
		
			Maggie's Boy

			Orphan, Home Child, Pioneer

			Rosalie Jones Knogler



	




 

			Maggie’s Boy

			Copyright © 2026 by Rosalie Jones Knogler

			 

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law.

			 

			[image: ]

			Tellwell Talent

			www.tellwell.ca

			ISBN

			978-1-83418-803-4 (Hardcover)

			978-1-83418-802-7 (Paperback)

			978-1-83418-804-1 (eBook)



	

Introduction

			Years ago, I read this statement in an official document about my great-grandmother, Margaret Jones. “She died on Christmas Eve of a broken heart.” Her son George Jones became an orphan, taken in by Dr. Barnardo’s at age four, where he became a Bernardo Child (later they were called home children when they officially emigrated to Canada). Over the next nine years, he lived in eight foster homes, farms and institutions throughout England. Photos of him as a young boy show his anxiety, with worry lines already etched into his forehead. In 1902, at age thirteen, they shipped George to Canada.

			I discovered Margaret was born in Ireland. I wanted to know why the family left and moved to England. I’m calling her Maggie because that’s how I picture her. “Broken heart syndrome” is an actual medical condition, brought on by intense emotional and/or physical stress. This book is also about a young boy’s travels to a faraway land, where he would survive hardships and endure persecution because of how and when he was born.

			The story behind these pictures and documents begs to be told, as part of the history of Ireland, England and Canada. My epic tale of historical fiction, based on true facts and dates, spans over one hundred years. I’ve added characters, like other home children, and events that might have happened to them, as well as changing names of employers. Many scenes were in my dreams at night and I was motivated to write this book to honour the home children brought to Canada.

			“Life can only be understood backwards, but it must be lived forwards.” - Kierkegaard

			Over 100,000 home children, boys and girls, from babies to eighteen years old, arrived in Canada from England between the 1860s and the 1940s. Barnardo’s sent over 30,000 children. Fifty different organizations were involved, such as Maria Rye, Annie McPherson and Fairbridge Farm. Some children were orphans, some juvenile delinquents, most were from broken or poverty-stricken families. Girls were sent to work in homes and boys on farms. Many suffered abuse, and some even death in their placements. Prime Minister MacDonald was in power at the beginning of the Child Migration Scheme to bring in cheap labour. Other children were also sent to Australia, New Zealand and South Africa.

			The Australian and British governments have both issued apologies. The Canadian government declared 2010 Year of the Home Child, and September 28th as national British Home Child Day, but so far has refused to apologize to the British Home Children and their families.

			Canada Post issued a stamp, and Ontario established Home Children Day. Various cities in Canada have light displays each year, called Beacons of Light, in honour of these young migrants. 2019 commemorated the 150th year since the first children arrived. I organized the first light display in Victoria in 2024 at the Saanich Municipal Hall.

			An estimated twelve percent of the population of Canada, four million people, are descendants of home children, yet most Canadians know nothing about them.

			



	

Dedication

			I dedicate this book to all the home children put into care who had their lives turned upside down. Some were lucky; some worked hard to overcome their experiences; but it damaged others beyond words. I also dedicate my writing to my grandparents George and Sarah Jones, and their children, whose lives were affected by this ill-advised scheme.
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Chapter 1

			Belfast, Ireland 1874

			Eliza carefully took down a blue-and-white china bowl and wrapped it in a linen tea towel.

			“Momma, why do we have to leave Belfast? I love our house, I love my school and I love the park across the street,” cried six-year-old Maggie. “I won’t see Moira anymore. She’ll forget about me and make a new best friend. What about Shep? I’ll die if we can’t take him along. Who will feed him and play with him?” she sobbed. Her brown curls shook, her blue eyes overflowing with hot tears. She lifted the hem of her white pinafore and wiped her eyes.

			Maggie’s mother tenderly patted her thin little shoulder, then went back to wrapping the dishes. They were the only family heirlooms she owned, a nearly complete set of plates, cups, saucers and bowls, a gift from her mother Anne. With another wooden box full, she reached for her pretty robin’s-egg-blue teapot and poured a cup. “Everything will be fine when we’re settled, Maggie. You’ll make new friends at school. I’m sure there’ll be lots of parks in Liverpool. Of course, we’ll find a good home for Shep before we go. Now, will you join me, lass, for a cup of tea with lots of milk, just the way you like it?”

			“Yes, Momma,” Maggie answered, still sniffling. “When will Da be home?”

			“Not for hours yet, I’m afraid. He’s training a new man for his job before we leave for England next week.” She sighed as she thought of all the things to be done before they sailed.

			Eliza gazed around the room, taking in the low-beamed ceiling and the lovely flagstone fireplace. She’d miss their sweet little cottage, but one had to “keep a stiff upper lip” as the English would say. She chuckled to herself to think she was already considering what an English person might say. In her heart, she would always be an Irish lass.

			A knock at the door brought Eliza out of her thoughts. Her good friend Tillie called out in a cheery voice, “Eliza, have you got the kettle on yet?”

			“Come in, Tillie. You’re always welcome.”

			A short, round woman pushed open the door and entered the homey kitchen. Her smile was wide, her pregnant belly so huge it proceeded her through the door. “Lord, I must get off my feet ‘afore this baby pops out,” she lamented as she rubbed her back.

			Young Maggie gasped, and her eyes grew large with alarm. Her vivid imagination saw a baby popping out of Tillie’s enormous belly. Eliza invited Tillie to sit at the well-worn table, poured them strong cups of tea and placed cookies on a plate. Smiling at each other, they reached for their cups.

			“I’ll miss you, Tillie, come the time we have to move from here. It‘ll be so hard leaving our family and friends behind. With six children to keep from weeping and the house to pack up for the long trip ahead, there isn’t much time for rest or even for goodbyes.” Combing her fingers through her thick, wavy chestnut brown hair with touches of grey, she tucked a strand behind her ear. Her faded blue eyes looked tired, but she smiled her sweet, gentle smile. Heading off to another land, where Irish people were not always welcome or respected, was weighing heavily on her mind.

			“I pray one day we can return home. But the way things are going in Belfast, it isn’t safe here for our family. Being Protestant is bad enough, but Robert works as a foreman. There’s always tension between the Catholics and Protestants. He often has to step in between them to break up a fight. Riots in the streets are happening more often. Already, too many people have been maimed or killed. Last week, a mob attacked our friend John as he walked home from the pub. He’s still in the hospital, out of work now, which he can’t afford.”

			Tillie looked worried. “Dear, make sure you write to me. Let me know how they treat you in England. I’ve heard they’re right snobs. They think the Irish are all peasants, or worse.”

			Eliza laughed. She poured them a second cup of tea as they shared the last of the oatmeal cookies. Tillie rubbed her back again before awkwardly rising to her feet. Tears rolled down her cheeks. They embraced long and hard, then without another word, Tillie left to amble slowly back home. Eliza returned to her packing and Maggie reached for her favourite book.
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			That evening, as Robert Jones trudged toward home, the thick, damp fog was rolling in, making him shiver in his thin cloth coat. It was dark despite the gas lamps on every corner casting eerie shadows. It would be a chilly night, making him wonder, Will the coal hold out until we move the family next week? There’s so many things to do yet, dismantling the furniture we’re bringing with us, then packing it on horse carts to be carried to the coast for the long ferry crossing.

			He felt exhausted from the last few days at the leather warehouse. His shifts had been longer than usual. Teaching workers was not a simple task. Today, when he tried to show a new employee how to trim a piece of leather, the fellow had nearly cut his fingers off with the sharp knife. Being a supervisor, there were so many things to consider, especially the safety of the workers. He had to watch constantly over the machines, as well as the men, who sometimes forgot to watch out for themselves.

			His thoughts were on Ireland too, which was a mess. During the famine of the 1840s, one million people had died of starvation and disease. Another million had emigrated to the US, England and Scotland. In the 1850s, fighting started between the Protestants and the Catholics. A Protestant cleric named Hugh “Roaring” Hanna sparked riots in Belfast with his teachings against the so-called Papists. In 1864, some Catholics went to Dublin to honour their dead hero Daniel O’Connell. They were attacked upon their return, which led to many days of bloody battle with picks, shovels, knives and guns. Eleven died and more than three hundred were injured on both sides. Churches, homes, stores, and even a school suffered damage. One riot in 1872, supporting Irish Home Rule, lasted ten days. Two years later, things were still dangerous.

			As Robert neared their small house, he could see the warm light shining through their front window. He knew his supper was waiting for him, even though he was hours late and his family would have eaten already. It had been a particularly trying day, with lads getting into arguments, and the owner growling over everything. Robert had asked to receive his pay before they left for Liverpool. He couldn’t take the chance it might not come later, as had happened to others.

			I have such mixed feelings about moving to England. I hope it’s the right thing for my family, but we really have no choice but to do it, with things so dangerous here in Belfast.

			He opened the front door, singing out, “Anyone home today?” It was his usual greeting to his family. The younger girls, Annie four, and Lizzie two, dashed to him, hugging his legs and giggling. He reached down and fluffed their hair. “What smells so good? I’m half starved!” Eliza brought over the heavy cast-iron pot hanging from the hook inside the hearth, and dished up a hearty beef stew into one of the everyday earthen bowls. She brought a platter of thick-sliced coarse bread and set it near his plate. He devoured the stew hungrily, mopping it up until there was nothing left.

			Glancing toward his four older children seated around the table, he asked, “How was school today? There’s only a few more days before the end of the school year. What did you learn?”

			Dark-haired Robert Junior, or Robbie, as they called him, was twelve. He raised his chin and replied, “I know all my times tables now, so I can help you with figuring, Da.”

			Agnes grinned. She proudly told everyone her teacher held up her sewing to the class, praising it as being very good for a ten-year-old.

			Her brother James, two years younger, looked down, pretending not to hear. His father knew this meant something had happened at school he didn’t want them to know about.

			“It’s all right, our Jimmy. You can say what’s got you all clammed up,” his father said. The boy raised his head, gulping back his tears. Jimmy was small for his age, very sensitive, but with a determined spirit.

			“It’s those Catholics. They say there’ll be more fighting this summer. They say we’re cowards, running away to England, just when things are getting interesting. We’re not cowards. I told them so. Then they jumped on me, pummelled my head and ripped the new shirt Momma sewed for me. I can hardly wait to leave here,” he grumbled.

			Robert shook his head, caught Eliza’s eye, and smiled gently. Maybe he’d made the right decision after all, but only time would tell. Their boys were getting older now. He didn’t want them drawn into the fighting, being injured or even killed.

			Six-year-old Maggie sat in the alcove near the fireplace. She seemed especially quiet tonight. Her father sighed. “Maggie, my darling, how about a song before you head off to your bed? What’s your choice, The Spinning Song or Father Flynn?”
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			It was the day of the move. Things were in terrible disarray, with boxes and furniture piled near the door, small satchels piled on top, their meal being gobbled up so Eliza could wash and pack the last of the dishes. The men with the wagons would arrive soon. Neighbours were waiting near their front gates to wish the Jones family happy times on their new adventure. Both sides of the family, the Joneses and the McCormicks, had been for their last visit the night before, having a nip from the whiskey bottle, good craic and a few songs before shaking hands, hugging, and heading off with tear-filled eyes. Liverpool wasn’t such a long way away, only about one hundred and fifty miles by ship, but it seemed like the end of the earth to everyone. When people went away, they sometimes never had the time or money to return for a visit.

			Eliza grabbed a damp towel. She gave her six children one last washing. “There, all clean and shining for the travels,” she said with false gaiety. Her stomach was upset, her mind in a whirl over all the last-minute details. She fought hard to keep her tears at bay.

			Outside, the sound of horses clattering loudly on the cobblestones was heard. The children ran to the window to watch the wagons arriving. The two men quickly loaded the eight family members and their belongings. Robert handed the keys to their home over to the agent, and they shook hands. Tears were running down Eliza’s face, as well as Tillie’s, and many other neighbours. Waving and calling their goodbyes, off they went with the jolting of the horses. Shep barked mournfully as Moira, his new owner, clung to his leash, shouting, “Good luck, Maggie!”

			The roads in Belfast were mostly cobblestones. Some of the larger bumps caused the children to fall against each other. It was an unfamiliar experience for them, going more than a few blocks from home. Soon, they were on larger roads with more traffic of horses, carriages, lorries and farm wagons. Their eyes grew large when they saw all the produce heaped high at the market stalls as they passed. They’d never seen so many people crowded all together in one place. Now they could smell the salty sea air. They craned their necks to see the tall ships off in the distance. The wagon, with their family of eight plus the driver, came to a halt at a crossroads before turning east toward the quays.

			Men bustled everywhere, shouting, and cursing as they lugged enormous barrels and crates to the towering ships. The children were so excited they could hardly sit still, giggling with glee. Their two wagons pulled up near a large steamship with sails. The wagon master jumped down, then helped the children. Robert lifted Eliza onto the dock, then led them all safely out of the way. Workers unloaded the other wagon of all their earthly possessions. Soon, two workmen swung a large net out from the ship. The men on shore loaded the furniture and boxes inside, then swung it aboard. The family trekked up the steep wooden gangplank, following their father on board as they carried their satchels. Eliza kept strong handholds on Lizzie and Annie so they wouldn’t fall overboard.

			The overnight ferry was to sail at 8:30 that evening, but it was only 7:30, so they had plenty of time to explore before they set sail. The workers on shore were fascinating to watch as they shoveled coal down a chute into the side of the ship. Other men in fancy dark-blue uniforms with gold braid helped the first-class passengers carry their belongings up their own private walkway. The wealthy ladies wore elaborate satin dresses with matching hats. Some hats were marvelous creations of ostrich feathers, ribbons and tulle. Agnes pointed out a blue one to her mother, saying in awe, “I’d love to have a fancy hat like that one someday, Momma.”

			Eliza laughed. “Maybe one day you can make your own, darling.”

			The sun was still shining, being early summer, so everyone stayed at the rail as the ship slowly pulled away from the dock. The ship’s whistle blew loudly, making the little ones jump. Black smoke streamed from the overhead funnel. They were soon transiting Belfast Lough to Victoria Channel, seeing the large stately houses on shore along Hollywood and Belfast Road, high up the banks.

			“What a marvelous way to travel, Robert!” exclaimed Eliza. This was their first time on a ship. So far, it had been calm and lovely, with a slight sea breeze keeping them cool. She had a lump in her throat as Ireland began disappearing into the mist.

			Soon they were out on more open water, the enormous Irish Sea. It grew rougher as the sky clouded over against the blazing summer sunset. Now it was time to retire to their cabin to put the younger children to bed. Their room was on a lower second class level, but luckily not in steerage. All eight of them would sleep in this small, cramped, basic cabin, but it was only for one night. Somehow, it felt comforting to be so close together in their little room. Agnes helped her mother get the youngest girls ready for bed. Annie and Lizzie fell sound asleep quickly, but Maggie still had her eyes wide open. Eliza tucked the quilt close around her and gave her a kiss on the forehead. “Good night, my darling Maggie.” Slowly, Maggie’s eyes closed.

			The darker it grew, the wilder the sea became. Soon the wind was howling, and the boat was pitching about. Robert told Eliza it was just a squall and it would be over soon. He watched out the small porthole, hoping he knew what he was talking about. It would be a long night with all eight of them crammed together in the two small beds, being tossed about, feeling ill. He checked the porthole again two hours later and saw some lights off to the South. The Isle of Man was a forbidding place of rocks and stubby trees. He saw the rustic stone houses huddled together when the lightning flashed. What a place to live! He hoped England would be more inviting.

			Robert had been corresponding with a Mr. Simpson in Liverpool about the job of leather warehouse foreman. He hadn’t been able to go there to inspect the place or their rented accommodation. All he knew of was it had three bedrooms, a large kitchen and sitting room.

			After the wild crossing of the Irish Sea, everyone was slowly waking. Eliza and Robert were already up, washing with cold water at the bowl on the small wooden stand. Robbie and Jimmy yawned loudly, stretched and bounded out of bed. The four girls in the other bed, covered in quilts, looked like one large lump.

			“Time to rise and shine, sleepyheads,” called out Eliza. The covers flew off, the brunette girls giggling and wiggling. It would be another grand adventure today, in a new country, a new home. Breakfast was sandwiches their mother had packed the day before. They needed to save all the money they could to buy the many things they would need for their new home. The family took their wicker basket up to the promenade deck. Soon, they found wooden deck chairs to sit on as they watched the docking. They ate their breakfast as they surveyed all the activity with fascination.

			“Da, what does our new house look like?” asked Jimmy. “Does it have a backyard and a shed for us to play in? Can we get another dog?”

			His father laughed and assured him, “It will all be discovered soon, son.”

			



	

Chapter 2

			Liverpool, England

			Robert Jones and his family arrived in England at Liverpool’s huge Royal Albert dock in early July. The deafening noise of crews unloading supplies and baggage from the steamships, with freighters and ocean liners blasting horns, and men yelling in exotic languages, made it almost impossible to hear. The cry of seagulls screeching overhead added to the bedlam.

			The first-class passengers’ luggage came off the ship first, followed by the Jones family’s meager belongings. Robert hired two drivers with sturdy wagons to transport everyone to their new home. The children were excited as they rode past old buildings and markets with merchants hawking their wares in the street. “Bananas, bananas, come and buy your fresh bananas.”

			“Momma, can we stop and get some?” asked Maggie eagerly.

			“Not today dear, we have a lot to do. Perhaps another day,” said Eliza.

			It was like going to a fair, all the unfamiliar sights, sounds and things to see. Soon they were on their way past the bustling harbour, into the centre of the city, and off up a steep hill. Everton, a suburb within Liverpool, had many hills. The horses struggled to haul the family and their belongings up the narrow road to their new home on Thirlmere Road. The wagon stopped in front of a two-story pale-yellow brick row house with windows glittering in the sun.

			When Eliza saw the house, she turned to Robert, kissed his cheek and said, “Robert, this house is perfect. I love the big bay window overlooking the street and the shiny black door with the brass knocker. I see a lovely park down the street for the children to play in, too.” The older children jumped from the wagon to help their father catch the bags being tossed down by the driver. Eliza held her young daughters’ hands as she looked at the tiny brick-enclosed dirt front yard, hoping the back yard was larger.

			Locating the skeleton key under the woven mat, Robert unlocked the heavy front door and let Eliza enter their house first, followed by the children. “Welcome to our new home, everyone. I hope we’ll be happy here,” he offered cheerfully.

			The house felt cool when he stepped into the central hallway. Turning to his left, Robert saw an empty sitting room with an enormous brick fireplace and wondered if there was a supply of coal in the backyard. Eliza walked past the stairs to the back of the house, where she found a bright kitchen with large sash windows. The cookstove looked well taken care of. Along one wall, there were a few cupboards with a porcelain sink, a small pantry, and a large wooden icebox in the corner, waiting to be filled with food. Eliza noted the floor was clean, and she saw no cobwebs. Hopefully, there was a well nearby to get fresh water. A sturdy wooden Dutch door led to a generous backyard with a small garden plot, a wooden shed, and
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