fabric have been repaired. Sinful mothers are unfit to have custody of their own

  children. Therefore it would be cruelty to both to leave them together.’




  Frank Aiken was not a man who enjoyed being lectured. His response now was brisk.




  ‘Gentlemen, I thank you for your exposition of the hierarchy’s position. I would like to explain why I am reluctant to accept it. For a start, there is the financial side of the

  thing.’




  Aiken shuffled through a bundle of papers and pulled out Joe’s briefing.




  ‘Your Grace. Here we are. Our figures show there are currently more than 4,000 children in Catholic mother-and-baby homes. When women go to the sisters, they sign away their baby and three

  years of their life. Are we agreed on that? After the baby is born, they stay there and work for the nuns – laundry work, labouring in the fields, commercial glasshouses, cooking and

  catering, producing rosary beads – and the Church keeps the profits.’




  Aiken scanned the faces of the clerics.




  ‘And that is in addition to what the state pays you for every single inmate. A sum which currently stands, I believe, at one pound per mother and two shillings and sixpence per child per

  week. Quite a nice source of income for the Church. Now, the only way a woman can avoid the three years of labour is if her family pay a hundred pounds directly to the mother superior, in which

  case I believe she can get out a week after the baby is born. But in either event the key provision is that she cannot keep her baby. Am I correct?’




  McQuaid and Barrett made as if to interject, but Aiken was in full flow.




  ‘And what happens to the babies after their mother is gone? I understand the sisters have sold thousands of them to Americans about whom we know nothing, who could be murdering the little

  things for all we know. And those left behind? Well, you’ve blocked the adoption legislation, so they go to our wonderful orphanages, or our lovely, caring industrial schools. And all of

  those are run by the Church, of course, so we carry on paying you! The state has no control over what the brothers and the sisters do to them – and they don’t treat them with kid

  gloves, that’s for sure. Half of them come out so damaged they spend the rest of their lives trying to recover from it . . . or they turn into thugs and criminals themselves.’




  Frank Aiken was in his stride now and vaguely conscious he had gone farther than he intended. The archbishop was not a man to be crossed and Aiken was expecting a rebuke, but to his surprise

  McQuaid replied in a voice that trembled with emotion.




  ‘Minister, I beg your pardon. You accuse me of putting our children in danger. This is not fair. I love these children, Minister. I love them.’




  And with that he rose to his feet, gathered his silken robes and strode out of the room.




  
 





  EIGHT




  Roscrea




  Anthony Lee was growing into the world. His mother doted on him and Sister Annunciata brought him surreptitious treats – little toys and rattles, sugar biscuits and

  rusks. The faces of those who leaned over his bed to tuck him up at night were friendly, and Anthony learned early on that he could be a powerful generator of affection. He responded to the love of

  others with smiles of his own; he found life an easy art. The suffering and cruelty that swirled through Sean Ross Abbey, the pretence, the anonymity, the cowed silence and frustrated anger meant

  nothing to him.




  Philomena Lee found it less easy to make friends. Like all the girls there, her abiding feeling in a world full of silence and secrecy was one of loneliness. Now that she knew what lay ahead,

  now that Sister Annunciata had confirmed the inevitable separation, she grew even more attached to her son. In the evening she was loath to leave him; she pleaded with the nursing sisters and the

  lay staff to be given more time before he was taken away to the night nursery. Every parting became a rehearsal for the final parting.




  One winter evening early in 1953 Philomena returned from the laundry to find Anthony gripped by colic: the spasms of pain were twisting his little body this way and that. She spent the knitting

  hour and her own dinner time walking him up and down the long corridor, trying to ease his distress, but her baby screamed inconsolably. She was young, with no experience of infantile disorders,

  and she panicked. She convinced herself Anthony was seriously sick. When the night sister came to take him from her, she told her how worried she was and asked if she could keep him overnight.




  ‘Just this once, Sister. Just while he’s sick. He needs me to be with him. He’ll never sleep if I’m not there, and I’ll never sleep if I don’t have

  him.’




  But the sister told her not to be so stupid.




  ‘It’s not for you girls to say what happens to the children. They no more belong to you than the sun or the moon. Your job is to feed them and work your three years. Then we’ll

  find them proper mothers who deserve to have children.’




  Philomena listened with growing alarm. It appeared to her that Anthony – her world, her only joy – was in danger. She wrapped him in her arms and fled. Her heavy wooden clogs

  clattering on the flagstones brought nuns and girls running as the sister caught up with her by the locked door at the end of the corridor. Both women were panting and Philomena was weeping, but

  the nun showed no pity. Taking Anthony from her, she laid him on the floor and beat Philomena with hard, practised fists. Philomena slumped to the ground, sobbing as the nun picked up her baby.




  ‘Do that one more time and your next stop is the asylum,’ the nun spat. ‘You won’t like it in there, take it from me; and you can be sure you’ll never get

  out!’




  The nun walked off. Philomena lay there until a tentative hand rubbed her shoulder and a gentle voice whispered in her ear. She could barely make out the girl’s face, but she felt her arm

  around her. The girl lifted her from the floor and helped her to the mothers’ dormitory, laid her on her bed and tucked up the blanket. She said her house name was Nancy and she would come in

  the morning to see how Philomena was doing.




  Nancy was two years younger than Philomena, a quiet, stocky girl with a round face and dark eyes. She eased Philomena out of bed and supported her down to Mass; she took her

  arm as they walked over the courtyard to the laundries; and she helped her through a day’s work made unbearable by the bruises that covered her body. In the evening they talked. Both of them

  were lonely and scared, both looking for a friend, and the drama of their meeting drew them close. They ignored the ban on real names, ignored the ban on speaking about the past and told each other

  everything. Nancy said she was really Margaret McDonald, that she came from Dublin and had a newborn daughter called Mary. She had concealed her pregnancy from her family, given birth in the Coombe

  Hospital and been put away in Sean Ross Abbey immediately after.




  ‘And you know, Phil,’ she said, ‘no one has come to see me at all. Not a one since the day I came here. I know it’s a terrible thing I’ve done and I know my

  da’s ashamed of me, but sure I thought my mammy would come; I thought she’d come and see her lovely beautiful grand-babby . . .’




  It was Philomena’s turn to offer comfort.




  ‘Now, Margaret, don’t upset yourself,’ she said, holding her friend’s hand between hers. ‘Our parents all have their own troubles and they can’t be thinking

  of us all the time. We’re grown up now: we’ve got the babies to prove it, sure we have.’ Philomena smiled ruefully. ‘So we’ve got to get on with it and not complain

  about things. You know how Mother Barbara hates moaners.’




  Margaret nodded. She too had suffered at the hands of the mother superior.




  ‘Sure you’re right. I know that. But I miss my friends and I miss my brothers and sisters. And then I get to thinking how all alone we are in the world and sometimes I just get so

  unhappy I wish I could die . . .’




  Margaret broke off with tears welling in her eyes. Philomena put her arm round her friend and pulled her close. She told her she was not alone; told her how everyone in that place felt the same

  loneliness and the same despair, however much they put a brave face on it. And she told her they both should count God’s blessings: their children were fine and healthy and both of them the

  most beautiful babbies anyone ever had seen.




  Margaret’s little Mary was six months younger than Anthony, a striking baby with auburn hair and a small, finely chiselled face. Philomena admired her, and Margaret

  admired Anthony’s dark good looks. They sat and knitted together most evenings – jumpers for Anthony, fluffy cardigans for Mary – and they placed their children side by side so

  that when they woke in their cots the first thing they saw was each other. As the little ones grew and began to crawl, they played on the same rug, bumping into each other and laughing delightedly

  at the touch of another tiny being. Anthony, slightly older and more advanced, taught Mary to crawl and play. There was affection between the babies, and they brought joy to their parents, but

  sorrow was never far away.




  Young mothers would often come in from their day’s work to find their baby’s cot empty. Departures were rarely signalled in advance. In some cases the girl would act as if all was

  well and she was looking forward finally to being released from the convent; more frequently she would be overcome by the anguish of her bereavement, premature, irrevocable and brooking no

  appeal.




  Philomena and Margaret shuddered every time a baby disappeared. But they also had a tale of hope, to which they clung with the desperation of the condemned. One girl had managed to

  ‘escape’ from Roscrea and her story had entered the mythology of the place. With the help of relatives she had found a job as a maid to a wealthy Dublin lady who agreed to accommodate

  both her and her child. The nuns had seemingly been pressured into letting her take the boy with her and she had been free for six months. Then, to the sorrow of those still in the abbey, she

  returned. The experiment had failed: the girl was sent back and two months later her baby disappeared like all the others. Despite its outcome, the story was cited as proof that there was after all

  a possibility they would keep their babies. Philomena and Margaret were frantically determined to do so.




  
 





  NINE




  Dublin




  A week after the audience in Drumcondra, Frank Aiken came back from a meeting with the Taoiseach in a foul mood. When Joe asked how things had gone, he grunted and slammed his

  office door. It was an hour before he asked for Coram to be sent in.




  ‘Well, that’s it, lad. We’re well and truly done for. Dev says he’s not going against the archbishop, and if the Church wants to send our babies to the Sahara Desert,

  then they can just go ahead and do it. McQuaid’s been on the phone telling him he doesn’t want the Adoption Bill and Dev says we can try what we like, but he’s not going to back

  us unless His Grace has a Pauline conversion on the road to Maynooth.’




  Joe Coram had been expecting something similar, but even he was surprised by the vigorousness of de Valera’s hand-washing.




  ‘So did the Taoiseach say what we should do? Just go on issuing passports to any child McQuaid wants sent abroad?’




  Aiken stood up and paced the room.




  ‘That’s the measure of it. I tried everything, but he keeps harking back to the bloody Mother and Baby Scheme and what that did to the last government.’




  Three years earlier, a short-lived opposition government had attempted to introduce the Mother and Baby Bill, offering free medical treatment and advice for all expectant mothers. The then

  health minister, Noel Browne, had promoted the scheme on the grounds it would bring Ireland into line with other civilized nations. But Archbishop McQuaid had railed against it, saying it would

  encourage single mothers and illegitimate births, allow state interference in moral issues (the preserve of the Church) and ‘usher socialism into Ireland by the back door’. The rhetoric

  had grown so heated and opposing positions so entrenched that the issue became a trial of strength between Church and state. McQuaid had denounced Browne’s proposals as

  ‘totalitarianism’ and had written the Vatican that it was ‘an attack on the Church under the guise of social reform’. Browne was summoned before an inquisitional court of

  bishops which read him a formal statement saying his scheme was contrary to Catholic social teaching. He had been forced to resign in April 1951 and the collapse of his scheme had brought down the

  government two months later.




  In his resignation speech Taoiseach John Costello had acknowledged, ‘As a Catholic, I obey my Church authorities and will continue to do so. All of us in the government . . . are bound to

  give obedience to the rulings of our Church and our hierarchy.’




  Joe Coram had been a middle-ranking official in the Department of External Affairs at the time of the row. In December 1949 Browne had sent a formal note to the department,

  querying the lack of safeguards for the children being exported by the Church to America. ‘There is no means of knowing,’ he wrote, ‘that those adopting are suitable persons . . .

  or if they may be persons already turned down as adopters in their own country.’ He asked the DoEA for an assurance that ‘the fate of children sent to the United States will be

  protected’.




  Joe replied, promising to look into Browne’s concerns, but found the subject blocked by senior DoEA officials. A departmental memo advised against replying to the minister ‘until the

  Archbishop has arrived at his policy’ adding, ‘Our policy should be to keep out of this as much as possible.’ Disappointed by the pusillanimity of his superiors and alarmed by the

  dangers Irish children were being exposed to, Joe had contacted Noel Browne privately to express his personal support and the two men had become friends.




  ‘The hierarchy are the factual instrument of government on social and economic policies,’ Browne had told Joe. ‘Our prospects for the preservation of effective cabinet

  government and for badly needed reforms are utterly gone.’ In a series of bitter conversations Browne had expressed his loathing for McQuaid and had shared his suspicions about one specific,

  ‘unnatural’ facet of the man’s character. Joe had listened and absorbed everything the former minister told him. Now he was going to use this information to help his current boss

  avoid the same fate that had befallen Noel Browne.




  Maire was horrified when she heard what Joe was contemplating. He told her one evening after a couple of sherries. The news pulled her up sharp.




  ‘But why would you do it, Joe? Why would you pick a fight with the most powerful man in Dublin? And did you ever think what it means for us if you lose?’




  Joe handed her the single typewritten page he had discussed that afternoon with Frank Aiken.




  With growing alarm, Maire read the reported testimony of an unnamed boy recounting a meeting he claimed to have had with ‘John the Bishop’. The boy told how John Charles McQuaid had

  invited him to a private room in a pub near the archbishop’s palace, placed him on the sofa beside him and asked him how he was enjoying school.




  ‘Slowly,’ the statement went on, ‘it became clear to the child that John the Bishop’s roving hands and long fingers had intentions other than getting information about

  school.’




  Maire was in a panic.




  ‘Where did you get this from, Joe? How do you know it’s even true?’




  Joe said quietly, ‘I don’t know it’s true. And it was Noel Browne who gave it to me. He’s convinced McQuaid is a pederast.’




  Maire’s eyes opened wide.




  ‘Noel Browne the TD? But everyone knows he hates McQuaid. Don’t you think he’s made it all up, Joe? It’s a hell of gamble.’




  Joe had run through the same arguments endlessly over the past few days and suspected Maire was right.




  ‘All I can tell you is that Noel was sure the story’s true. And all we’re going to do is let the palace know we’ve got it . . .’




  But Maire was beside herself with fear.




  ‘McQuaid will deny it. And you’ve only Browne’s word for it. You don’t have the boy himself, do you?’




  ‘Sure we don’t. But McQuaid doesn’t know that. If Browne’s making it all up, McQuaid will throw the thing in the trash and that’s an end of it. But if it’s

  true, His Grace might start being a bit more helpful . . .’




  Joe sent the note, and a week later Frank Aiken received a communication from the secretariat of Archbishop McQuaid that he should expect a visit from Father Cecil Barrett.

  Next morning Barrett came to see Aiken, and when he had gone the minister called Joe in to give him the news – McQuaid had consented to begin negotiations on the drafting of an adoption

  bill.




  Joe ran to his office and locked the door. Relief and triumph welled up inside him. When he looked down, he saw his hands were trembling.




  
 





  TEN




  November 1954;


  St Louis, Illinois




  As he waited for his sister to arrive, Loras T. Lane was thinking about Ireland.




  The Lanes had emigrated in the potato famine of the 1840s and like many Irish-American families they liked to think they remained connected to the old country. Loras had been born in Cascade,

  Iowa in October 1910, studied for law and business degrees and become a priest in 1937. He had spent a year in Rome, reading canon law, and been created a bishop in 1951.




  That was three years ago now, but the archdiocese had no vacancies and he had been put into what he laughingly called the clerical reserve, an auxiliary bishop waiting for a post. In the

  meantime he was serving as president of Loras College in Dubuque, Iowa; this was a Catholic college named for its nineteenth-century founder Bishop Mathias Loras of Dubuque, but Loras Lane used to

  joke it had adopted the name to honour his presence there. Now, though, Bishop Lane was on a mission. He had arranged to spend a week in St Louis, staying at the bishop’s residence on May

  Drive. He had made the trip down the icy Mississippi valley on a series of Greyhound buses. He had come to see his sister.




  Marjorie Hess, née Lane, was married to a German-American, a urologist by the name of Michael ‘Doc’ Hess, and the couple had three fine sons and a colonial-style house outside

  St Louis. But Marge had written Loras a couple of letters recently and he’d got the impression something was making her mightily unhappy. They’d always been close. Marjorie had been

  born just fifteen months after he was and it seemed natural he should spend his life loving and protecting her. After he got her letters he had written and called repeatedly to ask what was wrong,

  but Marge had clammed up. The months passed and still Marge would not open up to him. Loras sensed the thing was becoming a barrier between them so he had come to St Louis.




  Now as she entered the mahogany-panelled dusk of the bishop’s parlour, Marge seemed small, vulnerable, in need of his help like all those years ago when they were kids. Bishop Loras turned

  up the electric dimmer switch a tad so he could see her eyes. She didn’t want to talk, she said, but he knew she did. She was OK, she said, but he knew she wasn’t. He asked her if it

  was a problem with the boys, but she said no. A problem with Doc? Marge hesitated and her brother asked again.




  ‘Not exactly with Doc,’ she said finally. ‘Doc’s a fine man and he loves us all. But, you know, Doc wants a baby girl and he ain’t going to get one.’




  Bishop Loras came and sat on the soft worn arm of the leather couch, leaned over his little sister and laid a hand on her shoulder. Marge looked up at him like she always had done and gave a

  little sob.




  ‘It’s me,’ she said. ‘I’ve let him down. We were trying for so many years, Loras. For a little girl. But it just never happened. Then after poor Timmy died of the

  spinal meningitis and all . . .’




  Marge hesitated for a moment and blew her nose; the cruel unexpected death of their five-year-old son had hit the Hesses hard.




  ‘After that I went to see the baby doctor. And he told me . . . Things have gone wrong. You know, inside . . .’




  Dubuque, Iowa




  Loras went back to Dubuque. He had found the meeting with his sister upsetting. And he was tormented by the knowledge that he could do nothing to help her. Back in college he

  asked God for guidance and help, but no solution appeared.




  In early 1955 Loras travelled to Chicago for a conference with bishops from dioceses around the US. On the last day before the participants were due to return home, they gathered for breakfast

  in the restaurant of the Blackstone Hotel on Michigan Avenue. Bishop Lane was seated next to a monsignor from Washington DC who introduced himself as John O’Grady, secretary of the National

  Conference of Catholic Charities. Loras knew of O’Grady from his opposition a couple of years earlier to the McCarran–Walter Act, which aimed to restrict immigration quotas. They got

  chatting and, in the way of these things, swapped stories about their shared Irish heritage. Loras said he believed his own family had come from County Cork in the mid-nineteenth century, a story

  Monsignor O’Grady was able to trump with the revelation that he had himself been born in Ireland. He was, he said, from County Tipperary and had a sister who was still there, serving as a nun

  in a place called Roscrea.




  
 





  ELEVEN




  Dublin




  There was speculation about Archbishop McQuaid’s sudden change of mind, but Joe Coram just shrugged his shoulders and threw himself into drafting the Adoption Bill. He

  was named Department of External Affairs lead official for liaison with Health and Social Welfare Minister Jim Ryan and with Gerry Boland at the Justice Department. Joe’s belief that they

  were engaged on a mission to save Ireland’s children seemed to fire up those he worked with.




  At first the project went well, and Cecil Barrett was assiduous in attending the drafting sessions. But as the bill took shape disagreements arose, not just over the detailed wording of the

  legislation but over its broad principles too. Barrett and McQuaid became increasingly assertive in defending what they saw as the Church’s sine qua nons, the clauses demanded by God and, on

  His behalf, by the hierarchy. As the months went by and negotiations dragged on, Joe felt the long hours at the office putting a strain on his life with Maire. When she lamented his constant

  absence, he said, ‘But think what we can achieve with this – proper protection for our children, an end to the baby trade. Sure it must be worth it, mustn’t it?’
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