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Notes on Redaction and Transcription Process 
 
Interviewee Initials: MM 
Interviewer Initials:  SP  
 
Key 
…  = Short pause (or where words are repeated or the speaker changes direction mid-sentence) 
(pause) = Long pause 
blabla  = spoken with great emphasis 
(blabla) = Additional audible expressions, body language 
[blabla] = background information that might be helpful 
 
Notes on Redaction Process 

• Named individuals have been assigned pseudonyms 
• Certain locations have been removed to protect the privacy of the interviewee and third parties 
• Dates have been accurately transcribed 

 
 
List of Pseudonyms 

Pseudonym Category 
Mary May Interviewee 
Sister Veronica Third party religious 
Breda Murphy Young woman confined in Seán MacDermott Street 
Bernadine Elderly Magdalene woman 
Lourdes Elderly Magdalene woman 
Cecilia Elderly Magdalene woman 
Sister Benedict Nun in Seán MacDermott St 
Michael Grehan Hotel owner 
Theresa Fitzgerald Nurse in industrial school  
Sister Jude Third party religious 
Sister Benignus Third party religious 

 
 
Basic Data from Interview 

Name/Pseudonym Mary May 
When Born 1960 
Born outside marriage? Yes 
Raised by Industrial School 
Education Industrial School 
Order Sisters of Our Lady of Charity 
Laundry Seán MacDermott Street and High Park 
From Circa 1974 
To Circa 1976 
Duration of stay Two years 
Age on entry Fourteen 
Entered Via Industrial school (was sent to the laundry as she was running away and 

rebelling) 
House Name/No No 
Haircutting/punishment? Did not say   
Circumstances of Departure Sent to a job 



Emigrated? No 
Physical ailments? Did not say 
Of Note Lived in Seán MacDermott Street but was sent up to High Park to work. 
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[Interview Begins] 
 
SP Okay, so thank you very much Mary May [pseudonym] for taking part today. So it’s the 8th of 

July. So, first question I want to ask you, is can you tell me about your life from the age of…from 

the time you were born onwards? 

 
MM (Pause) I was born in Navan Road, St Patrick’s [Mother and Baby Home], and I was there until 

approximately two years of age, and I was sent to St Joseph’s [Industrial School] in Kilkenny, 
and then I stayed there until I was fourteen, and I was sent up to Seán MacDermott Street then 
at the age of fourteen, where I resided for approximately two years. In that time, I worked for 
several days in the laundry in Seán MacDermott Street and then I was sent up to High Park 
later, to work the nun…laundries up there. Then, when I turned sixteen, the nun in Seán 
MacDermott Street got me a job in [name of appliance factory removed], and I lasted there for 
about a year, and then I ended up running away from there.  

 
SP Great, yeah, no that’s perfect. So, I’m going to go back to when you were…so…so your 

time…so you were in Kilkenny, actually sorry before that, what...sorry, if you don’t mind me 

asking, what year were you born?  

 
MM 1960.  
 
SP  1960, okay. So yeah, so do you have actually any memories of St Pat’s on the Navan Road or 

were you too young?  

 
MM No, I was too young…   
 
SP  Yeah.  

 
MM …but I remember the day I arrived in Kilkenny getting out of the back of the van and walking 

up…I think there was two one or two steps up into the convent, and then I was brought into the 
convent into one of the houses, outside, out to the…the nursery ,and we were there, I think we 
left there until we were five or six. Then you were brought up to one of the houses, they were 
called sets. The one I was in was St Bernadette’s.  
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SP  Okay, and what was it like in Kilkenny?  

 
MM I’ve a lot blocked out. I could there’s only certain things I remember now, but I remember, well 

I’d be about seven or eight and this nun, I can’t remember her name now, but she used to have 
a big string of beads, wood beads, and if we did anything, she’d get her beads, big long thing, 
back here and everything, you know. But around ’79, ’80, the nun that took over, Sister Veronica 
[pseudonym], she was very soft on us, you know, and I think we played up on her, really, we 
took advantage. But I was wild, and I was staying out at night, running away and everything, so 
that’s how I ended up in Seán MacDermott Street. She sent me up there at fourteen, and I think 
maybe the reason why she did was because you had to ring the bell, for somebody to let you 
out, you know what I mean. So, I just couldn’t walk out the door, basically, you know.  

 
SP Yeah, and when you were in Kilkenny, did you get much of an education? 

 
MM  Oh, yeah, have to say now we did. They used to have a school on the premises. The 

schoolhouse, we called it. The teachers were very cruel but there was a good education system. 
And then, I think around ‘68 or ’69, we started going out to school, out down the town. 

 
SP  Okay, and what was it like when you’d be in the school in the town?  Like, how did you feel that 

the other kids kind of, felt towards you?  

 
MM I don’t know whether they…whether they were told that we were from the orphanage, you know 

what I mean?  
 
SP Oh, okay  

 
MM When we started secondary, the girls knew that we were in [inaudible]…it was just an everyday 

thing to us. We didn’t feel out of place, you know. 
 
SP  And they didn’t make you feel out of place?  

 
MM Ah no, no.  
 
SP Okay and so, can you tell me a bit of your daily routine in Kilkenny?  



3 

 
MM  Well you’d get up, you’d have to get…obviously you’d get up in the morning, but we weren’t 

allowed to take off our nightdress. We’d have to leave our nightdress on when we were getting 
dressed. We had to do our work then before we got…we got breakfast. My job was to do a big 
long corridor, but then, when I got a little bit older, I was on to the toilet duty, cleaning the toilets 
there, and Saturday then we got a [inaudible] but every morning you had to do your chore, 
make your bed. I used to wet the bed then as well, and I’d have to wash me sheet out, bring it 
down the big long avenue. Some mornings it’d be pitch dark and the thing would be sopping 
wet and I’d be at the basin after trying to get it up into mine and everything. I think I was only 
about seven or eight then. That’s one memory that always sticks with me. 

 
SP Yeah and were you punished for wetting the bed?  

 
MM Oh yeah, a few times now, me face was put into the sheet and I was told to take it off and wash 

it and you know, with carbolic soap.  
 
SP Ah, the old carbolic soap.  

 
MM Yeah  
 
SP And, kind of what were the...so you say that so you were rebellious, were you, while you were... 
 
MM I think that’s what happened with me. I got very rebellious.  
 
SP …yeah and why do you think you were rebellious?  

 
MM Well I’m a very stubborn person and like…I…I had my beliefs and I felt that I was being 

punished wrongfully. But I was sent to St Vincent’s [Hospital] in Elm Park because of the 
wetting, because it got to the stage when I’d be out playing that I wasn’t going in to go to the 
toilet. I was actually wetting myself when I was out playing, and so they sent me up to St 
Vincent’s, but they couldn’t find anything. They did tell me mother that it was my nerves, you 
know.  

 
SP  Yeah… 
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MM So… 
 
SP So you felt that it was unjust, what was being, what was happening to you?  

 
MM Yeah. Yeah, so…I think that’s why I’m so rebellious now. There were three or four of us that 

was always running away and they’d get the police…the guards to bring us back and… 
 
SP Okay.. 
 
MM ...you know. 
 
SP And when you ran away, where would you run away to?  

 
MM Ah I’d only be gone for a couple of hours, like, you’d probably thumb a lift to the next town.  
 
SP Yeah.  
  
MM You know Castlecomer or Urlingford or something. Stay for a few hours and then thumb back, 

you know what I mean? But we’d hide somewhere down in the town, we’d say, ‘we’re not going 
back anymore,’ but sure the police never would have like, they probably had someone 
that…they’d seen us you know... 

 
SP Yeah  

 
MM ...but they always seemed to find us anyway, you know.  
 
SP Okay and when you were there did you ever hear of Magdalene Laundries or…?  

 
MM Never but there was a laundry in Kilkenny attached to the school. The old girl…the older girls, 

that were older than me, now they used to have to work there on Saturday. 
 
SP Okay. 
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MM Yeah but… 
 
SP Did you ever have to work there?  

 
MM No. They were a lot older than me, you know what I mean. They’d be nearly ten years older 

than me.  
 
SP  Okay… 

 
MM Yeah  
 
SP And did you ever know, like, your birthday, like did you celebrate your birthday or things like 

that?  

 
MM Oh I…for my birthday, I used to come down for me breakfast and in front of me there’d be a set 

of rosary beads, you know them things that they put on a pram, a brown plastic prayer thing 
[scapular], and my birthday, it’s in October, so I spent every birthday in the Black Abbey, 
to…Padre Pio, a novena so I’d stop wetting the bed.  

 
SP  Okay.  

 
MM True, yeah, honest to God. I always remember that, I always remember me birthday…you 

know. You know.  
 
SP  Yeah. Wow, and you say your…did…was your Mum in contact with you during this time?  

 
MM Yeah, she’d come down. It wouldn’t be very often, but she would come down to visit, you know.  
 
SP Yeah. 

 
MM It was hard for her as well because, you know…with the few bob she’d have she’d have to live 

on for herself, you know. She’d put a few bob away each week, and when she would come 
down, she’d bring down biscuits and jam and…you know, little goodies for us, you know. She 
was probably saving for weeks to get them, you know.  
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SP Yeah, and what was…when you when you had your visits with your Mum, what were they like?  

 
MM They used to be in the parlour, and the nun would say to me, ‘your mother’s coming down today 

and when she gets tea’—one of them cream cakes, fair…they call them fairy cakes, cream 
cakes—and, ‘there’s going to be cakes there, but you’re not to touch them’. So me mother 
would be there and everything…the nun…the nun left the room one day, the gong went—they 
all knew their number for their gongs—the gong went and she left, so my mother said to me, 
‘eat that quick,’ because me mother’s very soft.  

 
SP Yeah. 

 
MM But I was that hungry, after I ate it I ate the wrapper as well, honest to God, but if the nun had 

known, I’d have been killed, you know.  
 
SP Yeah, it’s good the nun wasn’t there then.  

 
MM Yeah! 
 
SP  And, like you knew that that was your mother that was coming in to see you?  

 
MM Oh, yeah. 
 
SP Yeah, yeah, okay, and you said that you had…or we were talking before that you had a brother?  

 
MM That’s right, yeah.  
 
SP  Where…where was he?  

 
MM He was in Saint Patrick’s first on the Kells Road and they were sending him to all these different 

institutions, because the handicapped were...I don’t mean the handicapped but…for 
handicapped people, mentally handicapped, they took it over, and my brother was sent to 
Artane and then he was sent on then from there to the Fairyhouse in Clonmel [both industrial 
schools].  
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SP Oh okay, and what and what was it like for him?  

 
MM There was a lot of abuse going on in both Artane and Clonmel. (Coughs) So, I don’t really know. 

We’re not really close.  
 
SP Okay. 
 
MM I’d never discuss it with him, you know. I’d be afraid he’d be get embarrassed, but I know that 

something went on. 
  
SP Yeah. Okay. So you’ve never discussed it with him?  

 
MM No… 
 
SP Okay.  

 
MM  But at the time of the compensation [Residential Institutions Redress Board] now, he didn’t want 

to go. I said, ‘you’re entitled to it’. I said, ‘you could have put in a brief,’ I said. I said, ‘I’ll bring 
you,’ because he wouldn’t go on his own, you know, so…   

 
SP Oh good so he did go?  

 
MM  He did go yeah. Uh huh. 
 
SP Okay, great, and tell me, just in terms, so going back to you…oh God, I forgot what I was going 

to ask…oh yes, to humiliate did they ever humiliate you or say anything nasty about you or like 

insults. Did the nuns ever say anything?  

 
MM Not that I recall now, to be quite honest.  
 
SP No okay. So was it mostly physical punishment that you would get?  

 
MM Yeah, uh huh.  
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SP Okay, and…and you were also telling me, the…food punishment? Like they would stop you 

from eating food?  

 
MM They would deny you food if you were being punished for doing something bad or whatever or 

misbehaving. You’d be sent up to bed early with no tea, you know. 
 
SP Yeah, and those times when you’d run away, what would happen to you when you got back?  

 
MM I just have to think now. Nothing…for the first few times, nothing would happen, we were gave 

out to, or whatever, but then it became a constant thing with me, so, the last time that I did run 
away, they sent me up to Seán MacDermott Street then.  

 
SP Yeah, okay.  
 
MM  They told me I was going up for…for me summer holidays. I never had a summer holiday 

because I was sent to families every summer to mind their kids and... 
 
SP  Oh, I see oh, so you didn’t go to your Mum or...  

  
MM …no, so, I’d been to families in Dun Laoghaire and Rathfarnham minding their kids, whatever 

and sometimes out in Freshford in Kilkenny as well, you know. So, I never really had a holiday 
as such.  

 
SP  Yeah and would you have been paid for that?  

 
MM There was only one place that would pay and that was in Freshford. I used to get a fiver a week, 

I think I was twelve, eleven or twelve. But she’d…she used to give me £2.50, and she’d say, 
‘I’ll save the £2.50 for when you go back to school to help you get something you like’. I forget 
now what she said but she said like, ‘I’ll keep the money for when you’re going back, the £2.50 
I’m saving each week for you’.  

 
SP And did she used to give that to you afterwards, at the end?  
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MM Oh, yeah she did yeah, uh huh.  
 
SP Yeah okay, very good, and, so then okay, so we’ll go to when you were fourteen and you’ve 

run away… 

 

MM Yeah. 
 
SP …and they said they were going to...so, how did…so you were sent to Seán MacDermott Street, 

but how did that happen?  

 
MM Oh yeah, that’s was where I was getting to. They said I was going on holidays. So, me case 

and I was in the car and the nun that drove me up, she’s dead now, Sister Benignus 
[pseudonym] and, we were nearly up by Heuston [train] Station. She says, ‘you’re going to 
Madonna House’. I said, ‘what’s Madonna House?’ She said, ‘it’s for’—she didn’t say bold 
children—'it’s for very troublesome gir…people,’ she said, and she said…you know where 
Doctor Stephenson’s [Dr Steeven’s Hospital] is, across from…not Doctor 
Stephenson’s…across from the…Heuston Station. 

 
SP Yeah. 

 
MM The HSE, is it?1  
 
SP Hmm, yeah.  

 
MM I think she was went in there. At the time, I didn’t know what it was. She went in there for 

something. She said, ‘I won’t be long, I’ve to make a phone call,’ or do something. As soon as 
she was gone, I just got out of the car and ran away, you know. So a friend of mine was…she 
was just after leaving St Joseph’s, so I knew where she lived, and I had her number, so I rang 
her, so she put me up for a few days, but then she rang the nuns saying where I was, you know. 
So, then they arranged to pick me up and bring me to Seán MacDermott Street.  

 
SP  Oh, so the girl rang that nun?  

 
1  Dr Steeven’s Hospital is the current administrative headquarters of the Health Service Executive (HSE). 
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MM  Yeah, because she was saying that, ‘she was probably worried about you,’ you know, but there 

was no way I was going back to Kilkenny, you know, so… 
 
SP Yeah. 
 
MM …I had to just go to Seán MacDermott Street and she, the girl couldn’t help because she was 

sharing a flat with somebody else in Glasnevin, you know. 
 
SP  Okay, and how did…so…so how did you feel that day when like you were being taken away 

from Kilkenny and supposedly… 

 
MM At the time I thought I was just going up to work for my holidays, which I did every year... 
 
SP Yeah, yeah… 

 
MM ...but, I just accepted it when I realised that I couldn’t go back there and my friend couldn’t take 

me. Common sense, I had to go somewhere, you know. So, Seán MacDermott Street was me 
stop.  

 
SP Yeah, okay, and, like, did you miss Kilkenny?  

 
MM Oh, I did terribly, yeah. I missed the…the girls I grew up with more so, but I missed Kilkenny I’d 

say…I did like Kilkenny because when we’d turn eleven or twelve, we’d be allowed to go down 
to the town on a Saturday, you know.  

 
SP Ah, okay, yeah, and actually, I forgot to ask was religion a big part of your day as well?  

 
MM Yeah. Well, they’d expect you to go to Mass every morning, but another nun who took over, 

she wasn’t as…as harsh, so you didn’t have to…but they preferred if you went for Lent. You’d 
have to get up for Mass at six o’clock, but a lot of us didn’t, you know.  

 
SP And you know when you, like, decided to run away, did you ever think of going to your Mum?  
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MM No, see I never knew…I didn’t know Dublin. 
 
SP Ah okay and you didn’t know where she lived? 

 
MM No  
 
SP Yeah. 

 
MM Yeah, because I lived in Kilkenny all me life, apart from the two years in Na…Navan Road. 
 
SP Yeah. 

 
MM I didn’t know where she lived and, like, and Dublin, it was me first actual time in Dublin. Like, 

I’d been up to Rathfarnham, like and I think Dún Laoghaire, working, but when I got up to Dublin, 
the people picked me up at the station… 

 
SP Yeah. 

 
MM …you know what I mean?  
 
SP Yeah. 

 
MM So I didn’t know them, you know.  
 
SP Yeah okay. 

 

MM Yeah.  
 
SP And was it a big shock for you then, or...? 

 
MM I can’t actually think how I felt at the time now.   
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SP  Yeah okay, and so, when you were brought then…so, when they found you and they brought 

you to Seán MacDermott Street and what happened there like, what happened on your first 

day?  

 
MM I was brought over to the hostel. They had another section for young offenders, but I…I never 

committed anything, I wasn’t an offender, but they were next…they were like these two houses 
here, and they were connected, but they were section…like, one house was for the offenders, 
and the other was called a hostel, and the reason I stayed there was, the nuns from Kilkenny 
used to send up money…the money that the State was paying for me for my rent up in the 
hostel. 

 
SP Right. 

 
MM And I was…as I said I was going from High Park daily, whatever and until I ran away then you 

know, but... 
 
SP And what year was this?  

 
MM Well I did my first year of secondary, so I was about thirteen, fourteen. 
 
SP  Yeah, yeah, and so you were born 1960 so it’d be... 

 
MM ’73.  
 
SP  1973, yeah.  

 
MM Yeah, ’73, ‘74.  
 
SP Perfect… 

 
MM So they couldn’t get me a job, or so they told me, until I was sixteen, by law, but I didn’t know 

the law about social welfare, or anything like that. They just said, ‘you’ll have to wait until you’re 
sixteen,’ and when I was sixteen, then they got me a job working in [name of appliance factory 
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removed] and I stuck that for about a year and then I was off again, being rebellious [against] 
the nuns, so I never went back.  

 
SP Yeah. And yeah, so your time…yeah, so can we talk about your time in Seán MacDermott 

Street then and…slash High Pa…High Park. 

 
MM Yeah. 
 
SP So, Seán MacDermott Street was really the place where you slept, was it? 

 
MM Yeah, I actually lived there, but daily I was…I used to get…they used to give me my bus fare 

every day, I think it was ten pence, ten old pence, and I’d have to walk down to O’Connell 
Street. I think it was, I’m nearly sure it was the 16 bus I used to get, but I’ll always remember 
the bus stopped right outside High Park. There was a big long straight road right up, and you’d 
to go in the gates then, and you’d have to go in to the laundry, but when you were getting your 
lunch...I always remember this wooden table, oblong…oblong table and hard bench to sit on, 
and I can’t remember what we got to eat, but we got something to eat, but it’s not like a job 
now, where you get an hour break or whatever, you just got something to eat and you’re back 
to it again. My job was to feed the sheets in, and then I used to have to iron the nuns’ starched 
collars and towels.  

 
SP Okay, and were you allowed to talk?  
 
MM Jeez, I can’t remember now, to be quite honest.  
 
SP Yeah. 

 
MM I don’t remember talking to…to…yeah. 
 
SP Yeah and so what kind of laundry, who were you doing it for? 

 
MM We were doing sheets. Most of the stuff we were doing was sheets but a few times, I was put 

on the ironing for…you know the things that used to go around the face…  
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SP  Yeah, yeah. 

 
MM ...and they’d a collar as well, hadn’t they? [Nuns’ uniforms] Yeah. 
 
SP Yeah.  

 
MM I used to have to iron them.  
 
SP Okay. 

 
MM Some other girl would starch them, because she was at it years, so…. 
 
SP Yeah, and do you remember what the other ladies or girls…were they older or younger than 

you or…?  

 
MM There were some me own age and there was one other girl, Breda Murphy [pseudonym] was 

her name, she was in Seán MacDermott Street with me and she…she worked there as well. 
She’s the only one I can recall as such, you know, but...as well as that, I was only thinking 
afterwards, why I was sent there was every summer—as I was saying to you, I never got a 
summer holiday—but from the time I was about twelve, I used to be sent up to Harold’s Cross 
[hospice], one year. I was sent to the CRC [Central Remedial Clinic] in Clontarf another year. 
They were trying to train me in as a nurse, but I couldn’t. I’m no good for blood, so I was put 
into the laundry in Seán…not Seán MacDermott Street, the CRC in Clontarf and the hospice 
for the dying [in Harold’s Cross]. So I worked in them as well, you know what I mean?  

 
SP Okay. 
 
MM Yeah. 
 
SP And were you paid for those?  

 
MM I was in...yeah, but I can’t remember now how much I got… 
 
SP Yeah, okay. 
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MM Yeah, because it was actually a job, you know what I mean? Even though I was only twelve, 

thirteen, thirteen, I shouldn’t have been working, but I did get paid.  
 
SP Okay. 

 
MM Yeah. 
 
SP But for this…when you were in the laundry there in High Park, were you paid for that?  

 
MM No.  
 
SP Okay, and what was…so who was in charge of you or how did that work?  

 
MM Where, in Seán MacDermott Street?  
 
SP In High Park.  

 
MM I can’t remember any names now, to be honest.  
 
SP  Oh no, no not by names. Like, I mean like was it did you have a nun in charge of the laundry 

and that’s who you answered to, or...  

 
MM I don’t know if she was in charge, like the nun used to…I remember her saying, ‘it’s lunchtime,’ 

or whatever. As soon as you’re finished, it’s straight back. I don’t know her name now. Don’t 
know what to say about her name now, to be honest with you, you know.  

 
SP  That’s fine, yeah. Were there any, like, ladies who weren’t nuns that were in charge of you?  

 
MM God, I can’t remember…I cannot remember now. I know in Seán MacDermott Street now, most 

of the women were elderly and a few of them, I don’t mean to be rude or anything but, a few of 
them were…I think from the years being there, I think… 

 
SP Yeah. 
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MM …they were, mentally unstable, basically, you know.  
 
SP Okay. 

 
MM Some of them would be talking to themselves and laughing to themselves and arguing… 
 
SP Yeah. 

 
MM ...and I used to feel sorry for them but, one of them now, took me under her wing. She was 

okay mentally, but she was there years. They all seemed to have a nickname.2 Her name was 
Bernadine [pseudonym]. Another one was Lourdes [pseudonym] and Cecilia [pseudonym] you 
know. That’s all…I never knew their real names, but they’re the names I knew them by.  

 
SP Yeah were you given another name?  

 
MM No.  
 
SP No, you just kept yours?  

 
MM Yeah. 
 
SP Okay, and then and so these women that you talk about in Seán MacDermott Street. Had they 

been there for a very long time?  

 
MM Well, I remember Cecilia…not Cecilia, yeah Cecilia, she told that she had a child when she was 

young, and the child, she ended up in Navan Road—you see, that’s why she took to me—she 
ended up in Navan Road and...but even that, you can only stay in the Navan Road until your 
child is two.3 Me mother told me the same as well and then you have to move on, and you can’t 

 
2  Interviewee is possibly referring to the Magdalene names assigned to ‘consecrated Magdalenes’, also known as 

auxiliaries, i.e., those women and girls who allegedly consented to stay in the laundry for life, in exchange for a quasi-
religious status and burial in a graveyard on the convent grounds. 

3  Women and girls who could not afford to pay to leave Mother and Baby Homes had to spend two years there to work 
off their time. 
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take the child with you. The child is sent to an institution or if a family is willing to take the child 
out. That’s as far as I know, anyway, you know what I mean?  

 
SP Yeah, yeah. 
 
MM Not because I know, it’s because I was told, but that’s what happened with Bernadine and 

Cecilia. They had to leave St Patrick’s, Navan Road, and I don’t know whether Navan Road 
sent them there or what the story was, but they were more…more or less classed as ‘fallen 
women’, you know. That’s how she ended there. 

 
SP Yeah, yeah, okay, and then they and that’s how she ended there and she stayed there all that 

time? 

 
MM Yeah, so...that doesn’t…I wasn’t pregnant when I’d been, you know what I mean? 
 
SP Yeah, yeah. 
 
MM Now I did get pregnant after I left there but…so… 
 
SP Yeah and so, in Seán MacDermott Street, so what do you remember of Seán MacDermott 

Street?  

 
MM Let me see now...you’d the laundry and then you’d the church beside it. Then the young 

offenders, then there was the hostel I was in. Across from that was the house that…Sister 
Benedict [pseudonym] used to live in that. I do remember one time, now you might never have 
heard of her but one day we were told that Frankie Byrne4 now she was a radio personality 
over here, I think she’s dead now, but we were told that she was coming into see the women 
and that…to take it easy not to…she was coming in at one or two or something like that and 
that we could all [inaudible] down. I don’t think they wanted her to see what work we were doing, 
you know, but that’s one thing that always stuck in me mind about the laundry there. Yeah. 

 
SP  Okay and did you have to wear a uniform?  

 
4  See: https://www.rte.ie/radio1/doconone/2011/1012/646879-radio-documentary-dear-frankie-byrne/ 
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MM  No.  
 
SP  Okay.  

 
MM Yeah, but the women used to wear aprons. You know, like women years ago they used to 

wear…from farmhouses they’d have these use aprons? 
 
SP Yeah. 

 
MM You’d have sort of an apron like that. 
 
SP  Okay and did you have any opportunities to talk with these women?  

 
MM Ah yeah, I remember talking to them there [in Seán MacDermott Street], but I don’t remember 

talking to them in High Park, you know. 
 
SP  Yeah, okay, and, like, was religion also a big part of the day? 

 
MM  Not really, no. They used to ask me…they used to say to me, yeah, you had to go out to Mass 

or whatever and sometimes you used to go, you know what I mean, but most people, like they’d 
mention it but they didn’t force it, like, you know what I mean?  

 
SP  Okay, and yeah, I found it interesting because you used to run away and yet you like, there 

was an opportunity for you to run away. You could have…from Seán MacDermott Street on 

your way to High Park.  

 
MM  Yeah, but I had nowhere to go.  
 
SP  Yeah I was going to ask you, yeah why you didn’t.  
 
MM  Yeah, that’s why but when I got the job then in [name of appliance factory removed], one of me 

fr…one of me friends was after leaving St Joseph’s and she got a flat down in the town in 
Kilkenny.  
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SP Okay. 
 
MM So, I used to go down to her at the weekends. I’d get paid on Friday from [name of appliance 

factory removed] and I’d get the bus to town, and then I’d go to Heuston Station and get the 
train down, and I used to do this every…nearly every weekend. One weekend, I went in 
two…two weeks or so and I said, ‘ah, I’m not going back’.  

 
SP  Yeah, yeah, so when you went into Seán MacDermott Street, did they tell you when you were 

going to leave or did they give you a release date or anything?  

 
MM  No, nothing.  
 
SP  Okay. So you were told nothing at all.  
 
MM  Yeah. 
 
SP  And were they were you given rights…your rights, or explained anything or…?  

 
MM  No, I remember feeling lost, you know, because obviously I didn’t know anybody there and I 

didn’t know Dublin, so I felt lost, you know. 
 
SP  Yeah did you think you’d ever leave?  

 
MM I never even thought about that. 
 
SP Yeah. 
 
MM I think went into meself then, I sort of [inaudible] over it, I did go into myself and I found…I’m 

more deep now. I wouldn’t express myself to somebody now, I wouldn’t say, ‘oh, I’m annoyed,’ 
or anything like that, you know. 

 
SP Yeah. 
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MM I’d keep it to meself, and that’s the way I see it anyway now.  
 
SP  Yeah, yeah. So, yeah, so that’s all I can think about to ask about the laundries. Can you think 

of anything else that I might have missed out? 

 
MM  No.  
 
SP  Yeah, so maybe if I could ask you just a bit about…so you so they got you a job in [name of 

appliance factory removed]? 

 
MM  Yep.  
 
SP  So, basically when you turned sixteen, they said that was it. 

 
MM  Yeah, they got me the job and I used to go out to work every morning from Seán MacDermott 

Street… Seán MacDermott Street and as I said, I was working for [name of appliance factory 
removed] for about a year, and was going out to my friend every weekend.  

 
SP Yeah. 
 
MM So, one weekend I said I said to her...she said, ‘you can stay here if you like’. I said, ‘well, I will 

then,’ and I never went back. Yeah  
 
SP  Okay and were you so, you know during the time in the laundry did your Mum know that you 

were there?  

 
MM Yeah because my mother often came down to visit me, you know what I mean? 
 
SP Actually, that’s what I meant. I forgot to ask was visitation. What were they like?  

 
MM  Yeah, she…she was allowed to visit me, and she used to actually use a room or whatever, and 

when me mother was ready to go, I was to ring the bell, so that somebody would come with the 
key to let her out.  
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SP  Okay and what was the actual visit like? Were you supervised?  

 
MM  No, not that I…not that I recall, no, but it wouldn’t be for long, and me mother, she’d drop down, 

maybe she’d probably give me a pound or so and ten…ten smokes, you know. 
 
SP  And yeah, no and would you, did you write letters at all during that time or…?  

 
MM No, when I was in Kilkenny now, they used to make me write a letter to her every so often, and 

she’d write to me, but they’d read the letter before they give it to me, you know. 
 
SP  Okay alright. So yeah so when you came out, so yeah you went so you just left [name of 

appliance factory removed] and you went to…like, how did you feel kind of out being outside of 

any institution?  

 
MM I felt…I’m trying to think how I felt now. 
 
SP  I know, I know you just told me that you don’t really express it, but...  

 
MM I didn’t really feel anything but…I never even thought about it, you know. I just said, ‘I’m not 

going back,’ and that’s it, you know. 
 
SP Yeah okay. Did you find it difficult or, how…was it easy or difficult to adapt, kind of, to outside 

of an institutional kind of life?  

 
MM I don’t know really.  
 
SP Okay. 

 
MM You see, I just can’t answer, yeah. 
 
SP  No problem, that’s okay, that’s okay. Actually, tell me about so then did you establish more 

contact with your Mum after that?  
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MM  Not really, no. Like, I’ll be honest with you now, if I…when I was in Seán MacDermott Street 
and when I left there I went down to Kilkenny and then, I went…was staying with me friend, but 
another friend came and stayed with us and the two of them had the house, so we had to leave.  

 
SP Okay. 

 
MM So she brought me to her house in [midlands location removed] and we stayed there for a 

couple months, and then we ended up getting a job out in Bray. So, we worked out there for 
about a year or so.  

 
SP  Yeah, yeah and…and yeah so you don’t have much contact with your broth…or you’re not very 

close with your brother? 

 
MM I’m not, no. Now he meets, we normally meet every Tuesday, but last Tuesday I wasn’t well, 

but I remember the Tuesday before. So, he was there as well. Like, we talk, but we’re not close 
or…there’s no…I don’t mean affection, but do you know, like…it’s just small talk with us, 
basically. 

 
SP  There’s no bond between you?  

 
MM  Yeah that’s what…yeah. 
 
SP Yeah. 
 
MM Like he’d say, ‘how are you,’ and I’d say, ‘how are you’. I’d talk more to me mother now, than I 

would to him because I find I find it hard to comm…not actually communicate, but I don’t know 
what to be saying to him.  

 
SP  Yeah and with your Mum, do you feel that there’s a bond there?  

 
MM  I don’t really know. 
 
SP Yeah. 
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MM Like, I know she’s my mother, and I remember one time seeing her crying and I started crying 
because I saw her crying, because I’m soft in me own way, but that’s the only time I’ve ever felt 
emotion.  

 
SP  Okay so…so you wouldn’t be very emotional, otherwise?  

 
MM  No.  
 
SP  No okay. So…so even, like, about your time in any of the institutions, it wouldn’t really make 

you very emotional?  

 
MM  No, no.  
 
SP Okay, do you…   

 
MM I don’t think we were allowed to express our feelings or show our feelings or express them.  
 
SP …yeah.   

 
MM So, maybe that’s why as well, you know. 
 
SP  Yeah, do you feel that…like, sorry just trying to…did it have any other effects on you, all of this, 

that you can think of?  

 
MM  Well, the only thing I can think of is that I ended up getting married in 1980. I was nineteen and 

a half and I g…the reason I got married was I was after getting pregnant, and I met this other 
chap and he was…he was willing to rear my child and he wanted to get married. I was living in 
Regina Coeli [hostel] at the time, from institution to institution. Yeah when I got pregnant, I was 
working up in Bray at the time and the hotel owner, his brother or his father, Grehan is it, Michael 
Grehan [pseudonym]? I’ll think of his name in a minute now. I know it’s Grehan anyway, but 
his…his brother was a priest. So, I think I was about eight and half seven or eight and a half 
months [pregnant] and he arranged for me to go to Navan Road [Mother and Baby Home] so I 
ended up there meself.  
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SP  Oh, wow.  

 
MM  Yeah, so then from there I had to leave, and I was sent to Regina Coeli.  
 
SP Okay, so that’s a…that’s a hostel?  

 
MM It is yeah. 
 
SP Yeah, yeah. 

 
MM For a mother and baby hostel. So I stayed there for a while and…   
 
SP  Yes, I’ve heard of it yes, sorry, go on. 

 
MM  ...yeah and I ended up meeting this…this fella through a friend of mine and I went out with him 

for a few weeks whatever. I think after three months I was married and all.  
 
SP Okay. 

 
MM I think it was just security because I wanted to get out of Seán MacDermott, or…Regina Coeli… 
 
SP Yeah. 

 
MM …and I saw it as an opportunity, but it was the worst thing I ever did, because he was a very 

violent man. He used to beat me up, he raped me and everything you know, so. So he died, I 
used to be in bed every night praying that he died, and he did. I don’t feel sorry about it you 
know, and then he used he used to be beating the child up as well, you know. So, I always 
resent putting her through that, you know. Wasn’t fair on her, you know, and a few times I went 
to defend her, and I…I g…I got it as well, you know what I mean? 

 
SP  And how long were you...before he died?  

 
MM I got married in March 1980. I was nineteen and a half... 
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SP Yeah. 
 
 MM ...and he died in ’87.  
 
SP  Oh, so seven years… 

 
MM  Yeah. He was six…six years older than me, so…  
 
SP  Oh… 

 
MM …no, I wasn’t sorry, Jesus. 
 
SP No, no, I’m just sorry that you had to go through... 

 
MM No, I just said to myself, thank God my prayers were answered, because I actually...a couple 

times I had to go around to Fitzgibbon Street [police station] and they had to go around to have 
a talk with him like, and they said if he kept up, he would be behind bars, but at…at the time I 
didn’t know that he already served time in jail, you know. 

 
SP Okay. 

 
MM So I think he was rather afraid of the guards [Irish police]. So, after a few years it started dying 

down then, but me mother was there one time, and he’d start a row for the least little thing, but 
they clashed anyway… 

 
SP Yeah. 

 
MM ...and, as soon as a row would start, me mother would be out the door and I’d get the backlash 

of it and…physically, not verbally…verbally and physically, so.  
 
SP  Yeah and when you were actually in St Pat’s had you not...like, would they have taken at this 

stage, would they have still taken your child away from you? Like your Mum had to…  

 
MM  No, I don’t think it was like that, no... 
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SP …no, okay… 

 
MM ...because most of the girls either gave...they had a choice to either keep the child or give it up 

for adoption... 
 
SP Okay. 

 
MM ...and then they’d some girls, they were giving their child to their sister to rear or...it was all 

different then. 
 
SP  So, you were though, given the option to keep the child if you wanted?  

 
MM  Oh, yeah, yeah. 
 
SP Okay. 
 
MM I wasn’t even asked… 
 
SP Yeah, yeah. 

 
MM ...unless you said you wanted it adopted. A lot of them said they didn’t want to see the baby, 

just to take it straight away.  
 
SP  Okay. No I just find it interesting… 

 

MM Yeah. 
 
SP …because it’s such a change from your Mum’s time when she had to give and then in your 

time, it was… 

 

MM Yeah. 
 
SP …you could you could keep… 
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MM Yeah. 
 
SP …your child.  

 
MM  Yeah, yeah definitely, you had the option you know what I mean?  
 
SP  And what was Regina Coel…Coeli, is it?  

 
MM  Coeli. 
 
SP  Yep what was that like?  

 
MM  It was like a house like this, and there was a couple of bedrooms in the house and I had a room 

with me daughter. The next room, another girl would be there with her son, and there was 
another woman there. She was…she had a couple of kids. The house...how many houses were 
there…I think there was four or five houses but then they had another section for older women, 
I don’t know whether they came from St Pat’s or where they came from but a lot of them were 
mentally disturbed as well, you know.  

 
SP  Okay and what did you have to do there, or did you have to do anything?  

 
MM  Oh no, we only just looked after me ch… 
 
SP  Just to stay with your child? 

 
MM  …yeah I just looked after her, washed…normal things you’d do at home. 
 
SP  Okay and where is this place?  

 
MM  It’s…you know where Church Street is?  
 
SP  Yes, yep yep. 
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MM It’s actually that…just down the road from there.  
 
SP Ah okay. 

 
MM And you know the lights at Church…Church Street… 
 
SP  Yes, yes.  

 
MM  ...and you go down, what’s it, it’s not Benburb Street…do you know where the Courts are down 

there?  
 
SP  Yep.  

 
MM  You go up that avenue and it’s up at the very top, they used to have the Morning Star [hostel] 

for the men there beside it. Yeah. 
 
SP  Okay, yeah so…so…so then he died anyhow, and like, what happened then to yourself? Were 

you did you remarry or...? 

 
MM  Oh, never. I swore I never would... 
 
SP Yeah. 

 
MM ...but I met…about a year and a half after yeah, about a year, near…nearly a year and a half, I 

met this other man and I had a child for him… 
 
SP Okay. 

 
MM and I had two other girls with me husband.  
 
SP Oh, did you?  

 
MM  Yeah.  
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SP  Oh, okay.  

 
MM  So, that meant I had one before I got married. I had two when I was married, and then I had 

me son in 1990.  
 
SP Hmm, yeah, great, and how did you find actually being a mother?  

 
MM I don’t know what to...I think…when my husband died, I…I didn’t know how to…how to cope, 

having so many kids, whatever, and then…I don…I don…I often say to myself, ‘how did I ever 
get through?’ But I had to, you know what I mean? 

 
SP Yeah. 

 
MM So each day, like, I would have to slot out financially how much you need. Now but as the kids 

got a bit older now, and they’d come in from school, I’d always make sure I’d have ten pence 
for them after their dinner and their homework. The shop is just around the corner in [location 
removed] and I used to send them around to the shop then [inaudible] before bed. They were 
always in bed early now, you know.  

 
SP  And did you work during this time, or just… 

 
MM  Oh, no.  
 
SP  …no, good. So you just reared your children? Yeah, perfect. 
 
MM  Yep but I did get a job now when my son was four, was it? Yeah, he was he was in school, was 

he four or five? I got a job in [name and location of workplace removed]. 
 
SP Okay. 
 
MM I worked in the canteen there for about 14 years. Then I worked two years on the floor, because 

they closed down the canteen, because then with the recession, people weren’t buying, you 
know.  
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SP Yeah. 

 
MM So two years ago I had to give it up because I got TB.  
 
SP Okay. 

 
MM I had it for weeks, and I didn’t know I had it.  
 
SP Wow. 

 
MM So, I ended up going to the doctor and I explained that I couldn’t walk from there to there, and 

I was out of breath so he rushed me up straight to the Mater [Hospital] for an x-ray. So I was in 
there for six weeks. So, I’m due back now Wednesday to be discharged, hopefully.  

 
SP Good. 

 
MM So it was a long two years, but… 
 
SP  Wow yeah, yeah, yeah.  

 
MM  The first year I spent on antibiotics every day, and I couldn’t miss a day, you know. 
 
SP Yeah how did you get TB? Like it’s so…it’s not so common anymore. 

 
MM Oh, it’s getting very common in Dublin, yeah.   
 
SP  Is it?  

 
MM  There’s a an epidemic, they told me about, because the foreign people that are coming in are 

not vaccinated, especially African people. 
 
SP Oh, okay. I was thinking, yeah because I was…yeah, yeah I was... 
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MM ...and they said they asked me, they said how’d do you say, they said, did I know whether I was 
vaccinated when I was younger, and I said, ‘I couldn’t tell you’. They said, ‘well you mustn’t 
have been, because if you were vaccinated, you wouldn’t have picked it up,’ you know... 

 
SP Okay. 
 
MM ...but he said it’s rife in the country and so is measles. Yeah.  
 
SP  Wow, okay so you’re recovering, anyhow, from it?  

 
MM  Oh, thank God, yeah, yeah.  
 
SP  And yeah, so…so, and so in terms of, like, being like, how did you know how to be a mother? 

Do you know, I mean, you went through all those years without a role-model as such?  

 
MM  Yeah…yeah, but as I was saying there, I don’t know whether I said to you earlier on, but I used 

to come in from school when me lessons and all were done, I’d be sent out to the nursery… 
 
SP Oh, yeah, yeah. 

 
MM ...and I’d be down for six, because the babies used to get fed… 
 
SP Yeah. 

 
MM ...and they had a woman working there, and I’m not sure whether she was…I think she was a 

nurse, Theresa Fitzgerald [pseudonym] and some other woman used to come in from down the 
town and she’d be feeding some of the babies, and I’d be feeding some of them.  

 
SP Okay. 
 
MM And she’d have all the bottles lined up on the counter. When I finished that baby there was 

another bottle, and I’d feed the next baby, you know.  
 
SP Yeah. 
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MM So I think that’s where I got that from, because otherwise, I wouldn’t have had a clue, you know. 
 
SP  Okay, yeah, yeah. No, I was just wondering yeah. And, yeah, how do you feel towards the 

religious orders or towards religion and...? 

 
MM  I’m not very religious now. The nun that sent me up to Seán MacDermott Street, now as I said 

to you lives up just off [location removed]. I…I don’t feel resentful or anything towards her, but 
I’d class her more as me mother because I suppose she was trying to be cruel to be kind to 
me, but she was the only decent nun that we had because she knew that we used to get beat 
down there, and to this day she’d say to us, she’d say, ‘I couldn’t do anything,’ she said. She 
eventually became the Reverend Mother but at the time she was only a novice.  

 
SP  Oh, I see, okay.  

 
MM You know she said, ‘I’d feel so sorry for you, but I couldn’t do anything for you’. She’s in her 

nineties now, you know. 
 
SP When you were beaten, like in the industrial school? Yeah, yeah. 

 
MM In the school, yeah, she was only young when she started there, you know, but the older nuns 

that were obviously in charge, but like but one time when we did run away, the guards brought 
us back. We had one nun, Sister Jude [pseudonym]. She was a very, very heavy, stout woman 
and we were all standing in the parlour room. I could feel meself shivering because we were 
terrified, even though we were brave that we’d run away but I think there was four of us and 
each one of us, she’d just come up and (makes slapping noise) in the face, and it was hard and 
she was a heavy woman, you know what I mean?  

 
SP Yeah, yeah. 

 
MM But one of the girls told her to eff off, and she ended up sitting on top of the girl. The nun did, 

the Reverend Mother, yeah  
 
SP  And she’s a big, stout woman? 
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MM Yeah and this girl was like a rake but, I’ll always remember that. 
 
SP  Wow okay, and what was the redress process [Residential Institutions Redress Board] like? 

You know, I presume you went for... 

 
MM I did yeah.  
 
SP …yeah, how did you find that?  

 
MM I found it…sort of nerve-wracking. The only thing I can remember about that is my stomach 

used to be turning and churning and...the run up, then, when you got your date and the date 
was getting nearer. I remember when I did go there, and I went into a room with me solicitor 
and barrister and I had whatever, and they were telling…talking to whoever they had to talk to 
and came back in. They said, ‘the offer is such-and-such, but we don’t reckon you should take 
it’. I just wanted to be out, now. I just said...but they said, ‘we’ll go for a bit more,’ whatever,’ 
and I said to meself, ‘I don’t care really,’ you know. So I said, ‘right it doesn’t matter whatever it 
is the next time, I’ll just take it,’ I said, you know.  

 
SP  Okay, did you have to actually give evidence…or not give evidence, some people had to be to 

go into the court. 

 
MM  Oh, I did the second time… 
 
SP Yeah. 
 
MM …the first time I didn’t.  
 
SP No… 

 
MM They just went in, I don’t know if it was their lawyers or the ones I had or what.  
 
SP But the second time you had to?  
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MM  Yeah, so I so I had to go into a room, and there was a big long table and they were on one end, 
and I was on the other end with my solicitor and barrister, and they asked me…what did they 
ask me now, I can’t remember. Oh, they were asking me a few things…God, I can’t for the life 
of me think now, but I remember, I was that nervous that I was…I was shaking when I answered 
or whatever. So they were they were gone for ten minutes and then the man came back in and 
he said, ‘we believe whatever you’ve told us, we’ve decided to award you extra,’ you know.  

 
SP  And how long, actually, did that kind of questioning last?  

 
MM It was about ten minutes, yeah.  
 
SP  Oh, okay so it wasn’t too long.  

 
MM  Yeah. 
 
SP  And, what…how did you feel, sort of you know when you had to make that statement? Do you 

remember you had to make a statement to them? 

 
MM To the… 
 
SP Before you went in, like you had to give them a statement of all the abuses or… 

 
MM  …oh, the solicitor handed all of that in.  
 
SP  Okay but you know, because you had to rethink all those things, like. 

 
MM  Yeah I had to go to the solicitor’s office, and we arranged for the barrister to be there.  
 
SP Yeah. 

 
MM She asked most of the questions, basically, but it was nerve-wrack…nerve-wracking, and then, 

as well as that, you know, sort of embarrassment, as well, you know what I mean?  
 
SP Yeah. 
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MM As I said I don’t express meself very much, but I felt as though I was stripped myself of…how 

do you say…I felt I was telling a stranger all me business, you know what I mean, basically you 
know. 

 
SP  Yeah, yeah, and did you feel vulnerable, is that what you mean or…?  

 
MM No, I’m a…I’m a private person, you know what I mean? Like to try and explain to somebody, 

you know what I mean, but even then we had to go to a counsellor as well and I went to a man 
out in [name and location of counsellor removed], and I found that very emotional now, and I’d 
be sitting there for five, ten minutes and tears were flying down and I’d be shaking and I found 
that very traumatic, yeah. So, I…I went for a few visits and sort of, I t…I turned up one day and 
I said, I can’t. I said, ‘look I’d do about fifteen minutes,’ and then I said, ‘can I leave?’ So 
this…one day I said, ‘I can’t do this anymore,’ I said. And I had a big lump in my throat standing 
at the bus stop waiting for the bus to come in. So, I just couldn’t handle it. 

 
SP Yeah, and do you think that that’s a way of you protecting yourself, this kind of privacy? 

 
MM  Maybe it is maybe. Yeah. 
 
SP  Yeah, like I just wondered yeah, actually, how because I was going to ask, and this is a very 

abstract question, but how did you survive?  

 
MM  I don’t know. I’m a fighter, but yet I’m a private person as well, at the same time. I’m the type I 

won’t let something best me. Maybe they made me that way but…you know what I mean  
 
SP  Yeah, okay well thank you very much...  

 
MM  No problem. 
 
SP  ...for being…for being so open, and, you know, for this like, thank you.  

 
MM  No problem.  
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SP  And unless you have anything else you’d like to add? 

 
MM No… 
 
SP No? Okay thank you very much Mary May. 

 
[Interview Ends] 


