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CHAPTER ONE

Beginnings
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Everyone’s life is unique, but they all begin the same way. It is the one thing we have in common, no matter who we are. We all had a mother, at some point. And our relationship with her shapes us in ways we may not even realise, until later in life. That is what happened with me, and my mother. 

I always felt as though my arrival into this world was a bit of an inconvenience. Perhaps because I was often told as much by my mother. 

She was in her forties when I was born. The year was 1954. I can only imagine I wasn’t planned and perhaps not entirely wanted. I was the scrapings off the pot, as we called it, the last child born. My mother already had two boys and two girls. Each had been a home birth, delivered in the back bedroom of our family farmhouse; that is, until I came along. With high blood pressure, my mother very reluctantly agreed to go to the Galway central maternity unit some weeks before my birth. 

In the ward she was stationed beside a friendly Traveller woman, who noticed my mother crying. ‘What’s wrong with you?’ she asked. 

‘I just miss home,’ my mother said.

‘Ourra get out of that, you ol’ fool,’ she said, ‘sure isn’t this a chance to put your feet up, away from the other childer!’ 

My mother wasn’t convinced. She left the hospital as soon as she was permitted. As was the way back then, the hospital ambulance delivered Kathleen Farrell and her new little bundle home to the farm. When the ambulance pulled up outside the house, my father came to the door with Anne, Michael, Martin and Mary, who were all eager to meet their new little sister, Catherine. And so it was that I would come to call this place my home, this farmland on the edge of Tuam. 

And I was about to make my presence known, in a big way. I was a very restless baby, so I’m told, who cried a lot. And with four other children to look after, my mother didn’t have much time for that. 

Life was busy in our crowded little house. We were now a family of seven. We lived in what had once been a Royal Irish Constabulary barracks, situated on a former landed estate owned by the Henry family. Despite being old, the house was fit for purpose. It had a fine slate roof, a large kitchen area, a scullery with a Belfast sink, and a loft above the two small bedrooms. 

But gone were the times of landed gentry. The new owner of the property was a man named Bobby Burke. He was a kind and decent landlord. He divided the estate among his employees, my father being one of them. They each received around 40 acres, and the landlord put in place a scheme where new houses were built to accommodate their families. My parents gladly participated, paying for the house in monthly rates. 

I was six months old when we made the big move. The new house was spacious, compared to the old house. There were three bedrooms instead of two, which meant a new sleeping arrangement: a ‘boys’ room’ and a ‘girls’ room’. It was decided that my mother would sleep in one room with me and my sister Mary, and my father would sleep in the other room with my two brothers Michael and Martin. Somehow, Anne, being 14 years old, got a room to herself. 

I’ve never really known whether that arrangement was entirely due to the logistics of space or whether my parents preferred being in separate bedrooms. I’ve come to the conclusion, though, that I may have had something to do with it. My father couldn’t tolerate any kind of loud noise, so the prospect of a crying baby in the night may have been more than he could bear. 

My mother seemed quite happy with this set-up. I don’t think she thought of my father in a romantic way. Of course, she cared for him and made sure he was looked after. Perhaps it wasn’t quite love, but it was what she could manage. My father, on the other hand, was soft. He was the gentle one, the emotional one. He needed her more than she needed him. And her distancing seemed to make him need her all the more. 

Though I was the youngest, I was often left to my own devices. Out of necessity, I suppose – not enough hands for all the children who needed minding. I had the bumps and bruises to prove it. All part of growing up. Or falling up, perhaps, in my case. 

Though my mother did her best to keep an eye on me, my childhood seemed to be punctuated with tumbles and falls. I don’t think I was overly clumsy. Just curious, perhaps. Always wanting to explore. The years flew by, and before they knew it, I was walking and getting up to mischief. 

Life was simple back then. But it was hard work too. Every few days my mother would collect water from the stream that ran through our land and heave the heavy buckets back up the hill towards the house to be used for washing and cleaning and cooking. She fetched the drinking water from the well each day and was clever about harvesting the rainwater that ran from the drainpipes into barrels she placed beneath them. One day when I was about three years old, I was out on the farm with my mother and my sister Mary collecting water from the stream. 

In one giant leap, I propelled myself forward in my wellington boots and tried to jump across the stream to the opposite embankment. I lost my footing and fell straight on to a sharp rock, hitting my head. I let out a piercing cry, then sat up, dazed and confused. My sister screamed when she saw the blood gushing from my forehead. 

My mother dropped the buckets of water she was carrying. ‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph! What is wrong with you?’

She scooped me up in her arms and brought me inside, where she placed a cold cloth on my head to try to stem the bleeding. A stern scolding followed, about trying to do things that were dangerous.

But, somehow, I didn’t seem to learn my lesson. It was just a few weeks later when the dog incident occurred. I was playing in the kitchen with our family pet. After careful consideration, I surmised he was just the right size for ‘horsey’. I threw my leg over his back and held on tight to the hair around his neck. ‘Yeehaw!’ I yelled as the dog took off across the room. I lost my grip somewhere near the hall and fell straight onto the concrete steps and was knocked unconscious. 

My father saw me lying still on the floor. ‘Christ!’ he yelled as he ran to pick me up. ‘Kathleen! Come quick! She’s dead!’ 

‘Nonsense,’ my mother said. She brought me out to the back of the house and doused my head with cold water from the barrel in the garden, which quickly brought me back to myself. 

My brother Michael came to check on me. ‘Are you alright, Cat?’ he asked, examining my head. He gave me a playful wink. ‘Looks like you’ll live!’ Michael was always looking out for me. I adored him and looked up to him as my protective older brother. I knew I could be a nuisance, being the youngest, but somehow he always had time for me. 

And Mary too was very kind. She was often charged with taking care of me, and sometimes my mother asked far too much of her. As was the case the time I tried to make a whistle out of a small bicycle valve. It slid down my throat and I began to choke on it. My mother slapped my back in a panic, trying to release it. I went quiet for a moment, then swallowed it whole and down it went. 

My mother wanted to ensure that the valve passed through my system and out the other end. So Mary, all of eight years old, was given the job of using a stick to examine my deposits under the bushes because we did not have a bathroom at that stage. Luckily, after several days, the valve appeared and we were able to put an end to that particular ritual. 

I learnt a lot from Mary too. Like the day we heard that we were next in line for ‘the stations’.

‘What’s going on?’ I asked her. 

‘It’s our turn for the stations,’ she said. 

‘What’s that?’ I asked. 

‘Everyone is going to come and say their prayers in our house,’ Mary explained. 

I soon learned that it was a tradition whereby a kind of rota system operated in the village, and instead of everyone going to church for mass, they would come to a person’s house. The priest would say mass in the sitting room and bless the house, with all the neighbours gathered around. And then we would have tea afterwards. It was a very important day, Mary explained, and it meant we had a lot to do to get ready. 

My mother and father seemed to be taking it all very seriously. Work began immediately, as there was much to be done and not a moment to waste. In the quiet moments, I could sense that my mother was worried about it. One night I saw her counting out the money that she kept stashed in the metal box in the cupboard. No doubt it all came at terrible expense. But they had no choice but to go ahead. 

My father began painting the house – inside and out. New furniture arrived and a linoleum floor covering was laid out in the sitting room. Being all but four, the new floor was the most exciting part for me. It seemed like an ideal ice rink to slide across. When no one was looking I took a flying run at it, but lost my balance and came down hard on my elbow. I let out a shriek and held my arm close to my chest, sure that it was broken. But a broken limb was the last thing my parents needed with so much to be done. 

‘Och Lord, what now!’ My mother lifted me up and carried me into the kitchen, taking a jar of goose grease from the windowsill. The fat from roasting a goose proved to be an excellent remedy for most swellings. My mother always kept a jar of it to hand, from the leftover goose fat from Christmas dinner. 

She sat me down at the kitchen table and opened the jar. The smell was pungent as she scooped it out with her fingers and rubbed the fatty goo on my elbow. The smell itself was enough to make you forget about the pain, if only for a minute. Whatever else you might say about my mother, she was a wizard when it came to home remedies, though in a way she had to be, as there wasn’t much money to spare for doctors’ fees.

After much preparation, the day finally arrived. My mother woke at dawn. I felt her moving in the bed. I turned over and closed my eyes tightly, hoping she might let me sleep on. I knew we would be needed though, especially today. ‘Time to get up, girls,’ she said, waking me and my sisters. ‘We’ve a lot to do before they all arrive.’ 

I opened my eyes sleepily. I heard my mother stoking the fire in the kitchen. 

Anne nudged me hard. ‘Get up!’ she said. 

I jumped up and got dressed quickly. Our best clothes had been laid out on the bed. When I walked into the kitchen, Mam was busy setting the table and ensuring there would be enough food for everyone. We were hosting a sit-down meal for all the neighbours. Mary, Anne and I got to work helping her with seating arrangements. 

Mam pointed us towards the white cloths and candles and asked us to dress the makeshift altar in the sitting room, which we did carefully, trying to get all the details just right. 

Just then, my father came in from milking the cows with my brothers. ‘You’ve done a fine job there, girls,’ he said, taking off his muddy boots. 

Once everything was ready, we waited for people to arrive. I stood watch at the front window. 

‘They’re coming!’ I shouted, as I saw the line of people making their way up the hill towards the house. Some walking, others on their bicycles. Everyone was dressed in their Sunday best.

‘They’re nearly here!’ shouted Mary. 

We took our places. We all knew what our jobs were for the day, to help things go smoothly. 

Neighbours and friends from far and wide arrived. They were solemn and quiet, blessing themselves as they came through the door, as though they were entering a church. The candles were lighting in the room and a strong smell of incense filled the air. As more and more people arrived, we squeezed in tightly. 

There was a mumble of chat as the farmers discussed their herds and crops and the women reunited with one another. Then, a hush moved through the room. ‘Shhhh.’ The priest was arriving. He was dressed in his stole and holy vestments. My mother went out to greet him and guided him into the front room where he would hear confession from those who wished to attend. 

When that was done, the priest came into the sitting room to say mass. We all gathered around in a circle as he stood beside the fire. I watched, fascinated, as, row upon row, the adults clasped their hands and bowed their heads. When it was time to kneel, they bent double and dropped to the floor, even the tallest of men, made suddenly small. It was strange to see the adults, who were usually in charge, behaving like children in a classroom. 

An elderly woman was seated on the armchair. She was dressed all in black. A younger woman, who looked like her daughter, gently helped her down to her knees by the fire, as she clasped her rosary beads in prayer. 

The house was filled with the drone and mutter of prayers recited in unison. A cloud of incense wafted through the room, bringing with it the unmistakable smell of Sunday mass. The congregation followed the priest’s lead, kneeling when cued and praying when prompted. Moving and speaking as one, all following instruction. 

When the mass was done, the priest asked, ‘Who is next to take the stations?’ 

There was a silence in the room for a moment, then a neighbour piped up and said it was their turn next. Mary told me it was bad luck to refuse the house mass, and that’s why the tradition continued, year after year. I watched as some of the men stepped forward to give the priest a pound note for his trouble. And with that, the priest wrote down the name of the family to host the following year’s gathering, making it official. That seemed to bring an end to the ceremony. 

Then it was time for breakfast. The priest sat at a special table we had prepared for him, along with a few hand-selected men who would have the privilege of eating with him, my father being one of them. 

People stayed for hours – talking and eating. No longer solemn, but casual, at ease with one another. When the meal was over, the men sat on one side of the room and the women on the other. I went to play with the children outside as we chased each other around the garden. 

When it was time to go, one by one people thanked my parents and commended them on such an impressive ‘stations’. When the last of them had left, my mother closed the door behind them and let out a sigh of relief. 

We all looked at one another – we’d done it! I felt very proud in that moment to be a Farrell. To be part of something – family. 




CHAPTER TWO 

Beware of the Bull

[image: Chapter ornament image]

I would soon learn that there were some things that even goose grease couldn’t cure. I must have been about six years of age the day I decided to explore the forbidden field. I looked to see if anyone was around, then spotted a gap in the hedge and pushed my way through. 

Out of the corner of my eye I saw something move in the hedgerow – a robin, perhaps. I hunched down, peering in through the leaves to catch a glimpse of it, when all of a sudden I felt myself being launched into the air. The world started to spin. 

A bull had caught my dress in his horns and was trying to toss me into the air. I did the only thing I could think of: I held on as tight as I could to the bull’s woolly head, then suddenly I felt a sharp pain in my leg as he bucked furiously. I tried to scream, but no noise came out. The pain was getting worse. Just when I thought I couldn’t hold on any longer, I landed on the ground with a thud. I was crying and disorientated. 

Next thing I knew I was in the arms of a man I didn’t recognise. 

‘Are you alright, girl?’ he asked, checking me for cuts and bruises. 

I screamed. 

‘You’re alright, you’re safe now, you’re safe now,’ he said, trying to calm me down. 

I tried to catch my breath through the tears. 

He told me how he had been cycling past when he saw a bull tossing a little girl into the air. He jumped the gate and somehow managed to prise me from the animal, then escaped to safety, with me in his arms. 

‘You’re a very lucky girl to have survived,’ he told me. ‘You were very brave, hanging on like that.’ 

When he was satisfied that I wasn’t wounded, he asked me where my home was. I pointed to the farmhouse and the kind stranger took me by the hand and walked me back across the fields. My legs were shaking. 

When my mother answered the door, he recounted the story, with horror. She thanked him, and he went on his way. Inside the house, my mother checked me up and down to make sure I was okay, then reprimanded me for going into the bull field. 

I needed a hug, but I knew I wouldn’t get one from my mother. I hoped Michael would be home soon so I could tell him what had happened.

Sometimes when life gets particularly tough I think of that little girl, in her cotton dress, holding on to the bull’s head as he played bucking bronco. It makes me feel like I can take on anything, even if I’m on my own. 

From a very early age I knew my mother wasn’t like other mothers. She was always distant, never maternal. But she could be kind too, at times. I knew she was a good person, though she found it hard to show affection. I could see it in the things she did – for me and for other people.

The Kellehers were a poor family who lived about half a mile from us. And though none of us had much by way of money, they had even less. Their children would sometimes come to our house to play. My mother always showed great kindness to them. I would watch her load up each of their plates with slices of her fresh brown bread covered with butter and jam, served with a mug of warm milk, fresh from our cows, which they happily devoured. Even though I didn’t understand my mother, I still wanted to be like her, in some ways. 

One day I was playing with Jimmy, the eldest of the Kelleher children, in the garden. I turned to him and said, ‘Follow me, I have an idea.’

We ran down the path, then stopped suddenly. 

‘Okay, I have a plan,’ I said. ‘But you have to promise not to tell anyone.’ 

He looked at me, wondering what I was up to. 

‘Promise?’ I said. 

He nodded. 

‘Say “I promise”,’ I insisted. 

‘I promise,’ said Jimmy, sheepishly. 

‘Okay,’ I said, ‘come with me.’ I brought him down to the hen house. ‘Stretch out your jumper,’ I ordered. 

Jimmy obeyed. 

And with that I carefully gathered each and every egg from the coop and placed them in Jimmy’s outstretched jumper. ‘They’re for you,’ I said, triumphantly, once I had completed the task. ‘To take home for your tea!’ 

I watched as Jimmy waddled off, trying to walk the half-mile back to his house, carefully balancing the eggs in his jumper so as not to drop them. I wondered how many of the eggs might be broken by the time he reached home. 

That evening as my mother was spooning out the stew for dinner, she cleared her throat. I knew what was coming. ‘Does anyone know what happened to the eggs today?’ She paused, looking around the table to identify the guilty culprit. I looked down at my shoes. ‘I went out to gather them earlier, but discovered they were already gone,’ she said. ‘Does anyone know anything about that?’ 

She was looking straight at me. I felt my face redden. 

‘Catherine?’ 

I had to own up. ‘I gave them away . . .’ I said. 

‘Away? Who did you give them away to?’ she asked sternly. 

‘Jimmy . . .’ I whispered under my breath, then added, defensively, ‘. . . because, Mam, you said we should be good to the Kellehers.’ 

I waited for the shouting to begin. But no shouting came. I looked up. She was looking at me with an expression I hadn’t seen from her before. Something close to love, I think.

‘Well, you didn’t have to give them all away,’ she said, catching herself, returning to form. 

But I could tell she wasn’t angry about what I’d done. On the contrary, she seemed pleased. Looking back, I think it was one of the only times I ever felt she was proud of me. Perhaps that’s why I remember it so clearly. 

I tell you this to explain how I came to be where I am today, how it all came about. My links to Tuam and the people here. It’s in my blood, this land: the good and the bad of it. 




CHAPTER THREE

Growing Up
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When you’re young, you think life will never change. Until it does, and it catches you off-guard. 

This is what happened one night when I passed the boys’ room on my way to bed, and saw my mother packing a suitcase full of Michael’s clothes. 

‘What’s that for?’ I asked.

‘Michael’s leaving,’ she said. ‘He’s found work in Dublin.’ 

‘Leaving?’ I said, shocked. ‘For how long?’

‘For good,’ she said. 

‘When?’ I asked. 

‘Tomorrow morning,’ she said coldly, leaving the room to fetch something else to put into his suitcase. 

My heart sank. I couldn’t imagine life without Michael. I wanted so badly to ask him to take me with him, but I knew in my heart that wouldn’t be possible. Especially if he was leaving for work. He didn’t need his younger sister holding him back. I should be happy for him, I thought. That’s what he would do for me. But happy was the furthest from what I was feeling. I couldn’t sleep that night, knowing what was about to happen. 

I wasn’t proud of my decision, but the next morning, instead of saying goodbye, I went for a walk. I couldn’t bear to face reality. I walked up to the top field to be sure I could look back at the house to see Michael when he was leaving. I sat on a rock and waited. I was sitting there a long time before I finally saw him emerge from the house, dressed in his best clothes. He suddenly looked like a man, no longer the boy I had always known. He was just 16, and even though I was only six, he was my best friend in the world. I knew at that moment that life was never going to be the same again. 

I watched as he closed the front door behind him and walked away, suitcase in hand. He walked to the bend in the road, then waited there until the bus arrived and hissed to a halt. As he stepped on to the bus, he must have felt me watching him from high up on the hill. He turned and looked up towards the field. That’s when he spotted me. He waved and I waved back. Then the bus disappeared around the corner, and he was gone. I wondered if I would ever see him again. 

The house felt empty without Michael. He had always been my ally and was quick to stand up for me if ever I was in an argument with anyone else in the family. Even though I was the youngest, he always had my back. Now, without Michael around, I suddenly felt very alone.

Not long after that, Martin left too. He was headed for England. There was work there and he felt he could make a better life for himself across the water. It felt like the pillars of our family were disappearing. 

My father must have felt the loss worst of all. The boys had worked by his side on the farm since they were small. Now he was left with his wife and daughters, knowing that, in time, his daughters would leave him too. 

My mother disappeared into the fields the day Martin left. She went for a long walk, to be on her own. Her eyes were red and bloodshot when she returned. And yet none of us spoke of the heartbreak of losing the two boys. Instead, we just went about life, as if it was all normal, as if there weren’t two empty seats at the table. 

But you can’t ignore those feelings, no matter how hard you try. They run deep within you – that love of family and the loss of them when they are missing. You feel it every day. Something I would grow to understand in adulthood in a way I never really appreciated as a child. 




CHAPTER FOUR 

The Gaps
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Without the boys around, there was much more to be done on the farm. And we, the girls, were now needed, to fill the gaps, quite literally. 

Mam was busy baking bread when she spotted something outside the kitchen window. ‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph!’ she said, wiping her floured hands on the dishcloth. She pulled on her wellies, which were stationed beside the range. ‘He expects me to do everything – inside and out. Come on, Catherine, get your boots on; you’re needed.’ She gestured towards the door. 

I looked out the window to see what was happening. And there in the distance, coming over the hill, was my father, with all our sheep running around him in every direction. The sheepdog was doing his best to keep them under control, but was having very little success. 

We went outside and my mother quickly put some order on the situation, coaxing the sheep in the right direction, but despite her efforts, they kept escaping through the broken fences my father was always intending to mend.

‘Catherine, stand in the gaps in the fence!’ my mother yelled. 

I jumped into the gap and created a barrier as a sheep ran in my direction, then diverted when it saw me. I watched as my parents worked together. Farming was the only time they worked in tandem, whether they were dousing sheep, milking cows or saving crops. It was comforting to see them working as a unit. 

When the job was done, and the sheep were corralled into the correct field, Mam and I went back inside and my father returned to the farmyard. I felt a rush of excitement, knowing I had done something to help. It was nice to feel needed. 

But there was no rejoicing over the success. My mother went straight back to her baking. I could see she wasn’t in good form. She had a way of changing the atmosphere in the room, depending on her mood. Our world revolved around how she was feeling.

It was only when I started school that I really began to get a sense of life outside of our smallholding, of the world beyond the farmyard gates. 




CHAPTER FIVE 

Sweet Temptation 
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Childhood memories are like stepping stones. We jump from one to the other in our minds to make the story of our lives. 

But there is one moment in particular that changed my life entirely. I was all but six years old when I came to know of the home babies.

My sister Mary and I attended the Mercy Convent primary school and we walked the three miles there each day. When we reached the road, we walked along its grassy verge, past the fields, then down by the high stone walls of the mother and baby home, into the heart of Tuam. 

The mother and baby home was a strange place. It was a huge building, much bigger than anything else in Tuam, apart from the cathedral. It was where all the babies with no mammies and daddies lived. Or at least that’s what I believed back then. I used to stop outside a while, to see if I could spot the bread man or the milk cart arriving to the home, for the chance to catch a glimpse inside.

One morning, as we passed the home, I noticed that the gates had been left slightly ajar. I checked to see if anyone was coming. No one. Now’s my chance, I thought. I looked up at the glass shards embedded in the top of the wall, glistening in the early-morning sun. I wondered if the purpose of the glass was to keep people from breaking in, or to stop those inside from escaping. I approached the gate, slowly, carefully, hugging close to the wall, so as not to be seen. 

‘Pssstt, what are you doing. Catherine!’ Mary hissed. ‘You’re going to get us in trouble!’ 

‘Shh,’ I said. ‘There’s no one here. I just want to see what’s in there.’ I prised open the gate. It was heavier than I imagined. I peered, cautiously, into the yard, studying the building, searching for some sign of life inside its many windows. 

Suddenly the gate clanged shut. We both jumped with a fright. Then caught our breath. Just the wind. 

‘Let’s get out of here!’ said Mary. 

We ran the last half-mile to school. If we were late, we would get a slap. We got there just in time, panting. 

‘Good morning, Miss Farrell,’ said the head nun, standing in the doorway.

‘Morning, Sister,’ I said, hurrying past her, as she tapped a ruler in the palm of her hand. 

Mary came in just behind me. I heard the tap, tap of the ruler again as Mary slinked in. 

I hurried to the classroom, found my seat and pulled out my copybooks, ready to start. Then, ten minutes later, as was the daily routine, the home babies arrived. I watched them as they shuffled in, one by one, with their heads down, the click-clack of their hobnail boots tapping the floor, as they took their seats at the back of the class.

The teacher entered the classroom. We jumped to our feet.

‘Good morning, class.’ 

‘Good morning, Sister,’ we replied in unison. The daily ritual. 

She placed her things on the desk, then bowed her head and clasped her hands. ‘Our Father . . .’ The cue for us to begin.

‘Our Father . . .’ We recited the Lord’s prayer. 

‘Take out your copy books. Spellings . . .’ she said, and the class began.

For the rest of the day the home babies remained at the back of the room, quiet and unengaged. The teacher never called on them. It was as though they weren’t even there. 

Something about the separation, the segregation, was having an effect on our young, malleable minds. We saw them as ‘different’. We were taught that we were not the same. I can only imagine that’s what drove me to do what I did next. I had seen another girl in the class doing it. My friends egged me on. 

It was break time and we were in the cloakroom. I took a sweet wrapper from the pocket of my jacket and scrunched it up in the palm of my hand. ‘Hey! I’ve got something for you!’ I called to one of the home babies: a red-haired girl with big green eyes. 

She turned her head towards me, cautiously. 

I presented my outstretched hand. ‘Here,’ I said, ‘a sweet.’

Her eyes lit up. She reached out to grab the sweet, ready to relish the taste in her mouth, only to realise seconds later that it was nothing but a scrunched-up piece of paper.

The other children erupted in laughter. I’ll never forget the look on the girl’s face. I regretted my prank immediately. I couldn’t concentrate on my lessons for the rest of the day. I kept replaying the moment again and again in my mind. 

When class was dismissed, as usual, the home babies left first. The red-haired girl was among them. I looked up and tried to catch her eye, willing her to look my way. I wanted to show her that I was sorry. But she walked with her head down. I could feel her nervousness as she passed me. It was a horrible feeling – thinking someone was afraid of you. She exited the classroom. I watched her go. 

I gathered my things and flung my schoolbag over my shoulder and left the school behind me. Walking past the fortress of high walls, I quickened my pace as I headed into the surrounding farmland, towards home.

When I was far enough away, I looked back towards the mother and baby home, wondering what those children were doing behind the high walls. What happened to the red-haired girl when she went ‘home’, back to the institution run by the Bon Secours nuns. I wondered if she was upset about what had happened. I sighed and tried to shake it off. Just another day at school. 

But it wasn’t that easy. The guilt was weighing heavily on me and I had to do something about it. I needed to tell my mother. For some reason, I felt she ought to know. I just didn’t realise how much it would affect her, and why. 




CHAPTER SIX

Home

[image: Chapter ornament image]

As I reached home, I saw Puppy bounding up towards the gate to greet me. 

‘Hi, Puppy!’ I said, petting her golden brown coat as she turned onto her back for a belly rub. ‘You’re my best friend!’ I said. She seemed to understand what I was saying. She wagged her tail and gave me a lick. I laughed. She always knew how to make me smile.

But as I went to turn the front-door handle, I felt that familiar heaviness come over me. I went inside and took off my shoes. Already I could feel the tension in the house. I heard my mother scolding my sister Mary about something or other. 

I walked into the kitchen. ‘Hi, Mam,’ I said, as I reached for some leftover soda bread on the kitchen table. ‘Something happened at school today, Mam . . .’ 

I wanted to get it off my chest – to tell someone what I’d done. Mam didn’t look up. She continued washing the dishes, but I could tell she was listening. 

‘I played a trick on a home baby,’ I said. 

I saw my mother flinch a little. I continued, ‘I scrunched up a piece of paper in my hand and pretended it was a sweet, but when the home baby went to take it, there was no sweet there, and she was very upset,’ I explained. ‘I don’t know why I did it, Mam . . .’

My mother said nothing. She stared at me for a moment, a kind of cold stare, then turned on her heel and left the room. 

I sat at the kitchen table, waiting for Mam to return. Though she rarely hit me, I was fearful of what she might say the next time I saw her. Her words were often the most hurtful thing of all. I thought back to a memory which always felt close to the surface. One afternoon when I was five years old my mother and I were in the kitchen. She seemed particularly angry that day, for some reason. I couldn’t help but feel I was the cause, but I didn’t know what I had done to anger her. I was standing beside the clothes press when in a moment of frustration she stopped and stared at me and said, ‘I rue the day you were born.’

I didn’t understand what she meant at the time, but the look in her eyes told me that it wasn’t a good thing. Maybe that’s what she was thinking now, behind that cold, listless stare. Bruises healed, but some of the things she said to me still echo in my mind. They stay with you forever, words. Not just for childhood. 

All of a sudden I felt as small as I had felt when I was five years old. I went to collect the turf, hoping that doing some chores might win Mam back. I missed Michael in that moment. I missed both my brothers. The house still felt empty without them.

I was thinking of them that day as I went out to the back shed and piled the turf high in my arms and carried it into the house. As I passed my father’s room, I peered in through the gap in the door. My mother was placing some tea and toast on the chair beside his bed. I could see the shape of Dad under the blankets. 

He wasn’t moving or responding to Mam. That meant he was having one of his bad days. I wasn’t sure what bad days were exactly, but I knew to stay away from him and let him sleep. My mother was always in worse humour when he was in bed. It meant she had to take on all the farm work – milking the cows and feeding the sheep – as well as tending to us and doing all the cooking, cleaning and washing. 

I missed my dad when he wasn’t around. It was like he was gone away and there was no telling when he would be back. Sometimes he stayed in his bedroom for weeks at a time. 

At that moment the floorboard under my feet creaked. My mother looked towards the door. I hurried on so as not to be seen. I dropped the turf by the fire, then slipped out the back door. It wasn’t a day for being inside. I needed to get out of the house. 

I ran to the bottom of the garden and slowly prised open the back gate, hoping it wouldn’t screech. It was old and wanting oil. I closed it behind me and ran down through the fields, out towards the woods. I could feel my heart lifting. It was springtime and everything was in full bloom. I was free. I felt like I could breathe again. 

When I reached the edge of the woods I collapsed onto the grass, into my favourite little hollow, and closed my eyes. I could feel the warm sun on my skin. All of a sudden I felt something wet on my face. I opened my eyes. ‘Puppy!’ I giggled. Somehow Puppy had found me hiding in the long grass among the buttercups. He always had a way of finding me. 

‘Let’s go, Puppy!’ I said, jumping up. Though he had long outgrown the name, we still called him Puppy. And it suited him. He had the bounce and joy of a puppy. Sometimes I worried what life would be like if anything ever happened to him. He was the best thing about home, most days. And my only friend a lot of the time. 

I stayed there in the woods for hours with Puppy in tow, exploring the well-trodden trails, the scent of wild garlic in the air. I needed the escape, especially that day. As far back as I can remember I have found solace in the quiet solitude of nature. There is a








Names of the Tuam Babies

1925

Patrick Derrane 5 months

Mary Blake 4 months

Matthew Griffin 3 months

Mary Kelly 6 months

Peter Lally 11 months

Julia Hynes 1 year

James Murray 1 month

1926

Patricia Dunne 2 months

John Carty 3 months

Peter McNamara 7 weeks 

Mary Shaughnessy 4½ months

Joseph Coen 5 months

Mary Murphy 2 months

Patrick Kelly 2½ months

Martin Rabbitte 6 weeks

Joseph McWilliam 6 months

John Mullen 3 months

Mary Wade 3 years

Maud McTigue 6 years

Bernard Lynch 3 years

Martin Shaughnessy 18 months

Bridget Glynn 1 year

Margaret Glynn 1 year

Patrick Gorham 21 months

Patrick O’Connell 1 year

John Carty 21 months

Madeline Bernard 2 years

Maureen Kenny 8 years

Kathleen Donohue 1 year

Thomas Donelan 2 years

Mary Quilan 2 years

Mary King 9 months

Mary Warde 21 months

George Coyne 2 years

Julia Cummins 18 months

Barbara Folan Wallace 9 months

Pauline Carter 11 months

Mary Walsh 1 year

Annie Stankard 10 months

John Connelly 9 months

Anthony Cooke 1 month

Michael Casey 3 years

Annie McCarron 2 years

Patrick Kelly 2 months

Kathleen Quinn 7 months

Patrick Halpin 2 months

Martin McGuinness 6 months

1927

Mary Kate Connell 3 months

Patrick Raftery 7 months

Patrick Paterson 5 months

James Murray 1 month

Colman O’Loughlin 5 months

Agnes Canavan 18 months

Christina Lynch 15 months

Mary O’Loughlin 6 months

Annie O’Connor 15 months

John Greally 11 months

Joseph Fenigan 4 years

Mary Connolly 2 months

James Muldoon 4 months

Joseph Madden 3 months

Mary Devaney 18 months

1928

Michael Gannon 6 months

Bridget Cunningham 2 months

Margaret Conneely 18 months

Patrick Warren 8 months

James Mulryan 1 month

Mary Kate Fahey 3 years

Mary Mahon 1 month

Martin Flanagan 1 month

Mary Forde 4 months

Patrick Hannon 20 months

Michael Donellan 6 months

Joseph Ward 7 months

Walter Jordan 3 years

Mary Mullins 1 month

1929

Peter Christian 7 months

Mary Cunningham 5 months

James Ryan 9 months

Patrick O’Donnell 9 months

Mary Monaghan 4 years

Patrick O’Malley 1 year

Philomena Healy 11 months

Michael Ryan 1 year

Patrick Curran 6 months

Patrick Fahy 2 months

Laurence Molloy 5 months

Patrick Lynskey 6 months

Vincent Nally 21 months

Mary Grady 18 months

Martin Gould 21 months

Patrick Kelly 2 months

1930

Bridget Quinn 1 year

William Reilly 9 months

George Lestrange 7 months

Christy Walshe 15 months

Margaret Mary Gagen 1 year

Patrick Moran 4 months

Celia Healy 5 months

James Quinn 4 years

Bridget Walsh 15 months

1931

Patrick Shiels 4 months

Mary Teresa Drury 1 year

Peter O’Brien 18 months

Peter Malone 18 months

Carmel Moylan 8 months

Mary Burke 10 months

Mary Josephine Garvey 5 months

Mary Warde 10 months

Catherine Howley 9 months

Michael Pat McKenna 3 months

Richard Raftery 3 months

1932

Margaret Doorhy 8 months

Patrick Leonard 9 months

Mary Coyne 1 year

Mary Kate Walsh 2 years

Christina Burke 1 year

Mary Margaret Jordan 18 months

John Joseph McCann 8 months

Teresa McMullan 1 year

George Gavin 1 year

Joseph O’Boyle 2 months

Peter Nash 1 year

Bridget Galvin 3 months

Margaret Niland 3 years

Christina Quinn 3 months

Kathleen Cloran 9 years

Annie Sullivan 8 months

Patricia Judge 1 year

Mary Birmingham 9 months

Laurence Hill 11 months

Brendan Patrick Pender 1 month

Kate Fitzmaurice 4 months

Baby Mulkerrins 5 days

Angela Madden 3 months

Mary McDonagh 1 year

1933

Mary C. Shaughnessy 1 month

Mary Moloney 11 months

Patrick Joseph Brennan 1 month

Anthony O’Toole 2 months

Mary Cloherty 9 days

Joseph Fahy 10 months

Mary Finola Cunniffe 6 months

Martin Cassidy 5 months

Francis Walsh 3 months

Mary Garvey 4 months

Kathleen Gilchrist 8 months

Mary Kate Walsh 1 month

Eileen Fallon 18 months

Harry Leonard 3 years

Mary Kate Guilfoyle 3 months

John Callinan 3 months

John Kilmartin 2 months

Julia Shaughnessy 3 months

Patrick Prendergast 6 months

Bridgid Holland 2 months

Bridgid Moran 15 months

Margaret Mary Fahy 15 months

Bridgid Ryan 9 months

Mary Brennan 4 months

Mary Conole 1 month

John Flattery 2 years

Margaret Donohue 10 months

Joseph Dunn 3 years

Owen Lenane 2 months

Josephine Steed 3 months

Mary Meeneghan 3 months

James McIntyre 4 months

1934

John Joseph Murphy 4 months

Margaret Mary O’Gara 2 months

Eileen Butler 2 months

Thomas Molloy 2 months

James Joseph Bodkin 6 months

John Kelly 2 months

Mary Walshe 6 months

Mary Jo Colohan 4 months

Florence Conneely 7 months

Norah McCann 1 month

Mary Kelly 9 months

Rose O’Dowd 6 months

Mary Egan 4 months

Michael Concannon 4 months

Paul Joyce 10 months

Mary Christina Kennedy 4 months

Bridget Finnegan 2 months

Mary Flaherty 3 months

Thomas McDonagh 4 months

Joseph Hoey 1 year

Sheila Tuohy 9 years

Teresa Cunniffe 3 months

Joseph Clohessy 2 months

Mary Kiely 4 months

Thomas Cloran 6 months

Mary Burke 3 months

Mary Marg Flaherty 4 months

John Keane 17 days

Luke Ward 15 months

Mary O’Reilly 5 months

1935

Ellen Mountgomery 18 months

Mary Elizabeth Lydon 4 months

Brigid Madden 1 month

Mary Margaret Murphy 4 months

Mary Nealon 7 months

Stephen Linnane 4 months

Josephine Walsh 1 years

Kate Cunningham 2 months

Mary Bernadette Hibbett 1 month

Thomas Linnane 4 months

Patrick Lane 3 months

Mary Anne Conway 2 months

James Kane 8 months

Christopher Leech 3 months

Elizabeth Ann McCann 5 months

Margaret Mary Coen 2 months

Michael Linnane 15 months

Bridget Glenane 5 weeks

1936

Bridget Geraghty 11 days 

Joseph Patrick Hynes 4 months

Martin Hannon 6 months 

Martin Coyne 7 months 

Nuala Mary Leech 1 year

Michael Monaghan 3½ months

Aiden Patrick O’Donnell 2 months

Martin Baker 3 months

Mary Browne 4 months 

Angela Daly 1 year 

Teresa Mary Joyce 5 months 

Francis Coy 6 months 

Rose Margret McLoughlin 4 months 

Philomena Mary Walsh 7 months 

Joan Gleeson 14 months 

Joseph Michael Fahy 17 months 

John Michael Walsh 7 months 

Annie Corcoran 11 months 

Michael Mee 13 months 

Kathleen Hynes 10 months 

John Coyne 16 months 

Michael O’Toole 17 months 

Edward Michael Feeney 13 months 

Alfred Conroy 20 months 

Margaret Ryan 22 months 

Kate Mary O’Reilly 1 year 

Patrick Joyce 13 months 

Edward Munnelly 7 months 

Bernadette Leech 18 months

Thomas Flaherty 3 years 

Teresa Cummins 3 weeks 

Desmond Edward Kilbane 2½ years 

John O’Toole 7 months

John Creshal 4 months

Mary Teresa Egan 3 months

Michael Boyle 3 months

Anthony Mannion 6 weeks

Donald Dowd 5 months

Peter Ridge 4 months

Eileen Collins 2 months

Mary Brennan 2 months

James Fahy 5 months

Mary Bridget Larkin 8 months

Margaret Scanlon 3 years

Brian O’Malley 4 months

Michael Madden 6 months

1937

Mary Kate Cahill 2 weeks

Mary Margaret Lydon 3 months

Festus Sullivan 1 month

Annie Curley 3 weeks

Nuala Lydon 5 months

Bridget Collins 5 weeks

Patrick Joseph Coleman 1 month

Joseph Hannon 6 weeks

Henry Monaghan 3 weeks

Michael Joseph Shiels 7 weeks

Martin Sheridan 5 weeks

John Patrick Loftus 10 months

Patrick Joseph Murphy 3 months

Catherine McHugh 4 months

Mary Patricia Toher 4 months

Mary Kate Sheridan 4 months

Mary Flaherty 19 months

Mary Anne Walsh 14 months

Eileen Quinn 2 years

Patrick Burke 9 months

Margaret Holland 2 days

Joseph Langan 6 months

Sabina Pauline O’Grady 6 months

Patrick Qualter 3 years

Mary King 5 months

Eileen Conry 1 year

1938

Mary Nee 4 months

Martin Andrew Larkin 14 months

Mary Keane 3 weeks

Kathleen V. Cuffe 6 months

Margaret Linnane 4 months

Teresa Heneghan 3 months

John Neary 7 months

Patrick Madden 4 months

Mary Cafferty 2 months

Mary Kate Keane 3 months

Patrick Hynes 3 weeks

Annie Solan 2 months

Charles Lydon 9 months

Margaret Mullins 7 months

Mary Mulligan 2 months

Anthony Lally 5 months

Joseph Spelman 6 weeks

Annie Begley 3 months

Vincent Egan 1 week

Nora Murphy 5 months

Patrick Garvey 6 months

Patricia Burke 4 months

Winifred Barret 2 years

Agnes Marron 3 months

Christopher Kennedy 5 months

Patrick Harrington 1 week

1939

Kathleen Devine 2 years

Vincent Garaghan 1 month

Ellen Gibbons 6 months

Michael McGrath 4 months

Edward Fraser 3 months

Bridget Lally 1 year

Patrick McLoughlin 5 months

Martin Healy 4 months

Nora Duffy 3 months

Margaret Higgins 1 week

Patrick Egan 6 months

Vincent Farragher 11 months

Patrick Joseph Jordan 3 months

Michael Hanley 1 month

Catherine Gilmore 3 months

Baby Carney 1 day

Annie Coyne 3 months

Helena Cosgrave 5 months

Thomas Walsh 2 months

Baby Walsh 1 day

Kathleen Hession 4 months

Brigid Hurley 11 months

Ellen Beegan 2 months

Mary Keogh 1 year

Bridget Burke 3 months

1940

Martin Reilly 9 months

Martin Hughes 11 months

Mary Connolly 1 month

Mary Kate Ruane 1 month

Joseph Mulchrone 3 months

Michael Williams 14 months

Martin Moran 7 weeks

Josephine Mahony 2 months

James Henry 5 weeks

Bridget Staunton 5 months

John Creaven 2 weeks

Peter Lydon 6 weeks

Patrick Joseph Ruane 4 months

Michael Quinn 8 months

Julia Coen 1 week

Annie McAndrew 5 months

John Walsh 3 months

Patrick Flaherty 6 months

Bernadette Purcell 2 years

Joseph Macklin 1 day

Thomas Duffy 2 days

Elizabeth Fahy 4 months

James Kelly 2 months

Nora Gallagher 4 months

Kathleen Cannon 4 months

Winifred Tighe 8 months

Christopher Williams 1 year

Joseph Lynch 1 year

Andrew McHugh 15 months

William Glennan 18 months

Michael J. Kelly 5 months

Patrick Gallagher 3 months

Michael Gerard Keane 2 months

Ellen Lawless 6 months

1941

Mary Finn 3 months

Martin Timlin 3 months

Mary McLoughlin 1 month

Mary Brennan 5 months

Patrick Dominic Egan 1 month

Nora Thornton 17 months

Anne Joyce 1 year

Catherine Kelly 10 months

Michael Monaghan 8 months

Simon John Hargraves 6 months

Baby Forde 1 day

Joseph Byrne 2 months

Patrick Hegarty 4 months

Patrick Corcoran 1 month

James Leonard 16 days

Jane Gormley 22 days

Anne Ruane 11 days

Patrick Munnelly 3 months

John Lavelle 6 weeks

Patrick Ruane 24 days

Patrick Joseph Quinn 3 months

Joseph Kennelly 15 days

Kathleen Monaghan 3 months

Baby Quinn 2 days

Anthony Roche 4 months

Annie Roughneen 3 weeks

Anne Kate O’Hara 4 months

Patrick Joseph Nevin 3 months

John Joseph Hopkins 3 months

Thomas Gibbons 1 month

Winifred McTigue 7 months

Thomas Joseph Begley 2 months

1942

Kathleen Heneghan 25 days

Elizabeth Murphy 4 months

Nora Farnan 1 month

Teresa Tarpey 1 month

Margaret Carey 11 months

John Garvey 6 weeks

Bridget Goldrick 4 months

Bridget White 3 months

Noel Slattery 1 month

Mary T. Connaughton 4 months

Nora McCormack 6 weeks

Joseph Hefferon 5 months

Mary Higgins 9 days

Mary Farrell 21 days

Mary McDonnell 1 month

Geraldine Cunniffe 11 weeks

Michael Mannion 3 months

Bridget McHugh 7 months

Mary McEvady 18 months

Helena Walsh 3 months

William McDoell 2 days

Michael Finn 14 months

Mary Murphy 10 months

Gertrude Glynn 6 months

Joseph Flaherty 7 weeks

Mary O’Malley 4 years

John P. Callanan 13 days

Baby McDonnell 1 day

Female McDonnell 1 day

Christopher Burke 9 months

Stephen Connolly 8 months

Mary Atkinson 6 months

Mary Anne Finegan 7 weeks

Francis Richardson 15 months

Michael John Rice 6 months

Nora Carr 4 months

William Walsh 16 months

Vincent Cunnane 14 months

Eileen Coady 10 months

Female Roache 1 day

Male Roache 1 day

Patrick Flannery 2 months

John Dermody 3 months

Margaret Spellman 4 months

Austin Nally 3 months

Margaret Dolan 3 months

Vincent Finn 9 months

Bridget Grogan 6 months

1943

Thomas Patrick Cloran 9 weeks

Catherine Devere 1 month

Mary Josephine Glynn 1 day

Annie Connolly 9 months

Martin Cosgrove 7 weeks

Catherine Cunningham 2 years

Bridget Hardiman 2 months

Mary Grier 5 months

Mary P. McCormick 2 months

Brendan Muldoon 5 weeks

Nora Moran 7 months

Joseph Maher 20 days

Teresa Dooley 3 months

Daniel Tully 7 months

Brendan Durkan 1 month

Sheila O’Connor 3 months

Annie Coen 6 months

Patrick J. Kennedy 6 days

Thomas Walsh 2 months

Patrick Rice 1 year

Edward McGowan 10 months

Brendan Egan 10 months

Margaret McDonagh 1 month

Annie J. Donellan 10 months

Thomas Walsh 14 days

Bridget Quinn 6 months

Mary Mulkerins 5 weeks

Kathleen Parkinson 10 months

Sheila Madeline Flynn 4 months

Patrick Joseph Maloney 2 months

Bridget Carney 7 months

Mary M. O’Connor 6 months

Joseph Geraghty 3 months

Annie Coen 10 months

Martin Joseph Feeney 4 months

Anthony Finnegan 3 months

Patrick Coady 3 months

Baby Cunningham 1 day

Annie Fahy 3 months

Baby Byrne 1 day

Patrick Mullaney 18 months

Thomas Connelly 3 months

Mary Larkin 2 months

Margaret Kelly 4 months

Barbara McDonagh 4 months

Mary O’Brien 4 months

Keiran Hennelly 14 months

Annie Folan 4 months

Baby McNamara 1 day

Julia Murphy 3 months

1944

John Rockford 4 months

Vincent Geraghty 1 year

Male O’Brien 2 days

Anthony Deane 2 days

Mary Teresa O’Brien 15 days

John Connelly 3 months

Bridget Murphy 3 months

Patricia Dunne 2 months

Francis Kinahan 1 month

Joseph Sweeney 20 days

Josephine O’Hagan 6 months

Patrick Lavin 1 month

Annie Maria Glynn 13 months

Kate Agnes Moore 2 months

Kevin Kearns 15 months

Thomas Doocey 15 months

William Conneely 8 months

Margaret Spelman 16 months

Mary Kate Cullen 22 months

Kathleen Brown 3 years

Julia Kelly 19 months

Mary Connolly 7 years

Catherine Harrison 2 years

Eileen Forde 21 months

Michael Monaghan 2 years

Mary Frances Lenihan 3 days

Anthony Byrne 6 months

Jarlath Thornton 7 weeks

John Kelly 6 days

Joseph O’Brien 18 months

Anthony Hyland 3 months

Male Murray 1 day

Female Murray 1 day

Joseph F. McDonnell 11 days

Mary Walsh 15 months

Baby Glynn 1 day

James Gaughan 14 months

Margaret Walsh 4 months

Mary P. Moran 9 days

John Francis Malone 7 days

1945

Michael F. Dempsey 7 weeks

Christina M. Greally 4 months

Teresa Donnellan 1 month

Rose Anne King 5 weeks

Christopher J. Joyce 2 months

James Mannion 8 months

Mary T. Sullivan 3 weeks

Patrick Holohan 11 months

Michael Joseph Keane 1 month

Bridget Keaney 2 months

Joseph Flaherty 8 days

Baby Mahady 3 days

James Rogers 10 days

Kathleen F. Taylor 9 months

Gerard C. Hogan 7 months

Kathleen Corrigan 2 months

Mary Connolly 3 months

Patrick J. Farrell 5 months

Patrick Laffey 3 years

Fabian Hynes 8 months

John Joseph Grehan 2 years

Edward O’Malley 3 months

Mary Fleming 6 months

Bridget F. McHugh 3 months

Michael Folan 18 months

Oliver Holland 6 months

Ellen Nevin 7 months

Margaret Horan 6 months

Peter Mullarky 4 months

Mary P. O’Brien 4 months

Teresa Francis O’Brien 4 months

Mary Kennedy 18 months

Sarah Ann Carroll 4 months

Baby Maye 5 days

1946

Mary Devaney 21 days

Anthony McDonnell 6 months

Vincent Molloy 7 days

John Patrick Lyons 5 months

Gerald Aidan Timlin 3 days

Patrick Costelloe 17 days

John Francis O’Grady 1 month

Bridget Mary Flaherty 12 days

Josephine Finnegan 20 months

Martin McGrath 3 days

Baby Haugh 1 day

James Frayne 1 month

Mary Frances Crealy 14 days

Mary Davey 2 months

Patrick Joseph Hoban 11 days

Angela Dolan 3 months

Mary Lyden 5 months

Bridget Coneely 4 months

Austin O’Toole 4 months

Bernard Laffey 5 months

Mary Ellen Waldron 8 months

Terence O’Boyle 3 months

Mary Frances O’Hara 1 month

Martin Dermott Henry 43 days

Mary Devaney 3 months

Bridget Foley 6 months

Martin Kilkelly 40 days

Theresa Monica Hehir 6 weeks

Patrick A. Mitchell 3 months

John Kearney 5 months

John Joseph Kelly 3 months

John Conneely 4 months

Stephen L. O’Toole 2 months

Thomas A. Buckley 5 weeks

Michael John Gilmore 3 months

Patrick J. Monaghan 3 months

Mary Teresa Murray 2 months

Patrick McKeighe 2 months

John Raymond Feeney 3 months

Finbar Noone 2 months

John O’Brien 21 days

Beatrice Keane 5 years

Mary P. Veale 5 weeks

Winifred Gillespie 1 year

Anthony Coen 10 weeks

Michael F. Sheridan 3 months

Anne Holden 3 months

Martin Joseph O’Brien 7 weeks

Winifred Larkin 1 month

1947

Patrick Thomas Coen 1 month

Mary Bridget Joyce 8 months

Geraldine Collins 13 months

Mary Flaherty 5 days

Vincent Keogh 5 months

John Francis Healy 10 days

Martin J. Kennelly 1 month

Patrick Keaveney 2 months

Philomena Flynn 2 months

William Reilly 9 months

Margaret N. Concannon 1 year

Patrick J. Fitzpatrick 14 days

Joseph Cunningham 2 months

Mary J. Flaherty 13 months

Kathleen Murray 3 years

John O’Connell 2 years

Alphonsus Hanley 21 months

Bridget P. Muldoon 11 months

Patricia C. Higgins 5 months

Catherine B. Kennedy 2 months

John Desmond Dolan 15 months

Stephen Joynt 2 years

Catherine T. Kearns 2 years

Margaret Hurney 2 years

John Patton 2 years

Patrick J. Williams 15 months

Nora Hynes 8 months

Anthony Donohue 2 years

Brendan McGreal 1 year

Anthony Cafferky 23 days

Nora Cullinane 18 months

Kathleen Daly 2 years

Nora Conneely 15 months

Mary Teresa Joyce 13 months

Kenneth A. Ellesmere 1 day

Mary P. Carroll 4 months

Thomas Collins 17 months

Margaret M. Moloney 3 months

Josephine Tierney 8 months

Margaret M. Deasy 3 months

Martin Francis Bane 3 months

Bridget Agatha Kenny 2 months

Baby Kelly 1 day

Mary Teresa Judge 15 months

Paul Dominick Bennett 3 months

Mary Bridget Giblin 18 months 

Sarah Carroll 8 months

Francis Brehony 1 year

Patrick Kelly 2 years 6 months

James McDonnell 4 months

Anne Conneely 6 weeks

Josephine Staunton 5 days

1948

Kathleen Madden 2 months

Mary P. Byrne 8 weeks

Joseph Byrne 4 months

Joseph Byrne 11 months

Kathleen Glynn 4 months

Augustine Jordan 9 months

Michael F. Dwyer 18 months

Noel C. Murphy 14 months

Margaret McNamee 6 months

Patrick Grealish 6 weeks

Bernadette O’Reilly 7 months

John Joseph Carr 3 weeks

Paul Gardiner 10 months

Simon Thomas Folan 9 weeks

Joseph Ferguson 3 months

Peter Heffernan 4 months

Patrick J. Killeen 14 weeks

Stephen Halloran 7 months

Teresa Grealish 5 months

John Keane 4 months

Mary Burke 9 months

Brigid McTigue 3 months

Margaret R. Broderick 8 months

Martin Mannion 3 months

1949

Mary Margaret Riddell 8 months

Thomas J. Noonan 7 weeks

Peter Casey 10 months

Michael Scully 3 months

Baby Lyons 5 days

Hubert McLoughlin 4 months

Mary M. Finnegan 3 months

Nicholas P. Morley 3 months

Teresa Bane 6 months

Patrick J. Kennedy 5 weeks

Michael Francis Ryan 3 days

John Forde 2 years

Mary P. Cunnane 3 months

Margaret P. Sheridan 4 months

Patrick Joseph Nevin 3 months

Joseph Nally 5 months

Christopher Burke 3 months

Anne Madden 7 weeks

Bridget T. Madden 7 weeks

Thomas Murphy 3 months

Francis Carroll 2 months

Bridget J. Linnan 9 months

Josephine Staunton 8 days

Mary Ellen McKeigue 7 weeks

1950

Mary J. Mulchrone 3 months

Catherine Higgins 4 years

Catherine Anne Egan 3 months

Thomas McQuaid 4 months

Dermott Muldoon 4 months

Martin Hanley 9 weeks

John Joseph Lally 3 months

Brendan Larkin 5 months

Baby Bell 1 day

Mary J. Larkin 7 months

Annie Fleming 9 months

Colm A. McNulty 1 month

Walter Flaherty 3 months

Sarah Burke 15 days

Mary Ann Boyle 5 months

John Anthony Murphy 5 months

Joseph A. Colohan 4 months

Christopher Begley 18 days

1951

Catherine A. Meehan 4 months

Martin McLynskey 6 months

Mary J. Crehan 3 months

Mary Ann McDonagh 2 months

Joseph Folan 22 days

Evelyn Barrett 4 months

Paul Morris 4 months

Peter Morris 4 months

Mary Martyna Joyce 18 months

Mary Margaret Lane 7 months

1952

John Noone 4 months

Anne J. McDonnell 6 months

Joseph Anthony Burke 6 months

Patrick Hardiman 6 months

Patrick Naughton 12 days

Josephine T. Staunton 21 days

John Joseph Mills 5 months

1953

Baby Hastings 1 day

Mary Donlon 4 months

Nora Connolly 15 months

1954

Anne Heneghan 3 months

Mary Keville 9 months

Martin Murphy 5 months

Mary Barbara McDonagh 5 months

Mary P. Logue 5 months

Margaret E. Cooke 6 months

Mary Ann Broderick 14 months

Ann Marian Fahy 4 months

Anne Dillon 4 months

Imelda Halloran 2 years

1955

Joseph Gavin 10 months

Marian Brigid Mulryan 10 months

Mary C. Rafferty 3 months

Nora Mary Howard 4 months

Joseph Dempsey 3 months

Patrick Walsh 3 weeks

Francis Martin Heaney 3 years 10 months

1956

Dermot Gavin 2 weeks

Mary C. Burke 3 years

Patrick Burke 1 year

Paul Henry Nee 5 months

Oliver Reilly 4 months

Gerard Connaughton 1 1 months

Rose Marie Murphy 2 years

Peter Folan 4 months

1957

Margaret Connaire 4 months

Stephen Noel Browne 2 years

Baby Fallon 4 days

1958

Geraldine O’Malley 6 months

1959

Dolores Conneely 7 months

Mary Maloney 4 months

1960

Mary Carty 5 months
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I would also like to thank the Hardiman Library NUIG and Library headquarters Nun’s island Galway for their help and patience in finding maps which were crucial to my research and discoveries.

To Anne Glennon of BDM Registration Office Galway who accumulated the 796 deaths in the Home and for her continuing help. 

I am grateful to all the Tuam Home Survivors who came forward to recount their life stories to so many national and international TV crews/documentary makers/radio/journalists, etc. Their courageous accounts were the backbone of the research I had documented. 

Thanks to all the decent people of Ireland and beyond, who offered support, gratitude and kindness in their hundreds through letters, cards and tokens.

Also, many, through their grief for the Tuam babies, brought various type gifts to decorate the site and to give them recognition.

Others through their talents created poems, dramas, songs, crafted items, sculptures, exhibitions, all to remember the Tuam babies.

On the political front, thanks in particular to former Senator Trevor O Clochartaigh who was always at hand for advice, and also to Cllr. Colm Keaveney, and Deputy Catherine Connolly who gave a voice to the Tuam babies in their Dail speeches.

Finally, I want to thank Sadie Cramer, who first initiated the idea of holding a vigil at the Tuam babies’ site, which in turn became an annual occasion, and to all those who assisted in every way they could, especially Amanda, Carmel and Denise. Also to Valerie Jennings who organized the Relay Lantern vigil from Islandeady, Co. Mayo all the way to Tuam to the babies’ site.

Not forgetting the many professional people who assured me that help was at hand should I need them – you know who you are. Heartfelt thanks, one and all.
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To Catherine, for your strength and courage. Your determination to do for others, to fight for justice against all the odds, is incredible. You are a remarkable person and I am truly honoured and extremely grateful to have had the opportunity to work with you. Thank you for sharing your story with the world. It is a true testament to what is possible when people choose to take a stand and fight for what is right.

To Ciara Considine, who is the driving force behind so many important stories being told in this country, so many voices being heard. For making all this possible and for your vision and unwavering support. And to all the team at Hachette Books Ireland who work tirelessly to bring these stories to light. 

To all the survivors of mother and baby homes and the many people who have been involved in this long struggle for justice – you are an inspiration and you deserve so much. 

To my family – to Ben, my husband. Thank you for being you. You make the world a better place for all who know you. Thank you for being on this adventure of life with me – for all the love and laughter. For all that you are and all that you do, and for all the ways you made this book possible. 

To Laura – for being the incredible person that you are. I am constantly in awe of your kindness, generosity of spirit and the way you are there for all the people in your life. Thank you for all your support through this project. You and Dallan have such an adventure ahead of you, and there is no better duo in this world to take it all on. 

To Mum, who was the first of my family to read this book, a constant support and source of encouragement. Thank you for being my mother – for the life that you gave me and the love and bond we will always share. 

To Dad, two years since you passed away. We love and miss you every moment of every day. For teaching me the love of writing, and for being my hero in so many ways. I was very, very lucky that you were, and always will be, my Dad. 

And to all the Linehans, Dillons and Kitchins – I am so lucky to count you as my family. You are always very close to my heart. With a special note for my Grandmother who passed away some months ago – a missing part in all our lives. 

For the past year, we lived in a cocoon in a little pocket of Sligo where much of this book was written. Thank you to Robert and Carmen for letting us into your oasis when we needed it most and for being incredible friends to us through it all. To Rosemary and Anthony, Chris, Dor, Debbie, Moyna, Roo, Neassa, Cloe, Lea and the kids – for all the ways you welcomed us in and helped us along the way. We will always be so thankful for that time together. 

To all the friends we’ve missed over the past year during the pandemic – we have learned to cherish the moments all the more. Thank you for your friendship – it means more than you’ll ever know. 

During the writing of this book, I had a child. His name is Oliver. He is a beautiful, healthy baby boy. We have since found out that we are expecting twins – our family of three, soon to be five. We cannot wait to meet you little ones – to show you the world, and introduce you to your big brother. As I write this I can feel you move within me – those little kicks, with all the promise of new life. We love you already – your Dad and I. We are connected and always will be. As those mothers from Tuam were connected to their babies. It is a bond that should never be broken. 

As the days, weeks and months passed, I have watched Oliver grow – watched him become the person he’s going to be in the world. Watched him explore with wonder and delight all the things this world has to offer. He loves looking for bok boks (chickens) through the magic door in the kitchen, reading stories, and making funny noises. He loves his Dad and he loves his Mum. He laughs with all his heart and feels things so deeply. His first birthday was in November. That day, as I dressed Oliver, I felt a pull on my heart. I thought of the mother in Tuam dressing her daughter in a special outfit for her birthday, then being called into the head nun’s office where she was told that she was being sent away, and would never see her daughter again. Her bag was packed and she was not even allowed to say goodbye. I held Oliver close that day as I imagined the torment that that mother must have felt. I thought of all the mothers in the Tuam mother and baby home who were forced to leave their babies on their first birthdays. I thought of all the babies who never saw their mothers again. Every day of our lives that we have together after your first birthday Oliver, is a gift we would not have had, had our circumstances been different – had you been born in a different time and had I not been married to your dad. By accident of birth, we have been given the gift of time, the gift of a relationship, the gift of family. We are so lucky.

My wish that day as Oliver blew out his candle, was that all the babies from Tuam who were denied so much – who were torn from their mothers on their first birthdays – that they would receive some kind of justice and truth, for all the time and love that was stolen from them. And their mothers too. It is the very least we can do. Oliver, this one’s for you. 
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