
P
atrick Maher made his grim discov-
ery just over 20 years ago. The
nine-year-old was playing with
three friends near his house in Ro-
screa, Co Tipperary.

“It was early in the day. The field was
right behind the house I used to live in; 2
Cois Carrig. I had a hurl in my hand. I saw a
doll about four feet from the fence, and I
was about to hit it with my hurl.” Just be-
fore his hurl hit, he jerked it back.

“It wasn’t a doll. It was a real baby,” he re-
counts, still sounding horrified at how
close he came to striking a dead newborn
infant.

The baby boy was unclothed and lying

on his back. Maher bent down and felt the
body. “It still had colour. It wasn’t warm,
but the body still felt soft, kind of squishy.
It seemed to us like someone had thrown it
into the field over the fence. There is no
way it could have been there long. It was
right out in the open. Someone would have
seen it.”

❒❒❒❒

Over recent decades dead babies found on
open ground in Ireland have been the right-
ful cause of public discourse. On January
31st, 1984, 15-year-old Ann Lovett gave
birth alone to a stillborn boy at a grotto in
Granard, Co Longford. She herself died in
hospital that same day. Their deaths con-
vulsed Ireland.

That same year, on April 14th, a new-
born baby boy was found dead; abandoned
on White Strand beach at Cahersiveen in
Co Kerry.

To this day it has never been established
why he was left there or who his parents
were. That baby was to become known as
one of the two “Kerry Babies”. The other
was a second dead baby boy who had been
born to Joanne Hayes of Abbeydorney,
and had been secretly buried on her family
farm.

But these are not the only dead babies
discovered on public ground in Ireland in

recent decades. They are just three of
more than 30. These babies were found,
variously, in fields, and bogs, on beaches
and beside rivers, in public toilets, church-
yards, waste facilities, and at the sides of
roads, and alongside railway tracks.

The most recent case was less than four
years ago, at a waste facility in Co Wicklow.
In most cases their deaths merited only
short news reports in the media. The sto-
ries behind the circumstances of so many
dead babies being abandoned all over Ire-
land remain largely untold.

Collectively they represent consistently
terrible stories of unimaginable fear. For
whatever reasons, the girls or women who
gave birth to these babies felt unable to
seek a medically-supervised delivery, or to
publicly acknowledge the existence of
their babies. Some came forward later, but
many did not.

We can only imagine what it felt like,
and we can only speculate as to the stories
that lie behind each individual case. What
we can be sure of, however, is that these
cases represent only a fraction of a prac-
tice that was tragically widespread.

Diarmaid Ferriter, professor of modern
history at University College Dublin, ex-
plains the social background to such cases
– historical and recent.

“After 1949 infanticide was no longer a
capital offence in Ireland, but despite legal
change the stigma around pregnancy out-
side marriage – as a result of church, State,
familial and societal disapproval – en-
dured.

“These dead babies do not belong to a
dark, distant era of Irish history; they are
instead a reminder of the longevity of des-
perate solutions to the problems faced by
lonely, scared women. The men who im-
pregnated them are seemingly invisible.”

Dr Catherine Conlon is an assistant pro-
fessor of social policy at Trinity College
Dublin who has researched concealed
pregnancy in Ireland between 1995 and
2005. “In cases where a body is found, re-
ports over those 10 years indicate a policy

of no criminal charges being brought,” she
notes. “In most cases where mothers were
identified, no arrest was made.”

❒ ❒ ❒ ❒

Patrick Maher still lives close to Roscrea,
and is now 29. He recalls what happened af-
ter he and his friends discovered the baby.

The boys did not move the body. They
ran together to the house of another
friend, and blurted out their news to his fa-
ther, who immediately called the Garda.

Maher’s parents, Margaret and Pat,
were down town that morning doing some
last-minute Christmas shopping. When
they arrived home around noon they saw a
Garda car.

“The guards came into the house and
said Patrick and his friends were after find-
ing a dead baby, and we were in absolute
disbelief,” says Margaret Maher.

The local doctor, George McManus, was
called to the scene. The doctor confirmed
that the baby was dead. Fr Colm Hogan,
then a priest based in Roscrea, was also
phoned.

“I was out doing my Christmas calls to
the elderly in the parish when I got a phone
call from the guards telling me that a baby
had been found dead in a field and would I
call to the scene and maybe say some
prayers,” he recalls. “It was really upset-
ting to hear that; it stopped me in my
tracks.”

By the time Fr Hogan arrived the baby’s
body had been covered with a pillowcase.
“I could see the face and head, and the rest
of the body was covered.”

A number of people had gathered at the
scene, waiting for prayers to be said. “I said
the Our Father and a couple of Hail Marys
and then left.”

Soon after photographs were taken of
the scene, and clay samples collected.

Patrick Maher believes he has a vivid rec-
ollection of the baby’s body eventually be-
ing removed from the scene and put in an
evidence bag in the boot of a Garda car to
be brought to the local morgue. “I remem-
ber them closing down the boot of the car
and driving away.”

Dr Marie Cassidy, then assistant State
pathologist, arrived to the morgue at
8.30pm that evening to carry out the post-
mortem.

“All the reporters were around the es-
tate looking for the boys,” Patrick’s moth-
er recalls. “But we didn’t allow him to talk
to anyone.”

Their son stayed indoors for a few days,
unusually subdued.

As it happened, Margaret Maher had
spent the Saturday night, December 22nd,
in a room at the back of their house, sleep-
ing in with a sick sibling of Patrick’s. “It
looks out over the field. I slept in the back
room that night.”

Maher was haunted by the thought that
she had been asleep while a helpless baby
possibly lay dying not far from her back gar-
den.

“There were guards going round all the
houses in the estate, and I asked one of
them if the baby had been alive when it was
put in the field. He said no, that the baby
was dead before it went into the field.”

The local priests were consulted, and it
was decided to give the baby the name
John as he been found on the feast day of St
John Kanty.

The local community at the trio of con-
nected housing estates where he had been
found got together and collected money
for a funeral and a headstone. The funeral
was organised by the Mid Western Health
Board.

The baby was buried on January 6th,
2000, at St Cronan’s Cemetery in Roscrea,
after a funeral Mass at noon in the nearby
church.

The grave was covered with flowers and
stuffed toys. Some 100 local people were in
attendance for the jointly concelebrated
Mass by Fr Sean Horgan and Fr Colm Ho-
gan.

“There were so many flowers and the fu-
neral was so well attended for a little baby
nobody knew,” Fr Hogan says. “I won-
dered at the time, and I wonder now, if per-
haps the mother and father of the baby
were among the crowd.”

A representative from the Mid Western
Health Board was present for the occa-
sion. PJ Cleary, director of nursing at
Nenagh General Hospital, told reporters
that the funeral was “a sad experience for
all concerned”.

The four boys who found the baby went
back to school after their Christmas holi-
days and after the funeral. “No, there was
no counselling, nothing. Nobody said any-
thing about it,” Patrick Maher says now.

Baby John’s inquest was held in October
2001, and the New Ross Standard reported
on the inquest.

Marie Cassidy told the inquest that the
child was newborn and full-term. She not-
ed the umbilical cord had been cut with
something sharp, possibly a knife. There
was no obvious cause for the baby to have
died, nor any evidence of violence.

The paper reported: “Death could have
been from inattention at birth; ie, lack of
warmth and clothing, lack of food, and
bleeding from the umbilical stump if the
child was alive at birth.”

The jury found that the cause of death
was unascertainable but that the likely
cause was “inattention at birth”.

Baby John’s grave is located up at the
steep part of St Cronan’s cemetery; what lo-
cal people call “the new graveyard”. A lo-
cal woman in the cemetery leads me to the
grave.

There are some stone and glass angels
on the small grave, and two memorial
stones. One is heart-shaped, and reads: “A
little angel sleeps here. Adopted by a com-
munity so dear. We all feel you in our
hearts. A baby with which we had to part.
23/12/1999.”

The second has four little white foot-
prints carved into it, and reads: “Baby
John, 23-12-1999. There is no footprint too
small that it cannot leave an imprint on
this world.”

The woman who has led me to the grave
stands alongside for a while, scrutinising
it.

“There are usually flowers there in the
summer, but it’s winter time now. The peo-
ple of the town kind of adopted the grave,”
she explains, before saying goodbye.

At the inquest, held almost two years af-
ter the body was found, Supt Jim Mulligan
stated that the Garda still had no idea of
the identities of either the mother or the fa-
ther of the baby, “despite intensive investi-
gations then, and discreet inquiries since”.

As part of its verdict of death the jury re-
turned the opinion that the newborn boy
died in or around December 23rd, at Cois
Carrig housing estate: ie, that he died in
the estate prior to being placed in the field
to be found.

Yet nobody interviewed on the estate ap-
peared to have noticed a hypothetical girl
or woman living there, who was in
full-term pregnancy, and whose baby had
then mysteriously vanished. Nor did any-
one notice a strange man or woman enter
the closely-knit housing estate carrying a
bundle or bag, accessing an entrance in
the fence that only local people knew, de-
positing a baby in the field beyond, and
walking away again. Nobody, it appears,
saw anything. Or noticed anything. Or
knew anything.

Is Fr Hogan surprised that nobody has
ever come forward with information about
the dead baby?

“It’s one of those questions that you
can’t answer,” he says. “It’s one of those un-
told stories.”

Overleaf are more of these “untold sto-
ries”, from a list of cases that is not compre-
hensive. They do not include the considera-
ble number of newborn babies abandoned
alive.

Despite legal change the
stigmaaroundpregnancy
outsidemarriage – asa
result of church, State,
familial andsocietal
disapproval – endured
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ThefieldbehindCoisCarrighousingestateinRoscrea,
CoTipperary,whereagroupofboysfound‘BabyJohn’.
Photograph:DaraMacDónaill

Readersmay find someof the contents
of this article disturbing

Continuedonpage2

IRELAND’S
ABANDONED
BABIES
Over fivedecades,dozensofdead
newbornshavebeenabandonedacross
Ireland–oftentheresultsofconcealed
pregnanciesandsocialstigma.Eachone is
auniquetragedy,but therearesome
disturbinglyconsistentpatterns

RositaBoland
SeniorFeaturesWriter

THE IRISH TIMES irishtimes.com



Fivedecadesof
tragedies
December1971
Kildare
An employee of CIÉ, as the State railway
was called at the time, found a two-day -old
baby girl dead near Kildare station. Denis
O’Brien found the baby lying between the
railway tracks and the embankment. The
baby had been strangled, and a pair of
women’s tights were still tied tightly
around its neck.

The body was taken to the County Hospi-
tal in Naas, where then assistant State pa-
thologist Frank Martin carried out the
postmortem. The baby had further inju-
ries to her body, to the head and arms, con-
sistent with having been thrown from a
moving train.

January1981
Dublin
Pedestrian Peter Bennett was walking
down a lane linking Willow Park Avenue to
Glasnevin Avenue at 9am, when he came
across a string bag. Inside was the body of a
dead baby boy with a plastic bag over its
head. The placenta was still attached to it,
and a long umbilical cord.

John Harbison, State pathologist at the
time, found the baby to have been normal-
ly developed, and of a gestation of 36
weeks. He told an inquest that the cause of
death was haemorrhage associated with a
fractured skull. He suggested this could
have been “the result of a difficult and unat-
tended labour, or due to a precipitate deliv-
ery on to a hard floor”.

July1983
Headford,CoGalway
Two boys searching for scrap metal found
a dead baby boy in a plastic black sack of
rubbish at Galway City Dump. The baby
was among items of household refuse.
Gardaí were unable to determine whether
the plastic sack had been collected in the
usual manner from a household by Galway
Corporation or deposited at the dump by a
person unknown.

The postmortem results showed that
the 38-week-old baby had been stillborn.

June1984
Boyle,CoRoscommon
A shopper found a dead baby girl in the
women’s public toilets. The newborn baby
was wrapped in a shirt and covered with a
plastic bag. It was found on the floor of a cu-
bicle.

February1985
Galwaycity
A group of young boys walking along the
military path from Galway railway station
to the army barracks in Renmore shortly af-
ter 5pm found a dead newborn baby girl.
The baby was in a plastic bag, and had been
left on the path in the open. Also in the bag
was a pair of bloodstained women’s under-
pants and two wads of bloodstained tissue
paper.

Charles Connolly, a consultant patholo-
gist, told the subsequent inquest that he be-
lieved the baby had “been born in a public
or semi-public place, such as a toilet”. Con-
nolly told the inquest that “the baby’s um-
bilical cord had been pulled away from the
placenta after the baby was born, while the
placenta was still in the mother’s womb.”

1985
Oldcastle,CoMeath
Liam Farrelly, a 17-year-old fisherman,
found the body of a dead baby wrapped in a
blue pillowcase. It was 8pm, and he had
come to Oldtown Lake to go fishing. The
baby had been left close to the lakeshore at
Bellaney.

December1985
Dundalk,CoLouth
A dead baby girl was found inside a plastic
rubbish bin in the women’s public toilets at
Dundalk Shopping Centre.

Gardaí established that traces of blood
had been seen in the same public toilet one
week earlier. They believed that the baby
had either been born in the toilet, or at a lo-
cation very close to it, one week previously.
They believed the body had been removed
from the shopping centre, and then re-
turned to the toilet on the day it was found.

Tests by then State pathologist John
Harbison showed that the child had lived
for only a short period after birth due to
lung inflation.

April1991
Enniscorthy,CoWexford
Josephine O’Reilly from Enniscorthy was
out walking with her mother-in-law, Mary
O’Reilly, at about 6pm on the main Ennis-
corthy to Clonroche Road when they
found the body of a dead baby boy. There
had been no attempt to hide the body,
which was discovered in a ditch-like gully
running alongside the road.

July1992
Dublin
A 22-year-old girl gave birth in her bed-
room alone in Dublin while her mother, sis-
ter and brother were downstairs in the
house. She had denied she was pregnant.

The dead body of the baby boy was subse-
quently later found in a tea-chest in her
bedroom. It was face-down under a
blood-stained sheet. The umbilical cord
was around its neck and still attached to
the placenta. The baby was full-term. John
Harbison, then the State pathologist, told
the subsequent inquest that the baby had
died of a subdural haemorrhage, “consist-
ent with a difficult and unattended la-
bour”.

The jury returned an open verdict on
the death. The mother was not in court for
the inquest.

December1993
Dublin
While cutting grass in the Phoenix Park,
an employee of the Dublin parks services
found a rucksack that had been hidden in a
briar hedge near the Ashtown Visitor Cen-
tre. When he opened the rucksack he dis-
covered the decomposed body of a baby
boy wrapped in newspaper and plastic.

Also in the rucksack was a piece of paper
with a list of questions all to do with sexual
practice. Four of them were as follows: “Re-
spond to this statement – the only accepta-
ble form of birth control for unmarried
teens is abstinence. Does it matter to you
whether the person you marry is a virgin?
Do you think the fear of pregnancy affects
the conduct of your peers? Does it affect
you?”

A postmortem later found that the new-
born baby had been in the hedge for be-
tween six and 12 weeks. The cause of death
was unascertainable due to decomposi-
tion.

January1994
Listowel,CoKerry
Local farmer Daniel Lane was out tending
his cattle about 2km from Listowel town.
He came across the body of a dead baby
girl,lying on the banks of the river Feale.

The river had been in flood the previous
day. Gardaí believed that the baby had
been put into the river upstream and trav-
elled downriver until it was washed up.
The location were the baby had been found
was not accessible by the general public.
The two-day-old baby had been born alive.
Much of the umbilical cord was still at-
tached.

A week later the mother, described by
gardaí as a teenage girl, came forward.

February1994
Maynooth,CoKildare
A man out walking his dog along the Royal
Canal near Maynooth saw the dog sudden-
ly go into the water near Straffan Bridge.
The dog fetched what the man thought
was a doll, but which was in the fact the bad-
ly decomposed body of a baby girl.

A postmortem revealed that the baby
had been in the water for between three
and nine weeks. She was stillborn.

March1995
Athy,CoKildare
A newborn baby girl was found dead in a
house in a village four miles from Athy. A
young woman was taken to Portlaoise Hos-
pital soon after the discovery.

May1995
Waterville,CoKerry
A local officer of the Department of Ma-
rine’s Coast and Cliff Rescue Service Ed-
ward Falvey and his teenage son were walk-
ing the beach near Waterville around sun-
set. They discovered the body of a dead
baby boy, beneath cliffs at a stretch of
rocky coastline at Murreagh.

The baby was full-term. Gardaí believed
it had been washed in on the tide, and had
not been in the water longer than two days.

The burial was deferred for two months
to give the mother time to come forward.
She did not. The baby was given the name
Finian, after a local saint, and buried in Wa-
terville cemetery in August.

May1997
Portarlington,CoLaois.
A local man found the body of a newborn
baby in a Church of Ireland graveyard in
Rathmiles, Portarlington, hidden under
trees beside a wall. The body was in a black
plastic bag, full of what gardaí described as
“kitchen rubbish”. They believed there
“had been an effort to conceal the body in
the rubbish”.

A 16-year-old girl later came forward to
the Garda.

October1997
Lisburn,CoArmagh
A man walking his dog on the Ballygowan
Road in Lisburn found a black plastic bag
at the side of the road. Inside was a new-
born dead baby girl.

August1997
Cork
A 36-week-old dead baby was found in a
sports bag in a shed in the garden of a sub-
urban house in Cork. The baby was found
by the house-holder. The mother came for-
ward. Gardaí described her as “young”.
She was placed under medical care. It was
described as “a tragic case of private heart-
break”.

June1999
Carndonagh,CoDonegal
A local man noticed that earth had recent-

ly been disturbed in bogland some three
miles from Carndonagh. On investigation
he discovered the body of a premature-
ly-born baby boy in a makeshift grave. The
baby was wrapped in towels.

Three weeks later the parents came for-
ward. The mother was described by Supt
Tom Murphy as being in her “early teens”
and the father in his “early 20s”.

August2000
Glenbeigh,CoKerry
Two English tourists walking near a seclud-
ed cove at Rossbeigh beach near Glen-
beigh found the body of a newborn dead
baby half-buried in sand and seaweed. The
baby boy was partly clothed. The mother
came forward two days after the discovery.

July2001
Limerick
Two 10-year-old boys, Ian Storan and
Brendan Nugent, playing on the Green in
Garryowen found the body of a newborn
baby girl in a black plastic bag. They had
been playing hurling, and using the bag as
a goal post. The bag had been left out on
the green, visible to all for some days: it
was assumed to be a bag of rubbish.

While the boys were playing a dog wor-
ried the plastic bag open. When the boys
went over to look they found a jumper in-
side and the dead baby.

The baby was full term. It was believed
to have been in the bag for at least a week.
Cause of death was inconclusive due to de-
composition.

The baby was known as the Garryowen
Baby. Burial was deferred until October to
allow the mother to come forward. No one
did.

January2002
Dublin
When the mother of a 15-year-old girl
found a pool of blood on her bedroom
floor, the daughter told her it was the
result of a heavy period. When her
parents took her to St Columcille’s
Hospital in Loughlinstown, to get
checked out, she was referred on to Hol-
les Street. At Holles Street it emerged
that the girl had had a miscarriage, possi-
bly at 20 weeks. The parents attempted to

discover what had happened the baby’s
body but could not.

One week later the body of a full-term
baby was found wrapped in a blanket in the
girl’s wardrobe. A subsequent inquest re-
vealed that the baby was alive when born.
State pathologist Marie Cassidy told the
court that the combination of a difficult de-
livery and lack of medical attention after
the birth had led to the baby’s death.

In evidence the father of the young girl
said on the night the body was discovered
in the bedroom wardrobe, he asked his
daughter why she had not told them she
was pregnant. He said that his daughter
told him she was afraid to tell him.

The jury returned a verdict of death by
misadventure.

March2002
Belfast
The body of a dead baby girl was found by a
group of children close to Loughmore Lei-
sure Centre outside Belfast at Carryduff. It
was in a black bin bag in a laneway

The baby had been murdered. The body
had extensive stab wounds and head inju-
ries. The baby had been dead for some
weeks. She was named Carrie by PSNI of-
ficers after Carryduff.

July2002
Dublin
A passer-by found a black holdall bag in
Seán Moore Park in Ringsend near Sand-
ymount beach. Inside was the body of a
baby girl wrapped in a towel and a blanket.
The bag had been left close to rocks at the
high tide mark on the beach. The baby,
who had black hair, was estimated to be a
week old. The umbilical cord was still at-
tached.

She was named Jude and buried in the
children’s plot in Glasnevin Ceme-

tery the following March.

January2003
Ballyclare,CoAntrim
Around midnight a farmer wit-

nessed a car driving away on a
country road near Ballyclare, Co

Antrim, close to this farm, leaving be-
hind a burning bag.

He went over to see what was burning,

and to put the fire out. In an attempt to
quench the fire he stamped on the bag. “I
felt a hard object in the bag and kicked it
out of the way of the fire into a field,” he
told The Irish Times later. “I didn’t know
what it was at the time. I thought it was a
dead animal, and as a farmer I see that
kind of thing quite a bit.”

Alarmed by the burning bag having
been left near his property, he called the
police. “The police shone a torch into the
field, then told me what it was I kicked out
of the bag – it was a baby.”

February2003
Dublin
A routine delivery of building rubble ar-
rived to a landfill site at Swords from New-
town Industrial Estate in Coolock. Con-
struction workers at the site discovered
the body of a baby boy wrapped in a blan-
ket among the rubble.

A subsequent postmortem showed that
the baby was full term, and had been alive
at birth. Death was due to lack of nutrition.

September2004
Dunmanway,CoCork
An increasingly bad smell in their house
led the parents of a young woman to seek
the source of the smell. They discovered
the decomposed body of a newborn baby
boy wrapped in clothing in a cupboard off
the bathroom of their house.

Gardaí believed that the remains had
been in the house for between two and
three weeks. The parents of the young
woman told gardaí they were unaware of
the pregnancy. A week before the body
was discovered their daughter had been ad-
mitted to a psychiatric hospital.

February2005
Belmullet,CoMayo
A group of young boys found a black plas-
tic bag sticking out of an area of bogland at
Carrowtigue, Co Mayo. There had been at-
tempts to bury the bag. When they opened
it, they discovered the body of a newborn
baby boy.

The subsequent postmortem revealed
the baby was full-term, had been born
alive, and had died soon after, possibly due
to the fact the birth was unassisted.

An item of women’s clothing found at
the scene later led gardaí to a woman who
revealed to them she was the mother.

August2005
Broadford,CoLimerick
A skip that had been out for hire in
Rathkeale was delivered to White’s Skip
Hire Yard near Broadford to be emptied. A
worker who had started segregating the
contents for recycling saw the body of a
baby boy suddenly falling out of a bag.

The baby had been full term, and born
alive, but had not lived long after. It was es-
timated it had been dead for about two
days.

The baby was buried after one month.
He was given the name Aidan, as he was
buried on the feast day of St Aidan.

May2006
Kildalkey,CoMeath
Workmen sheltering from the rain in a dis-
used shed in Kildalkey discovered the de-
composed body of a baby. It had been
wrapped in blankets. Gardaí subsequently
traced the mother.

July2006
Rathkeale,CoLimerick
A landlord checking on a property after
the departure of tenants noticed a strong
smell. He subsequently discovered the de-
composed body of a baby girl concealed in
the attic of the house. The body had been in
the attic for some months.

It emerged that the 20-year-old mother,
the former tenant, had given birth alone in
the house. She had two other children.
Gardaí told reporters she was receiving
support from the HSE.

BabyAlannah,2016
The most recent case of a dead baby being
abandoned in a public space in Ireland,
whose mother and father remains un-
known, was less than four years ago.

At about 11am on May 4th, 2016, an em-
ployee of the Greenstar recycling compa-
ny was separating material at its Fassaroe
location close to Bray, Co Wicklow. As he
worked he discovered the naked body of a
small baby girl in among the waste.

Within the hour gardaí and a local doc-
tor were on the scene, and both the Garda
Technical Bureau and the State Patholo-
gist’s Office had been informed. Work at
the site ceased, and employees were sent
home for the day. Counselling was subse-
quently offered to staff.

The Fassaroe centre accepts waste from
all over the country, and it was unclear at
which location in the country the baby had
been unwittingly collected from.
Greenstar has a network of collection
points all over the southeast, and Fassaroe
also accepted industrial and commercial

waste from all over the country.
A postmortem carried out the follow-

ing day at Loughlinstown Hospital by
then State pathologist Marie Cassidy re-
vealed that the baby had been born

some weeks earlier. This changed the
timeline of when the body may have been

deposited with the waste: ie, it could have
occurred weeks previously rather than
days. There were no signs of deliberate in-
jury to the body.

Supt Pat Ward of Bray later told the me-
dia: “We wish to stress that we are making
inquiries on the basis that the baby could
be from anywhere in the country. We are
not narrowing down our field of investiga-
tion to any particular area.

“The distressed mother could have been
travelling anywhere around the country.
We don’t know what exactly happened
leading up to the birth of the baby. Howev-
er, it is possible that the baby was still-
born.”

It was not possible to establish whether
the baby had been left in a household bin
or a commercial one.

The baby was given the name of
Alannah. She was buried at Redford Ceme-
tery, Greystones, on May 13th, 2016, with
some 120 people in attendance; many of
them from Greenstar and the Garda
Síochána.

Her headstone, which was paid for by
Greenstar, reads: “In Memory of Baby
Alannah, taken to Heaven 4 May 2016.
May you sleep among the angels and
dream amongst the stars.”

Despite subsequent appeals by the Gar-
da on the anniversary of her discovery, no
further information has been made public-
ly available.

IRELAND’S
ABANDONED
BABIES
Continuedfrompage1

Theburial
wasdeferred
for two
months to
give the
mother time
tocome
forward. She
didnot.The
babywas
given the
name
Finian, after
a local saint

■ Top: The grave
of Baby John, in St
Cronan’s
cemetery,
Roscrea,
Co Tipperary.
Inset below:
workmen
sheltering from
the rain in a
disused shed in
Kildalkey
discovered the
decomposed body
of a baby in 2006
and flowers at the
graveside of baby
Aidan found in
Limerick in 2005.
PHOTOGRAPHS:
DARA MAC DÓNAILL,
NICK BRADSHAW AND
ALAN BETSON

DrCatherineConlonisanassistant
professorofsocialpolicyatTrinity
CollegeDublin,whohasresearched
concealedpregnancyinIreland.Her
studyofnewspaperreportsofnewborn
infantsabandonedinIrelandbetween
1995and2005revealssomepatterns.
“Inthattime10babies’bodiesand

fourlivenewbornbabieswerefound
abandonedwithintheRepublicof
Ireland.
“Themajorityofnewbornbabies’

bodieswerediscoveredinruralareas,
whereasthemajorityoflivenewborn
babieswerefoundincities.”
Responsestothediscoveryof

newbornbabies,aliveanddead,
changedoverthattime,shesays.
“Therewasgrowingsympathyand
understandingtowardswomenandthe
circumstancesinwhichtheycarried
pregnancies,gavebirthandthen
abandonedbabies.”
Whyarebabiesabandonedand

pregnanciesconcealed?DrConlon

liststhreecommontypesofconcealed
pregnancy.
Oneis“unconsciousdenial”,wherea

womanhasnoawarenessofbeing
pregnantformostofthepregnancy,
evenuptoanunexpectedandsudden
delivery.Thiscanalsofeatureasan
“undetectedpregnancy”,shesays,
whereboththethewomananddoctors
failtodetectapregnancy.
“Consciousdenial”isasecondtype,

wherethepregnancyisrecognisedby
thewomanbutsheactivelydeniesitto
herselfandothers.
“Thisisacopingmechanismwomen

invokebecausetherealityofpregnancy
isunimaginabletothem.Itmay
“generateintenseanxietyandpresenta
veryrealthreattohowtheyhad
anticipatedthetrajectoryoftheirlives”.
Finally,“concealmentofpregnancy”

iswhenawomanacknowledgesthe
pregnancytoherselfbuthidesitfrom
others.Shemaynotpresentformedical
careuntilalmostthepointofdeliveryor

insomecasesnotatall.“Concealing
pregnancyisacopingstrategythat
allowswomenmanagetheirownsense
thatthepregnancyisapersonalcrisis.”
DrConlonadds:“Theindeterminate

natureofpregnancy,particularlyin
conditionsofextremestress,canmean
labourarrivesbeforethewomanis
prepared.Anunanticipatedand
unassistedlabourandbirthcaneasily
endinunintendedharmandeven
potentialdeathforthechild.”
Shesaysthesocialandcultural

historyofIrelandisrepletewithharsh
treatmentofwomenwhobecame
pregnantinwhatweredeemedthe
wrongsocialcircumstances.
“Womenhaveplentyofinstancesto

drawonasevidenceofthe
consequencesof‘fallingpregnant’,with
theaccusationof‘howcouldyoubeso
stupid’themostlikelycharge.
“Womenareexpectedtohave

controlovertheirfertilitywhileatthe
sametimeconsentisacknowledgedas

highlyfraughtinheterosexualrelations
andwomenstillwalkareputational
tightropeiftheyaretooassertivein
preparingforsexualencounters.
Conlonadvises:“Recenteffortsto

buildenhancedsexualcompetencyin
youngpeoplebyoverhaulingthesex
educationcurriculum,toenhance
accesstoeffectivecontraceptionand
provideabortionservicesarewelcome
inensuringthesestoriesofdeadbabes
becomeconfinedtohistory.
Sheconcludes:“Thecompassionwe

haveforabsentmotherswholabour
andbirthincircumstancesthatleadto
thedeathoftheirchildandshockand
horroratthelossofthechildshouldbe
extended,sothatallwomencanaccess
caretocontroltheirsexualityand
fertilityuntilreadytobecomepregnant,
andthatanypregnancytheywould
discloseandchildtheywouldbirthwill
bewelcomedandvaluedinsociety
withoutjudgmentorriskofpovertyand
exclusion.”

Analysis ‘Growingsympathy’ formothers
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n October of this year, Philip Comyn,
Cork city coroner, conducted two in-
quests within a week of each other.
Both were into the deaths of older men
who had died alone in their homes and

laid there undiscovered for months.
Ritchie Scanlan was 85, and had been

dead for more than six months at his home
in Madden’s Buildings in Blackpool.
George Harrington was 79 meanwhile,
and laid dead for six months, at his home in
Immal Court, The Glen.

Commenting at Scanlan’s inquest, Co-
myn said: “I find it troubling that in these
days of mass communication and social me-
dia this poor man living alone could have
slipped through the cracks and be dead for
over six months without anyone noticing.”

It is disturbing to know that Ritchie Scan-
lan lay dead in his home for months. But it
is not in fact true that nobody had noticed
the disappearance of the smiling man who
ritually wore a flat cap, liked to place small
bets on horses, drank Beamish, regularly
bought tripe and drisheen at the English
Market, and had a working mobile phone.

There is a more complicated story be-
hind the long period of Scanlan dying at
home, and being found only months later
by his sister and nephew. It’s a story that
presents us all, as members of the wider
Irish society, with a difficult, almost impos-
sible challenge. That is: how to navigate the
uncertain and undefined boundary that
lies between being a thoughtful and pro-ac-
tive friend and neighbour to an older per-
son, and being accused of unwanted inter-
ference in a private life.

“He always sat there, and the hat was al-
ways on,” barman Barry O’Callaghan says,
indicating a high stool on the left of the
curved counter at Forde’s bar on Barrack
Street.

Forde’s is a calm, old-fashioned bar in
central Cork, where an open fire is still lit
every winter day and where the friendly, en-
gaged barmen take the time to talk to you.
There’s a vintage poster promoting an ap-
pearance by Jimmy O’Dea at the Cork Op-
era House, and a notice for the upcoming
Christmas Draw, the prizes of which in-
clude a tin of biscuits and a turkey voucher
for ¤30.

“His laugh would fill the place; a big
hearty laugh. He’d brighten up your day,”
O’Callaghan says. “He looked a bit like Cap-
tain Birdseye from that ad.”

Brian Crean is the other barman at
Forde’s. Barry and Brian build up a portrait
of their late customer, who had been regu-
larly coming to this bar three or four times
a week for more than 20 years.

“He’d take the 203 bus from Blackpool
to Patrick Street, and stop off at Ladbrokes
on Drawbridge Street to make a bet before
coming on here.”

“Sometimes he’d stop off in the English
Market and buy tripe and drisheen. He’d
have the bag hanging off the counter and
it’d be dripping onto the floor. He didn’t
want Meals on Wheels. He liked to cook for
himself. He was very independent.”

‘NeverdrinkontheSabbath’
“It was always mornings he was here. He’d
arrive in between about 10.45 and 11am
and then leave about 2pm. He never came
at night. Or on Sundays. ‘Never drink on
the Sabbath,’ he’d say.”

“A pint of Beamish was what he drank.
He’d have a couple of pints, and sometimes
a plate of chips. He’d have the chips
drowned in vinegar. Sometimes he’d buy a
bag of Taytos and stuff it down into his pock-
et and eat them one at a time.”

“He’d give me his dockets and ask me to
check the racing results.”

“He’d always be ball-hopping [joking]
with some of the regulars.”

“He had worked down the docks back in
the day; loading and unloading, that kind of
stuff.”

“His geography was very bad. I told him I
was going to Tenerife on holidays, and he
asked me if that was in Germany.”

“He had a small phone, but no one knew
his number.”

“In recent years, he used to get a cab
home. He had trouble with his legs. We’d
help him take the bag of messages out to
the cab.”

“I’d say he didn’t go out again for the day
once he got home.”

“He had lots of friends here. They’ll be
coming in for lunch soon.”

“Look, this is him,” O’Callaghan says,
reaching to a shelf behind the counter and
taking down a framed photograph.

This blurry photograph, of a smiling
man in a peaked cap, isn’t the clearest of im-
ages. But it’s the only picture the people
who manage and frequent Forde’s bar
have of their long-time late customer and
friend, and they treasure it.

“We put it up because he was such a nice
character in the pub. We wanted to have
the opportunity to talk about him, and to re-
member him,” O’Callaghan says, before
carefully replacing the photograph to its
prominent place on the shelf behind him.

These barmen know their customers,
and their routines. Just as O’Callaghan had
predicted, Ritchie Scanlan’s old friends ar-
rive into the pub around lunch time. One of
them is Elaine O’Sullivan. It’s she who took
the photograph on her phone of Scanlan.
After hearing of his death, she got the im-
age printed, bought a frame, and brought
the photograph to the bar.

“I heard on the news that someone had
been found dead, and then I heard in here
that it was Ritchie,” she says. “I was in
shock. Very, very upset. It was horrible.
Just horrible,” O’Sullivan blinks back tears

as she searches through her phone to lo-
cate the photograph. “I was messing
around one day, taking selfies, and I
showed Ritchie how to do it, then I took the
picture of him.”

The picture was taken some three years
ago. The two were friends for the 10 years
O’Sullivan had been coming to the bar, and
always sat beside each other at the counter.
“He had an old Nokia phone; a
pay-as-you-go. I used to put credit on it for
him. He’d have the piece of paper, and I’d
put in the numbers for him. I helped him
pay bills.”

Tony Keane is another of Scanlan’s for-
mer friends. “I knew him since all the time
he was drinking here,” he says. “I used to
help him do his messages next door. He al-
ways had the same Dunnes Stores bag with
him.” Keane recalls what Scanlan used to
buy. “Tea – Barry’s Tea, of course – butter,
sausages, bacon, bread, eggs.”

Lastseenalive
Keane knew that Scanlan never drew his
pension on a Friday, that day it is first availa-
ble. “He didn’t like the queues, so he always
waited till Saturday to collect it.”

The last time Ritchie Scanlan went to
Forde’s pub was December 22nd, 2018. An-
other nephew, Denis Cronin, who lives in
Dublin and gave evidence at the inquest,
stated that he last saw his uncle alive that
Christmas Eve. He also said that the family
had unsuccessfully attempted to persuade
Scanlan to accept Meals-on-Wheels, and
that he had refused to allow a public health
nurse to call on him.

During the inquest, coroner Philip Co-
myn stated that he found it surprising that
nobody had noticed Scanlan’s absence
from the pub he regularly frequented, nor
the bookmakers.

But Richie Scanlan was missed almost at
once in January of this year in Forde’s, both
by staff and customers. “He had had such a
routine that we were constantly asking
each other where he was,” barman Barry
O’Callaghan says.

“He was always here a few days a week
between 10.30am and 11am, and when he
stopped coming we noticed,” Tony Keane
says. “We thought there was something
wrong.”

Twice in January, O’Callaghan and
Keane went to Scanlan’s home at 52 Mad-
den’s Buildings, Blackpool, and knocked
on the door. Nobody answered. Keane also
knocked on neighbours’ doors, asking if
they had seen Scanlan, and got various re-
sponses. Some were sure they had seen
him lately; others weren’t so sure.

O’Callaghan and Keane also consulted
staff at Blackpool Cabs, whose services
Scanlan had used, and were told that he
had been seen around Blackpool locally in
January. At the conclusion of their inquir-
ies, they were left with a vague impression
that Scanlan was maybe resting up for a
while, but were still worried and puzzled as
to why he hadn’t appeared in Forde’s since
Christmas.

“His legs had been giving him trouble,”
Keane says. “I thought maybe he wasn’t
able to get out as much as he had been, and
was staying local.”

‘Whydidnobodyrealise?’
“What I don’t understand is, why did no-
body at the post office not realise he wasn’t
collecting his pension anymore?” Elaine
O’Sullivan says. “He had been collecting it
every week for years.”

At Ladbrokes on Drawbridge Street,
Clive Kiely is behind the counter. I show
him the blurry photograph of Ritchie Scan-
lan, and ask if he recognises who it is: that
apparently this man was a former regular
customer here.

“Yes,” he says, right away. “I know him.
He’d be first in the door in the mornings,
about 10.30am, making small bets on the
horses. Yankee Bets, we call them. I remem-
ber the hat.”

Kiely is shocked when he hears of the
death of Scanlan. “I had heard about it on
the news, but there was no photograph, so
this is the first time I’ve realised it was him.
He was a regular customer. But we only
ever spoke very briefly. I wouldn’t have
known anything about him.”

Madden’s Buildings consist of a double
row of historic stone cottages that date

from 1886; the site of a former cattle mar-
ket. I knock on doors in the row where his
cottage is located; doors with letterboxes
placed unusually high, at shoulder height. I
work my way up one side and down the oth-
er. About a quarter of the doors I knock on
are cautiously opened. I ask everyone who
answers about their former neighbour.

“He was a lovely quiet man who minded
his own business.”

“I’d see him going for the bus in the
mornings. He used to lean on the wall to
support himself when he was walking. He
was slow on his legs right enough.”

“He’d pass by my window in the morn-
ings, and go round the corner to the Day-
break shop to get the bus from there, be-
cause it’s shorter to walk to that stop than
the other one.”

“I’d see him getting out of a taxi in the af-
ternoon with shopping.”

“I didn’t see him for a while, but thought
he was keeping his distance.”

“It was only when we saw the guards
turn up that we realised something was
wrong.”

Emergencyservices
At 11.30am on July 19th this year, Scanlan’s
sister and nephew arrived at his house.
They had a key, and after knocking with no
reply, let themselves in and discovered the
body. It was lying on the floor, in front of a
plug-in electric heater, which was still on.
The dead man was wearing one shoe, black
leggings, a green T-shirt, check shirt and a
cardigan. There was ¤160 in notes and
some loose change in one of his pockets.

In his inquest deposition, Joe O’Mahony
stated: “I immediately rang the emergency
services.” An ambulance arrived, and then
the guards were called.

Garda Eric Stafford, from Watercourse
Road Garda Station, who was in a patrol
car in the area, arrived to Madden’s Build-
ings at 12.29pm. In his statement, he said:
“The house was secure. There was no sign
of forced entry, the electric heater and
oven were still on. Richard Scanlan was

cold to the touch.”
At 1pm, he was pronounced dead at the

scene by a local doctor, and the body re-
moved to the morgue at Cork University
Hospital. The autopsy was carried out
three days later.

Dr Margaret Bolster, who conducted the
postmortem, noted his body was in an ad-
vanced state of decomposition.

The cause of Ritchie Scanlan’s death was
recorded as unascertained, due to the
length of time the body had been undiscov-
ered.

Wordofmouth
Brenda Barry is the co-ordinator of the
Cork Friendly Call service. Running since
2011, volunteers phone some 210 older peo-
ple in Cork city every day, Monday to Fri-
day. Their clients come to them through
contact with community guards, public
health nurses and local word of mouth.

“The calls can last a minute, or go to 40
minutes,” she says. “Most calls are between
three to five minutes. After the two men
were found, people were bringing it up in
their calls; they were telling us they were
dreading something like that happening to
them. One lady has told us she wants to be
rung every day to make sure that if she dies
in the night, she’ll be found soon.”

John O’Mahony is National Develop-
ment Manager for Age Action in Cork.
Their catchment area extends to about
20km from Cork city. Was he surprised to
hear of two cases of older Corkonian men
having lain dead undiscovered in their sepa-
rate homes for months?

“I’d like to say I was, but probably not,”
he says. “Although it is unusual for two to
happen so close together. I have heard of
other cases in recent years.”

One of the services Age Action offer is
“Care and Repair”. This is a free call-out
service to older people who need help with
some small household jobs that they can no
longer do independently.

They can be as simple as literally chang-
ing a lightbulb; being unable to stand on a
chair to do the task. Other jobs include
sweeping up leaves, fixing furniture hinges
or curtain rails, and installing security
chains: jobs few regular tradesmen would
bother taking on.

Public health nurses and others pass on
the message to their clients about this ser-
vice. “It’s often people who don’t connect
with services who end up in the most diffi-
cult situations,” O’Mahony says.

“We always encourage people to con-
nect with services. But if people don’t want
to, then you have to respect their right to
make that decision.”

The death notice for Richard “Ritchie”
Scanlan was published on July 21st. It stat-
ed he had died “unexpectedly, at home”,
that he had been “a dearly loved son”,
“much loved brother” and was “sadly
missed” by his surviving family and friends.

He was interred at St Finbarr’s Ceme-
tery in Cork city on Wednesday July 24th.

The Irish Times made various unsuccess-
ful attempts to contact the family of the late
Richard Scanlan.

Regionswithhighestpercentageof
peopleover65wholivealone
Leitrim ......................................................... 33%
Dublincity .................................................... 32%
Corkcity ...................................................... 30%
Longford ..................................................... 30%
Roscommon ............................................... 30%
Mayo ............................................................. 30%
Sligo ............................................................. 30%
Cavan ........................................................... 28%
Donegal ....................................................... 28%
Galwaycity .................................................. 28%

Source:2016census
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■Clockwise from
main: Elaine
O’Sullivan and
Tony Keane in
Forde’s, the pub
frequented by the
late Ritchie
Scanlon (in framed
photo); the late
Richie Scanlon’s
home, 52
Madden’s
Buildings in
Blackpool, Cork
City; Forde’s bar
on Barrack Street.
Below: Barman
Brian Crean,
Elaine O’Sullivan
and Tony Keane.
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THELONELYDEATH
0FRITCHIESCANLAN

WhenRitchieScanlan’sbody
wasfoundsixmonthsafterhe
haddied, it seemedlikethetragic
deathofa friendless,elderly
man.But itwasn’t thatsimple
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‘I
personally have been living as a her-
mit for the best part of 30 years,”
Mother Irene says. “I was the first
person to make my vows in Ireland
as a hermit. But don’t call us her-

mits. Call us Carmelite nuns of the Holy
Face of Jesus. The media sensationalise
hermits.”

In Corran, near Leap in rural west Cork,
is a community of two contemplative nuns.
In an era of falling religious vocations,
choosing to live a contemplative life – cut
off from society for the sake of greater inti-
macy with God – is unusual. It is particular-
ly remarkable in the case of these nuns,
who are practising a faith outside the main-
stream Catholic Church, with which they
don’t wish to be associated.

Mother Irene (61), Sr Anne Marie (21)
and I are sitting in the wooden building
that serves as oratory, kitchen and living
space. It’s a hot summer’s day, and Sr
Anne Marie asks permission to open the
door, as both women admit to sweltering
in their woollen habits and full wimples.

The space is filled with religious statues,
pictures, rosary beads, icons, and tapes-
tries. There is a strong smell both of in-
cense and petrol from the generator that
powers Mother Irene’s computer and mo-
bile phone: we have been communicating
by email prior to my visit, and when I got
lost earlier en route, I called to check direc-
tions.

Although both women’s names have
been reported in the media in recent
months, Mother Irene requests that I do
not use either of their surnames. (Anne Ma-
rie is a religious name; her secular first
name is different.)

“It’s like when a woman gets married;
she takes her husband’s name,” she says,
explaining that they now consider them-
selves married to Jesus and have left their
former names behind. “If people really
want to know, they can Google us.”

I point out that not all women take a new
surname on marriage, which Mother
Irene seems genuinely surprised to learn.

Mother Irene, originally from Dublin,
first tried living a religious life with the Car-

melites and then the Benedictines.
“They were all too progressive for me,

so I left,” she says. “I wanted to live a life of
great simplicity and a life of prayer and
penance.”

Although Mother Irene was only a child
when Vatican II was established in the ear-
ly 1960s, she identifies with a church of be-
fore that era. Vatican II, which concluded
in 1965, was a papal council that intro-
duced a series of modernisations to the
Catholic Church, including a less formal
Mass and simplified prayers that no longer
used Latin.

Pope John VI, says Mother Irene,
“opened the window and let in modern-
ism. He let the world into the church so
that they would become united. The
smoke of Satan had entered.”

She made several attempts to find a bish-
op who would allow her to make her vows
“as a hermit” under what she tells me is
Canon 604 under the Code of Canon Law.

“It’s about the consecration of virgins,”
she says. “I wanted to live a life of poverty,
obedience and chastity. But I could not
find a bishop who would take my vows, be-
cause they do not like to be the first to do
something other bishops were not doing.
They kept passing my request on; passing
the buck.”

Canon 604 reads: “The order of virgins
is also to be added to these forms of conse-
crated life. Through their pledge to follow
Christ more closely, virgins are consecrat-
ed to God, mystically espoused to Christ
and dedicated to the service of the Church,
when the diocesan Bishop consecrates
them according to the approved liturgical
rite.”

“In 1990, Archbishop Joseph Cassidy re-
ceived my vows,” she says, maintaining
that she was the first in Ireland to make
vows under Canon 604.

Readingpassages
Both nuns assume that I have a close famili-
arity with canon law, and various liturgical
readings, which I do not. This slows down
the interview, as they take turns in reading
passages from canon law to me, and show
me symbolic pictures – some of which they
have painted themselves – by way of trying
to explain the various sources of their par-
ticular faith.

It’s complicated and the language is
sometimes baffling. What, I ask at one
point, is “the smoke of Satan” Mother
Irene previously referred to? “Modernity”
is the answer.

Prior to living in rural Cork, Mother
Irene lived in the Irish midlands. She sold a
property she owned there, and with it
bought a piece of land near Leap, at Cor-
ran, a couple of years ago. She says she had

found it difficult to maintain a contempla-
tive life in the middle of a town.

“I decided to move because it was in a
very built-up area and not conducive to soli-
tude. It didn’t have land. It was just okay
for me, but not for a religious community
and I was longing for the country, and that
more people will come would come to join
me.”

About the time she moved to Corran,
she received a letter from Sr Anne Marie,
from New Zealand, asking if she could join
her.

Sr Anne Marie serves us coffee, and ex-
plains what drew her to Ireland and to
Mother Irene’s place in particular.

“When I was 12 years old, I first had a de-
sire for the contemplative life. I had been
planning and hoping to be married, but af-
ter I had been listening to preachers, I be-
gan to wonder what God wanted of me.”
She decided that God wanted her to join a
contemplative community.

“My parents wanted me to wait until I
was 15, so I did. When I was 15, I started
writing to different convents around the
world: in America, Austria, Germany. My
parents were very supportive. They are
very religious-minded and Catholic, and
they were pleased that one of their chil-
dren was wanting to dedicate herself to
God.”

Did she consider first finishing her edu-
cation, or going to college, before commit-
ting to this challenging life? “I was
home-schooled,” she explains. “We were
focusing more on practical skills: cooking,
sewing, gardening, woodwork, building. It
develops the skill set that will be useful for
your future life.”

“Sister does all the cooking,” Mother
Irene says.

Aged 18, Sr Anne Marie came in contact
with a priest from Ireland who was famil-
iar with Mother Irene. He suggested she
might be open to being joined by another
nun.

Ticketwasbooked
“We wrote back and forth and this time, it
did work out,” she says. “When I was 18,
the ticket to Ireland was booked.”

“I could tell from her letters that she
came from a very solid traditional Catholic
family,” Mother Irene says.

Was she not daunted at the thought of
sharing her space with someone else, after
being on her own for so long?

“We are like mother and daughter,” she
says. “We wouldn’t have survived if we
talked all day long, but the fact is, we have a
life of silence and we have our own space.
And we spend a lot of time in the cells.”

Does Sr Anne Marie miss her family,
country and culture? “God takes the place
of everything else,” she says. She writes a
letter to her family once a month.

At noon, Sr Anne Marie rings an Ange-
lus bell, and they explain to me that they
will be retreating for a couple of hours for
prayer, and lunch, taken in their “cells”.

On an ordinary day, which begins at
4am and ends at 9pm, they rarely break si-
lence, other than for one hour in the even-
ing. They have made an exception to talk
to The Irish Times.

I volunteer to also have lunch in a vacant
cell. Sr Anne Marie brings a tiffin tin of
spiced rice and vegetables to a structure
not unlike a garden shed. They were all
flat-pack wooden builds, which came as
kits.

My cell has a bed, a desk and chair and a
stove. There are six of these cells, and origi-
nally, the plan was to make the other four
available to members of the public who
wished to join their contemplative life for a
couple of days.

But then the nuns ran into legal difficul-
ties with the local county council, as none
of the structures they erected on the site –
one the size of a barn – had been approved
for planning permission. There were local
complaints about the unauthorised struc-
tures on the land.

Cork County Council then prosecuted

Mother Irene for being in breach of plan-
ning laws, and the case was subsequently
heard at Skibbereen District Court in May
of this year. The case was then adjourned
until December 10th, to give the nuns an
opportunity to find a buyer for the land, as
proposed by their solicitor, Letty Baker.
When I visit Corran, there is a prominent
For Sale sign at the entrance to the proper-
ty.

It’s 2.30pm before we meet again, in the
oratory building. In May, Sr Anne Marie
made vows for three years. If she wishes to
remain, and if Mother Irene considers her
suitable for religious life, she will take final
vows and be fully professed.

“I myself am fully professed,” Mother
Irene says. “I cannot turn back the clock. I
cannot leave.”

What about free will or accommodating
a future where a decision made at a certain
stage in one’s life may not turn out to be
the right one later on?

“Everyone has free will, but that doesn’t
make it right to leave,” she says. “When
you make vows, you make them for life and

you have to be very careful.”
The nuns are coy about explaining how

they make money to survive on, although I
see home-made cards for sale in their ora-
tory, but they do say they receive “dona-
tions” occasionally.

They would prefer to have even less con-
tact with the outside world than they cur-
rently do, but they have to leave occasional-
ly to shop, depending on lifts to Leap or
Skibbereen from neighbours. They also
leave to attend a Latin Rite Mass on Sun-
days.

LatinMass
Over the time I spend with the nuns, it be-
comes gradually clear to me that what they
consider of most importance in establish-
ing a new location for their “hermitage” is
proximity to a priest who still conducts the
pre-Vatican II Latin Tridentine Mass.

“We refuse to go along with modern-
ism,” Mother Irene says.

There had been such a priest in Athlone,
Co Westmeath, where Mother Irene previ-
ously lived. There is a priest, Fr Giacomo
Ballini, who says a Latin Rite Mass on Sun-
days nearby, which is why the Corran loca-
tion was chosen as a base.

Mother Irene counts the number of
priests she is aware of in Ireland who say a
Latin Mass, most of whom are in Dublin,
and stops at seven. “None of them are
Irish, now that I think of it,” she remarks.
“Most of them would not be under their lo-
cal bishop.”

They show me another liturgical read-
ing, which emphasises that Mass should be
heard every day; something that is not pos-
sible in Corran, as Fr Ballini says the Latin
Rite Mass only weekly.

Mother Irene wants to build the commu-
nity up, to at least another six nuns. “I get
inquiries all the time,” she says. “But when
they hear we don’t have the Latin Mass eve-
ry day, they go elsewhere. We could move
somewhere else and travel to Mass once a
week, but we would never get vocations
with that kind of a set-up, because poten-
tial novitiates want the whole thing. And
we can’t offer a full liturgical life to them.”

“We have been hoping and praying for
more women to join us,” Sr Anne Marie
says.

At the end of our day together, I ask
about the core philosophy behind their
chosen lifestyle. Sr Anne Marie says, “Our
fight is for the salvation of souls.”

“That is at the heart of it all,” agrees
Mother Irene. “Our vocation is to pray to
save souls from sin.”

“More than ever, people today are living
only for this world; as if they had no souls
and as if there was no heaven and no hell,”
says Sr Anne Marie. “So the Devil seems to
be winning. This is the great warfare be-
tween good and evil.”

“The only way to fight it is through
prayer,” Mother Irene stresses.

“We have to have courage to swim
against the current, but that is what the
martyrs had to do, and that is what we are
doing.”

‘‘
Mostdays,contemplativenunsMother Irene
andSrAnneMariebarelybreaksilence.
TheCork-basedcommunityof twomakean
exceptiontotalk toThe IrishTimes
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Wewouldn’t
have
survived if
we talkedall
day long, but
the fact is,
wehavea
lifeof silence
andwehave
ourown
space

■ Top: Sr Anne
Marie: ‘When I was
12 years old, I first
had a desire for
the contemplative
life.’
Below:Mother
Irene: ‘I personally
have been living as
a hermit for the
best part of 30
years.’
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