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John Cameron overcame tragic beginnings to become a respected school teacher, working for over thirty-five years in West Dublin. Now 85, he lives at home in Gorey with his wife of 58 years, Treasa. He has five grown-up children and five grandchildren and likes nothing more than having the family sitting around the kitchen table. Having developed Parkinson’s Disease with Lewy body dementia in recent years, John lives a quiet but contented life. He enjoys spending time with his grandchildren, tinkering in his work shed, and volunteering his woodworking and crafting expertise in the local Men’s Sheds Association. Boy 11963, the story of John’s early life and his search for his origins, is his first book.
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Foreword

While we were growing up, my siblings and I never knew anything about our father’s past. We had heard a vague story that his father died in a car crash in America and, as a result, Dad had grown up in an orphanage. We didn’t ask questions because we knew his past was something we weren’t supposed to speak about.

As children, we didn’t give it much thought anyway. Our mother was the youngest of ten children, so we lived in a huge extended family with fifty-two cousins. With such a big family, we rarely gave our dad’s side a thought.

We grew up in a very happy home. We were reared in the country, where we climbed trees, made forts with hay bales and picked wild mushrooms and berries. Mam was the disciplinarian, seldom Dad, but we grew up knowing we were loved.

It was only when the shameful treatment of children in institutional care was exposed in the years before the 2009 Ryan Report that Dad began to open up about his past. It was a slow unravelling of stories. Even then, every time we gleaned another bit of information, we were sworn to secrecy. It was for the family’s ears only. As we absorbed the magnitude of what had happened to him as a child, it shocked us that he could have endured so much. It is a testament to his gentle nature that he tried to never let the demons of his past affect our family life.

Regardless of why it happened, Dad’s early life was one of hardship and adversity. Despite this, he rose like the phoenix from the ashes. He fought hard to become someone, to carve out a decent and honourable life, and to raise a family.

All his life, he has had a fervent love of politics and architecture, and in another life, he might have followed a different career path from teaching. He may not have become a great politician or architect, but when you read his story, you will see that our dad is a great man, nonetheless.

Boy 11963 is our father’s story, but the writing of it has been a family affair. We had many discussions about whether or not he should write the book at all. Dad sought seclusion and valued his privacy all his life. We were concerned that he might be overwhelmed by the process of laying himself bare and digging up painful memories of his past. But it was Dad who decided, in his eighties, that it was time. He needed to tell his story, lay some old ghosts to rest, and enable his family to know and understand his past. It has been therapeutic for him to tell his story, but it has also been a cathartic process for the family.

Despite his suffering, and intense, prolonged psychological distress, he not only survived but succeeded in every aspect of his life.

Now, by telling his story, a lifetime of secrecy, shame and denial is behind him at last.

John Cameron is both an ordinary and an extraordinary man. Above all, he is one of life’s unsung heroes whose medals of accolade are all the many people, his children included, who deeply love and admire him.

Aileen Rogers




Author’s Note

At the conclusion of many of the following chapters, I have added a few notes and facts that may offer the reader a greater insight into the background to or the context of this story. Ireland of the 1930s and 1940s was a very different country, and I aim to give a clearer understanding of some of the cultural, social or political issues of the day.




Prologue

On the day that changed my life, the rain drummed so hard on the windows that my daughter Niamh hardly heard the phone ringing in the hall. It was a call that we might have missed or that might never have come at all, yet it was the most important phone call of my life.

All through my childhood and adulthood, I had fought to unravel the truth about who I was. I had been a boy who grew into a man who had no past. I had no mother, no father, no siblings, no idea of who I was or where I came from. That side of our family was a vacuum, a series of clues that led us into endless culs-de-sac. Even my wife’s irrepressible drive and her continuous investigations to find out something about my beginnings had come to very little.

But that one call and those few precious words, ‘I think I’m related to you’, sent a shockwave through us all and provided, at last, the key that helped me unlock the mystery of myself.

Even then, when we followed the trail, the tale we uncovered was an astonishing one. It was a story that was hiding in plain sight, a scandal that shocked society and made national headlines before I was born. Behind it all was an incredible drama filled with forbidden love, passion, heartache and betrayal.

I wasn’t the only victim of the events that took place in my family in 1930s’ Ireland. There were many of us who were shorn like leaves from the trees to be buffeted and whipped by every wind.

Meanwhile, the architects of our devastation slipped away and conspired to conceal their past. Maybe they hoped that the turbulent events of their lives would be forgotten behind the hazy veils of time. Yet, inadvertently, they had already sown the seeds of their exposure. Even back then, those seeds were sprouting into tender shoots and surviving, despite all the shame and darkness that was heaped on them.

Among them was a blond-haired baby, whose only defence was a hand-knitted blanket wrapped around him. This baby grew into a terrified boy, a small, wiry child with sandy curls, who is now so distant he’s like a ghost who wanders faintly within me.

And then there are the teenager and the young man, other lives, other parts of me, whom I look back upon with compassion and remote fondness. But they’re all separate from me now, shadows of the past. Yet those ghosts can still sometimes surprise me with their familiarity. Something random can trigger an emotion, a sight or a sound, that makes them reappear in sharp focus in my mind.

Like the day we received that phone call and the first secrets of my past began to be exposed one by one. It was then that the small boy with the straw-coloured curls stepped out from the shadows and, after a lifetime of hiding, refused to be forgotten any longer.




Part I




1

Orphan Boy

The boy lowered his head, stretched his arms to the top of the wheelchair, dug his heels firmly into the ground and heaved again. His bare, stick-thin legs strained in their hobnailed boots, and his hands were splayed taut at the back of the chair. His face turned tomato red with the effort, but the wheelchair wouldn’t budge.

Old Mr Mulligan hunched forward, jerking wildly, as if his fury alone could move it. ‘Push, you useless pup! Push harder!’ he roared, now blindly swiping behind him with a cane. The boy scrambled away to avoid a blow, and the chair rolled several feet back down the incline.

The boy’s eyes filled with tears. The obstacle, a knot of swollen tree roots, lifted the ground, like a miniature mountain range. The roots and the steep incline of the laneway were dreaded adversaries on this frequent journey.

‘Guttersnipe. Useless guttersnipe!’ squealed Mr Mulligan, his face now the complexion of beet.

The boy got back into position behind the wheelchair and braced himself again. He stretched his legs behind him, angling his shoulder and hands against the chair’s oak frame. Then he lowered his head and, mustering all his strength, made another run at the jagged ground ahead of him.

This time the force lifted the chair over the hump, and for a half-second, Mr Mulligan was suspended in mid-air. Then the iron wheels clattered down, and the old man followed, smacking down heavily on the wooden seat. The boy gasped in relief, but Mr Mulligan shrieked in outrage. ‘I’ll kill you, boy! As true as God, I’ll kill you!’

He tucked his cane back under his arm, smacked the arms of the chair in irritation and yelled for the child to move. The boy knew Mr Mulligan had a mind only for the creamy pints of porter awaiting him in Matt Smith’s.

The sun was low in the sky when he got to the pub. He reached up for the doorknob, tugged, and a waft of stale beer escaped, with a cloud of smoke. He could see the glow of cigarette tips from the men hunched at the bar.

‘Don’t you budge from here!’ the old man warned the boy, as he rolled over the threshold and eagerly vanished into the darkness.

The boy rubbed his aching arms, leaned against the pub wall and settled in for a long wait. He could already see his best friend’s father approaching with another man he didn’t recognise.

‘Hello, Johnny boy!’ Mr Kavanagh said, stopping outside the pub to ruffle the mop of curls on his head. ‘Aren’t you a great little lad helping Mr Mulligan all the way here? You must be nearly five now, are you?’

Johnny reddened, but his chest filled with pride at this rare praise, and he nodded shyly, even though he wasn’t sure what age he was. Mr Kavanagh leaned down to him and whispered conspiratorially behind his hand, ‘If Mrs Kavanagh asks, you never saw me. There’s a good lad.’

‘Who’s the kid?’ asked Mr Kavanagh’s companion, as the two men entered the pub.

‘One of the little fellas fostered by the Mulligans. A grand lad.’

There was that word again. ‘Fostered’. Johnny wasn’t sure what it meant.

Brian O’Connor said that the Mulligans weren’t his real mam and dad, but Mam said that Brian O’Connor should mind his own bloody business.

Still, it made Johnny wonder about the hazy pictures in his mind from a time he couldn’t quite remember. He had a memory of sitting up in a pram, covered with a plump white quilt, facing a window. Bright sunlight poured in on him, and he felt warm and safe. He tried, but he could never quite recall what lay beyond the window in that bright, sunshine world. But he knew everything was clean and cosy and happy. It was a different world from the home he knew now.

The air grew colder in Stepaside village and Johnny stamped his feet, pulled his jacket closer and tugged at his shorts in a vain attempt to shield his legs from the chill. His stomach rumbled, and he wished he’d had his tea before Mr Mulligan demanded that they leave for the pub.

The sky was studded with stars before the barman opened the door to let the old man out. Even under the street’s dim gaslight, Johnny could see that Mr Mulligan’s eyes were glazed and shiny.

‘I haven’t all night,’ the old man barked, and the beer fumes lingered in the frosty air, as Johnny struggled to manoeuvre the wheelchair.

The mile-long journey home felt as if it would never end. The night was velvet black, and they met nothing on the winding country lane apart from swooping bats.

Mr Mulligan swore and grumbled as they made their way along the foothills of the Dublin mountains, but Johnny was scarcely listening. He felt dog tired, and his stomach ached with a familiar hollow feeling. He wondered if Mam would have kept tea for him, or if she’d accuse the old man of drinking all the housekeeping money.

When they reached home, Johnny dragged the old man through the squeaking gate right up to the foot of the cottage steps, where he called to Mrs Mulligan for help.

The old woman hobbled out, clutching a tattered cardigan over her nightshirt. The oil lamp in her other hand added a ghoulish glow to her face. Even in the flickering light, Johnny could see her resentful glare.

‘Get out here, Gerald!’ she yelled back into the cottage, in a weary tone.

She descended the steps, one stiff leg at a time, as another small boy appeared at the door in his shirt. Gerald’s hair stood up on one side, and he rubbed the sleep from his eyes with his fists.

He stuck out his tongue at Johnny behind Mrs Mulligan’s back, and Johnny scowled. He didn’t like Gerald: he snatched food from Johnny’s plate when Mrs Mulligan wasn’t looking, and he never got the job of wheeling Mr Mulligan anywhere.

‘Come on, you two, pull,’ said Mrs Mulligan, her arthritic knuckles gripping the back of the chair. The two boys and she dragged the chair thunk, thunk, thunk up the steps, with Mr Mulligan roaring all the time.

‘Shush, you oul sod! You’ll wake Peter!’ hissed Mrs Mulligan, but the old man only swore louder.

Inside, the smell of burned cabbage and the musty odour of damp assailed Johnny’s nostrils. It must have been past midnight, but the old man demanded his tea. Johnny hovered hopefully as Mrs Mulligan raked the coals in the range, but she bristled when she saw the two boys watching her.

‘Go to bed, you two!’ she ordered, raising the poker and making a half-hearted swipe at them.

The boys retreated into the gaping darkness off the kitchen where their shelter lay. It was a shed of sorts, a lean-to, constructed of rusting corrugated iron and separated from the kitchen by an old timber door. Straw bedding and an assortment of empty flour sacks and old overcoats were strewn on the earthen floor inside.

Gerald arranged his makeshift blankets and wriggled underneath. Johnny fumbled with the knotted laces on his boots and undid his jacket buttons before following him under the covers. He could see the stars and a few scudding clouds through gaps in the metal sheeting. It didn’t look like rain. When it rained, the boys were allowed to sleep on the kitchen floor.

Mrs Mulligan kept the light down low to save the paraffin, so Johnny could watch only shifting shapes and shadows through the gaps in the door panels. But he heard her crack an egg and, sitting upright under the flour sacks, he saw her silhouette, turning the bread on a toasting fork over the open coals.

The smoke-blackened kitchen, the only living area in the cottage, contained little furniture, other than a pine table and stools. A picture of the Sacred Heart, brown with nicotine stains and soot, hung on the wall above the range.

Off the kitchen were two bedrooms, their walls bulging with tumours of damp. The old couple occupied one, while their nine-year-old grandson, Peter, slept in the other. A short, narrow hallway, coated with a faded red wash, ran between the bedrooms to a peeling front door. The roof was badly patched, but Mr Mulligan said he wouldn’t waste a penny more on it.

Johnny’s senses were filled with the aroma of toasting bread, so he barely heard the old couple bickering. He jumped when Mr Mulligan’s fist landed with a fierce clatter on the table.

‘Is it too much to expect a bit of tea on the table when I get home?’ the old man bellowed.

‘Yer tea was on the table hours ago, so you can hold your whisht now,’ Mrs Mulligan replied.

Gerald pulled the covers over his head, but Johnny continued to watch through the gaps in the door. He thought he could hear Mr Mulligan snoring now, but then Mrs Mulligan banged a tin plate on the table. Johnny leaned forward, and in the half-light saw Mr Mulligan’s face twist in disgust.

‘What in the name of Jaysus is this? Do you call this tea?’ He was roaring thunderously now, and Gerald half-rose in fright from under the covers.

‘If you didn’t waste eleven whole pence on every pint of porter …’ Mrs Mulligan began, but suddenly she shrieked.

The tin plate made a loud clang as it struck the wall behind her, its contents spilling into the darkness below.

Gerald sat bolt upright. The old man roared, and his wife screamed back. The sound of their grandchild dragging his bedroom door open, scraping it across the uneven clay floor, interrupted their argument.

Peter was a rangy boy, five years older than Johnny and Gerald. He appeared in the kitchen in his nightshirt. ‘Nana, won’t you give poor Granddad a bit of peace?’ he admonished, but Johnny saw him give his grandmother a crafty wink. ‘Come on, Granddad, let’s get out of here. I’ll help you to bed.’

The old man threw a few more oaths in his wife’s direction, but he surrendered to his grandson’s attentions. Peter could always mollify his grandparents. Johnny watched the boy wrestle control of the wheelchair as Mrs Mulligan dabbed her eyes, then blew her nose heartily into a tea-towel. He waited, hardly breathing, until all the Mulligans had disappeared, and their three creaky beds went silent. Then he pushed open the shed door and crept into the darkness of the kitchen.

He saw Gerald’s shadow on his heels at the same time as he caught sight of the toast, which had fallen from the tin plate. He leaped for it before Gerald did. Gerald didn’t give in and tried to wrestle it from Johnny’s grip. They scuffled and thumped each other noiselessly until Gerald ripped off a corner of toast. Johnny stuffed the dry remainder into his mouth. His fingers rummaged for Mr Mulligan’s scrambled egg amid the blanket of clock beetles scurrying on the dirt floor. He found only slivers, but he ate them nonetheless.

The boys crept back into the lean-to and tugged the door after them. Johnny dragged at the covers for warmth, and when Gerald elbowed him in the ribs, he punched him back. But he was exhausted by now, and Gerald was too, so they fell asleep.

In the 1930s and 1940s, local authorities and charities used a boarding-out system for those children in their care who were too old for nursery wards but too young for industrial schools.

We know now that the system was more about economics than children’s welfare, but the policy was dressed up in well-meaning terms. I’ve read old documents about the benefits of having the children cared for in the families of ‘the respectable poor’. They speak of placing children in homes in rural localities in ‘healthy surroundings’.

The reality is that some foster families regarded those children as sources of monthly income and slave labour for their farms. The conditions in which institutions placed the children were often appalling.

Margaret and Thomas Mulligan were sick, poverty-stricken, and well into their sixties when I arrived there in 1938. I was less than three years old. A retired farm labourer, Mr Mulligan was wheelchair-bound and a violent drinker. Yet the authorities regarded him and his wife as suitable foster parents for two three-year-old boys.

They also raised their daughter’s son while she worked in England. No father was ever mentioned, so I believe she was a single mother. In my records, held by the Christian Brothers, Peter is referred to as the son of Mr and Mrs Mulligan.
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Even the darkest hour is not without hope





