CLANN: IRELAND' S UNMARRIED MOTHERS AND THEIR CHILDREN:
GATHERING THE DATA

£ 3

Statement of Witness 79a

Reference Code: CLANN/WIT79a
Status: Adopted Person
Institution(s)/Agencies: Bessborough Mother and Baby Home,

Blackrock, Cork; Cork Health Authority;
Southern Health Board, Cork

Date: 31st October 2018

Transcript: 7 pages

Records/Papers included: Yes

Access Conditions: Anonymised statements are freely

available to the public.

Conditions Governing Reproduction: Statements can be reproduced, however
the citation below must be used at all
times.

To cite this statement:

O’Rourke, M., McGettrick, C., Baker, R. and Hill, R. (2018) “Statement of Witness
79a.” Clann: Ireland’s Unmarried Mothers and their Children: Gathering the Data.
Dublin: Justice for Magdalenes Research, Adoption Rights Alliance, Hogan Lovells.

http://clannproject.org | http://adoption.ie | http://iffmresearch.com



http://clannproject.org/
http://adoption.ie/
http://jfmresearch.com/

WITNESS STATEMENT OF_

1. I make this statement for the purpose of providing evidence to the Mother and Baby
Homes Commission of Investigation established by the Irish Government pursuant to

Section 3 of the Commissions of Investigations Act 2004.

2. Attached to this statement is an exhibit marked - which contains various copy

documents. References to page numbers in this statement are to pages in-
3. | make this statement as an adopted person.
Circumstances of my Birth and Early Life

4, | was born on_1965 at the Bessborough Mother and Baby Home, Blackrock,
Co. Cork ("Bessborough™), and remained there until on or around_1966. I

was adopted by my adoptive parents, who lived in Cork, _ My
birth was registered in my original name,- _ I am now 52
years old -Page 1].

5. | understand my birth mother, - arrived at Bessborough, pregnant with me, in
1965 and left in -1966, after 1 had been adopted. | was adopted in
966; there is some discrepancy around the exact date. | was initially handed
overto a - before being handed to my adoptive parents. | have not been able to
confirm who -was, where | went with her, or how long | spent with her. | was in

Bessborough for approximately 181 days. Neither any of the records (I have been able to
obtain) nor my adoptive family have been able to confirm the exact date, but | understand
that on or around .- 1966, my adoptive mother and adoptive aunt collected me
from Bessborough to take me home. | was given to my adoptive mother on that day by a

nun.

6. | have very little information about the time my birth mother spent at Bessborough, as
unfortunately she passed away before we could meet. However, my birth aunt has been
able to furnish me with some background details about her time spent at Bessborough.
After | was born, my birth aunt visited Bessborough to see my birth mother and me. My
birth mother was not allowed to leave the hospital, so my birth aunt went to the shops to

buy me an outfit to wear on the day | was to be adopted.

7. | was baptised in Bessborough on _ 1965 and my birth grandparents and
birth aunt were present. My birth aunt was my sponsor. | do not have a copy of my

baptism certificate, but was told this by my birth family.



8. My birth aunt told me that she only ever had one conversation with my birth mother about
her time at Bessborough, as like many other women in my birth mother's situation, they
did not want to talk about their time at the mother and baby homes, as it was too painful to
remember. My birth mother had told her that her time there was very hard and that it was
a cruel place to live. She recalled scrubbing the floors at Bessborough when she was
heavily pregnant. My birth mother also spoke of the day | was adopted. She told her that
she was standing at the window watching me in the car being driven away. If the car
turned left, then she knew | would be heading to- but if the car turned right she
had no idea where | would end up. She recalled being told on that day that she didn't
need to feed me and that | would be fed when | arrived home, so she knew | could not

have been going too far.

9. I have been able to obtain a copy of the adoption consent document which is dated .
- 1966. The document is a form of consent which surrenders me up to the Cork
Health Authority for adoption. My birth mother's name has been blanked out on the
version of the document | have in my possession -Page 4]. All other documents

relating to my adoption also have third party names blanked out.

10. | have always had concerns about the food and supplements | received while at
Bessborough. | have spent significant amounts of time trying to obtain information around
the food and vaccine trials. The reason for this is that | was told when | was adopted |
had a very severe issue with nappy rash, which was one of the symptoms and side
effects from the food supplement tests that occurred in the mother and baby homes. In
addition, | also had a fit/seizure after | left Bessborough. | am not sure of the exact timing,
but again it was a known side effect following the trial vaccinations that were carried out at
the mother and baby homes, e.g. temperature spiking out of control resulting in
fits/seizures. | have been able to obtain a list of the vaccines that | did not receive when |
was at Bessborough, but unfortunately | do not have a list of all of the ones that were
administered -Page 5]. Apparently, | was very lucky to have survived the fit/seizure
and if it wasn't for the quick thinking of the paediatrician, I would have either suffered from
severe brain damage or | would have died. No one at the time knew what caused the
seizure and | have not suffered from any since that time, so it would support the

suggestion that it resulted following a trial.

11. | have some paperwork around my adoption but not a significant amount. My
understanding is that the process of my adoption was fairly straightforward for my
adoptive parents. There was no agency involved or other institutions. The paperwork |
have refers to the Cork Health Authority. The mothers who were at Bessborough would

give birth to their babies at St Ann's and then would be moved to the mother and baby



home within the same grounds. In reality, it was all the same place and not a separate

hospital.

12. My adoptive mother and adoptive aunt visited Bessborough to choose a baby. There
were rows and rows of cots with babies in them. Some of the babies' heads had been
badly burned as the cots had been left too close to the radiators. The nun told my
adoptive mother to "pick a baby". She picked one baby who was-like my mother, in
her hair and complexion, but the nun said that the baby was not a suitable choice for her.
| had -as a baby, which would not have been my adoptive mother's first choice,
but | smiled at her and she picked me. It turned out that my adoptive mother and | shared
the _ and when she knew that she wanted to take me away that day. |
asked my adoptive mother if any money was ever exchanged and she said that she could
not remember. Unfortunately, my adoptive mother could not take me away that day as

she had a cold, so she went away and returned for me again.

13. | understand that there was a follow-up visits by a social worker to the house. My mother
worried that the house was messy but she made sure | was clean and presentable. |
don't have any more information on how many visits there were from social workers or

other individuals.

14. At the time, the mother and baby homes did not follow the ordinary rules of adoption.
From discussions with my adoptive mother, Bessborough were happy with my adoptive
parents as my adoptive father had a nice house and a good job — we weren't a wealthy
family, but would be considered a step above working class by the nuns. My adoptive

parents said there was no paperwork involved at the time.

15. | always knew that | had been adopted. My adoptive mother had been told that | was
born in Dublin and then was "shipped” to Cork. When | started to trace my birth family in
2002 | found that | was in fact born_at Bessborough,- which |
found very distressing. My short form birth certificate, adoption cert and my passport both
say | was born in Dublin and that has made me always feel that that there was something
uncertain about my identity and where | was born. When | discovered | was born in Cork,
it was quite a shock to me and a lot to deal with at the time. | used to play on the grounds
of Bessborough as a child all the time. Looking back that was a very strange thing to

have occurred — perhaps | was drawn to the place.

16. In my adoptive family, | have -older brothers who were not adopted. | had a good

upbringing, but | had difficulties in my childhood which | acknowledge now. The problems

| had centred around being adopted and_ My

adoptive parents certainly did the right thing by telling me | was adopted,_



_ I had friends who were adopted and they were only told when they were 21

or they have never been told but everyone in the area knows. That is not right.

17.

was carrying a double-sin, original sin as stated by the Catholic Church, and the second
sin of being illegitimate as my birth mother was not married when | was born. That was

very hard to deal with as a child and even now as an adult | still feel some shame around

18.

am sure it was difficult for them. They were seen as "extraordinary" at the time for

adopting someone's illegitimate child, which is so strange (and frankly difficult) to hear.

19. My adoptive mother was told that my birth mother was in a hurry to give me up as she
had to go back to work, which was untrue. The nuns had warned my adoptive mother to
be very careful of me. That phrase worried me for years because | didn't know what it
meant. When | reached out to the nuns for further information, they would not give me my
birth father's name. This made me worry about how | had been conceived and if there
was something that my adoptive parents had not been told. | was hoping that my original
birth certificate would have provided my birth father's name, but that section was
unfortunately left blank -Page 1]. I was refused my birth cert by the Birth’'s Marriages
and Deaths Office after | had traced my birth family. | then gathered the courage to go in

there and use my birth name to get it. | felt like | had broken the law.

20. The hardest thing about being adopted for me was looking different. The first thing
people say when someone has a baby or a child is that it looks like one of the parents or
a grandparent or another relative. | often had older people in Cork tell me that | looked
nothing like my mother or father. They sometimes knew | was adopted but were looking

for a reaction | suppose — it was mean and nasty.

21. | co-wrote and performed in a play about the tracing of my family and dealing with being
adopted. Among other things the play explored what it felt like not having any physical
resemblance to my adoptive family and how | often wondered what my birth family looked
like. | was often told that | was "lucky to have been adopted" and it is still being said to

children being adopted now — it is an awful thing to say to a child.



22. If I had children of my own, | think | would have begun tracing sooner.
Information and Finding Out about my Birth Parents

23. In 2002, | decided to start looking for some basic information around my birth parents. I'm
still not entirely sure what prompted it, but | remember talking to a colleague at work who
told me a story of a friend of his who had traced their birth parents through Barnardos.
After that discussion, | picked up the phone and called the Barnardos' information line.
They gave me a number for the Southern Health Board in Cork. | called a number of
times and left messages on the answerphone for over three months. Finally | managed to
speak to a nun, who | believe may have been Sister- She who was incredibly rude
to me on the phone. She told me that | wasn't allowed access to my file or any
information in it unless | physically visited the location/site in Cork for counselling with her.
| told her | was really uncomfortable with that situation as my adoptive family lived in Cork
and | hadn't told them that | had begun to trace my birth family. She was adamant there

was no other option but to come to Cork.

24, After that interaction, | dropped it for six months or a year and then decided to go back to
Barnardos. | explained to them what had happened when | contacted the number they
had given me. They were furious and reached out to Sister‘xplaining that | should
not have been treated in that way. Sister - then had a knee-jerk reaction and
contacted my birth aunt and told her that | was looking for details around my birth mother,
bought her in to meet her and gathered a large amount of information from her about my
birth family. That is not what | wanted. All | had asked for was basic information around
my birth and birth mother and then when | was ready | would reach out, if at all. It was a

lot to take on board at the time.

25. At that stage, | was still missing my birth father's name. When | requested details around
my birth father, Sister-refused to give them to me and denied they had any record of
him. They said all they held was his first name and a brief description of him. It was only

in _—that Tusla, who | had been in touch with,

regarding my adoption file, suddenly "discovered" his information, his full name and partial

asking for information about the Vaccination Trials in Bessborough and whether | was part
of them or not. They made no mention of having my birth fathers details before | went
_ It was only when | Was_ talking about how poorly they had
treated me that they decided to say they had them. When | asked for the details they said
I would have to go on a two and a half year waiting list, after which time they would

contact him on my behalf. It is not good enough. They had been sitting on that



information for years and denied it existed. My birth father could have passed away in

those 18 years. | have no way of knowing.

26. When | finally got my file, there was a lot of correspondence in there from 2002 when |
had made my original requests for information. There is a lot of internal correspondence
signed by Sister- | want it to be made clear that it was all at the direction of Sister
- She has negatively impacted so many people's lives that have come out of
Bessborough, whether mothers or babies. She has destroyed lives and continues to do
so. Her involvement and misdemeanours are all over the files; in the letters, particularly
in the denial of my father's name and address. The reason | have not been able to track

him down until many years later is all down to Sister-

27. In 2002, after the home had contacted my birth aunt, | decided that | would write to her.

We exchanged correspondence for a couple of months and then | agreed to meet with her

and my birth uncles. They were lovely people and really wanted to make me part of the

of my half-brothers reached out to me on Facebook. He was living in - at the
time. We had been writing to each other for two years. He explained that he had always
known about me, as he had overheard my birth mother talking about me to her husband

when he around 14 years old. He died suddenly, so | never got the chance to meet him.

husband. He knew about my existence. He told me that she got very upset every

Christmas and whenever she gave birth to another child. He said she thought about me

28.

29. Unfortunately | never had the opportunity to meet my birth mother — she passed away at a
friend of my birth mothers told me that she did ask a lot of questions about how to trace
an adopted child shortly before she became ill, but once she had the information she
didn't take it any further. Rather bizarrely when she passed away in- she was in a
hospital in Dublin. | was also in the same hospital at the time in the -With my

adoptive father who was ill at the time. It is very odd, but there have been a lot of strange



coincidences like that over the years and | have met people through work who knew her.
It is a shame thal we never had the opportunity to meet. It wasn't until nine years after

her passing that | began to look.
Access to Information

30. It is clear from the story set out above thal it was difficull to obtain the requisite
information about my mother and that S:’ster- was deliberately obstructive in the
process. The information provided by Sister -was inadequate and did not aid the
process of finding my birth mother or birth father. It was only once Bamardos got heavily
involved and later when | was_ that the information began to flow
down and she agreed to help. | have seen managed to obtain my file from Tusla after
many years of asking. A lot of important information has been blanked out. It has left me

feeling angry, upset and lacking basic human rights as an Irish Citizen.

| believe thatl the contents of this statement are true

_____________ Hogan Lovels
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