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Chapter 1

What is your name?

Where did you come from, baby dear?

Out of the everywhere, into here.



I heard it as a child – a Victorian song, perhaps one of the tea-coloured sheets in our music stool, sandwiched between Stainer’s Crucifixion and ‘To A Wild Rose’. To a child, roots are hidden and not very interesting. Occasionally a friend would talk of a grandfather who’d been in India or an auntie who’d married a missionary and gone ‘somewhere hot where lions eat you and termites eat the mission piano’. However, in suburban Sunderland life was mercilessly conventional, and most people appeared to be of good Methodist stock with nothing more exotic in the past than a nasty accident in the shipyards.

   Heritage? ’Twas of no account. Grand family trees belonged in romantic historical novels borrowed from Boots’ Lending Library. The name Adie was uncommon in England, though a clutch of them could be found in Aberdeen, and these hardy creatures all lived in the box in the corner of the atlas marked ‘Shetland’. Fond family musing brought forth the claim that Robert the Bruce had had a faithful lieutenant called Robert Adie. Frankly, I thought Robert the Bruce had come down through history possessing not an Adie but a spider – perhaps it was called Wee Robbie. . . . Only royalty seemed to have those curious diagrams of descending generations; ordinary folk remembered no more than three or possibly four layers of ancestors. The two world wars had carried off large numbers – and curiosity about them seemed tinged with wincing reflection about those who had failed to live their full lives. Search for those who were married at the close of Victoria’s reign, and there were those mildly embarrassing crosses, instead of signatures, on the official certificates which betrayed illiteracy, even among the skilled and relatively prosperous. Photographs were jumbled in large boxes on top of the wardrobe: tiny prints of unknown Edwardian ladies with cottage-loaf hair-dos, sleek men on bicycles, and children with frilly pinafores above awful boots. They were things past, with no great connection to the present. I never felt any twinges of need, of the desire to have an unbroken line going back centuries – especially if it ended up with a ruddy spider.

   Anyway, I was an adopted child. Not that there was much made of it. Adults cooed, ‘Don’t you look like your mother!’, and my failure to grasp the mystery of chemistry at school was put down to wilful rejection on the part of a pharmacist’s daughter. And so many others were adopted too: at least five of my school friends, and numerous others who were mentioned without any comment or tone to suggest that it was unusual.

   The official variety of adoption involved the full majesty of the law: it was years before I realised that I had made my first appearance in court as a babe in arms. There were papers to be filed, health examinations, and the rules of the local adoption society to be complied with – frequently this was a religious-based organisation, absolutely heaven-bent on placing children with the ‘right’ denomination. A mother giving up her child for adoption was quizzed about faith, often to the exclusion of any other details, which perpetuated the age-old religious insistence that a soul should never be lost to the Church – as long as it was the right Church, of course. Foundlings presented a frightening dilemma: a spiritual blank page, perhaps tinged with a lack of virtue because of the circumstances. However, over the centuries sheer competitiveness for souls usually got the abandoned child shepherded to a specific flock.

   Official adoption wasn’t celebrated very publicly – it was another thirty years before the newspaper columns included proud adoptive parents’ notices next to the birth announcements. Adoption was a rather private affair, despite the court hearing: a matter of quiet satisfaction for those involved, but not quite on a par with other hatches, matches and dispatches. And the papers pertaining to the transaction disappeared into an official steel trap, buried from view, nearly impossible to access.

   Then there was the unofficial variety. In the days of larger families (or, as an elderly Wiltshire schoolmistress recalled to me about turn-of the-century procreation, ‘long families – took ’em twenty years of pregnancies before they got a bit of a rest’), unofficial adoption was commonplace. Poor families farmed out their offspring to better-off relatives; widowers transferred their children to their sisters; illegitimate children were tacked on to the young mother’s siblings. The last was a classic way of avoiding shame, or the attentions of the Poor House, or the opprobrium of an employer; and families of a dozen or more could absorb another infant without the neighbours noticing. Unofficial methods were the only solution for the illiterate and the impecunious. And they worked, in that they operated in an extended family, with the law and the Church kept from interfering.

   I was official. I’d been to court. And somewhere in a dark vault were bits of paper which I was certainly not welcome to inspect. The line was drawn, the judge had pronounced, and the past was sealed off.

   There were always hints. The occasional remark. But all very subsidiary to the oft-repeated and sincere words: ‘We chose you. You were the one we wanted.’ And adoption was not something to be ashamed of – perhaps one needed to be just a little discreet, for there was an implication that the people who had chosen you could perhaps not have their own children. This was to raise the unspeakable matter of sex, something which did not occur in polite society, and when it did, was to be either condemned or spoken of in cryptic language. (Sunderland magistrate to woman on soliciting charge: ‘And were you intending to do it?’)

   Attempts to deal with infertility were rarely discussed, and then only in whispers. Any idea that the male of the species might somehow be at fault was ruled out by many a specialist and many a husband. It was ‘woman’s trouble’, and ignorance and embarrassment went hand in hand. So any suggestions that these awkward matters might have arisen in one’s own family were better not mentioned. Your adoption had been a considered gesture flowing with welcome, an embrace which was lawful and above board, and from which all the messy details had been trimmed off. The hints and the occasional remark were all that remained of the messy details – the tiny footprints back to the accouchement.

   There was the birth certificate, of course; but with the introduction of the Short Version in 1947 the messy details were omitted, specifically to avoid embarrassing the illegitimate. And somewhere in St Catherine’s House in London lurked a huge set of volumes wherein you were actually registered. Not as Adie, however, but under whatever name your birth mother had written. Another obstacle course with few signposts.

   Natural curiosity arose in my teenage years. By then I had (only just, for this was the 1950s) grasped a few of the fundamentals about procreation – nothing elaborate, it has to be said. Having failed to choose biology in the Fourth Form, I missed out on the thrilling and much-awaited lesson on the Frog, which was what the Church High School deemed a suitable vehicle to explain the Mystery of Life. It was not an illuminating session, I later gathered, and at least one desperate girl was left staring into the loo-pan expecting tadpoles to drop out. Nevertheless, we were a gossipy lot, and slowly enlarged our knowledge of forbidden things via rugby club songs, odd books (not occasional odd, but odd odd) and jaw-dropping sessions in the gloom of the Lower Library with a school chum who appeared to have a different life from the rest of us. At the time none of us had a concept of ‘going off the rails’, but we were getting reports from this particular runaway roller-coaster, and we absorbed the factual and acrobatic bits with ravenous appetites.

   There was also the rare instance of a girl’s elder sister going on holiday at an unusual time of year. Whisper, whisper again: not so much IT, but a question of being so. However, the piece of information which seemed to be relevant to the teenage adopted child opening her eyes to a wider world was that there were women who made a living out of it, and therefore ended up so and had children to spare. Of course: prozzies. We couldn’t even bring ourselves to say ‘prostitute’: it was another un-sayable word, and our parents would go spare if they heard us use it. But surely it was the terrible thing that lurked in those messy details? Every adopted child I knew jumped to this conclusion.

   I grew older, and the teenage fantasies faded; and my curiosity ebbed away as I embarked on an odyssey of boyfriends. They never asked, ‘Where did you come from?’ It didn’t matter. I had had a sunny childhood and loving parents. I was embarking on a life which I would make for myself.

   Nevertheless, at least I had had a grounding in the fog of ignorance, prejudice and embarrassment which surrounded the question, ‘Where did you come from, baby dear?’ And I also knew – through hints and the occasional remark – that there were some little footprints which had led to the court appearance, and which could possibly be retraced. Was this a comfort? Or a necessity? Or a tiny, threadlike lifeline to – to what? And what would it be like if there had been absolutely nothing? If you had been a foundling?



Let us begin with names. Your name in this country is what you are known by – give a cheer for dotty English law. Deed polls, certificates and documents, baptisms – all are secondary to people who know you calling you by a certain name. Tough if they all call you Fatty. However, if you don’t like your name you can change it, as long as you get your family, mates, neighbours, colleagues and everyone else who delights in calling you something to use that name, and you have no intention to deceive or defraud. I wish more people realised this. Names are not immutable.

   I’ve given up counting the number of people I’ve interviewed who, in response to the formal ‘What is your name?’ question, have looked rather distressed and replied sadly along the lines of, ‘Well, I’m actually called Aloysius.’

   ‘But we arranged this interview with me calling you Mike.’

   ‘Yes, because that’s what I call myself. My mother had a rather different take on life to me.’

   ‘So what do you want to be called – when we put this on air?’

   Again and again people hesitated, fearing that a failure to use their baptismal name would somehow be improper or even fraudulent.

   I even had a colleague who went through life shuddering with dislike when he introduced himself as Norman. He didn’t want to be a Norman. He didn’t feel like a Norman. Come to think of it, he didn’t look like a Norman. When the subject of change was broached, he said wistfully that he thought it a bit late – and anyway, that was the name he’d been given. I once interviewed a man who said his name should be Gerald, but the vicar had misheard and christened him Harold. He seriously thought it would be a sin to alter it.

   But for innumerable other people, names are floating labels – much to the ire of those who believe we should all be classified and codified and identified immutably. Some change their own names on a whim, but have to be ready to explain to others that they are not arch-criminals running for cover or debtors fleeing creditors. More seriously, it’s not surprising that there should be a desire for change when adults realise they can slough off something which has caused them misery and humiliation throughout their childhood.

   Apart from those burdened with ‘Moon Tunes’ or ‘Peaches Features’ by their (usually rich and loopy) parents, there are those saddled with family enthusiasms: when I worked in regional television, I once spent half an hour before an interview for a news programme trying to find out why a monosyllabic mum and dad had called their minute new-born by the surnames of the entire Plymouth Argyle football team.

   ‘Like footie,’ said the new father, while mother cradled the eleven-strong infant.

   ‘Have you given him a Christian name?’

   ‘Nope.’

   ‘Is one of the names your favourite?’

   ‘Nope.’

   To mum (in desperation): ‘What’ll you call him?’

   ‘Dunno. Don’ like football.’

   A very brief interview took place on the programme, the news editor cutting it short after I had read out the team for the third time.

   Single or multiple, names convey a message, if only to evoke an era: my adoptive mother was Ethel Maud, and loathed them both, blaming some distant Victorian-era great-aunt and the Queen of Norway. On the other hand, the alternatives seemed to be relatives sporting names just as period in their own way: Nellie, Nessie, Dolly, Violet and Lily. And in Britain, of course, class rears its head at the font. As one of my friends once mournfully remarked: ‘Have you ever heard of a Princess Doreen?’

   Others make the change because of a need to fit in. Much of America owes its names to the desire of immigrants to identify with their new land, contrary to the folk-tale that they were given an approximation of their European name by immigration officers on New York’s Ellis Island. All those Polish consonants and Russian patronymics were carefully noted on the paperwork by officials who were almost always conversant with the mother tongues (immigrants themselves some years earlier). It was when the new citizens began to prosper that they altered their names, sometimes for pure ease of pronunciation, sometimes to reflect the pride they felt in their new land.

   Yet others have a name change thrust upon them. Religious outfits, governments, even employers all at times take arbitrary decisions to rename. A millennium ago, Saxons began to borrow Norman names in order to fit in with the regime which arrived with William the Conqueror. Centuries later, Huguenots fleeing persecution in France found the British welcoming but stubborn when it came to the French language, so the LeBlancs became the Whites. And in recent times, whole ethnic groups still find themselves bullied into taking on something ‘more compatible’ with a nation’s image. Everywhere, illiterate folk find that poor pronunciation results in a new written identity. Married women lose a surname. Actors discover that on relinquishing a Fluck or Scroggins they cannot acquire their chosen stage-name if someone else treading the boards has bagged it already.



So your name is what you are known by. To do what you like with – as long as others know. It usually links you to the past – but not always. I think I may have the use of four surnames. Well, it balances the rather shocking moment in St Catherine’s House when I discovered that I had no Christian name. In the Register of Adoptees, I finally found the entry, and written in the space were the words: ‘No Name’. Standing bent over a heavy red volume surrounded by a weird swirl of people who couldn’t possibly have been involved with sensitive discoveries about their past, and seemed more like a posse of ferrets chasing bail-jumpers and missing persons via the Official Registers, I had my first doubt.

   Having been adopted, I was vaguely aware that names were a little arbitrary. For a start, my surname was obviously not the one I would have had had I not arrived as the result of a love affair instead of being born into wedlock, as it is quaintly known. Had I had a name and lost it? Maybe it was somehow removed, sliced away the moment adoption became an option. Perhaps bastards are nameless? Shakespeare has that wonderful stage direction, ‘Enter a Bastard’, and a long scene in which the matter of names and inheritance is argued, mostly in the light of Elizabethan England’s view that the weight of shame from illegitimacy was dumped squarely on the child. And even though, courtesy of dramatic licence, the young man in question is knighted when he’s acknowledged as looking rather like his dad – no less than King Richard Coeur de Lion – Shakespeare determinedly refers to him the whole way through the play as ‘The Bastard’. Medieval bastardy is a complex subject, with Church Law and Common Law at odds with each other over the definition of marriage and wedlock, and a differentiation between bastards and illegitimate children. As usual, the English language is rich in terms: base-born, misbegotten, spurious, natural, imputed (father doesn’t admit it), reputed (father does, or at least there’s proof), filius populi (son of the people – but taken to mean an unidentified local man), filius nullius (son of a stranger – no one’s son) and ignotus (unknown).

   Clerics and lawyers fretted over people who insisted on producing children while they were betrothed, then later got married; also those who for some reason failed to get married, men who fathered children on married women, impregnations by a man of a woman who subsequently married someone else, and so on. The permutations of coupling confounded the Church and the courts. And because of the lack of hard evidence, it’s possible that the recorded cases which reached the authorities may only have been the unusual ones or those with a significant problem attached. In other words, people got up to what was natural, and although levels of tolerance and disgrace yo-yoed up and down according to social and economic pressures, it was generally regarded as the result of frailty, rather than of outright sinfulness – until the Victorian era.

   In Puritan times, in the 1600s, there was a great to-do over whether illegitimate children should be allowed to be baptised. Parish registers recorded the births – and often specified if they were foundlings. They fell into the same category as the ‘offspring of unbelievers’ and there were grumpy references to the ‘child of a strumpet’ and its dubious religious status. At least the German tradition was avoided, of recording such names upside-down or sideways in the register.

   Inheritance was the knotty problem, with Dr Samuel Johnson acknowledging in the 1770s the need for female chastity: ‘Consider of what importance the chastity of women is. Upon that all the property in the world depends. We hang a thief for stealing of sheep, but the unchastity of a woman transfers sheep, and farm, and all from the right owner.’ Most of those arguments, however, were confined to the upper classes – the small proportion of the population who actually owned something to pass on to the next generation. Everyone else was relatively indifferent to titles and estates. Keeping the wolf from the door was much more important: children were a burden on either the parents or the parish, and for many centuries the parish was none too keen on shouldering yet another infant.

   So the main concern of the law – and the authorities generally – was perennial: who was going to pay for the upkeep of the child? In 1610, during the reign of James I, the law stated that ‘Every lewd woman which shall have any bastard which may be chargeable to the parish, the justice of the peace may commit such women to the house of correction, to be punished and set to work, during the term of one whole year.’ But if the father was prepared to support the child, no offence was deemed to have been committed. To this end, one of the tasks which officially befell midwives, mid-labour, was to worm out the father’s name. But what name did the child take – and did it matter?

   In Britain legitimate children tend to take their father’s surname, a practice that first appeared somewhere in the twelfth century among the nobility. But it took time for the idea to catch on – almost five hundred years – and peasants in small villages were happy to acknowledge their identity through their job or appearance (hence the proliferation of Smiths and Redheads), or eventually their dwelling or place of work (giving us the people living near sheepfolds, the Shufflebottoms).

   But in time it became common for bastards to take their mother’s name: a letter from Earl James, writing from the Isle of Man in 1643, points out that ‘It is very true, there be many bastards here in this Isle . . . but sure it would be very well if that law were here as in other places, that all known bastards be called after their mothers’ names.’ Manx law not only conferred fathers’ names, but removed illegitimacy and the threat of disinheritance from some of those who were born out of wedlock: ‘If a man get a young woman or maid with child, and, within two years after the birth of the child, marry her, that child, though born before the marriage, shall possess his father’s estate, according to the custom of the Island, as amply as if that child had been born in wedlock.’ This law stayed on the statute book until 1929.

   The English parish registers are a patchy record of illegitimate children and foundlings: some never made it on to the registers, concealed from official view through shame or fear. Not surprising, when some entries had additions from clerks and clergy which expressed their views: base, lamebegot, scapegoat, byblow, merrybegot and chanceling. The mothers fared no better, being inscribed as harlots or fornicators. Father’s names did appear sometimes, alongside the mothers’, leading to the emergence of a number of double-barrelled surnames – not as posh as sometimes thought, then . . .

   As society has become more literate, signatures and consistency have gained more importance, though it still puzzles some people that family names can vary so much. We had relatives called Fambely – or Farmbely, or Famelly, or Famebely, or . . . it’s as if every generation had been dealt a limited set of Scrabble tiles and had come up with a different solution.

   My own set of surnames gives me pause for thought. I’m known as Adie, my adoptive father Wilfrid’s name. (Please note, not Wilfred; his father spent a lifetime trying to inculcate a teensy bit of Anglo-Saxon into people, to no avail. At least Wilfrid was spared a shortened version: Freds there may be, Frids there are not.) However, do I have a claim on – well, my mother’s married name? Or perhaps I could revert to her maiden name, because no husband was involved? Should you have a claim on the father’s name? After all, children appear to take their father’s name when people are married; so can you lay claim to the father who’s a father but not married to your mother? It was merely an intellectual curiosity. I wasn’t bothered particularly, and I was never interested enough to dig into the legal details when I was older, merely accepting that names were tags that got attached for a variety of reasons, many of them to do with inheritance and some to do with ‘respectability’. Anyway, I didn’t mind Adie at all (even though letters still arrive with eleven variations on the spelling). I was at the top of the form register at school, which had a few disadvantages (always the first and most noticeable late-comer), but according to Penelope Wood, who lived at the other end of the register, being last was monstrous (especially in a posh but parsimonious school with not enough books to go round).

   Not much use, though, if you start off as No Name.



Andy McNab is Andy McNab to the millions who have read his books and imagined that they too could join the Special Forces and command Bravo Two Zero, the patrol that went behind Iraqi lines in the first Gulf War. That’s the name he’s known by. There is another Andy McNab – a character in a Scots cartoon strip – whose name just happened to occur to the SAS sergeant when he needed a pseudonym under which to write his account of being captured and tortured by the Iraqis in 1991. And it’s the fourth name he’s had – though his first probably disappeared with the carrier bag in which he was found.

   There’s a family memory that it was a Harrods carrier bag – but you never know. However, it was left with Andy inside it in the Emergency Department of Guy’s Hospital in central London. An ambulance crew is thought to have found it – and their collective names were showered upon the new-born: Peter, George, Fred, David or Roy – whatever – the story was never very sharp in anyone’s memory. For a surname, the little scrap in the bag was called Body.

   Andy himself knew nothing about his arrival at Guy’s until he was sixteen years old – he’d also been unaware of his adoption, though, as his elder brother had been adopted, he was not particularly bothered when he was told. He’d been fostered, then adopted, by a south London couple who’d given him their surname, and he’d never asked about his status.

   At sixteen, the certificate was handed over to him in the kitchen when he was about to join the army. His elder brother by eleven years had also served in the Royal Fusiliers, and there’d been a right fuss trying to get his papers organised – in the course of which their dad had found out that his own birth date was wrong. He was a year younger than he’d thought, and was mightily hacked off at having to work another year before retirement. Dad came from a Traveller family – caravans and greyhound-breeding and no shoes until he was seventeen. Mum was from Bermondsey, rag and bone trade, and originally from Ireland. They married very young and thought they couldn’t have children, so adopted two boys before their own son finally appeared. Andy and the Harrods bag appeared in 1959 – round about 28 December – and thus he narrowly avoided being called Noel, deemed highly appropriate by hospital staff at Christmas.

   Throughout his early adult life – as a young soldier in the Royal Green Jackets and then in 22 SAS Regiment – thoughts about his origins never crossed his mind. His childhood had been lively verging on delinquent, but he was streetwise and resourceful, having delivered coal, nicked handbags, mopped floors in McDonald’s and indulged in small-time burglary. Once in the army he was well blooded in action in Northern Ireland, where I inadvertently came across his handiwork. In the relentless stream of bombings, shootings, riots and incomprehensible hatred that was the daily menu for Belfast-based reporters, certain stories get lodged in the memory.

   In the late seventies, waiting in the Catholic cathedral graveyard in Armagh as a funeral procession approached, I had taken up a strategically discreet position behind a large tomb. The mourners included a goodly number of people you wouldn’t want an argument with: indeed, when a prayer-book was thrust into my hand by a warty-faced man filling the cathedral door I had not been reassured by my cameraman’s hiss of ‘Provo bomber’. Going to his final resting-place was an IRA double-murderer. The burial went a bit pear-shaped when an army helicopter decided to sit over the open grave and annoy everyone while the priest shouted his prayers. A swift movement with the rotors created a sudden down-draught, and the prayers and the priest disappeared into the deep, newly dug hole.

   The entire episode had been prefaced by my finding the expired Provo in a cottage hospital over the border in the Republic, to which he and other members of the IRA had retreated after a major gun-fight with the British army in south Armagh. An extremely hostile nun at the hospital’s front door had reacted to our polite enquiries about possible casualties by leaping at my cameraman and raking her nails down his face. Having reacted with due impartiality – why should nuns get away with violence? – I thumped her and hared off to inspect the hospital morgue, where I duly found a stone-cold terrorist. When I joined the BBC News Division, I had, it has to be admitted, no notion that ‘pinning down the facts’ involved GBH with nuns and blundering round morgues in the dark, searching for the obvious. Nor do you expect to meet the person who despatched the corpse which is lying in front of you. A decade later I interviewed him and learned that this was the first man killed by the then nineteen-year-old Lance-Corporal ‘McNab’.

   After Northern Ireland and several more postings he focussed on Selection – the gruelling tests for admission to the SAS. Life opened up for the lad from south London, where a good job had been considered to be ‘getting on the print or the docks . . . or next level down an Underground driver or a panel-beater’. The SAS beckoned with travel, adventure, lots of crawling through mud, revolting insects, loud explosions, comradeship and hard encounters with people who may want to kill you. He persevered and thrived – and along the way managed three marriages which he fully admits didn’t quite get his full attention.

   The birth of his daughter gave him pause for thought: ‘You know all that stuff – does your family have a heart condition and so on – I hadn’t got a clue. So I wrote to Norcap [the National Organisation for Counselling Adoptees and Parents] and got their magazine – but then didn’t really do anything about it.’ Nevertheless, he had noticed the considerable number of young men who join the army ‘in order to find a family’. ‘When I became a training corporal in the Green Jackets for two years, I noticed guys turning up at the depot with just a carrier bag with soap and a toothbrush – and their stories – adopted, or from care homes . . .’

   Years of adventure saw him all over the world and thoroughly immersed in the world of Special Forces, culminating in heading for the Middle East after Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait in 1990. Afterwards, he thought about writing a book. The extraordinary saga of infiltration by the men of Bravo Two Zero into enemy territory in the Gulf War ensued: a blistering tale which delivers the realism of war and subsequent imprisonment and torture. While thousands fantasise about crawling around suburban undergrowth and leaping out to vanquish the dastardly foe while sustaining a scratch or two on the cheek, the genuine experience delivers something rather different: the bullets, the kicks and punches, the smell of fear and the churning gut which have to be endured if you want to live.

   For someone who was nigh-illiterate at the age of nine and failed his basic English and maths test when he first tried to join the army, Sergeant McNab’s description of events in the desert and Baghdad was an unexpected tour de force. Bravo Two Zero sold – and continues to sell – by the shed-load. More books followed when he left the SAS to take up full-time writing.

   Only recently has he begun to look for his roots: talking to his daughter, who’s now at college, he finally had the ‘where we’ve come from’ thought, and he’s been to an American university which specialises in DNA testing. To his complete fascination, they’ve already told him that in among the standard markers of Indo-European heritage is a strand of Native American Indian: ‘Wild Bill’s come to town,’ he says joyfully, and roars with laughter. He feels little desire to discover his birth parents: ‘I’ve got the ones I’ve got – they did all the nappy-changing and the rest of it, and they’re fine. They’re all I’ve known.’

   There’s no self-doubt or regret. He radiates an easy confidence and doesn’t carry the past with him – except as recollections of a tough environment, but one which eventually shaped him to come through a huge adventure relatively unscathed. He’s a diligent writer, with novels flowing on a yearly basis, and comfortably anonymous still under that fourth name. The curiosity about his roots manifests itself as an interesting sideline in what is clearly a very sorted life. ‘I like to think the reasons why I was left was the 1950s’ “shock-horror – an illegitimate child” – at least I wasn’t put in a skip! I was left at a hospital. How lucky I was picked and adopted – I might have been shipped off to a Catholic school in South Africa or wherever. But here I am, and I feel lucky.’


Chapter 10

Have you brothers or sisters?

‘I always thought there was a gap – a space – and there was: it was you.’ My elder sister is not given to fantasy, but having never known of my existence until I turned up rather unexpectedly after four-plus decades of absence, this remark carried an odd ring to it.

   My mother has four children and I’m number two, but as I arrived illegitimately I was adopted immediately and brought up in the north-east, where I was born. I grew up an only child, unaware that I had half-siblings, but I was one of those children who didn’t long for more in the family, perhaps because so many of my friends were also onlies or in very small families. Some had elder brothers or sisters – but as the war had intervened they were often a good six years older, and we post-war children thought them from another era.

   There are now many theories and theses about the pecking order in families, but it’s odd to find yourself coming in at number 2 in your forties, when all the time you had thought yourself number 1 or an only. And for my sisters and brother, there was a kind of mental shifting along the bench to accommodate this extra number on the team. With great good fortune, none of us seems to have minded. As my elder sister reminds me: ‘You never had the childhood arguments about whose turn it was or who borrowed my best pencil case.’ We don’t know if the odd gap or space which she felt was instinctive or just a natural reaction to being a few years older than the younger two, and always being put in charge of them. We laugh about it and don’t indulge in introspective rumination.

   The only child is sometimes pitied, thought to be deprived of useful experience such as sharing and making compromises; over-indulged and forever polishing the ego. And brothers and sisters would seem to offer more opportunities for a wider circle of friends, of more stimulation and sympathy. Then you meet siblings who have never spoken to each other for thirty years and don’t intend to for the next thirty. It’s very difficult for the only child to imagine such a rift: surely you feel something in common, have some kind of bond between you?

   If foundlings were fortunate enough to be taken into a family before the twentieth century, they usually joined a large clan: whoever had survived infant mortality among a dozen-plus children. When the state systemised adoption in the 1920s, it became much more common for foundlings to be placed with childless couples. A large number adopted again, often with the unvoiced feeling that the first child had already been ‘alone’ and was in need of a playmate. Depending on the happiness or otherwise of childhood, and especially where there wasn’t a good relationship with adoptive parents, some foundlings can be wistful about possible siblings. However, even more than the adopted child, they feel that finding such relatives is well beyond their reach.

   Much more rare are the siblings in search of the foundling. And the motivation cannot be quite the same as that of the child searching for ‘family’.



Four sisters sit in a small house stylishly furnished with wooden floors and potted plants, with mounds of sandwiches and coffee on offer. They are a close family – the eldest sister, Judith, was born to her mother, Christine’s, first husband, and four more daughters followed in a second marriage. All but the second eldest have gathered to discuss what has been an unexpected conundrum in their lives.

   Judith, Vivienne, Christine, Jane and Susan thought they knew their family history, with an array of uncles and aunts and a childhood spent living with their grandmother. They were all born in Wales and have that intimacy of family knowledge that comes with having lived near or next to each other for a long time. The story starts with the eldest, Judith: ‘Mum married when she was about nineteen, on 2 November 1940’ – and is taken up by Vivienne.

   ‘He was a South African who’d been to university at either Oxford or Cambridge, and he was a pilot officer in the RAF, stationed in Wales – at St Athans. They met at a dance and she went home that night and said to my grandmother, “I’ve met the man I want to marry.” And my mother was called the second most beautiful woman in our town – she was stunning. And the fact that she’s . . .’. Vivienne breaks off, because all the family memories have now been changed because of what they’ve learned.

   Judith begins again: ‘I was born in November 1941 – on their wedding anniversary – but he’d been killed two months earlier, in September. So, a young widow in the war, she went back to live with her mother and her sister Mona and sister-in-law Frances. She married again when I was four. She’d met her second husband on the way back from South Africa where she’d been to meet her in-laws after their son had been killed – his mother, who was Jewish, wanted to see me – and possibly leave me there. She married in 1945.’

   ‘My father was a merchant seaman,’ adds Vivienne, ‘and she went to live in Southampton, then had us four girls in the space of six years!’ When the eldest was fifteen, their mother died. So their half-sister Judith, who was only nineteen, took them in and looked after them until she herself got married a year later. There was talk of splitting up the four sisters, but once again their grandmother stepped in and they returned to South Wales to live with her and their Aunt Mona. Therefore they were rarely out of touch with close relatives until they themselves left in the sixties to marry, have children, divorce, remarry – ‘live regular lives’, as they put it, with a great deal of laughter. One of the sisters suddenly adds, ‘She died so young – and she was eight and a half months pregnant, and the baby died with her. I think she was secretly hoping for a boy, for I remember her saying if ever she had a boy she’d call him Jonathon.’

   Family get-togethers were frequent, and all the girls were back in their home town in 1996 for a celebration, described by Vivienne. ‘We came back here, with Aunt Mona, Mum’s sister, on the day Judith’s granddaughter was getting christened. It was a lovely day, we had a barbecue, the ceremony was lovely, the weather was gorgeous, it was a perfect day and our aunt decided – she just came out with it: “I want to talk to you girls, quietly.” We were all there at the barbecue – it was quite funny really, because there were quite a lot of people milling around and she said, “Come in the shed, I’ve got something to tell you.” So she told Susan first, and then Susan sat on the lawn and said, “It appears we’ve got a brother.”

   ‘We said, “What are you talking about?” ’

   Judith chimes in: ‘As soon as she said it, something clicked with me and it was something I’d heard as a child. When her next daughter – also Christine – was born, somebody came to the house to visit and said, “Oh, another girl,” and my mother’s sister-in law Frances was there and said, “Christine had a boy once” – and then, very quickly, “but she miscarried.” I was about eight or nine – and it clicked. To me it was like a bolt coming out of heaven – I mean, looking at this big blue sky that day of the barbecue and thinking that we’ve got a brother somewhere! And Susan said, “This is a hell of a legacy.” But we were meant to know . . . however, it took a long time before we were told. I had so many questions. How old was I when this happened? When did it happen? Who is the father? Why haven’t we found out before? And she said, “I didn’t tell you for all this time: to protect your mum.”’

   All the sisters join in at this point. The moment they were told changed their lives and they have only a few shreds of information to go on. ‘It was a long time ago.’ ‘Judith was about seventeen months old, we think.’ ‘We think it might be 1943.’ ‘She went to London – her sister-in-law Frances went with her.’

   Vivienne takes up the tale: ‘The only thing we were told was that Mum abandoned the baby in London, on a station . . . we don’t really know which one . . . and they waited until somebody picked the baby up. They watched and waited, Frances and Mum. I do know that my mum was desperately, desperately upset. We believe Mum had the baby in a London hospital, because our grandmother apparently found a nursing bra and a baby’s identity bracelet – and she burned them after Mum came home. Burned them, and said to my aunt, “I think Chris has had a baby.” And nothing more was said. She didn’t approach my mum about it, and when Aunt Mona told us about it that day of the christening it was a case of . . . well. “I was very young myself,” she said. “It was one of those cases where you know that you don’t talk about it. It’s been dealt with. Grandmother didn’t ask any questions – she just swept it under the carpet.’’’

   Again a chorus of voices: ‘Aunt Mona only knew a bit of this.’ ‘We don’t know if she knew at the time that they’d gone to London.’ ‘We could have found out more if Frances had told us.’

   Jane: ‘I find it difficult to believe that Aunt Mona didn’t know more – two sisters who were very close . . . ?’

   Judith: ‘I felt so emotional about it. Mum was a young widow . . . there has to be a certain time, hasn’t there, when . . . anyway, this child was conceived – and not from my father, he was dead by then. I felt that the bottom had dropped out of my world, because Mum died at thirty-eight – I was nineteen – and she’d carried this grief with her, and I’m sure she’d have told us when we were older. She was this wonderful, loving woman . . . but she couldn’t keep that baby. Where did she have to go? She didn’t have a home – she was living with her mother and sister. She had a young child of seventeen months. What could she do?’

   Vivienne: ‘My grandmother was really strict – though she was a good woman, a kind woman. But it was the times . . . the stigma of having a bastard, a child without a father . . . and we had to wait fifty years to find out.’

   Judith: ‘My aunt’s sister-in-law Frances had died the year previous to Mona telling us at the barbecue. Frances was very close to Mum, and she knew. We’d met her a few times when she came back from Australia where she lived. She never told us. She never mentioned it. She was lovely – and she spoke her mind – and my mother confided in her. And she said nothing. Aunt Mona’s the only one left who knew, and she died of cancer eighteen months after she told us.’

   The sisters have started to search; they talk all the time about him, not about themselves, as Vivienne says: ‘We’re very concerned about him. We had a shock, and it still remains a shock eight years down the line – but for him to be told that he’s got five half-sisters . . . it must be a terrible shock to him. And Mum’s not here to speak for herself. Each and every one of us loved her very much and we wouldn’t want to hurt her memory in any way.’

   Jane adds: ‘What would be nice would be for someone in his early sixties just to know that his mother was a wonderful person . . . she was the best. On the other hand, we don’t know how it’s affected his life. We don’t even know at this stage if he realises he’s a foundling. Perhaps he does, perhaps he doesn’t – we don’t know. He might not want to know us . . . we’ve just got to wait and see. It’s a strange feeling and it never goes away – and we won’t, until we know one way or the other. If we’re lucky enough to meet him it would be wonderful, but what we really would like to know is that he’s had a happy life, that what happened hasn’t affected him, because we’ve all brought children up and you do love your kids desperately. We’d like to know that he’s had a happy life, really. . . .’

   Vivienne is still thinking of her mum: ‘The fact that she’s got a son somewhere – I find this so sad . . . and that he doesn’t know about it.’

   And Judith adds: ‘And if he looks at all like Mum, even though he’s sixty, we’ll know him. All we really want to do is to give him a hug.’

   And, incredibly, they have. After nine years of searching, just before this book went to press, they have found him with the help of Norcap. The sisters are still getting used to the news, but Vivienne told me he has had a good life and they had just had a magical day together. ‘We were all bowled over.’ The seemingly impossible has happened.


Chapter 11

What is your religion?

My home town once had the odd claim to hosting more religious sects and denominations than anywhere else in the country. On inspection, this didn’t render Sunderland particularly godly. Methodism ruled the roost, the Church of England was seen as a little flabby and the Catholics were beyond the pale (literally, corralled on the bleak housing estates). Odd little outfits glorifying the Lord up a flight of stairs in a dingy room down by the docks were happily tolerated, and the occasional spring procession of Joyful Witnesses added a touch of colour to the terraced streets. The Salvation Army was reported to be very active round the pubs, but as Sunderland had a pub every ten yards prior to slum clearance the Army had to march round for a whole year with its War Cry in order to visit even half of them.

   My family appeared to absorb the idea of inter-denominational behaviour by doing a devotional supermarket round. Bits of non-conformism went into the trolley of worship, courtesy of a grandfather’s lay-preacher status with an enthusiastic bunch of Bethesda Baptists (brimstone and hellfire mob, but very good at bring-and-buy sales for the poor); Methodism offered a grand church in which I was christened, and a number of chapels and ‘missions’ built in Victoria’s reign near the shipyards in order to save the working class from sin (and Vaux’s best bitter).

   Early on I was inducted into the main aim of the Methodists, which was to out-sing any other church in the local eisteddfods. The Congregationalists, Unitarians, Independent Methodists, Wesleyan Missioners and other assorted non-cons were a social-minded community, liking nothing better than long evenings in packed churches listening to small choirs murdering Stainer’s Crucifixion or Mendelssohn’s Elijah, followed by tea and buns. I did the rounds, learning to sight-read six-part music in tonic sol-fa and wondering why the Football Club’s fans shouted Ha’way rather than hosanna or hallelujah.

   Having absorbed the Methodist way of doing things, I found myself being educated in an establishment run by the Church of England Schools Company, a robust organisation which appreciated a Low Church tradition and full-scale annihilation of the local Catholic school’s hockey team. The small differences in ritual between the non-conformists now widened into a large gap from the C of E: ‘We kneel, Kathryn – we don’t crouch.’ On the other hand, a girl who’d unwisely spent her early years in High Church surroundings was briskly informed: ‘We incline, dear. God doesn’t like curtseys.’

   After moving through the Anglican shelves the Adie trolley suddenly headed for the Presbyterian sector, attracted by a thriving Brownie pack full of Elves and Pixies. Enrolled in the Sunday School, I asked if Elves and Pixies were like Angels and was told that I’d ‘learn all about that sort of thing when I was older’. Still waiting.

   A holiday visit to relatives in Lancashire resulted in strong condemnation of American-imported holy Special Offers: a cousin had ‘gone Billy Graham’ but it was thankfully short-lived, failing to live up to its advertised claim to convey grace – and success. Half a mile from us, the only church to be built in a modern style was rising above a respectable part of suburbia: the Church of the Latter-Day Saints. It attracted mild curiosity, mainly because it had money – something a bit new-fangled and foreign to leaky-roofed Anglicans and thrifty Methodists. However, it was not seen as a threat, as the Mormons were a bit too keen on house-to-house proselytising which was regarded as very un-British. Nor was their music up to scratch. Meanwhile, we lived amid lots of Lithuanian Jews, Orthodox in some observance (I switched on next door’s lights every Friday evening in winter) but Liberal in their desire to integrate and socialise with the neighbours – and with invitations to bar mitzvahs.

   In post-war Britain, our religious life was neither intense nor doctrinally based. The Thirty-Nine Articles were unknown. The Creed was a difficult bit of plainsong, and Communion was on a take-it-or-leave-it basis. Christmas was the Salvation Army on the green with the Jewish families carrying the collecting tins: ‘Well, it’s your holiday, isn’t it?’ Easter was the non-conformists’ day out with new frocks for the little girls and only the Catholics doing the Stations of the Cross. Religion was, in the main, the stuff of social life, a series of regular musical gatherings and jollies which branched out into social welfare, hospital visiting, charity work and an interest in missionary activity in the far-flung British Empire. If Methodist Communion came in little glasses (‘Rather a downmarket drinks party, don’t you think?’ said the C of E) and the Anglicans had a single large silver chalice (‘Heavens, the germs,’ said the Methodists), no one was going to make a jihad of it.

   There was tension in one area: for teenagers, the issue of the RCs and marriage raised its head. The Catholics were seen as a breed apart, and the majority were descended from Irish workers imported into the coal-mines and shipyards in the glory years of Victorian heavy industry. However, there was the odd farming or professional family who – there was no doubt about it – represented ‘a problem’. Marrying into such a family would raise the spectre of argument over how the children would be brought up: at that time the Vatican insisted that, in ‘mixed’ families, Catholicism claimed the children. Whether people were devout or didn’t give a fig for belief the actual demand seemed an interference in private matters, and the mention of a new boyfriend occasionally met with the remark, ‘They’re Catholics – aren’t they? Just remember. . . .’ There were little prejudices which were gossiped about – that the town council was huffy at the thought of a Catholic councillor, but that was put down to all of them being Masons. And there were sharp glances in the local hospitals when the occasional nun sailed in. Matrons grasped them firmly if they hovered near the beds of those who did not have RC on their form: death-bed conversions were considered unsporting.

   In my teens, returning from an exchange visit to France in 1961, all talk of snails and wine and garlic was blown away when it emerged that the family I’d stayed with had taken me to Mass one Sunday morning. It was as if I’d strayed near the jaws of hell and the flames had nearly licked me. I countered that it was all bells and smells, just as was suspected by any good little Methodist, and that the most interesting thing had been that the congregation talked all the way through Communion – except when those at the back of the church lit cigarettes and wreathed a statue of the Virgin in a blue haze. This produced a deep satisfaction that the RCs ‘didn’t know how to behave’. Years later I saw an Italian TV technician do exactly the same, though this was in St Peter’s in Rome and the smoke was within sniffing distance of the Pope.

   In 1961, the Catholic Church in Ireland was not the object of the dismissive and patronising remarks that I was used to in England. It was the power in the land and had a grip on everyday life that amounted to near-strangulation of liberal principles. As an ordinary soul, you challenged its authority at your peril. In the smallest of villages the priest was the fount of all knowledge, the source of influence, the judge and jury on behaviour. The busy nuns, who seemed to be more plentiful in Dublin than in the environs of the Vatican, still retained a detachment from society which rendered them remote and untouchable. And the Church still rivalled the state when it came to decisions about family relationships. In 1961 Siobhan Lewis started life with the Church very much in charge: ‘I know nothing of how I arrived. Just the date of birth – and in a nursing home.’

   Siobhan talks in her large living room in London with three lithe and energetic daughters zooming in and out and a small boy crawling speedily among toys. A dark-haired Irish woman, she laughs readily at some of the gaps in her past but becomes impassioned when she emphasises how much she wants to find out. ‘I suppose I’m illegitimate. I’ve so few clues, but I’m searching. I’ve very few first memories, but the major one was being told at the age of six that I was adopted, being told you were loved – and your own mother couldn’t look after you. I have a birth certificate – but it has my adopting parents’ names on it! And I don’t even know if my adoption was legal – I’ve never asked, and in Ireland one doesn’t go into that. There was a priest and a public health nurse involved – that’s how it all came about. The authorities weren’t involved.’

   Siobhan was brought up in Dublin – ‘an up-and-down childhood with a few scary nuns along the way’ – alongside an older sister, also adopted, but her background was not much mentioned at home. ‘To be honest, my adopting parents didn’t seem to know anything.’ Later ‘I remember, after having been told about the adoption, you just didn’t say a word at the RC school. What with the nuns and everything and what we were taught about sexual matters – all evil and bad – you didn’t dare say too much. When we got to be teenagers as well. But it was always there. Every birthday that comes – 25 December – it’s there. Though I’m now no longer sure it is my actual date of birth. And as a teenager I questioned a bit – but I was told there was nothing, and there was some resistance to the idea of my asking questions.’

   She came to England and married, and the arrival of her children stirred her into action. ‘It comes and goes, this feeling of wanting to know, and I look at my children and I’m trying to see myself in them. When my third daughter was born she got viral encephalitis – and she was so sick that I thought something medical might be going on connected with me, and I had no information. All I knew about events in ’61 was that I came to the family as a result of “voluntary good works” on behalf of the priest. However, I feel more positive about everything when I’m searching. I found out the name of the nursing home, which apparently was unregistered at the time. I was lucky enough to talk to the daughter of the home’s owner on the phone twice, and she checked the books for me. But I’m not on the books. After my fourth child, the pressure increased – after the first two I’d felt very together about it all, then after three and four I said to myself, “The time’s come.” You can’t go through life without knowing. I want to find out for my little family – it’ll take them forward. My eldest is coming up to teenage and I want her to have a strong sense of self. My four children – I couldn’t dream of giving them away . . . and I keep hoping that I might find her – my mother. I have a great love in my heart for her. I just want to know why I was given away, my past, what’s she like. Does she like music . . . ? Just the simple things. . . . The girls are musical, the eldest with the flute – perhaps. . . .

   ‘I’ve been to Barnardo’s, the Irish Adoption Association – there are no records anywhere. And I also phoned up the priest – the one involved in the “voluntary good works”. He said, “Oh dear, no, I don’t know anything.” And that was it. He would say nothing more. And apparently the public health nurse died years ago.’ She grips her fingers and seems quite tense. ‘I’ll still go on looking.’

   There’s no doubt when she talks about the call to the priest that it was an out-of-the-ordinary brief conversation. And even considering the secrecy and guilt which attended these matters in the early sixties in Ireland, Siobhan’s story seems particularly bereft of official existence. She knows that priest is the key to her past – and there’s a distinct possibility that she’s literally a daughter of the Church. It would be part of a familiar tale in Ireland, which for centuries has blurred the lines between the rights of Church and people and has witnessed some of the grimmest aspects of abuse to be found anywhere in Europe.


Some years before Thomas Coram embarked on his mission to create a Foundling Hospital in London, there was already one in Dublin. It was in a city expanding into a metropolis of elegant buildings but already possessing a reputation for savage poverty, partly because of the tide of desperate poor who headed there from the bleak and unproductive bogland. Abandoned children got scant sympathy: their fate can be read into the statute which appeared in 1707, an ‘Act to Prevent the Destroying and Murdering of Bastard Children’. As in England, a woman who hid the death of her illegitimate baby could now be executed if she failed to provide a witness to swear that it had been still-born. Abandonment was an obvious alternative.

   Traditionally, the only place to leave a child was at the local church – and even this was a problem, considering that the Reformation had seen the decline of Catholic church buildings so that many Catholics had no actual place of worship. Nevertheless, some children thus abandoned managed to survive, for there are records of children with names such as Michan (after a Dublin church) and Porch, commemorating the baby’s precise location when found. There was, as elsewhere, a distinct reluctance in communities to cough up money to support such children. As with beggars and the homeless, determined efforts were made to move people on to the next parish. The peculiar profession of ‘lifter’ appeared in Ireland – women who scoured the parish at night for any children lying around, doped them up with diacodium (syrup of poppies) to stop them crying, then scurried off to the next parish to dump them for a second time.

   In 1701, a ‘House of Industry’ was set up in Dublin ‘for the employment and maintaining of the poor thereof’; part of it accommodated orphans between five and sixteen. It served to alleviate only a small element of the problem, however, and poverty lapped at the walls of even the grandest buildings, including St Patrick’s Cathedral, where the Dean, Jonathan Swift, put pen to paper on the subject. In 1729 the author of Gulliver’s Travels applied his biting satire to the issue of poor children in one of his most caustic pamphlets, ‘A Modest Proposal for Preventing the Children of Poor People in Ireland from being a Burden to the Parent or Country’, suggesting that the English rulers should simply eat Irish children: ‘I have been assured by a very knowing American of my acquaintance in London, that a young healthy child well nursed is at a year old a most delicious, nourishing, and wholesome food, whether stewed, roasted, baked, or boiled, and I make no doubt that it will equally serve in a fricassee, or a ragout.’ Little did he know that his satire would become only marginally less shocking than the reality. By 1730, the House of Industry was enlarged and renamed the Foundling Hospital and Workhouse of the City of Dublin, supposedly an institution of good religious intentions but one which in reality degenerated into a horror story.

   The Turning Wheel at its gate had been installed at the behest of Hu Armach, the Primate of All-Ireland, ‘that at any time, by day or by night, a child may be layd in it, to be taken in by the officers of the said house’. There was a revolving cradle with a bell attached to it built into the gate, and the porter who turned the wheel could not see who left the child. Within days it was busy. They came in their hundreds from all over the country. Soon there were reports of trips made by women carrying several babies heaped in a basket, and by the end of the century it was an established pattern according to the report of a parliamentary investigation: ‘The wretched little ones were sent up from all parts of Ireland, ten or twelve of them thrown together in a kish or basket, forwarded in a low-backed car, and so bruised and crushed and shaken at their journey’s end that half of them were taken out dead, and were flung into a dung-heap.’

   Both Protestants and Catholics were sent to the Hospital, and often the parents were so poor and desperate that they took little notice of the religious nature of the place: admittedly its first intention was to prevent ‘the exposure, death and actual murder of illegitimate children’. However, there was a zealous religious intention as well: ‘to educate and rear children taken in charge by the institution in the Reformed or Protestant faith, and thereby to strengthen and promote the Protestant interest in Ireland’. But from the beginning there was a practical obstacle to the proselytising: the Hospital soon ran out of Protestant wet-nurses. With gritted teeth, the governors found themselves having to board out the babies with Catholics. This completely stuffed the conversion process, as was wryly observed by an Irish historian in 1781: ‘The children were . . . located with nurses of the Catholic faith, and, gradually imbibing the religious predilections of their foster-mothers, refused when returned to the hospital to adopt the Protestant form of worship, or, if adopting it for a time, speedily relapsed into what the Governors deemed to be religious error . . . thus life was not saved in any degree commensurate with the intentions of the Legislature, nor were there so many accessions to the Protestant interests of the country as had been expected.’

   That ‘life was not saved’ was an understatement. In the 130 years of its existence, it is calculated that no fewer than two hundred thousand passed through the ‘cradle at the gate’. A very large proportion died within hours or days of admission. In the early years there was a scandal about the youngest being farmed out to wet-nurses who were paid to look after them until the age of two. Most never made it to their second birthday, the date of payment to the nurses often initiating the infant’s murder. To deceive the governors the women sometimes presented their own babies for inspection, leading to the Hospital branding the foundlings on the arm to ensure proper identification – the bodies of thirteen such branded babies were discovered in a sandpit in 1737. In the Hospital the food was literally rotten and bread had a life of its own, being infested with maggots. Overcrowding was automatic, clothing ragged and health poor. The infirmary within the building was considered the threshold to the grave.

   The Hospital was the subject of numerous reports and parliamentary committees: all bemoaned the abuse and neglect and the high number of deaths. Few seem to have made any impact, though one noble lady tried hard to sort out the mess: the energetic Lady Arabella Denny used her own money to improve the buildings and attempted to run the place on the grounds that it fell within the conventional ‘female sphere of observation’. But by the time she arrived, in 1758, children were coming in at the rate of over seven hundred a year, and the best intentions foundered in the face of rows and rows of babies whose fate the general public cared little about. Illegitimacy and poverty were facts of life, but not ones which aroused much sympathy. Poverty was endured by a very large part of the population, and children out of wedlock were the subject of condemnation from the pulpit. After Lady Arabella left, the institution became a killing-ground.

   Nevertheless, even though the end of the eighteenth century was hardly a time of soft-heartedness towards society’s more unfortunate members, politicians were genuinely aghast at the statistics which started to emerge from the Hospital. At a meeting in the Dublin House of Commons in 1790, Members were informed that the previous year had seen 2180 infants received in the Hospital. Of that number, 2087 were now dead or ‘unaccounted for’. In the preceding decade 19,367 had been recorded in the books as having passed though the cradle of the Turning Wheel, of whom nearly 17,000 were either dead or missing. In 1797 matters came to a head when a committee was appointed to enquire into the Hospital’s management. The previous six years had seen 12,786 children admitted, of whom only 225 survived.

   The Irish House of Commons was apprised of the curious habits of the institution, such as ‘stripping’: those not expected to survive were sent to the infirmary, and any clothes they had been given in the Hospital were exchanged for the rags in which they had originally arrived. Then they were bunched into cradles, five or six squashed together under discarded dirty blankets, with a great deal of vermin for company. There was also the dreaded ‘bottle’. The members of the committee sat to hear the testimony – on oath – of the Hospital nurse who described acting on the surgeon’s orders when indiscriminately giving the children ‘a composing draught’. She hadn’t a clue what this medicine actually was, but readily admitted that the children were ‘easy for an hour or two after taking it’. The committee took a dim view, with one of them, Sir John Trail, noting that the children he’d seen being put into the Hospital were anything but moribund. Among the 5216 children sent to the infirmary in the previous six years, precisely one had survived. Reform was demanded, and a new set of governors appointed. Nothing much changed – not so much through negligence, but because these children didn’t really count. Both Protestants and Catholics were united in the belief that the offspring of immoral mothers carried a sinfulness with them into their own lives – and anyway, meagre rations, dirt and disease were the lot of hundreds of thousands outside the institution.

   Thirty-three years later the House of Commons in England (parliamentary union of the two countries had been effected in 1800) was presented with another set of statistics which could be said to represent some sort of improvement on the former regime. Of 52,000 children, only 41,500 had died. This time, they decided to close the place down.


* * *


With the rise of the workhouse, the nineteenth century saw new efforts to deal with the poor. It became the only support available to the foundling, but there might be a small chance of some rudimentary education and perhaps, later, some work. However, as numbers grew within the walls a system of ‘boarding out’ was introduced: children were fostered by families who were paid a modest sum. One of the consequences of this, according to the workhouse records, was that the children forgot the surname they’d originally been given – and frequently ended up with no specific name. Foundlings tended not to be taken into the other new institutions which arose in the Victorian era to improve the lot of destitute children, for most were run by religious-based organisations. The foundling was a child of uncertain allegiance in faith, so was unlikely to qualify for a place.

   And there was now another way of shifting the poor: emigration. The government realised that there was a dearth of single women in its new colonies, and was anxious to supply willing females for both domestic work and marriage. Poor women sometimes took this option; others were forced by circumstances to board








































