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Majella Moynihan was born in Kanturk, Co. Cork and raised in St. Joseph's Industrial School for Girls, Mallow. She served in An Garda Siochana for fifteen years, from 1983 to 1998. In 1984, she gave birth to a son, whom she was forced to give up for adoption, having been charged with breach of Garda disciplinary regulations for having sexual intercourse and giving birth outside of marriage. In 2019, on foot of an RTÉ Radio 1 documentary about her story, Majella received an official state apology. She lives in Dublin. A Guarded Life is her first book.
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‘We realise the importance of our voice
when we are silenced.’

– Malala Yousafzai

‘No matter where we live on the planet
or how difficult our situation seems to be,
we have the ability to overcome and
transcend our circumstances.’

– Louise Hay




Prologue

The 29th of September, 1983, should have been the best day of my life. That was the day I graduated from the Garda Training College in Templemore, County Tipperary and officially became a member of An Garda Síochána.

It was the fulfilment of a lifelong dream. As a young girl, growing up in an orphanage – St. Joseph’s Industrial School in Mallow – I can remember telling the other girls that I was going to be a guard and look after the vulnerable in society, especially the forgotten little children. Forgotten little children like we were, then.

Even by the 1970s, when I was in school, joining ‘the guards’ was still an unusual career choice for a young woman in Ireland. Women had only been admitted to the police force in 1959 and the numbers of banghardaí, as they were called then, were still very low. I had never seen a female guard but I knew they were out there and the job held a special appeal for me.

I thought I could bring something very different to the role. Having lost my mother as an infant and then been placed in the orphanage by my father, I knew what it was to suffer; I knew what isolation was and I knew the pain of being different. I knew what could happen to someone to lead them to commit a crime. I knew what could break a person because I was broken myself. On the other hand, I knew we all had choices in this world and that, if you made the choice to commit a crime, you had to be brought to justice.

To me, An Garda Síochána was the ultimate symbol of justice. As a child in an industrial school, you quickly learned that the world wasn’t a fair place but, in spite of suffering years of abuse and neglect, I had retained my strong sense of justice. I believed that joining the force would mean that, in my own small way, I would have a chance to right some of the wrongs that were done to people every day.

Of course, there was a bit of ego there too. A motherless ‘St. Joseph’s girl’, as they called us in Mallow, becoming a guard? By any standards, that was some achievement. We had had civil servants and nurses in our family but we had never had a bangharda and I hoped my mam would be looking down on me that day with pride.

My stepmother, Kitty, was coming down for my graduation and passing-out parade, the traditional ceremony for recruits who had completed their training. She had told me not to expect my father – it was, after all, a long train journey from Dublin, she explained, and at fifty-eight years old, he felt he was past the time in his life for making long journeys. I was hurt at the prospect of his absence. I had spent so little time with my father over the years – I was only one year old when he sent me and my sisters away to be raised by the nuns. Our relationship had never been warm and yet I was still desperate for his love and approval. If he wasn’t going to come to Templemore, I hoped that, wherever he was, he was pleased at what his youngest daughter had accomplished.

When I woke that morning, I was cheerful in the knowledge that I had set myself on the right path. I felt that I now had everything I needed to fulfil my potential and live a good, successful and happy life. In front of me, hanging on the wardrobe door, were the two outfits I would wear that day – my garda uniform and the grown-up grey suit I had chosen for the evening festivities. The previous week, the other girls and I had tried on our outfits together, full of excitement, scarcely able to believe that we had made it through training and were now just days away from becoming banghardaí.

Of the eighteen recruits in my class, six of us were women. If we had harboured any illusions that we would be regarded as just as good as the men, our time in Templemore had made it clear that, in the training college at least, that would not be the case. From the moment we arrived and were given skirts and heels as part of our uniform, we were treated differently by almost all the senior guards. It was implied that we were mainly there to help with cases of rape and domestic violence and other so-called ‘women’s issues’. Only one sergeant, Dan Corrigan, told us we could be anything we wanted to be. I remember looking around as he said those words and seeing on the faces of the other women that this affirmation meant as much to them as it did to me.

The passing-out ceremony was due to begin at twelve noon, and by 10 a.m. families and friends had already begun to arrive. The minister of state at the Department of Justice and the garda commissioner would be inspecting us and there were rumours that there might even be television cameras from RTÉ News. I sat at my window in a state of nervous anticipation, already wearing my full uniform. As well as my stepmother and her sisters, my boyfriend Fintan was also due to attend the ceremony and I was hoping he might come early. There was something I needed to tell him.

Fintan was himself a newly qualified guard. We had met at the Garda Club on Harrington Street in Dublin the previous year, a matter of months before he left for Templemore. Fintan had passed out in May and was now stationed in County Donegal, a five-hour drive from Templemore, so, when we met up at weekends, it was usually in Dublin.

Fintan would be outside by now. Standing away from my stepmother, whom he hardly knew. It was time for me to head out too. I took one last look in the mirror, smoothed out my navy-blue tunic over my reassuringly flat stomach, put on my hat and off I went. Soon to be Bangharda Number 338 of 339 in An Garda Síochána…

That night, after the hat throwing and the dinner, I finally plucked up the courage and took Fintan aside. ‘I think I’m in trouble,’ I told him. ‘My period is three days late. This has never happened to me before and I’m worried that I could be pregnant.’

The last time we had been together, Fintan had stayed over at our family home in Phibsborough. We had slept together but, unusually, Fintan didn’t have any condoms. Hearing my suspicions, Fintan appeared unfazed by my concerns, assuring me that everything would be grand.

But it wasn’t nothing. It was something. And, before long, that little something would bring the wrath of An Garda Síochána down upon my head.




1

Losing Mammy

Many years before I even considered joining An Garda Síochána, the course my life was to take was set on the morning of 2 January 1964, when my mother died.

I had been born only eighteen months previously, on 10 June 1962, the fifth of five daughters, to Hugh and Margaret Moynihan. We lived on a little farm in the townland of Fermoyle, three miles south of Banteer, in north County Cork. My father himself came from Fermoyle and he had two sisters and a brother living close by.

To this day, I know little about my mother, who was one of twelve siblings and came from a village on the Cork–Kerry border called Knocknagree. From what I have been told over the years, she was an attractive and fun-loving woman, with a warm, playful laugh and short black hair. She was a homemaker, who baked and raised her children and, at the weekends, she loved to dance. She and my father used to waltz and jive at dance competitions all around north Cork and I have heard that they danced beautifully together.

She always insisted on going into Mallow and Kanturk and buying beautiful new outfits for her five girls. Because I had no memories of Mammy myself, I always loved hearing about the care she took in dressing me and my sisters. Any evidence at all that I had once had a mother who loved me was very precious indeed.

Hugh Moynihan was tall and well-built. He was a good-looking man, who always took pride in his appearance. My older sisters tell me that, before Mammy died and we were put into care, he was a kind and devoted father, who always had time for his family and used to make wooden toys and wheelbarrows for the girls when they were young. Although we had the farm, Dad made most of his money working as a contractor. He owned a combine harvester and used to travel around north Cork, cutting corn on the bigger farms. He was never afraid of work, my father, and I’m sure that, if we had stayed with him, we would have had a very comfortable life.

After I was born, my mother developed post-natal depression and was put into a hospital in Cork city. My father struggled to cope with raising five daughters on his own and, in June 1963, my four sisters were put into an orphanage, St. Joseph’s Industrial School for Girls in Mallow. Catherine was ten years old, Anne was nine, Margaret was six and Teresa was four.

On the day the girls were taken away, one of our cousins told them that they were to come for a drive in his car. Only my sister Anne noticed the brown suitcase in the front seat and asked where they were going. The man said nothing, but kept driving until they got to Mallow. When they arrived at St. Joseph’s, the four girls were handed over to a nun at the door.

I was still only a baby, so I stayed with my Auntie Mary, Mammy’s sister, until 10 December 1963 when, at eighteen months old, I too was brought to the orphanage. Unlike my sisters, who slept in one of the four dormitories in St. Joseph’s, I stayed with the other babies in the infirmary. Mammy was doing much better by then and it was expected that we would only stay in the orphanage for another few weeks. On 2 January, the brown suitcase was packed and we were ready to go, when a call came through to St. Joseph’s to say that Mammy was dead.

Years later, I was told that my mother had cycled to Barracarrig to visit our Auntie Mary. When she left to go home, my cousin Tom Twomey walked with her to the end of the boreen and waved her off. A short time later, the Twomeys heard that someone had been knocked off a bike on the main road and killed. When they came out to investigate, they realised it was Mammy.

Her death was what would now be described as a ‘hit and run’. There were no witnesses and no one ever came forward to say it was their vehicle that had killed her. Because we were just children, my sisters and I were never told any of the details of how she died. All we heard was people saying, ‘Wasn’t it awful sad about the Moynihans’ mother?’ We didn’t attend the funeral; we stayed in St. Joseph’s, where we would each remain until we finished school.

Shortly after my mother’s death, my father went to England, never to return to live in Cork.
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