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Note Regarding Interview 
 
This interview is one of 22 testimonies gathered by Justice for Magdalenes (JFM, now JFM Research) as part of its 
submission to the Inter-Departmental Committee to establish the facts of State involvement with the Magdalen 

Laundries (IDC). To avoid the need for survivors and other interviewees to give multiple interviews, those who gave 
their testimony were given the option to include their transcripts in the archive of this project. The JFM testimony 
gathering process became the pilot phase of this project, and it was carried out with financial support from the Feminist 
Review Trust. 
 
 
Notes on Redaction and Transcription Process 
 
Interviewee Initials:   SW  
Interviewer Initials:  CMcG  
 
 
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 
Sara W Survivor 
Sister Gabriel 3rd party religious in Donnybrook Laundry 
Marion Clarke Interviewee's aunt 
Sister Colette 3rd party religious in Donnybrook Laundry 
Maria Devine Magdalene who died of cancer in Donnybrook 
Sister Maria Patrick (aka Sister May Byrne) 3rd party religious in Donnybrook Laundry 
Sheila Magdalene woman in Donnybrook Laundry 
Noeleen Burke Magdalene survivor 
John Husband of Interviewee 
Rita (Moore) Magdalene & friend of Interviewee 
Mairéad Woods Magdalene & friend of Interviewee 
Sister Joan 3rd party religious in Donnybrook Laundry 
Frances Magdalene & friend of Interviewee 
Miss Murphy Owner of B&B 
Miss Jennings Legion of Mary member 

 
 
  



Basic Data from Interview 
 

Name/Pseudonym Sara W 
When Born 1939 
Born outside marriage? Yes 
Raised by Taken out of Seán Ross Abbey Mother and Baby Home when four years old 

and raised by her aunt. 
Education Primary School – left school at thirteen-and-a-half years old. 
Emigrated? Yes 
Physical ailments? Did not say 
Of Note   Two women from the Legion of Mary approached Interviewee in her place of 

work and offered her a better position and took her to Donnybrook Laundry. 
 
Forced to wear a uniform and locked in a cell every night, did not see daylight 
for two years. 
 
Wrote to her Mother for four years, her Mother had been dead for three of 
those years but interviewee had not been informed. 
 
Outgoing letters were read by the nuns before they were posted. Incoming 
letters were read aloud to the Magdalenes before being torn up in front of 
them. 
 

 
Order Sisters of Charity 
Laundry Donnybrook, Dublin 
From 1954 
To 1956 
Duration of stay Two years 
Age on entry Fifteen  
Entered Via Legion of Mary members in Harcourt Street 
House Name/No Yes 
Haircutting/punishment? Yes 
Circumstances of Departure Transferred to Magdalene Laundry, Peacock Lane, Cork 

 
Order Sisters of Charity 
Laundry Peacock Lane, Cork 
From 1956 
To 1958 
Duration of stay Two years 
Age on entry Seventeen years of age 
Entered Via Donnybrook Laundry 
House Name/No Yes 
Haircutting/punishment? Yes 
Circumstances of Departure Released to her aunt’s home 
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[Beginning of consent process] 
 
CMcG Please give your full name, so if you just say your full name for the purpose of the [audio] just 

say my name is Sara W [pseudonym]. 

 
SW Sara W. 
 
CMcG And so, I just have to do this bit. Before starting the interview, I would like to ask you to confirm 

that you agree to participate in this interview voluntarily and that you are familiar with the 
consent forms that I previously provided to you. 

 
SW Yes. 
 
[End of consent process] 
 
[Interview begins] 
 
CMcG So, when and where were you born? 

 
SW I was born in Roscrea, that was in the unmarried mother’s home. 
 
CMcG In Seán Ross Abbey? 

 
SW In Seán Ross Abbey, yes. 
 
CMcG Who raised you? 
 
SW My aunt, Marion Clarke [pseudonym]. 
 
CMcG Did you have brothers or sisters? 
 
SW I had a brother, yes, one brother. 
 
CMcG Were you raised with him? 
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SW No, he was reared with aunts in England... 
 
CMcG God, more of the families split up. 
 
SW ...and then, he didn’t meet me until I was thirty, it was my thirtieth birthday when we met. He 

met a girl in England, and she’s his wife now and she always said, ‘you must have someone in 
Ireland belonging to you, everyone’… He said, ‘I’ve no one in Ireland’. And how that came about 
was when my Mam was in the nursing home, [location removed] she became very friendly with 
this girl, then my Mam died and this girl was bringing her… she went back to the home to collect 
her own son, he was fifteen and my brother was fifteen. She took the two of them over because 
she knew my Mam and my Mam was dead… 

 
CMcG Okay. 
 
SW …you see. So as I say, when I was in the home, she died and they never told me. My aunt rang 

and whatever…got notes to them anyway, but they never told me. 
 
CMcG Just…  
 
[Unidentified third party enters the room]  
 
[Irrelevant conversation regarding third party removed] 
 
CMcG So where did you go to school? 
 
SW I went to school in [location removed]. 
 
CMcG In [location removed], and did you hear about the Magdalene institutions when you were 

young?  

 
SW Never, no never. 
 
CMcG Never heard of them?  
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SW Never, no never, no. 
 
CMcG It’s just so that we can get a little bit of an idea of what people know.  

 
SW Yeah, yeah, yeah. 
 
CMcG So from that point then, just in terms of the laundry, which laundry were you in? 

 
SW Donnybrook…and Cork. 
 
CMcG And have you got the dates between...  

 
SW 1st February 195…I have it written...  
 
CMcG It’s in your [written] testimony anyway. That’s okay, that’s okay. 

 
SW …1st February yes, and after two years then I was moved to Cork. 
 
CMcG And you have all those dates written in there? Okay. 

 
SW Yes, yes. 
 
CMcG Can you tell us why did you go there? 
 

SW I had no…why did I go to… 
 

CMcG How did you end up in the laundry? 
 
SW I’ll tell you. I was working in a bed and breakfast in Parnell Street and this Sunday evening...I 

was grand, I never went out and never done anything wrong, these two ladies came in, I didn’t 
know who they were and then they said, ‘oh I can get you a better job than here, I can get you 
more money’ and all that kind of thing. So I didn’t know what to do because I was reared up 
very strict and you didn’t say no in them days, in the fifties you didn’t say no, you’d be afraid to 
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say no, so I said, ‘okay’. So they took me off in this car and they brought me to this big building 
which I hadn’t a clue where I was going and they brought me into this room and they said, ’we’re 
the Legion of Mary and we’re putting you in here for your own safety’. 

 
CMcG My God. 
 

SW And they accepted me, the nuns accepted me, the Legion of Mary, they were looking for cheap 
labour of course. So then the following…I slept there, cried all night long inside in this room and 
all was there was an iron bed and a bucket to go to the toilet, that’s all that was there. This one 
called Sheila [pseudonym] came down, I still can see her, came down and she says, ‘get them 
clothes off you,’ my own clothes, ‘and put them on you’. Now, real stupid clothes, big long skirt 
and the knickers makes me laugh. I still think about the knickers, with no gusset in the knickers 
and two big legs (laughs). No gusset, that was to shame you, you see, no bras, a big red 
petticoat and a big long skirt over that, no, a big long dress over that, all buttoned up with a big 
collar, and that was it, that was my uniform, and a hat. I was sent up then, up to the laundry, 
they were all praying around and singing hymns and praying and I hadn’t a clue where I was, I 
just didn’t know. You weren’t allowed to speak at all when they were singing hymns and then I 
asked a woman. I was put up folding clothes, folding sheets, and I said to this girl, ‘what’s this 
place?’ I said, ‘where am I?’, you know. She said, ‘this is a Magdalene convent’. She says, ‘shh, 
we can’t speak’. She said, ‘you’re not allowed to speak’. ‘A Magdalene convent in Donnybrook,’ 
she said, and that’s how I found out. And then we’d go down for dinner and you might get a bit 
of cabbage, you might get a potato and a bit of meat, do you know, about that size and then 
you’d get porridge in the evening time, that was your supper, porridge. We had two Masses 
every morning, one was at six o’clock and that was out kneeling in the corridor, saying the 
Angelus at six o’clock in the morning, and you had to make your bed. You’d come down then 
and you’d get porridge again for your breakfast, a cup of tea and a slice of bread, that was your 
breakfast, and you went back up to Mass then again and then you went straight to the laundry 
room.  

 
CMcG That was life? 
 

SW That was the life. I ran away then one Sunday evening. There were builders in, fellows painting 
inside and we watched, three of us, we watched this gate anyway, we used to sneak away to 
talk to each other, do you know what I mean? 
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CMcG You weren’t allowed talk? 
 
SW No, we weren’t allowed speak, we used to hide in behind the machines and the presses and all 

that, the things for pressing the clothes, we’d hide in behind there and have a chat and all that, 
and we decided we’d leave, we’d run out of the place. Of course I was only around fifteen like, 
I didn’t know any better. We spotted this gate where the lads were going in and out to work, so 
off we got ready. This Sunday evening, fancy, we were so stupid, we went in our uniforms. 
(Laughs) 

 
CMcG You didn’t know. I know, yeah. 
 

SW We were so stupid (laughs), and when I think about it now, we went off in our uniforms and then 
we’ll see, I don’t know where we went, we were seen in Donnybrook I know, we were going 
around in circles, and this woman took us in and she changed all our clothes and gave us all 
new clothes. The following morning…not new clothes, old clothes, she had daughters...the 
following morning then, the squad car came. I’d say she rang the convent myself, when she 
found out where we were. So they brought us back anyway to the convent, brought me back 
and one of the policemen…there was two policemen in the car, two guards, and one of them 
went in and brought me out a cone, an ice-cream. To tell you now, I was so childish, brought 
me out an ice-cream. They took me back into the convent and I don’t know where the other two 
went. I never seen them no more. 

 
CMcG Do you have any idea what Garda station they would have been from? 

 
SW Well they must have been from Donnybrook, they must have been, would have been local. 
 
CMcG It might be helpful for us to try and get records, you know. 

 
SW Yes, but we were allowed have our own name there, we weren’t...oh no, she said, ‘your number 

is sixty,’ this old one below in the room that morning, ‘and don’t you forget it,’ everything had to 
go by sixty. 

 
CMcG You weren’t allowed use your name? 
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SW No, my number was sixty, you weren’t called a saint’s name or anything like that, do you know 

what I mean, the way they do in the Good Shepherds and stuff, they all went by saints’ names. 
 
CMcG You went by numbers? 

 
SW We went by numbers. 
 
CMcG And, one of the questions here, I think you’ve probably answered it just now, ‘what was your 

reaction on arrival?’ You’ve kind of really covered that. 

 
SW Oh, I nearly died, I really did. 
 
CMcG You didn’t know what was happening to you?  

 
SW I couldn’t figure out, I just couldn’t and they were going out then when they left me into this 

room, a cell, it was a cell and all the doors, the big double doors and the locking of the doors. 
 
CMcG Oh yeah, we have questions about that as well. 
 

SW It was mighty now, absolutely mighty for us, there was double doors and then we were put up 
in those cells up in the corridors. We didn’t have…we all had cells and you were put in there 
then and that was your sleep. The doors were locked every night. The room door was locked 
and that was the same with...and the windows used to be up very high, like a small little window 
like that one there and I used to climb up the top of the bed to look out the window. 

 
CMcG And was this like a dormitory room? 
 
SW No it wasn’t a dormitory at all. 
 
CMcG A cell kind of thing? 
 
SW A cell, yes, everyone had their own cell.  
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CMcG And you were locked into your cell at night? 

 
SW At nine o’clock every night you were locked into that cell, winter, summer, all that, yes. 
 
CMcG When you arrived, were you made aware of your rights, or anything like that? 

 
SW No nothing at all, I was put to work straight away. 
 
CMcG Were you told how long you would be there? 

 
SW No, no, no, no. 
 
CMcG Were you told that you were free to leave? 

 
SW No, I wasn’t. When I went to get my records, the nun, Sister Gabriel [pseudonym], and she said 

to me, ‘no’ she says, ‘you could have left anytime you want’ and I just thought, ‘so I could have 
could I?’ I said. ‘And why did the guards come to bring me back so, if I could have left anytime 
I wanted’, I said, ‘why did they bring me back?’ 

 
CMcG And you weren’t told you could leave on a certain date? 

 
SW No, no. 
 
CMcG Like when you turned eighteen or anything like that? 

 
SW No, no, they brought me back and I was still, I suppose I was about twelve months there that 

time. 
 
CMcG Do you have any idea why any of the other women were there? Did you get any of their stories 

at the time? 

 
SW No, not really, no everyone was very kind of secretive. 
 
CMcG About why they were there? 
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SW I found that yes. I reckon some had babies but I mean, I didn’t have a baby and I didn’t…I 
wasn’t on the streets and I don’t know what the hell, why I was taken in at all you know, and 
the woman that owned the bed and breakfast wasn’t there that evening. It was of a Sunday 
evening and the other two girls was working there and they were going out or doing something 
and of course I was there, and I loved it, you know what I mean, country girls love work very 
early…young that time.  

 
CMcG I suppose in both cases we need to cover these questions for Sundays Well as well nearly, you 

know in terms of your transfer and how that happened but... 
 

SW Oh it wasn’t Sundays Well they sent me now. It was Saint Vincent’s. 
 
CMcG Sorry, it was Peacock Lane you were in wasn’t it?  

 
SW Yes, Saint Vincent’s. 
 
CMcG Actually I’ll just finish the questions about Donnybrook first because I just…’cause I’m conscious 

that you were in two so we need to ask some of the questions again. In terms of Donnybrook, 
were there mostly older women or were they younger? 

 
SW I was the youngest there when I went in there. 
 
CMcG You were fourteen, fifteen, weren’t you?  

 
SW I was fifteen when I went into Donnybrook. I was two years there. I was seventeen when I... 

then I was the youngest in Saint Vincent’s and then this girl came in one day from Roscommon, 
you know, the orphanage in Roscommon. Two of them came, and she had a pair of sandals 
on and a pair of ankle socks and a summer dress. If they couldn’t find a job for you they’d put 
you out, put you into the homes. There was, there was older people, very mixed group. 

 
CMcG So, in terms of how you got down to Cork, what was... 
 
SW Two nuns brought me down on the train. 
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CMcG Just didn’t tell you what you were going, did they say what you were going for? 
 
SW They called me, I was inside in the big ironing room you know, you can imagine like, the size 

of them, and I was ironing away and then she done this at the door, ‘we want you,’(beckoning). 
So I went up and she says, ‘get into them clothes’. It was someone else’s clothes she gave me, 
and ‘we’re taking you to Cork, ’she said, ‘because you’ll be nearer to your aunt...because you’ll 
be nearer to your aunt,' so I was there two years. I used to write and write and write but I didn’t 
see half the letters. 

 
CMcG And that was the Sisters of Charity? 

 
SW And I was writing to my mother, that was dead. 
 
CMcG And you didn’t know she was dead when you were writing? 

 
SW No, no, no they never told me and my aunt, Lord, I’ll never forget it, it was like someone put a 

knife through me. My aunt came, oh yes, the day they sent me home they put me on a bus from 
Cork to Limerick and she says, ‘when you get to Limerick you get another bus,’ which I knew 
there was another bus going down home. So I got on that bus and then Auntie Marion met me, 
and of course I couldn’t wait and I said to her when we were going up the lane and I said to her, 
‘how’s Mam?’, and she said, ‘your Mam is dead,’ she said. 

 
CMcG Who said that to you? 

 
SW My aunt, it was like someone putting a knife through me, I’ll never forget it, you know. 
 
CMcG Of course it was, yeah, yeah. God, it’s no time to be finding out is it? 

 
SW Yes, exactly. I didn’t go out for ages or anything, I didn’t go outside the door, I was terrified of 

the dark. I used to sit alongside the fire, they had a big open fire at home, down there every 
day and every night, I couldn’t move. 
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CMcG Of course. And again, when you arrived in Cork, you know, what…were you made aware of 
your rights, were you told how long you would be there? 

 
SW No, not at all, the same thing all over again, no, but it wasn’t as hard as Donnybrook, you know, 

and we didn’t wear that mad uniform.  
 
CMcG Right. Were you in a uniform at all? 
 
SW No. You were allowed to wear your own clothes. They used to...skirts you know, and things like 

that like, it wouldn’t be great like, but it wasn’t a uniform. 
 
CMcG And again, for Cork do you have any idea why some of the other women were there? 

 
SW I know some of them came over from the Good Shepherds. 
 
CMcG In Cork, so, transferred from? 

 
SW Yes, a lot of them came from the Good Shepherds, I know that, and they came from 

Ballaghaderreen. Where is that, Ballaghaderreen is up in Sligo, isn’t it? 
 
CMcG Sligo or Mayo, yeah.  
 

SW Yes there was an orphanage up there, a lot of them came down from there. 
 
CMcG They were transferred from an orphanage, down? 
 
SW Yes, because if they didn’t get a job for them at fifteen, they were all put into those places. 
 
CMcG When they couldn’t get employment once they were fifteen they were put in?  
 
SW Yes, yes, that’s right yes. 
 
CMcG My God.  
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[Irrelevant conversation regarding recording removed] 
 
[End of Audio File 1] 
 
[Audio File 2 Begins] 
 
CMcG So, a very general question, how did you feel about being…when you…at that time, how did 

you feel when you were there, like, how did you feel about being in the laundry? 

 
SW I felt dreadful, because again, like that again, I didn’t know why I was there, you know, but we 

were allowed that little bit extra freedom. 
 
CMcG When you were in Cork? 
 
SW Yes, you made friends, I made friends with this other girl. She was reared in the Good 

Shepherds and we could kind of talk to each other that bit more, it was more relaxed you know. 
 
CMcG It was a bit more human? 

 
SW It was, yes. You worked though, the same kind of work and all that kind of stuff, you were still 

in at night and everything. 
 
CMcG Don’t worry, we have questions on that. So, I’ve already asked you about...in Donnybrook you 

had a number. In Peacock Lane, was there a house name or were you allowed use your own 
name? 

 
SW One hundred, I was. 
 
CMcG You were one hundred in Peacock Lane, so that was numbers as well? 
 
SW Yes, numbers, we went by numbers. 
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CMcG You have answered a little bit in terms of Donnybrook about what living conditions were like. 
Maybe if you could fill us in a little bit about Peacock Lane, what it was like or if you have 
anything extra in terms of living conditions?  

 
SW Well, it was all right, it wasn’t too bad. 
 
CMcG Were you in a cell as well?  

 
SW In a cell, yes in Cork as well, the very same, yes, but in Donnybrook, maybe I shouldn’t go back 

to Donnybrook. 
 
CMcG Yeah, no, that’s okay. 
 
SW I was beaten up a couple of times by…some of the girls there had these things about nuns, for 

nuns, I couldn’t understand it, and this nun was very nice to me, Sister Colette [pseudonym] 
and I went up to my cell for something one day and the next thing I was torn by the hair of the 
head. I had lovely long blonde hair on me, she tore me down and kicked me all over the place, 
all because I was friendly with Sister Colette, which I couldn’t understand for the life of me. This 
happened a couple of times, there was another girl... 

 
CMcG  And this was another girl beating you up because you were just nice to a nun or whatever? 

 
SW Yes, I would speak to the nun yes. A lot of that went on, you know. 
 
CMcG Between the other girls and women...fighting together, that kind of thing? 
 
SW Yes, that kind of thing. 
 
CMcG And, where did you sleep, you were saying in both cases it was a kind of a cell? 
 
SW A cell, yes. 
 
CMcG And, in both cases they were locked? 
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SW They were yes.  
 
CMcG You answered the question already about what did you wear, so there was a uniform in 

Donnybrook and... 

 
SW A uniform in Donnybrook and your own clothes in Cork. 
 
CMcG And what was the food like? 

 
SW It was similar. We got one egg a year. 
 
CMcG One egg a year? 

 
SW That was Easter Sunday in the morning. 
 
CMcG And are you talking about a hen’s egg? 

 
SW Yes, yes, a proper egg for our breakfast, yes. 
 
CMcG Once a year? 
 

SW Yes. 
 
CMcG And would you get much in the way of meat or anything like that? 

 
SW No, no you wouldn’t. I tried then, I tried to commit suicide at one stage to get attention.  
 
CMcG When you were in the laundry? 

 
SW Yes, I did. 
 
CMcG My God, and did it...? 

 
SW No it didn’t do anything, no, no it didn’t.  
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CMcG What kind of opportunities for recreation or exercise or anything like that? 
 
SW No we got no recreation, because I used to make the rugs, I used to do a lot of knitting, I used 

to make, you know the handmade rugs for the front of the fire, I used to make them. That’s what 
we’d do, after our tea in the evenings, we’d go up to the work rooms, they called it, and we 
would make the...some would do embroidery.  

 
CMcG And was that a recreational activity? 

 
SW You could speak to each other in this room.  
 
CMcG But you didn’t have to do that? 

 
SW But you were still working.  
 
CMcG That was still work? 

 
SW No that’s night time, no. 
 
CMcG But that was kind of as a hobby? 
 
SW Oh yes, you’d have to do something, yes. 
 
CMcG And was that both in Donnybrook and... 
 
SW Making holy pictures and all that kind of stuff.  
 
CMcG …and was that in both laundries? 
 
SW Yes, in both places. Actually, I have a couple of pictures at home that I done, yeah.  
 
CMcG Really, wow, they’re historical artefacts at this stage. 
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SW Yeah, yeah I still have them at home. 
 
CMcG That’s amazing. And were there any opportunities for education? 

 
SW No, no, because I left school at thirteen-and-a-half I was put out to work at thirteen-and-a-half. 
 
CMcG And you were working! 

 
SW Yes, I was working yeah. 
 
CMcG And in terms of, we kind of touched on this, were you allowed to make friends, in Donnybrook 

no, but Peacock Lane? 

 
SW Well yes you could in...normal you know...you could, yes, but you had your day’s work to do as 

well and of a Saturday then you had to scrub all the place, the area where you would be working, 
you would have to scrub all that, down on your knees, you would have to get down to scrub all 
that floor, maybe you would have to do it a couple of times. 

 
CMcG To their liking? 
 
SW To their liking yes. 
 
CMcG How would you describe your relationships with the women who worked in…like your fellow... 

 
SW Oh all right, they were okay yes.  
 
CMcG Were friends and relatives able to visit you? 

 
SW They weren’t. I was too far away for everyone...I had no visitors.  
 
CMcG No visitors whatsoever? 

 
SW No, no. 
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CMcG Were there any other visitors that you recall? 

 
SW Oh, coming to see the other girls? They used to, yes. 
 
CMcG In both Donnybrook and Peacock Lane? 

 
SW Yes. 
 
CMcG Was that a regular occurrence? 

 
SW It was, yes, but they’d read the letter before...if I got a letter from my aunt, they would read it 

first. 
 
CMcG And would they censor anything out of it, if there was anything they didn’t like? 
 
SW If there was something they didn’t like you wouldn’t get the letter.  
 
CMcG You just wouldn’t get the whole letter at all? 
 
SW No, and if I wrote a letter to my aunt, that would be read as well, that would be read before it 

went out. 
 
CMcG What kind of other contact with the outside world would you have had…would you have any 

newspapers or radio? 

 
SW No, God, oh there was a radio, a communal radio and that would be turned off...Luxembourg I 

remember, Radio Luxembourg or something was on. That was all we had at night time, we had 
no radio during the day, it was all praying and singing hymns during the day. 

 
CMcG Was praying and singing hymns compulsory? 
 
SW While you’re working, yes. 
 
CMcG You had to do that? 
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SW No contact with the outside world. No contact at all. 
 
CMcG How would you describe your relationships with the nuns? 
 
SW Well, some were all right you know, and more were horrid like, you’d get the belt of the keys on 

the top of the head you would, the big heavy keys. They had them here on their side all the 
time and if you didn’t do...they’d have me up in the ironing room then where I was doing all the 
shirts and everything and if there was a tiny bit of a crease it would be thrown into my face and 
I would get a belt of the keys if you didn’t do a thing right. 

 
CMcG I think you’ve probably answered this, did you have any relationship with friends or family 

outside the institution? 

 
SW No, no, no. Of course when the fellows came in to do the painting, sure we were running around 

after them weren’t we, (laughs) the natural thing to... 
 
CMcG Of course, of course, and that actually brings me to the next question, did you have any 

relationship with visitors to the institution? Did you try and…you try and…make friends with 
them yeah?  

 

[Irrelevant conversation regarding audio recording removed] 
 
SW Yes, hoping maybe someday they’d come along and take us out of it (laughs). 
 
CMcG Well, naturally enough! 

 
[End of Audio File 2] 
 
[Audio File 3 Begins] 
 
SW How do I know, how I sound on that [recording device] now... 
 
CMcG Oh, you sound just fine, trust me. In terms of working conditions, what work did you do? 
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SW I done everything, I was in the laundry room first, folding sheets and taking…carrying all them 

up into the place where...the packing room. We used to have big bundles of sheets and…up 
and down big long corridors.  

 
CMcG Would there have been labels on them to say where they were going to? 
 
SW Yes, a lot of them came in from factories, or, not factories, the soldiers and the hospitals, the 

barracks we’ll say, and the hospitals. 
 
CMcG Do you remember any particular names of hospitals and barracks that would have...? 

 
SW I don’t, no. 
 
CMcG Were you paid? 

 
SW (Laughs) I was paid two pence a week, and on a piece of paper. 
 
CMcG And was that considered a wage or pocket money? 

 
SW That was a wage and they’d open the shop, two pence written on a piece of paper and they 

had a sweet shop open of a Sunday morning and you would go up with that two pence. 
 
CMcG And what would you get for the two pence? 

 
SW A couple of sweets, a few sweets. 
 
CMcG And what were you getting paid say when you were out working before you got kidnapped?1 

 
SW God, do you know, I forget, would you believe it. 
 
CMcG I suppose I’m asking to get a kind of a comparison. 

 
1  The interviewer knew the interviewee for many years prior to the interview and during that time the interviewee 

frequently used the term ‘kidnapped’ to describe how she came to be in the laundry, hence the interviewer’s use of 
the term here. 
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SW I suppose it would have been about ten pounds a week I’d say, that time, ten shillings and my 

keep.2 
 
CMcG And the nuns were paying you two pence? 

 
SW Two pence yes. 
 
CMcG Enough to buy a couple of sweets? 

 
SW Yes, a few sweets, and you would spend that on Sunday then.  
 
CMcG But it wouldn’t have been enough to get a train or anything like that? 

 
SW Oh God no (laughs). 

 
CMcG How many days per week did you work? 
 

SW Six. 
 
CMcG Six days a week. What hours did you work? 

 
SW From...we started, we went to Mass first from six to seven and then we’d have our breakfast 

and we’d be down in the laundry room at nine o’clock and we’d finish at around six and we got 
half an hour for our lunch of course, and you were finished then. We went down for our tea 
then, we were finished except if we wanted to go up to the recreation room to do the...I used to 
make handbags and all that, I still have two handbags at home. I must show them to you,. 
brown leather handbags. It was like a prison though, like that now you know and I made rugs 
when I came home. 

 
CMcG Did you feel like you had any kind of freedom? 

 

 
2  The interviewee originally stated ‘ten or fifteen pounds a week’ but later clarified that it was ten shillings and her 

keep. 
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SW Oh none at all whatsoever no. 
 
CMcG It felt like a prison? 

 
SW It felt like a prison, yes. 
 
CMcG Was every day the same, or were there any special events or holidays? 

 
SW No, no special events, no gosh no holidays at all. The only bit of freedom...we were allowed to 

walk up and down a place called the bleach where they used to put out the sheets in the 
summertime, clothes lines and all that, you’d walk up and down there. That was your freedom. 
Other than that there was nothing else. 

 
CMcG What were working conditions like? 
 
SW You could stand in half a foot of water sometimes down in the laundry all day, when I started 

there first.  
 
CMcG Feet soaking wet like? 

 
SW Yes, yes. 
 
CMcG And would you have had a change of shoes or anything ? 
 
SW Not at all, you’d wear boots that time in Cork, you had boots. 
 
CMcG Were there accidents, you know, bleach or...? 
 
SW Not that I remember.  
 
CMcG We’ve heard stories from other places of people…of arms getting caught in machines and stuff 

like that...you don’t recall anything major in that respect? 

 
SW No.  
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CMcG What happened if you did not want to or you couldn’t work? 
 
SW You’d be beaten down the stairs, you’d be beaten up and brought down and made work. 
 
CMcG In both laundries? 
 
SW Yes. I got very ill then at one stage, oh yes, first when I got my period, the first time getting my 

periods was there and of course people were shouting for a doctor, I think they thought I was 
pregnant or something. But I was never even with a man at that stage to tell you the truth, 
never, but there was a big hullaballoo anyway. Brought the doctor then, then the doctor came 
again and a couple of times I’d say, but I wasn’t pregnant.  

 
CMcG What kind of treatment did you receive from the doctor?  
 
SW Oh I was left in bed, but if you done anything wrong now, just say now I got a bit lazy and 

decided, ‘I’m not going to do that today’, you’d be taken up to your room, up to your cell and 
you’d get a glass of water and that’s all you’d get all day, and the doors would be locked a ll 
day. You would get nothing to eat. So you soon come to your senses and say I want something 
to eat don’t you?  

 
CMcG Absolutely, yes, absolutely. 
 

SW You’d get the few belts to the top of the head as well, always on the head you know, with the 
keys.  

 
CMcG Can you recall what happened to other people who were ill, was it the same sort of scenario? 

 
SW I’d say so, yes, I’d say so. They had a...you know, what do you call it there...a kind of place to 

recover, I can’t think of the name of it now, like they’d put you down there maybe for a day or 
two. 

 
CMcG Kind of like a sick bay kind of a thing? 
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SW Yes, kind of like that. They had another name for it now, but I can’t think…  
 
CMcG It’s okay. Can you remember if any government officials or employees, or factory inspectors, 

Gardaí? 

 
SW No, I never remember anything, no.  
 
CMcG And, you were saying a doctor would come if somebody was sick, so the doctor would have 

been the only kind of official type of person that would have been there? 

 
SW Yes. 
 
CMcG What parts of the laundry would they have been in, would they have seen other part, other 

than...  

 
SW No, you would be brought up to a special room upstairs, a part of the convent and he wouldn’t 

see anything else. 
 
CMcG ...and would anybody talk to him or... 
 
SW No, the nun would be standing beside you so you wouldn’t really say anything. 
 
CMcG So you wouldn’t get a chance to say anything, right, right.  
 

[Irrelevant conversation regarding questionnaire removed]  
 
CMcG I’ve already asked if it was possible to tell where the clothing was going to and from. 
 
SW That was the only thing I remember,  
 
CMcG There was army and the hospitals? 
 
SW The army and the hospitals yes.  
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CMcG So you would have recognised uniforms and that sort of stuff? 

 
SW Oh yes... oh and what do you call them, that maternity hospital...  
 
CMcG Holles Street? 

 
SW …Holles Street, yes. Holles Street, I remember that. 
 
CMcG Did you ever have any contact or talk to the people delivering the clothes to the laundry?  

 
SW No, I wasn’t down in that section.  
 
CMcG But would other women have, would there have been contact? 

 
SW Yes, a couple would, well, they would sort of, they’d be older now, they wouldn’t leave the 

young ones down around there at all, you know. Some of the older ones now were worse than 
the nuns. 

 
CMcG Right, because they were there a long time? 

 
SW Because they were there so long probably, and then you see a lot of them, they’d have had 

nowhere to go, they had no one belonging to them. 
 
CMcG And would the older ones have had a supervisory kind of a role? 

 
SW They would, yes, yes, yes, they’d be shouting at you like the nuns, they would yes, and they’d 

complain you... 
 
CMcG And would there be any kind of, a trust issue with them, like? 
 
SW No not from us. 
 
CMcG Would you be afraid to trust them? 
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SW Oh God I would yes, I would have been yes.  
 
CMcG I think you’ve already as much as said this one, were you allowed to leave?  

 
SW No, no, no. We used to, I used to sit up in the laundry room, I’d sit up there at night time crying 

my eyes out, often done that. You’d hide, you’d be hiding behind the big machines.  
 
CMcG Not knowing whether you could leave or not. 
 
SW And you see, you didn’t know why you were there, what am I here for like? 
 
CMcG Of course. And again, I know the answer to this, you did try and escape, you’ve already covered 

that.  

 
SW I did, yes. 
 
CMcG Did anyone else try to escape while you were there?  
 
SW There was three of us that went together, three of us, but not that I know of after that. 
 
CMcG You didn’t know of any other...to your knowledge, how did people leave the Magdalene, how 

did they get out, like in the regular sense of the word? 

 
SW Well, I suppose if they had parents maybe that came and took them out but not many left while 

I was there, you know, I can’t remember anyone leaving…but I go down to Cork now to visit 
women, I told you that.  

 
CMcG That are still there. I’ve another question on that coming. Did you ever ask them when you 

would be able to leave?  

 
SW Oh I was asking every day, I told them I wanted to leave, every day I think I went to the office. 
 
CMcG You told them every day that you wanted to leave? 
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SW Yeah, yeah. 
 
CMcG And what was the reply? 

 
SW They said, ‘oh you’re not ready to go yet, you can’t go yet, maybe next year when you’re older’. 
 
CMcG ‘You’re not ready?’ 

 
SW Yeah. 
 
CMcG And they didn’t expand on what ‘not ready’ meant? 

 
SW No, no, not ready.  
 
CMcG You’ve already answered this, were the doors locked?  

 
SW Oh yes, in the cells, and the lights off, no light.  
 
CMcG In both Peacock Lane and in Donnybrook? 

 
SW Yes, no lights. 
 
CMcG Where they locked from the inside or the outside? 
 
SW The outside. 
 
CMcG Again, I think you’ve touched on this, the windows, were they locked?  
 
SW With bars, there was bars, like that one up there now, you see the one on the top and bars on 

the outside. 
 
CMcG Could you reach them? 

 
SW I used to climb up on the top of the bed, you know on the big iron bar of the bed, up like that. 
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CMcG You would have to get up to that level to see? 
 
SW Oh I would, yes, I’d look out the window, yes. 
 
CMcG If you were up at that level you could see outside? 
 
SW I could see a bit, but they had bars on the windows anyway you couldn’t (laughs). 
 
CMcG You couldn’t have got out through them? 
 
SW No way down. 
 
CMcG How did you manage to leave in the end? 
 
SW We were spotting this gate that was...the lads left it open...the fellow that was in working, they 

only had it propped up with a stick or something, they had it propped up and we were watching 
it, three of us, and that’s how we went. We got one night of freedom, in four years. and the 
woman brought us in and made us tea and all, she like, we stayed in her place, in her house, 
but it was funny, the following morning then, the guards came. 

 
CMcG And in terms of how you left, as in for good, how did you get out that time? 

 
SW From Cork? 
 
CMcG Yes? 

 
SW They said they were sending me home, she called me out and she said to me, ‘I’m sending you 

home to your aunt today’. 
 
CMcG Just like that, no reason? 
 
SW Just like that. I didn’t get a chance to say goodbye to anyone or anything.  
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CMcG Any of your friends in the laundry, you weren’t able to say goodbye to them? 

 
SW No, no-one knew I was gone. 
 
CMcG Was there any incident like say, beforehand that would have, kind of, you know... 

 
SW No, no, not that I remember, no, she just called me away from my job, from my work. I was 

ironing, I was in the ironing room and they just called me over, the head nun came down and 
she said, ‘I’m sending you home to your aunt today’. 

 
CMcG And, how did that all happen, your aunt came and collected you? 

 
SW No, she put me on a bus to Limerick. 
 
CMcG Did she give you any money? 

 
SW Just the price of the bus, that was all I got and then the bus down to [location removed] to meet 

my aunt then, she met me. They wrote ahead to my aunt...  
 
CMcG ...and told her to meet you? 

 
SW Yes. 
 
CMcG Were you released to a position of employment? Or you were just released? 

 
SW No, just released. As they said, what’s this they said, disposed of. 
 
CMcG Disposed of? 

 
SW Yes. 
 
CMcG That’s what they said? 

 
SW Yes, that’s what it said on my records, I was disposed, like emptying out the bins you know. 
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CMcG Disposed, finished, yeah. Did anybody die while you were in the laundry? 
 
SW They did, one woman died, I can remember, yes. 
 
CMcG Was that in Donnybrook or in Peacock Lane? 
 
SW In Donnybrook, a young girl, she had cancer. Maria [pseudonym]...what’s this her...Maria 

Devine [pseudonym], she had a special name, that’s all I knew, Maria Devine. She was buried, 
when I went back I went up to the graveyard and they did have a stone with her name on it, in 
Donnybrook.  

 
CMcG Do you remember if she was buried in a coffin? 

 
SW I can’t remember that, no, no, can’t remember that. 
 
CMcG Were you allowed go to the funeral? 

 
SW No, no, no, no. 
 
CMcG Do you remember if there was a Mass for her?  
 
SW No, I can’t remember that now, honestly.  
 
CMcG Or a priest or anything like that?  
 
SW No, I can’t. 
 
CMcG That’s okay. Now was there a process to make a formal complaint? 
 
SW No.  
 
CMcG Did you complain to anyone anyway when you were there? 
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SW Oh I used to be crying to go home to get out, I wanted to get out of this place and all that kind 
of thing, it went on every day from all the people that were there, except the old ladies, the old 
ladies wouldn’t want to go. That was their home then I suppose. I mean if they were there thirty 
or forty years, you know… 

 
CMcG They knew no better, yes, yeah. 
 
SW ...where were they going to go sort of thing. 
 
CMcG And since you’ve gotten out, have you made a complaint to the nuns? 
 
SW Only when I went to Donnybrook to get my records and she turned round then and she said, 

‘do you know,’ she said, ‘you could have went any time you wanted’.  
 
CMcG And was that her only response to your complaint? 

 
SW That was her only response. ‘I barely remember you now Sara,’ she says, ‘because I was only 

a novice’, and that’s what she was. But Sister Maria Patrick [pseudonym], I asked her about 
some of the nuns, but Sister Maria Patrick was in the hospice and seemingly she got on to 
Sister Maria Patrick, I have the letter there, it’s there in one of those things, in here, you can 
have them you see, and it said on the card there, ‘sure I remember you well Sara here,’ she 
says, ‘in Donnybrook’. 

 
CMcG So she confirmed. 

 
SW She confirmed that. 
 
CMcG Have you complained to anyone else like say a Minister, or the Gardaí or the Human Rights 

Commission, have you ever done any kind of personal complaint? 

 
[Identifying information removed] 
 
SW I met him...a few journalists now, journalists.  
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CMcG Would you ever have thought of going to...I’m asking you because we’ll be asked these 
questions... 

 
SW I got counselling...I had to get counselling. 
 
CMcG ...well, that’s…absolutely, but in terms of complaining about what happened to you, did you 

ever report it to the Gardaí? 

 
SW No, I never reported it to the Gardaí, no. 
 
CMcG And would you have a reason for not having done that or…?  

 
SW But you see at the time I was afraid, and I was afraid even to give my name to anyone, that 

was why when I started...I’ll tell you what happened me, when I got into this journalism for 
starters was...one day I picked up...I was babysitting my friend’s children. I picked up this 
book...it was the Talty, was the name of the book, if you remember and I read it.3 And in the 
book there was a story about the Magdalene convents and about the girls and it said that the 
girls were prostitutes, they were prostitutes, unmarried mothers and prostitutes, were in the 
Magdalene convents. So I got violent anyway I did, so I wrote…I rang…I wrote straight away—
no I rang. See, they gave a number and I rang it straight away and I had the journalist down 
the following day, and then, she knew Noeleen Burke [pseudonym] and she got me on to 
Noeleen Burke.  

 
CMcG What was the journalist? 

 
SW I can’t think of her name now either, I’m sorry, she was [identifying information removed].  
 
CMcG Would you have a particular reason for not going to the Gardaí…it just didn’t occur to you? 

 
SW No, no, I think I was ashamed to, like, to say it to anyone. 
 
CMcG And even since would it have occurred to you? Again, I’m thinking of the questions they’re going 

to be thinking of… 

 
3  The interviewee may be referring to Tatty by Christine Dwyer Hickey https://www.newisland.ie/fiction/tatty  

https://www.newisland.ie/fiction/tatty
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SW Yes, ‘why didn’t you do’, yeah, yeah. I was [a]shamed to let my family know.4 
 
CMcG ...because that’s one of the things that Alan Shatter [Minister for Justice] has said, and that’s 

not to make you feel uncomfortable or anything.5 
 

SW Oh, I know, yes. 
 
CMcG And that’s okay I mean, because if it’s... 

 
SW In the beginning I wouldn’t talk to anyone about it, it’s only in the past ten years I’m coming out, 

I don’t care now, you know that kind of thing.  
 
CMcG Exactly…that you’re talking…exactly. 
 
SW And then I met Patsy you know. 
 
CMcG Patsy McGarry? 
 
SW Patsy McGarry [Irish Times journalist], he was very nice to me. 
 
[End of Audio File 3]  
 
[Audio File 4 Begins] 
 
CMcG Again, I know the answer to this, did you apply to the nuns for your records? 
 

 
4  The interviewee made this additional insertion after reading her transcript. 
5  The week before Sara’s interview, in response to a parliamentary question from Maureen O’Sullivan, TD, then 

Minister for Justice Alan Shatter stated: 
 

Persons seeking an investigation with a view to a criminal prosecution should and can make a complaint to An 
Garda Síochána. As far as I know, no such complaint has been made. Under our legal system, the right to 
compensation for a tort is enforceable through civil proceedings in the courts. As far as I know, no such 
proceedings have been taken. It is of considerable importance that the work undertaken by Senator McAleese 
proceeds so that we get a full and clear narrative. 

 
See: https://www.kildarestreet.com/debates/?id=2012-03-13.29.0&s  

 

https://www.kildarestreet.com/debates/?id=2012-03-13.29.0&s
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SW I did. They told me they had none. 
 
CMcG They told you they had none? 

 
SW They had…‘no record belonging to you,’ they said, so I kept that and I went up to the convent.  
 
CMcG Did you make an appointment or did you...? 

 
SW I rang and made an appointment. 
 
CMcG And what happened then that changed? 
 

SW She brought me into the room and all that and she gave them out to me. I wasn’t going to leave 
until I got them.  

 
CMcG Did she give any explanation as to why they said no the first time? 

 
SW She didn’t know that my records were there, she didn’t know, she said. 
 
CMcG Did the nuns try and deny that you were in the laundry? 

 
SW Oh they did yes, like that she said she didn’t remember me, but Sister Maria Patrick confirmed 

it. 
 
CMcG Did you ever apply for any State records or anything like that? I know your case is a little bit 

different in that there probably wouldn’t be much in that way. 

 
SW No, no, I was only…I was four when my aunt took me out of...well my Mam came as well when 

I was taken out of Roscrea. 
 
CMcG Okay, that was Seán Ross… 
 
SW  I was four, yeah. 
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CMcG Did you make an application to the Redress Board? 

 
SW I did and I was told...I did and I have them letters as well from the solicitor, she’s from Cork and 

she said I wouldn’t have a hope in hell, because… 
 
CMcG ...the solicitor told you? 
 
SW Yes because I wasn’t in an orphanage, that’s what she said. 
 
CMcG So the last little bit then, and again, you’ve touched on bits of it. Did you speak about the 

Magdalene after you left?  

 
SW No, because I was too nervous, I was too ashamed, I was ashamed, ashamed... and you know 

John [pseudonym] knows, I told John. You see my marriage and all broke up over it because I 
told him, told my husband, thinking I was doing right and all was thrown into my face then so 
we broke up. So as John said to me, you done nothing wrong, it was them that done wrong, 
but I had it in here though that I was after doing something wrong that I was locked up like that, 
but I didn’t. 

 
CMcG Of course not, of course not. How do you now feel about the time that you were in the laundry? 

 
SW Dreadful now sometimes, dreadful. I do, I get sick of the thoughts of it now. 
 
CMcG And again, you’ve kind of answered this as well. Has it affected you since you left, the time that 

you spent there? 

 
SW Well it has, when I came out first it did, I never went outside the door for months. I didn’t go 

outside the door, I was terrified of the dark and wasn’t able to eat or anything. My aunt thought 
I was ready for the sanatorium when she collected me off the bus, I was that miserable looking. 

 
CMcG And one last question and again I kind of know the answer to this from having talked to you, do 

you ever visit any of the women who are still institutionalised? 
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SW Aye, yes I do. One died now, and she was my best friend we’ll say in the convent and she died 
since, but I still go down to see Rita [pseudonym] and Mairéad Woods [pseudonym]. 

 
CMcG And how are they? 
 
SW They’re grand now, they’re grand. Well, Mairéad’s never going to change, Mairéad, that’s the 

girl that came in with the ankle socks and sandals. She was next to me because she was…I 
was the youngest then she was the youngest. 

 
CMcG So you remember her coming in? 
 
SW I do. 
 
CMcG And, what…what…compared to when she...was she mentally sane, intact when she arrived? 
 
SW Oh she was, a bit backward all right, harmless kind of but not, I wouldn’t say she was backwards 

to that extent you know, she wasn’t. 
 
CMcG And is there a difference now in her? 

 
SW No, she was still the same.  
 
CMcG Is she institutionalised? 
 
SW She is, she is. 
 
CMcG Would she be in a worse mental state now than [when she arrived in the laundry]? 
 
SW She is. I used to bring the three of them up to my house for a weekend maybe, and the three 

of them would cuddle together. Lord have mercy on Frances [pseudonym]. The three of them 
would cuddle together on the couch, and then they’d have, nine o’clock up to bed, up the stairs 
and all their tablets and everything. 

 
CMcG Still in their routine  
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SW Yes and then in the mornings the three of them would get up together and come down for 

breakfast together, you know that kind of thing, in that routine yes, and they used to get so 
much money then to spend, maybe fifteen euros and they’d be trying to get presents out of 
that. I’d try to bring them up to [location removed] and they’d be trying to get presents for the 
others out of it. 

 
CMcG And would that be out of a pension? 
 
SW Well, they weren’t getting the pension now that time at all, they weren’t sixty-five when this 

happened. But now, Mairéad works down in the refectory and she cleans off, she cleans all that 
place and she gets €30 a week now, that’s what she gets and her keep I suppose. The other 
woman doesn’t work. 

 
CMcG Is there any tax paid for her or anything? 
 

SW I couldn’t tell you. 
 
CMcG Is that an arrangement with the priest or with the... 
 
SW The nuns I suppose, I never asked them now and she probably doesn’t know. 
 
CMcG What age is she now? 

 
SW She’s sixty-three or sixty-four now.  
 
CMcG And she’s still working? 

 
SW Yes. 
 
CMcG Do you know how many hours per week she’s doing? 

 
SW She’s working every day, seven days a week. 
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CMcG Nine to five like, or...? 

 
SW She’s...yeah, yeah. 
 
CMcG And she’s getting paid thirty euros? 

 
SW Thirty euros a week 
 
CMcG For that? 

 
SW Yes. 
 
CMcG Today? 

 
SW Yes. 
 
CMcG My God. 

 
SW Yes. 
 
CMcG So, that was my last question, so if there is anything else that you wanted to add, if there’s 

anything at all that is after springing to mind. 

 
SW Well you’ll get it now if you read my [written testimony (included on next page)] you have my 

story. 
 
[Interview ends] 
  



37 

Transcript of Sara W’s written testimony provided to JFM for submission to the Inter-
Departmental Committee on the Magdalene Laundries 
 
One Sunday evening, February 1st 1954,6 I was working in a bed and breakfast in Parnell Street, Dublin. 
I was only fifteen years and I was very happy there, a Miss Murphy [pseudonym] owned the place. On 
that Sunday I was after working all day two women came in there, they came over to me to talk, then they 
said you are far too good and too nice to be working here, we will bring you to a nicer place to work with 
more money. I could not understand what it was all about and I was afraid to ask any questions as I was 
never allowed to ask any questions at home. I maintain I was kidnapped, they were the Legion of Mary 
from Harcourt Street, one was Miss Jennings [pseudonym]. That is how I ended up in Donnybrook. My 
Mam died RIP, I was never told, my auntie said she told them I don’t know, I did not find out for four years 
until they sent me home to Tipperary. My aunt RIP took care of me when my Mam went to work. My 
aunt’s step son raped whenever he felt like it, when he was left to take care of me, when she went to 
town. I was always afraid to tell anyone, I was very young, that man is dead now. Between ten, eleven I 
had no idea what was going on. Because my best friend had a brother and I just thought that was the 
thing to do. All this happened when my aunt and her husband were gone to town or wherever. He used 
to threaten me about what would happen if I ever told them or anyone. I seen my mother now and then, 
I was never allowed to speak to her alone when she came to see me. This cruel life went on until I was 
thirteen-and-a-half, I was put out to work in a big farmer’s house to do outside work, take care of the 
house and five young children. Then my blood ran into water. I was very sick and had to give up the job. 
I had to go back to my aunt’s house until I got strong enough to work again. Then I went to work in a big 
house where I had to scrub and wash clean and all house work. So when I was fourteen-and-a-half I left 
that job and I ran away to Dublin, where I got a job in a bed and breakfast where I also worked very hard. 
I was there about six months when one Sunday evening, two ladies from the Legion of Mary came to the 
bed and breakfast and asked me to go to a new job with them. I could not understand as I had not done 
anything wrong. I was afraid to ask any questions as I was never allowed to ask anything. Getting back 
to that Sunday evening in February, I was only gone fifteen years of age, I did not have a clue where I 
was going. They brought me into this room, went through two big heavy doors then I heard the two doors 
been locked from the outside. There was just an iron bed and a bucket in the room. I cried all night long 
wondering what was going to happen to me. So the next morning this very cross looking woman came 
to the room, she was carrying a bundle of clothes on her arm. She just said get those on. So I put them 
on. It was a uniform that I was to wear for the next four years. She said in a very rough word, your number 

 
6  Although February 1st 1954 was a Monday, the interviewee nonetheless remembers it as a Sunday night. 
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is one hundred and remember that. I was afraid of my life to ask anything. Then this woman brought me 
up to the laundry to work. They put me folding sheets with an old woman who did not speak two words 
to me. I could not understand what on earth was going on. It was like a different world. At that time I did 
not know that everyone had to work in silence, in between prayer and hymns. Prayers had to be said all 
day while you worked. Then I seen nuns, I found out from one of the girls that it was a Mary Magdalene 
Convent run by the Irish Sisters of Charity in Donnybrook (bars on the outside) . Every morning we were 
up at six am. We were on our knees on the corridor for prayers then make our bed in a room which they 
called a cell we were locked into after work every evening. After we had our cells sorted out which only 
consisted of a bed and a bucket we went to seven am mass. Then we had our breakfast of two slices of 
bread a mug of tea. Then off to mass again. After mass down to the laundry to work until twelve midday 
in silences and prayer. We had to ask permission to go to the toilet. The nuns were walking up and down 
the laundry all the time. If you spoke they would hit you on top of the head with a very heavy bunch of 
keys. We had half an hour for dinner in silence. A nun sat on a pulpit in the refectory reading holy books 
to us. Then back to slavery again. If a letter came for you, you would be called up to the office. It was 
read out for you then torn up in front of you. If anyone wrote a letter to anyone it had to be read first. I 
often and often wrote to my auntie asking if she knew why I was here etc., but I got no reply. I wrote to 
my mother every week but got no reply. Then one day I was called up to the office. I had lovely blonde 
hair. The nun cut my hair to the bone. We had to wear hats all the time if we forgot to put on those hats 
we were beaten on the head. After a hard day’s work we had our supper at six pm consisting of a mug 
of porridge which was often cold, then to the church for more prayers. Then we had one hour before 
bedtime at eight pm. I often put that hour down by just crying and crying all the time. Then when we went 
up to bed, the cell doors were locked behind us until the following morning until six am. I never seen day 
light for two years. Then one morning one of the nuns called me up to the office. She said put on these 
clothes we are taking you to Cork, Saint Vincent’s Convent, Saint Mary’s Road, Cork. It was much the 
same set up but it was a little more relaxed. We got wages at the end of the week, a piece of cardboard 
with two pence etc., on them. They had a little shop which opened on a Sunday, you spent your two 
pence on sweets. Then in the summer we were taken out to Cobh (seaside) in the laundry van for our 
day out. I seen girls coming into the convent with ankle socks and sandals, they were only fifteen years, 
they came from the orphanage. They had nowhere to place those girls so they put them into this home. 
That home is still there, I still go to see four of the girls there, one of them is the fifteen year old that came 
in from the orphanage so that is why it makes me mad that people say it was for unmarried mothers. The 
convent is like the Good Shepherd now. They have it all looking nice, no laundry etc. The girls have 
rooms now and they are allowed out around the city. After I spent two years there I was called up to the 
office again. This nun said to me, we are putting you on a bus to Limerick, then you get a bus to [location 
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removed]. I could not believe it, I was nineteen now. I was stupid at this stage about going any place on 
a bus, I still had only the mind of a fifteen year old, because my life just stopped when I was put into that 
convent in Donnybrook, Dublin. When I left I often thought about the girls I left behind, I did write but got 
nowhere. So a few years ago I went back to the convent in Cork and asked for the girls who were my 
friends when I was there. Was I surprised, they were still there, including the girl that came into the 
convent at fifteen years in her ankle socks and sandals. Anyhow, when I got to [location removed], my 
aunt met me. She thought I was ready for hospital when she saw me, I was in poor health. Of course the 
first one I asked about was my mother RIP, was to be told she had been dead for the past three years. 
My aunt did write to the nuns, I was never told. I asked my aunt why she did not try to get me out, she 
said the nuns told her I was working in the convent, she had no idea what it was like. I had been so 
ashamed of being in the place, no I don’t know why, I could not tell anyone, I took a long time to get my 
life together. I have had hang ups all my life. I tried to make something of a life for myself. I always felt 
the odd one out. Then people did not understand what I had been through all my life, I tried to take my 
own life several times. I needed someone to hold me and show me a bit of love. I was always seeking 
attention, I needed love but I did not know how to give love back as I did not know what it was like. For 
the short time I knew my mother, [illegible] was the only kind word I ever got from anyone. I adored her, 
I fell to pieces when I found out she had died. She died at forty-eight years with cancer also I had no idea 
where she was buried. When I was feeling a bit better after the convent I answered a job in Dublin in a 
nursing home. I got that job. I loved it, I did not care how hard I had to work for the first time in my life I 
felt free. I got on well with the staff and nurses, then I started to go out to dances etc and buy some nice 
clothes. I always had it in the back of my mind that I might end up in the convent. I was terrified, the hang 
ups were terrible, I was haunted by the thoughts of it. Then I had an idea that if I met a man that would 
marry me I would not end up there again. So I left my job in Dublin and went to a girlfriend in London. 
She got me a job straight away. I was twenty-two years old. So I did meet an Irish man, he married me, 
but it was a very bad marriage. Anyhow I had four children, the only happy thing to happen to me. Then 
I knew I had to get out of that marriage but I had to rear my children first. No matter what happened I had 
to take care of my children. I did not want my children to go through what I went through myself. We came 
home to Limerick, I got a job in one of the hotels and worked at everything and picked up a lot. During 
this time I was still physically and mentally abused by my husband. I tried to save a bit of my money while 
I was working. By now my children were grown up, so I left my family home and bought a house to make 
a new life for myself. I know all the bad memories are never going to leave me. 
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Letter from Sister May Byrne [pseudonym] (aka Sister Maria Patrick) 
Submitted as part of Sara W’s written testimony 
 
Sisters of Charity, Stanhope St., Manor Street, Dublin 7. 
12th February 2005 
 
Dear Sara,  
 
Sister Gabriel rang me to know if I remembered you in Donnybrook. I remember you coming to 
Donnybrook. I was Sister Joan’s [pseudonym] ‘aid’. As far as I know the Legion of Mary brought you. As 
far as I remember there was no other reason for you coming to Donnybrook than that the Legion thought 
it their duty to keep young girls ‘safe’, so rather than seeing them on their own, they brought them to 
Donnybrook. 
 
I remember you going to Cork too, but after that I had not heard anything of you until Sister Gabriel rang 
me. You can rest assured that that was the only reason for you being in Donnybrook. 
 
Please keep me in your prayers as my heart is not the best. I have a pacemaker which is a great help. 
Thank God I’m able to be up and about and can look after myself. I’ll be eighty in August [illegible]. I’ll 
remember you in my prayers. 
 
God bless, 
Yours sincerely in J.C., 
Sister May Byrne, R.S.C 
(Sister Maria Patrick) 
 


