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PROLOGUE

What Happened
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This is the tale of two red-haired girls who lived on either side of a ten-foot wall. 

One was trapped inside the Bon Secours mother and baby home. 

The other was me. 

I see them sometimes when I close my eyes. The ‘home babies’. Not as they were, but as they could have been, at the end of their lives, instead of the beginning: with grandchildren of their own, perhaps, with white hair and weathered skin, recounting stories of the lives they’ve led, the places they’ve been. 

Instead they lie beneath the soil, the bodies of those forgotten children. Dead before they’d barely started. 

Above the surface, a seemingly normal Irish town: a children’s playground, a church, a housing estate – the veneer of humdrum village life. But nothing could be further from the truth.

The story of how this came to pass, and how we came to know this dark secret . . . well, that is what I will tell you here. 

796: the number of children taken from their mothers who died and were discarded. Remains found in a sewage tank on the grounds of the children’s home. 

Guilty of the greatest sin of all: to be born. Born to mothers without husbands, with no ring on their fingers. A shame to the parish. 

What shame, now.

But who are these children? How did they get here? And who was meant to care for them?

When a child goes missing, the media shout for answers, for the Madeleine McCanns of the world. Photographs on milk cartons, search parties, distraught families. But when hundreds go missing in the care of an institution, there is silence. Mothers left to grieve alone.

I will not rest until every one of those children is accounted for. Each one some mother’s son, or daughter.

They call me an amateur historian. But this story is not consigned to history. It nearly was. But the truth will not stay buried. What I am about to tell you sounds like fiction, but it is far from it. I will tell you how it all came to pass – the twists and turns of life that led to this discovery. 

I have made a promise to myself that I will not stop until I know, until the world knows, what happened here, in the quiet corner of my little town, in the cradle of the Catholic Church. 

What went on, on the other side of the wall.

The truth will be unearthed, if I have to fight ’til my dying day. 

My name is Catherine Corless, and this is my story.




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
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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. 
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