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Chapter 15:  The Tuam Children’s Home 

 

Introduction 

15.1 The Children’s Home was established by Galway County Council as part of its 

reorganisation of poor law services (see Chapter 1).  In that reorganisation, the 

workhouse in Glenamaddy was designated as the Children’s Home for children 

and unmarried mothers and was used as such from December 1921 to 1925.  The 

Children’s Home moved to another former workhouse in Tuam in 1925.  It closed 

in 1961. The Commission regards the Glenamaddy Children’s Home and the Tuam 

Children’s Home as one institution.  The Children’s Home was operated by the 

Sisters of Bon Secours.  In addition to unmarried mothers and their children, the 

Children’s Home also admitted children of married couples or widowers/widows 

whose parent(s) was unable to care for them, and married women or widows with 

their children who were homeless and/or destitute.  It was never exclusively a 

mother and baby home.  

 

15.2 The title ‘Children’s Home’ was used by its owner, Galway County Council, for 

virtually all of its existence; the first record the Commission has seen of Galway 

County Council’s use of ‘St Mary’s Home’ dates from 1960.  Locally, it was known 

simply as ‘the home’.  The Sisters of Bon Secours used the title ‘St Mary’s 

Children’s Home’ but the Commission has not been able to establish when it first 

used this title.  The Archbishop of Tuam gave the Sisters approval to set up St 

Mary’s Home as a separate foundation in 1956.  Here the Commission describes it 

as simply Tuam.   

 

Sources  

15.3 The following is a summary of the main sources used for this chapter.  A complete 

list is included in Part 5: Archives. 

 

Institutional records 

15.4 The Sisters of Bon Secours told the Commission that all institutional records (that 

is, records of admissions, births, discharges and deaths which were compiled in 

the home) were handed over to Galway County Council when the home closed.  

(The county council was probably the owner of the records anyway.)  These 

records became the property of the Western Health Board when it was established 
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in 1970. Subsequently they became the property of the HSE in 2005 and the Child 

and Family Agency (TUSLA) in 2013.  In the years since Tuam closed, these 

records have been used mainly for tracing purposes.  The Commission is 

concerned that some records may have been lost or destroyed over the years.  It is 

impossible to establish if the records currently held by the Child and Family Agency 

constitute all of the records which existed when Tuam closed in 1961.  The 

Commission made digital copies of all these records. 

 

15.5 A health board/HSE social worker dealing with adoption used these records to 

assist children born in Tuam who were adopted to trace their birth family.  She told 

the Commission that there was only one box of records relating to American 

adoptions and it was not large.  She stated that the box contained two passport 

photographs, correspondence relating to US adoptions from the 1990s and some 

details on 22 former residents of Tuam who were adopted in the USA between 

1951 and 1958.  She gave the Commission a copy of the database which she 

constructed from this documentation. 

 

15.6 The institutional records contain the following: 

Admission registers 

Maternity register 

Children’s registers 

Mother returns 

Billing register 

 

Sisters of Bon Secours  

15.7 The Sisters of Bon Secours told the Commission that their archive contained 281 

boxes and there were only two boxes that related to Tuam.  They supplied the 

Commission with historical accounts and personal letters that make reference to 

the Tuam home including statements to the Commission to Inquire into Child 

Abuse (the Ryan Commission).  Some of these were created in the years 

subsequent to the closure of the home. 

 

Galway County Council 

15.8 The extant minutes of the Galway Board of Health are held by Galway County 

Council.  There is almost a complete set for the period 1922 - 1941 but there are 

some gaps and there are no surviving minutes for the year 1937.  The meetings of 

Galway County Council, the Board of Health and its subcommittees were held in 
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public and received extensive coverage in the local newspapers.  The Commission 

has searched these newspapers for any references to the Tuam home.  The 

Commission has examined the managers’ orders for the period 1942 - 1961. 

Managers’ orders were not discussed in public and consequently they were not 

reported in the local newspapers.  Unless otherwise indicated, evidence that 

relates to Galway County Council or one of its committees comes from this source.  

Evidence relating to the council that is taken from local newspapers is footnoted.  

 

Department of Health records 

15.9 The records relating to Tuam held in the National Archives or provided under 

discovery by the Department of Health are limited.  There are references to Tuam 

in the published annual reports of the Department of Local Government and Public 

Health (DLGPH) between 1922 and 1945 but the earliest reference in government 

files appears to be from 1942 and it would appear that department officials, apart 

from the department’s inspector, Miss Litster, had little knowledge of Tuam before 

then.  The maternity section was inspected under the Registration of Maternity 

Homes Act 1934; however the Commission has had access to only a small number 

of these inspection reports; these are described below.  The main files used for this 

chapter were  

 
NAI, A26/17 

INACT/INA/0/426520 

NATARCH/ARC/0/527067 

INACT/INA/0/443008 

INACT/INA/0/442583 

INACT/INA/0/427509 

INACT/INA/0/451521 

RM/ARC/0/489773 

NAI/HLTH/A11/256 

RM/ARC/0/489686 

INACT/INA/0/442718 

NATARCH/ARC/0/525697 

 

Archdiocese of Tuam 

15.10 The Commission has also accessed some records held by the Tuam Archdiocese; 

these are mainly concerned with the closing of the home.   
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Other Records 

15.11 James Fergus, who was a curate in Glenamaddy in the 1920s and later became 

the Bishop of Achronry, wrote a short account of the work of the Sisters of Bon 

Secours in Glenamaddy and Tuam.  This is undated.   It is included in Milestones 

on a Faith Journey, compiled by Sr Reginald O’Sullivan, SBS, (Cork 1998) which 

was published to mark the 175th anniversary of the founding of the Bon Secours 

Sisters.  

 

Governance  

15.12 The Children’s Home, first located in Glenamaddy and later in Tuam, was a local 

authority institution that admitted unmarried mothers and children, expectant 

unmarried mothers, destitute married women with their children and the children of 

married or widowed parents who were unable to care for them perhaps because of 

a mother’s long-term physical or mental illness, or because the child had a 

disability.  In 1931 an agreement was reached with Mayo County Council to admit 

women and children from that county to Tuam.  The vast majority of the women 

and children admitted were from counties Galway and Mayo.  

 

15.13 Tuam was owned by Galway County Council, which was responsible for 

maintenance and improvements.  The key decisions relating to it were taken by the 

Galway Board of Health which was composed of members of Galway County 

Council.  The County Homes and Home Assistance Committee (CHHAC), which 

was a sub-committee of the Board of Health that included non-council members, 

was also involved in decisions.  The Board of Health and the CHHAC held a 

number of meetings in the Tuam home.  There is evidence that they visited it on 

several occasions. Local authority records mention a visiting committee but the 

Commission does not have further information about this.   

 

15.14 A minute from the CHHAC, dated 1 August 1922, noted that it had invited the 

department’s views on the interpretation of the per capita agreement made 

between the Sisters of Bon Secours and the County Board of Health for the 

maintenance of mothers and children in the Children’s Home in Glenamaddy.  The 

Commission has not seen a copy of this agreement and it is not known if it was 

ever implemented.  When the Public Assistance Act 1939 and the County 

Management Act 1940 came into effect in 1942, many of the decisions were made 

by the county manager by way of managers’ orders.  The home was registered 
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under the Registration of Maternity Homes Act 1934 in December 1937, which 

meant that thereafter the maternity unit was subject to inspection but, as already 

stated, the Commission has seen only some of these inspection reports.  

 

15.15 The Galway and Mayo local authorities paid the Sisters of Bon Secours a 

capitation fee for each woman and child in Tuam.  Galway County Council paid for 

external repairs to the building, rates, water rent and insurance as well as the 

salaries of the chaplain, the medical officer, and the maternity nurse. 

 

15.16 As already stated, the Department of Local Government and Public Health 

(DLGPH) had very limited knowledge of the Tuam home.  Sometime between 1942 

and 1946 the department became aware that its status was irregular.  This arose in 

the context of an application for approval for increases in the capitation rate.  The 

irregularity arose because Tuam was owned by the local authority but the staff 

were not directly employed by the local authority.  Pelletstown (see Chapter 13) 

was owned by the local authority and its staff were local authority employees.  The 

‘extern’ homes (Bessborough, Sean Ross and Castlepollard) were owned and run 

by the Congregation of the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary.  The department 

recommended that Tuam should close and then be handed over to the Sisters of 

Bon Secours and re-opened as an extern institution, similar to the Sacred Heart 

homes.  A draft agreement was drawn up with the Sisters of Bon Secours in an 

effort to clarify the status of Tuam.  No decision had been made by November 

1946.  The Commission has not seen a copy of this draft agreement and is unclear 

about when it was drafted, when it was forwarded or by whom.  It was noted on 9 

January 1948 that consideration of the transfer of the home to the Sisters of Bon 

Secours seemed to have been interrupted the previous April when the file was 

taken from the legal section in the Department of Health ‘without discharge’.  In 

December 1948, a departmental official noted that the order for transfer of the 

premises had not yet been prepared by the legal section which promised ‘action 

soon’.  It appears that the Sisters refused to sign this agreement until Galway 

County Council agreed to carry out extensive improvements and install central 

heating.  In March 1951, Galway County Council told the Department of Health that 

it was unreasonable of the Sisters to expect this.  However a Department of Health 

official informed the council that it was his opinion that Tuam was vested in the 

Galway public assistance authority.  Therefore, its maintenance and repair was the 

responsibility of Galway County Council.  He pointed out that if the Sisters of Bon 

Secours decided to discontinue their work, the public assistance authority would 
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have to maintain and operate the home.  He made it clear that the public 

assistance authority had no option but to carry out the repairs and install central 

heating if they wished Tuam to continue in operation.  The department did have the 

power to order the council to carry out these repairs (see Chapter 1) but the 

Commission has not seen any evidence that it considered using this power.  

 

15.17 The Sisters of Bon Secours who worked in the Glenamaddy workhouse, and later 

in the Glenamaddy Children’s Home were employees of the poor law 

guardians/local authority and they received a salary.  When Glenamaddy closed 

and transferred to Tuam the Sisters received a gratuity totalling £900 from the local 

authority.  Yet, although the Sisters who had worked in Glenamaddy transferred to 

Tuam, which was also owned and controlled by the local authority, they were no 

longer regarded as local authority employees and they did not receive a salary.  

The local authority paid the salary of the chaplain and the medical officer; this was 

also the practice in workhouses and county homes.  There is no indication that the 

local authority paid the wages of a male handyman/caretaker, so it is likely that he 

was paid by the Sisters out of their capitation income.   

 

The premises 

Glenamaddy 

15.18 In Glenamaddy, the hospital wing of the workhouse became the Children’s Home 

(the main workhouse had been burned by the IRA in 1921).  Admissions were 

made on order from either the County Home and Home Assistance Committee 

(CHHAC) or the Hospital and Dispensaries Committee (which was also a sub-

committee of the Galway Board of Health).  The order had to be signed by either a 

member of the CHHAC or by its secretary.  

 

15.19 The Sisters of Bon Secours asked Galway County Council to construct a modern 

laundry at the home, catering for public demand, where the women could work and 

be trained for employment after they had left.  In April 1923, the CHHAC issued an 

order that a committee, consisting of Bishop O’Doherty1 chairman of the board, a 

medical inspector from the DLGPH and the secretary to the committee, should 

inspect Glenamaddy, consider all the circumstances and report back.  This 

committee’s report was adopted at the June meeting.  By 1924 it was becoming 

increasingly clear that Glenamaddy was too costly to maintain and there were 

                                                           
1
 Bishop of Clonfert 1919-23; Bishop of Galway 1923-36. 
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difficulties securing a suitable water supply.  The committee received an estimate 

of £130 for the installation of a new water pump and an order was made asking the 

DLGPH to sanction its installation.  In June 1924 the Connacht Tribune published a 

long article, titled ‘Children of Misfortune’, which described the Glenamaddy home:  

the waifs and strays, the orphans and the abandoned, the nameless little ones 

of the county … Under the care of Bon Secours nuns, who have been 

charged with the task of lifting the blight from their young lives and sending 

them into the world cleansed and self-respecting members of society, they are 

to grow up in happiness and peace.  

 

15.20 There were 87 children ‘from infants in arms to little boys and girls of nine’, and 26 

mothers in the home.  The article said that: 

The nuns have achieved marvels in the old ramshackle home into which they 

were thrown without preparation.  Yet the place remains a blight and a 

scandal upon county administration; and the sooner this repository of all the 

orphaned and the helpless in the county is shifted to a more suitable centre, 

the better for the credit of those who control our public health.  

 

15.21 Glenamaddy was further described as insanitary with a high infant mortality rate.  

The description of the building was excoriating: 

There are walls which reek with damp in winter, that have not seen the 

mason’s trowel or the painter’s brush for years.  There are long, narrow and 

gloomy corridors.  Water has to be carried for the children’s ablutions.  There 

is not a single permanent bath, and the babies have to be bathed in portable 

fixtures with water carried by the good nurses whose heavy responsibility is 

increased tenfold by the inadequate accommodation provided.  

 

15.22 By this time it had been decided that the home would move to either Portumna or 

Tuam.  According to the Connacht Tribune, Tuam could accommodate 200-300 

‘inmates’ and it had the added attraction of having convent and Christian Brothers 

schools nearby.2  

 

Tuam 

15.23 The Tuam workhouse was constructed on a six-acre site on the Dublin Road 

between 1840 and 1841.  It was based on the standard workhouse design and had 

                                                           
2
 Connacht Tribune, 21 June 1924 
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accommodation for 800 ‘inmates’.3 James Fergus contended that the Sisters 

chose Tuam as the best location for a transfer.  ‘One or two of the Tuam Town 

Commissioners voiced some opposition to the transfer to the town of a home with 

unmarried mothers but the protest came to nothing’.4  The former workhouse had 

been occupied by the Irish army during the civil war, and there is evidence that 

Galway CHHAC had removed furniture and bedding from the former workhouse, 

presumably for use elsewhere.   

 

15.24 In May 1924 the Galway authorities contacted the Minister for Defence to secure 

vacant possession of the former Tuam workhouse and arrangements were made 

for it to be handed over.  In October 1924 the CHHAC requested an estimate of the 

work needed before the home could transfer from Glenamaddy.  The county 

surveyor provided a list (not recorded) of proposed repairs costing £8,493, though 

efforts were being made to reduce the cost.  The Sisters of Bon Secours moved to 

Tuam in May 1925.  The CHHAC minutes noted that that ‘they’ were busy cleaning 

and painting the building (it is not clear if this was the committee or the Sisters).  

They had sought £159 for urgent works; most of this went on a new range (stove) 

and repairs to the existing one.  In September, the superior of the Sisters of Bon 

Secours, who was based in Dublin, told the local authority that urgent work was 

needed in the kitchen, laundry and drying room; doors had to be installed and 

windows and fireplaces replaced.  In March 1926 the contractor who carried out 

these works - at an estimated cost of £147 - submitted an additional bill of £190 for 

other works that he had carried out on the instructions of the sister-in-charge which 

had not received prior approval from the local authority.  These included repairs to 

windows and doors, lavatories, baths and a temporary drying room.  Figures 

suggest that repairs cost an additional £591 between March 1926 and December 

1927; £172 was spent on repairs between April 1927 and April 1930.  (This does 

not appear to include the cost of the drying chamber - see below).  The women 

and children moved to Tuam on 2 June 1925. 

 

15.25 The Commission has not seen any description of the state of the Tuam home 

when it was first used as the Children’s Home.  It is likely that it was a typical 

workhouse with unceilinged dormitories, stone stairs and heated by open fires 

(with the exception of a stove in the kitchen).  The 1927 Report noted that it had 

been arranged that the board of health would put the home in order but, when the 

                                                           
3
 http://www.workhouses.org.uk/Tuam/  

4
 James Fergus, The Bon Secours Sisters and St Mary’s Children’s Home at Glenamaddy and later Tuam. 

http://www.workhouses.org.uk/Tuam/
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members of the commission visited in 1925, this had not been done and ‘signs of 

dilapidation and decay were painfully evident’.  It further noted that ‘Its continuance 

in the condition in which we saw it would be a grave injustice to the Sisters and 

militate very much against its usefulness for the purposes to which it has been 

allocated’.5 One Bon Secours Sister recalled that ‘The building, though spacious, 

was - like all such Institutional structures - primitive and irregularly spread out’ in 

spite of the various renovations and improvements that had been made.6  An 

undated manuscript, titled Memoirs of a Bon Secours Sister was written by a Sister 

who came to Tuam in 1927. She described the former workhouse as ‘primitive 

enough for anything.  The convent, a three-storey building, was in good repair and 

there was a nice chapel, heated by a furnace which swallowed up bags of turf’.  

There was no central heating: ‘turf fires all over the place - people were not so cold 

conscious then I think. No running water except in the surgery and kitchenette 

which were situated near the nursery’.  The convent had a bath with hot and cold 

water and there were only oil lamps; electric lighting was installed in 1927.7 

 

15.26 In 1927 the local authority approved spending £200 on a drying chamber, while 

noting that four drying horses would not be sufficient, but six would not fit into the 

chamber.8  Later evidence suggests that the drying room was heated by a boiler.  

The sister in charge, Sister Hortense, asked the local authority to install electric 

light; she claimed that it would reduce the risks (presumably of accidents and 

fires).  She secured an estimate of £60 from the Tuam electricity company and this 

was approved by the local authority.  When the large water tank burst in 1928 and 

was deemed to be ‘useless’, she sought permission to remove the tank from 

Glenamaddy and install it in Tuam. 

 

15.27 With the exception of the maternity unit, which is discussed in a later section, there 

was little additional expenditure on Tuam during the 1930s.  The Galway board of 

health never submitted an application for significant funding for Tuam to the 

Hospitals Commission, which provided substantial capital funding to Pelletstown 

and the three Sacred Heart homes.  Tuam received £400; this was two-thirds of 

the cost of erecting a new laundry and disinfecting equipment.  A later application 

                                                           
5
 The 1927 Report noted that the board of health had made improvements to the county home in Loughrea. 

6
 Extract from book written by Mother Eugene O’Sullivan to commemorate 150

th
 anniversary of Sisters of Bon Secours, 

supplied to the Commission by the Sisters of Bon Secours.  The congregation was established in 1831 which means that this 
dates from approximately 1981.  
7
 Document provided by the Sisters of Bon Secours.  

8
 A drying horse was a frame that could be used to hang clothes for drying/airing.  
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for a new entrance gate and wall was rejected.9  Given the conditions in Tuam, a 

wall and new entrance should have ranked low on the list of priorities.  

 

15.28 The Tuam home was located on higher ground and on the fringe of the existing 

town; it was outside the town boundary.  This peripheral location and the fact that it 

was on higher ground created difficulties in securing an adequate supply of piped 

water and access to an urban sewerage system.10  The superintendent of the 

Tuam waterworks visited in December 1929 and discovered that day-time pressure 

was insufficient to reach the home; it could only secure water from the urban 

system at night, otherwise it was dependent on rainwater that was collected in a 

tank.  The fact that it was outside the town boundary led to disputes over who was 

responsible for the cost of extending water and sewerage to it:  Tuam Town 

Commissioners or Galway County Council.  There are numerous references in 

Tuam Town Commissioner records to the inadequate water supply to the Dublin 

Road - where the home was located.  In November 1929 the commissioners were 

unable to guarantee a continuous supply to the Dublin Road.  Some months later it 

was decided that, in order to give residents on the Dublin Road a chance to get 

water, the water supply would have to be cut off from the rest of the town and let 

up the Dublin Road on Sunday, Tuesday and Thursday nights.11  Plans were 

drawn up for a new water scheme in 1931, but it was not carried out.  By 1932 

plans for new housing schemes were being delayed by the lack of an adequate 

sewerage system.   

 

15.29 A meeting of Galway County Council in 1934 agreed to make the cost of the Tuam 

sewerage scheme a county charge (on account of the Children’s Home).  It was 

specifically stated at this meeting that the home had yet to be provided with or 

connected to a sewerage scheme.  The council agreed that if there was an 

outbreak of fever in the institution, which was a real possibility, it might prove much 

more costly to the public services than the proposed sewerage scheme.12  

However progress was slow.  In 1935 the secretary of the CHHAC inquired 

whether the new sewerage scheme would extend to the home.  He described the 

existing system as defective, ‘being merely drains without pipes leading to a septic 

tank outside’.  Work began in 1936; it was carried out in two phases that extended 

                                                           
9
 Reports of the Hospitals Trust list all applications for funding, both successful and unsuccessful.   

10
 The Commission’s Fifth Interim Report includes detailed information about the water supply and sewage disposal 

problems in Tuam. 
11

 Tuam Herald, 29 March 1930.  
12

 Tuam Herald, 24 February 1934.  
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to 1939/40.  At some point during these years, the home was connected to the 

town sewers.  However problems relating to drainage continued.  In 1945 a 

consulting engineer was asked to advise on this.  

 

15.30 In 1937, the CHHAC approved a tender for drainage work at the home and the 

county engineer recommended that a new lavatory system should be installed.  He 

specifically mentioned that the type of cisterns then in use were inadequate.  The 

new cisterns would ‘give an almost continuing flushing system, which is desirable 

for an institution of this kind’.  The engineer described the buildings where the 

current lavatories were installed as ‘all in a very dilapidated condition and without 

light or ventilation’.  He recommended construction of a new building with tiled 

floors and walls and proper light and ventilation.  His recommendation was 

accepted, subject to the approval of the DLGPH.13  The Commission does not 

know if this new building was constructed but it seems unlikely to have been.  

 

15.31 The inadequate water supply remained a major problem for the Dublin Road area.  

In 1937, the medical officer attached to Tuam told the CHHAC that there were 

frequent shortages in the water supply and this had become more acute with the 

construction of a nearby housing scheme.  He noted that the area where the home 

was located was always the last part of the town to get water from the town 

reservoir.14  The medical officer reiterated this message the following year when he 

noted that the addition of a maternity hospital and proposed laundry in the home 

would result in an increased demand for water.  The supply was irregular and this 

might present a significant danger if new boilers were installed.  The Emergency 

brought to a halt major investments in water, sewerage and other infrastructure 

because supplies of essential equipment were not available.  In October 1946 

county councillors passed a motion calling for a consulting engineer to prepare 

specifications for the proposed extension of the town water scheme to the home.  

In September 1948 the county manager reported that work on an extended water 

scheme had begun, but Tuam Town Commissioners reported complaints from 

residents that water was being turned off at night to parts of the town to ensure 

supply of water to the Children’s Home.  Water shortages and low pressure 

remained a problem and in 1954 plans were again submitted to Galway County 

Council for measures to provide an adequate water supply to the home and to 

                                                           
13

 Tuam Herald, 18 September 1937. 
14

 Connacht Sentinel, 16 November 1937. 
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Tubberjarlath.  The engineer reported that there was negligible pressure during the 

day and night because of the demands of the laundry at the Convent of Mercy. 

 

15.32 Although the Commission has not seen any description of the Tuam premises until 

the 1950s, all the evidence indicates that many features of the nineteenth century 

workhouse survived until it closed in 1961.  Capital expenditure in county homes - 

which were former workhouses - appears to have been negligible until the 1950s.  

When the DLGPH carried out an inspection of Tuam in 1945, it reported that the 

matron was anxious to have central heating installed and the department inspector 

believed that this would tend to reduce infant mortality in the winter months.  The 

matron also wanted to demolish the entrance block and construct an isolation unit.  

By 1945 a number of mother and baby homes had created isolation units where 

mothers or children were kept when they arrived at the home, until the authorities 

were satisfied that they were not carrying an infectious disease.  This was widely 

seen as an effective means of reducing sickness and mortality.  When Tuam was 

inspected in 1947 it appears that one room in the maternity unit was being used as 

an isolation room for women giving birth but there was no isolation unit for children 

and other women who were admitted. 

 

15.33 In 1949, a county councillor, Miss Ashe, drew attention to the recommendation of 

the visiting committee that a water heating installation should be provided at the 

Children’s Home.  The county manager explained that an  

application should be made by the Sisters of the Home to the Hospitals Trust 

for a grant towards this work; that, in fact, it is understood that representatives 

of Hospitals Trust had inspected the Institution recently in connection with the 

matter.   

 

15.34 The visiting committee reported in August 1950 that the most urgent matters 

needing attention were repairs to the floor in the nursery and the provision of 

sanitary accommodation and central heating.  They described the home as ‘very 

clean and well-kept and in first class order considering the conditions that the nuns 

labour under’.  The dormitories were large workhouse wards.  No effort had been 

made to divide them.  There were no floor coverings and the only furniture 

consisted of beds and cots; some rooms had no heating.  The inspections carried 

out by the DLGPH/Department of Health stated that one of the worst aspects of 

Tuam was the lack of washing and toilet facilities on the second floor of the 

building.  The kitchen equipment was supplemented with redundant equipment 
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from the Central Hospital.  The general layout of the building left a lot to be desired 

and the ‘minor kitchens throughout the building are in a poor state of decoration 

while the milk kitchen in the nurseries would have to be replaced’.  Hot water was 

available in only three locations apart from the laundry.15   

 

15.35 By 1951, plans had been submitted to the Department of Health for improvements 

to Tuam at an estimated cost of £82,590 and the local authority was seeking a 

grant from the Hospitals Trust Fund.  The county council was informed that the 

minister would approve a 50% grant from the Hospitals Trust but councillors 

replied by requesting a grant of at least 75%; they expressed the opinion that the 

Hospitals Trust should meet the full cost, but the department refused to agree to 

more than 50%.  By 1952 it would appear that the council was willing to accept a 

grant of 50% but the county manager explained that the Hospitals Commission 

was insisting on more extensive improvements costing approximately £150,000 as 

a condition for securing the grant.  This was accepted by the council. 

 

15.36 The Department of Health files show further evidence of its poor understanding of 

the status and ownership of the Tuam home because ‘At one stage the question 

arose as to whether the cost should be a charge on the Hospitals Trust Fund or 

regarded as part of the county home scheme’ and it was eventually decided that it 

should come under the county home scheme.  In 1953 Miss Ashe described Tuam 

as ‘a disgrace’, she claimed that the Sisters had been trying to get hot water 

installed but had failed to do so.16  There was little improvement in the following 

years.   

 

15.37 The planned scheme of major improvements was a casualty of the economic crisis 

in 1956 which resulted in massive cuts in public capital expenditure; improvements 

to county homes were among the casualties.  The local authority drew up plans for 

more modest improvements to Tuam, which would be carried out over several 

years - with an outlay of £39,000 in 1959/60 and £40,000 the following year.  By 

1959 a full renovation would cost approximately £200,000 and there were fears 

that this would result in further damage to the building because, when central 

heating was installed in other former workhouse buildings, dry rot had spread 

rapidly.  An official of the Department of Health suggested that the building should 

be evacuated and closed; ‘in the meantime the appalling conditions would persist 

                                                           
15

 Galway County Council, Attendance Book, Council Members, 1945 -1950 (GC/2/1). 
16

 Connacht Tribune, 24 October 1953.  
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as it would be a waste of money to try to improve the Home if it was to be 

completely evacuated in a few years’.  Consideration was given to demolishing it 

and replacing it with a modern single-story building to the rear of the maternity unit, 

but by 1959 there were unfilled spaces in Ireland’s mother and baby homes.  

 

15.38 The report of the visit by Department of Health officials to Tuam in November 1959 

was damning about conditions there:  

A visit to the institution is the only way one can get an accurate impression of 

this poorly maintained, uncomfortable, badly heated and totally unsuitable 

building in which upwards of 140 children ranging from infancy to six years 

are accommodated ... Throughout the years since the adoption of the building 

for its present purpose maintenance appears to have been minimal. 

 

15.39 The report noted that the only money provided to Tuam was via a capitation rate; 

there was no allowance for maintenance or building costs.  Money was first 

allocated for maintenance in 1957, and the annual grants ranged from £660 to 

£2,700, sufficient to paint, re-plaster and re-floor a number of rooms and purchase 

some new sanitary equipment.  On the day of the inspection the heating was: 

most inadequate even though the day was not particularly cold…some rooms 

had stoves, some open fireplaces; some children’s day rooms had small 

radiators that were filled with water that was heated on a stove or on the open 

fireplace and then poured into the radiators.   

 

15.40 The day rooms had a minimum amount of furniture and play facilities.  The room 

for slightly older children had a rubber ball and two seats.  It had no floor covering; 

children aged one to two were in their bare feet.  The dormitories were a major fire 

hazard with children sleeping on the second or first floor in large workhouse wards 

with no subdivision; many had ‘absolutely no heating’, no floor covering and no 

furniture other than beds and cots.  Access was by ‘the typical stone stairways 

common to all County Homes with a very dangerous turn near the top in every 

case’.  There were no washing facilities or toilets on the first or second floors; 

facilities on the ground level were described as very poor.  Hot water was available 

at only three locations apart from the laundry: the kitchen, a kitchenette in the 

maternity block and in a ward ‘which supplies a bath’ and the water came from 

small domestic boilers.  The departmental officials contrasted conditions in the 

county home in Loughrea, which they had recently visited, as part of their review of 

the reconstruction of county homes:  



CHAPTER 15 TUAM 
 

15 
 

the chief impressions gained from the inspection was the good effect achieved 

by the consistent maintenance and improvements.  Loughrea county home, 

although grossly overcrowded reflects great credit on the county council, its 

officers and on the matron and staff.  

 

Funding  

15.41 When Tuam opened, the local authority agreed to pay a capitation rate of 10s a 

week for each mother and child.  In 1927 a member of the Galway Board of Health 

demanded that the 1925 agreement should be terminated and the payment 

reduced to £20 a year because he believed that £26 was ‘too much’; he claimed 

that children had been maintained in the workhouse for six to seven shillings a 

week.17  The capitation rate for Tuam remained at 10 shillings a week between 

1925 and 1942.  In 1944, Sister Hortense asked that it be increased to 11 shillings 

a week.  While the county manager approved this, it was subject to final approval 

by the DLGPH.  It was at this point that the department expressed concern about 

the irregular status of Tuam.  However, there are no contemporaneous documents 

setting out the department’s views.  In 1947 the county manager recommended an 

increase to 12s 6d a week, subject to ministerial approval.  In December, Sister 

Hortense informed the local authority that she could not pay for provisions, clothing 

and other outgoings unless the capitation rate was increased.  The increased 

capitation rate was eventually approved in January 1948.  

 

15.42 When this application was being considered by the department, officials asked 

Miss Litster for information about Tuam.  She outlined the costs which were directly 

met by Galway County Council, though she pointed out that there was no audit, 

apart from admission and discharge books.  She said the rates applicable in Sean 

Ross, Castlepollard and Bessborough (the extern homes) were not a fair 

comparison as Galway County Council paid directly for many of the overhead 

costs in Tuam.  The community running the three extern homes (the Congregation 

of the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary) had bought and equipped the homes and 

bore these costs.  (However an inventory when Tuam closed suggested that the 

Sisters of Bon Secours appear to have borne many of the running costs, such as 

the purchase of blankets and equipment.)  Miss Litster was aware that there were 

discussions about making Tuam an extern home and she was reluctant to make 

any recommendations until she had more up to date information.  There were 330 
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residents maintained in Tuam on 31 March 1947 so the capitation increase would 

have meant an additional £1,200 a year. 

 

15.43 The department calculated that if the increase were granted, the income of Tuam 

would be £207 10s a week.  The charge for the same number of women and 

children in Sean Ross would have been £244 8s 6d (28s 6d for mother and child 

and 15s for child).  There was an incomplete attempt to assess the value of 

overheads borne by Galway County Council.  Slightly different figures were given 

for the capitation rates in Sean Ross and Bessborough.  If Tuam received 

Bessborough capitation rates it was estimated that its income would be £1,900 a 

year higher.  The official who was making these calculations considered that 

£1,900 was more than the costs of the overheads borne by Galway County Council 

in respect of Tuam, although no estimate of these costs was provided.  When the 

council was seeking departmental approval for an increase in the capitation rate in 

1950, it stated that this was sought following a recent visit by a representative of 

the Department of Health to Tuam.  

 

15.44 In 1951, the county manager claimed that the Tuam rate compared favourably with 

capitation payments in Castlepollard and Sean Ross when allowance was made 

for the fact that the local authority bore the cost of overheads.  In 1952 the superior 

in Tuam sought a further increase to 18s.  When applying for departmental 

approval, the county manager stated that he had approved an increase on the 

basis of details submitted by the home of the amounts paid for provisions and 

clothing over the previous year.  In the memorandum approving this payment, the 

department noted that the ‘special homes’ rates were 40s (for a mother) and 25s 

for a child.  A further increase to £1 was approved in January 1953 to compensate 

for the withdrawal of food subsidies.  When approval was sought in 1955 for an 

increase to 22s 6d, the county manager told the department that Castlepollard and 

Sean Ross were paying £2 for a mother and £1 for a child.  He claimed that the 

overheads in Tuam, which were borne by the local authority, amounted to 15s 5d 

for a mother, making comparable Tuam rates equivalent to £1 15s 5d for a mother 

and £1 for each child.  The county manager was in favour of increasing the 

capitation rate for mothers by 5s while holding the children’s rate constant; the ratio 

of children to mothers in Tuam was much higher than in other homes, given that 

children remained there until approximately six years of age, so that proposal 

would have brought limited benefits to the home.  A statement of income and 

expenditure submitted by the Sisters of Bon Secours (not seen by the 
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Commission) recorded a debit balance of £402 16s 6d at the end of 1954, 

compared to £196 6s 5d the previous year.  This included a sum of £370 7s 6d for 

the Sisters and ‘this is the only remuneration for eight Sisters employed in the 

institution apart from maintenance’.  In 1958 the county manager requested 

departmental approval to provide £100 for Christmas fare.  He was told that the 

department would have no objection to him allocating £150, even if ‘it were 

irregular in the sense that it did not fall within existing authorisations’.  A 

department official noted that £100 would mean an extra 10s for each mother and 

child which was ‘frugal enough’.  £150 was allocated for Christmas fare in 1959.  

The Department of Health seems to have treated it as a Section 65 grant.18   

 

15.45 It should be noted that Galway County Council collected payments from some 

parents of women in Tuam and from putative fathers.  It also tried to collect 

contributions from mothers whose children remained in Tuam or their parents.  In 

1957 a local doctor claimed that the local authority received £4,000 from this 

source.  The Commission has seen no evidence that would confirm this amount.  A 

handwritten note dated in 1955 states that 15 affiliation cases were referred to 

county solicitor in the past year, all were unsuccessful.  In 1957 a father wrote to 

Galway County Council on several occasions asking that his daughter should be 

permitted to leave Tuam without taking her child, who was less than one year old.  

This man, a small farmer was in poor health and he relied on his daughter to assist 

him on the farm.  He was prepared to pay 6s a week for the baby’s maintenance in 

Tuam until the child was one year old.  The local authority had contacted the 

putative father of this child  asking that he contribute £2 5s  weekly to cover the 

cost of mother and baby in Tuam, however he had denied paternity: ‘How many 

names could she put down and until I am found guilty I am not prepared to pay to 

her maintenance’.  In one case where a man had agreed to pay for mother and 

child he then disappeared from his address.  In a number of cases the putative 

father was said to have left the area, and he had no known address; this was 

stated by the family of a farmer’s son, who had gone to England around the time 

that the pregnancy became known.19 
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15.46 By the late 1950s, Tuam was facing a similar problem to the other homes that were 

supported through a capitation rate.  The number of women and children in the 

home was falling and women were staying for shorter periods, so income was 

declining.  In December 1959 the Galway assistant county manager noted that the 

capitation rate was inadequate but total costs to the council were higher than the 

cost of maintaining mothers and children in Castlepollard, which would have cost 

£10,705 10s, compared to £12,580 in Tuam.  His figure included an estimate of 

£4,000 for overheads.  He claimed that the cost of maintaining women and children 

in Tuam was higher because of the low numbers, and the high cost of repairs and 

improvement to the old building, which had cost £2,729, or 7s for each ‘inmate’ in 

the past year, whereas the extern homes were ‘probably good buildings’ with lower 

maintenance costs. 

 

Capitation Rates 

15.47 The capitation rates in Tuam were as follows: 

1925-1944:  10s a week 

1944:   11s a week 

1948:   12s 6d a week 

1949:   13s 6d a week 

1950:   16s a week 

1952:   18s a week  

1953:    £1 a week.  

1956:   25s a week for women and £1 for children  

 

Running the home  

15.48 The undated memoir by Bishop Fergus states that there were four Sisters in the 

Tuam home when it opened; three appear to have transferred from Glenamaddy. 

The Sisters of Bon Secours supplied the Commission with a list of Sisters who 

worked in the home, but it appears to be incomplete, because the only Sister 

identified as working there before the 1940s was Sister Hortense.  The record is 

more complete for later years.  This list indicates that, from the 1940s, a number of 

the Sisters working in Tuam were State Registered Nurses (SRN) and one who 

worked there in the 1940s is described as having qualified as a children’s nurse in 

the UK.  A Sister with a domestic science qualification from Cathal Brugha Street 

worked in the home from 1955 until it closed.  However an inspection carried out in 

1950 under the Registration of Maternity Homes Act 1934 stated that Sister 
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Hortense was a RGN; this was not noted in a 1945 inspection.  An affidavit 

provided by the Sisters of Bon Secours stated that there were five or six Bon 

Secours Sisters in addition to the superior, plus lay staff, with one person doing the 

books, one in the kitchen, one in the laundry and one in the nursery.  

 

15.49 The Commission has not seen a contemporaneous record of the number of 

religious or lay staff or their roles.  In 1930 a local councillor suggested that ‘the 

appointment of the ordinary staff, wardsmaids, etc., be left in the hands of the 

sisters’.20  An inspection under the Registration of Maternity Homes Act carried out 

in 1950 records under the heading ‘other staff’ 22 domestics (including whole 

building)’.  These were presumably mothers who were resident in the home.  The 

mothers were allotted various duties in the home - in the kitchen, nurseries, 

feeding children, or assisting in the maternity unit; they carried these out under the 

supervision of the Sisters.  Given the fact that children remained in the home until 

approximately the age of six, and mothers left approximately a year after the birth, 

there were many more unaccompanied children in Tuam than in the extern mother 

and baby homes.  This meant that women in Tuam would have had heavier 

workloads with more children to care for and more laundry than women in the 

extern homes.  In this respect their workload would have been more comparable to 

unmarried mothers in county homes but less onerous (see Chapter 10).  In his 

memoir Bishop Fergus mentioned ‘three women who, from its beginning in 

Glenamaddy to its end in Tuam, served the Sisters well and were worth their 

wealth in gold - Bina Rabbitte, Annie Kelly and Mary Wade’.  It is probable that the 

‘maid’ who slept in the maternity unit with the women in 1946 was one of these 

women. 

 

Women in Tuam 

15.50 A total of 2,219 women were admitted to the Tuam home between 1923 and 1961; 

the largest number of admissions was in the 1940s.  The highest number of births 

recorded was in 1943 when 143 babies were born or admitted; the second highest 

was in 1945 when 135 were born.  Not all of these babies were born in Tuam.  The 

modal age of mothers in the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s was 20 rising to 21 in the 

1950s.   
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15.51 The data on occupations of the women are incomplete as there is no information 

for almost one-quarter of the women.  The occupations that are recorded were 

representative of young single women in the west of Ireland in the years 1920-

1960: 41% were recorded as domestic servants; 32% were reported to be 

engaged in ‘home duties’.  Just under 60% of the women were from Galway, 28% 

from Mayo; there is a scattering of women from other counties; no information on 

county of origin is available in 10% of admissions.  

 

15.52 Tuam was not confined to women on their first pregnancy; just under 10% were on 

a second or third pregnancy.  The secretary of the Galway board of health told the  

Commission on the Sick and Destitute Poor:  

Originally it was decided to send all second offenders to the Magdalen Asylum 

Galway, and the children to the Children’s Home.  That worked for a short 

time until the Ministry insisted on having an agreement with the Nuns in 

charge of the Magdalen Asylum.  The Nuns refused to sign any agreement, 

and the whole thing has fallen through.  Now second offenders are not 

allowed into the Children’s Home, and when they are discharged from the 

maternity hospital they are allowed to go broadcast through the Country. 

 

15.53 The records of admission pathways are very incomplete, but of those that exist, the 

most common referrals were by the local health authority or by a dispensary 

doctor/medical officer.  Galway local authority records show that officials made 

serious efforts to pursue the putative fathers of these children for maintenance or 

to secure a contribution from the woman’s family.  In June 1930 the CHHAC 

recommended that all women admitted to Tuam should be interviewed by the 

county solicitor.22  In December 1930 the Senior Assistance Officer (SAO) (see 

Chapter 1) visited and interviewed all the women.  He reported that they were 

mostly servant girls; the putative fathers tended to be labourers or servant boys.  

He provided the committee with a list of women and putative fathers.  He indicated 

there was written evidence of the sixth mother on the list having met the putative 

father on several occasions.  He claimed there was enough evidence for the 

county solicitor to pursue this case as he was a man of means.  Additionally, 

numbers two, three, five and twenty stated that they could prove paternity.  

Numbers one, two, three, four, five, sixteen and twenty were living at home with 

their parents ‘when they got into trouble’ and he recommended that the committee 
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should pursue their parents for maintenance in Tuam or ‘have themselves or their 

babies sent home’.  Numbers fifteen, seventeen and twenty-two came from other 

counties, ‘but had been employed as maids in Co. Galway when they got into 

trouble’.23  It should be noted that this report, without names, was published in a 

local newspaper.  

 

15.54 This SAO had presented a paper to a conference in Dublin’s Mansion House some 

months earlier, titled ‘The administration of home assistance’.  In the course of this 

paper he argued that a large number of unmarried mothers in Galway were 

‘mentally defective’.  He also suggested that ‘imbeciles and harmless lunatics’ 

should not be given home assistance, arguing that their proper place was in an 

institution where they would be able to receive suitable treatment.  He claimed that 

many young women in this category become unmarried mothers: ‘a contingency 

doubly abhorrent, increasing the large number of imbecile children already in the 

country’.24 

 

15.55 The solicitor for Galway County Council was zealous in pursuing both putative 

fathers and the families of unmarried mothers to recover some of the cost of 

running the Tuam although it is probable that many of his efforts were not 

successful.  Farm labourers and servant boys would have been incapable of 

contributing money towards a child’s maintenance.  Nevertheless the extant 

managers’ orders, the minutes of the CHHAC and reports in the Connacht Tribune 

record extensive discussion about this issue.  If the putative father was a soldier or 

a member of An Garda Síochána, Galway County Council approached the relevant 

ministers, asking for deductions from their wages, but it is not clear whether this 

happened.  

 

15.56 In 1943 the county manager examined a list of cases submitted by Sister Hortense 

and directed that proceedings be taken in those cases that she recommended.  

The following year an expectant mother arrived in Tuam; she was a native of 

Athenry and had been working in a Limerick hospital for the previous six months.  

The assistance officer refused to give her an admission ticket - presumably 

because she had been working outside the county.  Sister Hortense admitted her 

for one month because she had nowhere else to go and the woman agreed to pay 

£2 for her maintenance.  The county manager ordered that she be asked to make 
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a statement as to the putative father and if she refused to do so she would not be 

admitted.  In 1945 a manager’s order reported that a named woman wished to be 

admitted as an expectant unmarried mother.  She was prepared to pay £5 for 

admission; her mother would pay a further £5 at a later date.  The county manager 

ordered that she should be admitted, having paid £5 down; consideration should 

be given to discharging mother and child after three months if she did not assist in 

the prosecution of the putative father.  The question of a further charge for 

maintenance would be considered after three months.  In 1947 he issued an order 

relating to future admissions of unmarried mothers to Tuam:  

I hereby direct that admissions to the Children’s Home Tuam in future be only 

made on order issued direct from county council office after receipt of 

application form completed by expectant mother giving name and means of 

putative father, whether she is willing to swear against him with particulars as 

to her own means and contribution (if any) to be made.  This form must be 

endorsed by her medical attendant giving probable date of confinement and 

stating where admission is recommended. 

 

15.57 There is evidence that this order remained in force into the late 1950s.  In 1957 a 

GP from Co Galway, who was a member of a deputation from the Irish Medical 

Association to the Department of Health (they were discussing maternity provisions 

under the Health Act 1953), complained about the difficulty of getting unmarried 

mothers admitted into Tuam.  He reported that the local health authority insisted on 

the name of the putative father being provided before a woman was admitted.  He 

acknowledged that the health authority was collecting £4,000 a year ‘from such 

individuals, but he felt that the present approach was an unhuman one’.  He also 

noted that some unmarried mothers required a level of care that could not be 

provided in Tuam and this delay presented risks for both mother and baby.  

Pregnant single women whose medical condition required admission to the Central 

Hospital in Galway had first to be admitted to Tuam and transferred from there to 

Galway.  Names of putative fathers are recorded on 399 entries out of a total of 

2219 entries (almost 18%); it is not possible to know if any of these names is 

accurate.  

 

The Maternity Unit 

15.58 When Tuam opened as a children’s home it did not accommodate pregnant 

women.  Pregnant women who sought the assistance of the local authority were 

admitted to the county home in Loughrea and transferred to the Central Hospital in 



CHAPTER 15 TUAM 
 

23 
 

Galway for the birth of their child.  Mother and baby were then brought to Tuam.  In 

1926 the CHHAC expressed concern at the ‘unnecessary expense’ of ambulances 

to transfer mothers and babies and a ‘still greater concern is that while this class of 

patient is in the Central Hospital, wives of labourers artisans etc. for whose use the 

Central Hospital was primarily intended will not seek admission’.   

 

15.59 Discussions about a maternity ward commenced shortly after the home moved to 

Tuam.  The medical officer at the home expressed the opinion that the former 

Tuam fever hospital (which was part of the workhouse complex) would be suitable, 

provided that it was modernised.  It had no hot water supply, no suitable range 

(stove) in the kitchen; an extra bath, bathroom, beds and bedding were required as 

well as two or three extra nurses.  He emphasised that complicated cases should 

continue to be sent to Galway.  The CHHAC was less than enthusiastic about 

providing a maternity home at Tuam, given the additional costs.25  The County 

Galway Hospitals and Dispensary Committee was more positive because they 

wished to exclude unmarried mothers from the Central Hospital.  One member 

suggested that ‘there should be a shed erected at the County Home’, to cater for 

unmarried mothers. However the chair of the committee, Canon McAlinden, 

countered that these women were not ‘hospital cases.  They are coming in as 

refugees’.26  Having examined the options, a decision was taken to fit out a ‘room’ 

in the Tuam home, ‘as the present arrangements…cannot be allowed to continue’.  

Galway County Council asked local newspapers to publish a denial of a rumour 

that coloured illegitimate children were born in the Central Hospital.27 

 

15.60 The local authority engineer reported that the proposed maternity ward (the former 

fever ward) was sufficiently large but needed major improvements.  The interior 

needed to be thoroughly cleaned, bathrooms and toilets installed and a new sewer 

system laid down.  He estimated that these works would cost approximately £500.  

In September 1930, Galway County Council sanctioned the raising of a loan of 

£2,000 for rewiring the county home and repairs in Tuam, ‘including the provision 

of a maternity ward’.  The loan was approved almost immediately by the DLGPH.  

 

15.61 The maternity unit opened in 1935.  A total of three ‘illegitimate’ babies were born 

in Tuam in the 1920s; these births presumably occurred before mothers could be 
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transferred to Galway.  In the 1930s the numbers born in Galway (200) still 

exceeded births in Tuam (168).  There was no resident midwife.  When plans were 

being drawn up for the maternity ward, the local authority decided to increase the 

salary of the medical officer by £25 from an initial £90 and to pay the local 

dispensary midwife an additional £20 to attend at births in the home.  In 1932 the 

matron (Sister Hortense) informed the local authority that she had been given 

permission to supervise the proposed maternity ward (either by the bishop or by 

the order), ‘but she would not be allowed to undertake the nursing in connection 

with same’.  The Vatican prohibition of religious sisters engaging in midwifery was 

removed in 1936.28  This change does not appear to have impacted on 

nursing/midwifery practices in the Tuam home.  The 1945 inspection carried out 

under the Registration of Maternity Homes Act 1934 noted that the staff was 

adequate to meet the needs of the maternity unit.  It stated that the nurse 

(presumably the midwife) slept at home and attended for confinements.  The 1950 

inspection noted that the patients were delivered by the district midwife.  A 

Department of Health file looking at provisions for unmarried mothers under the 

Health Act 1953 noted that ‘the medical officer attends daily and is on call as 

required’.  This would have been the position in many small private maternity 

homes at the time.  

 

15.62 Institutional statistics show that from the 1930s women were admitted to Tuam on 

average 50 days before giving birth.  The department’s inspector, Miss Clandillon, 

stated that the possibility of a woman in Tuam receiving pre-natal care was 

dependent upon the length of time elapsing between admission and confinement.  

No such care was possible in some cases because women sought admission 

immediately prior to or after confinement.  The way to ensure that women could 

receive appropriate care was to secure their admission three months before 

confinement.  However, there was a challenge in trying to get local authorities to 

agree to this because of the cost.  In 1947 Miss Litster also commented that many 

Tuam mothers received no ante-natal care.  She criticised the county manager for 

issuing an order that prohibited the admission of expectant mothers, chargeable to 

Co Galway, prior to the seventh month of pregnancy.  She suggested that this 

would place a good deal of hardship upon women ‘whose condition must become 

a matter of common knowledge before they are admitted and whose efforts to 

conceal their condition must have a bad effect upon the health of their infants.  It 
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might be well to enquire the reason for making this order’.  There is no evidence in 

the managers’ orders that this prohibition, which was introduced to reduce costs, 

was removed. 

 

15.63 The Tuam home was registered under the Registration of Maternity Homes Act 

1934 on 1 December 1937.  An inspection carried out on 11 July 1945, the earliest 

inspection report which the Commission has seen (although clearly not the first 

inspection), stated that the maternity wing was a new building, well-equipped and 

fit for purpose.  It consisted of a six-bed ward, one bath and shower and three 

WCs.  It noted that the medical officer wanted Wasserman tests (a blood test to 

determine if a woman was a carrier of venereal disease) to be carried out before 

women were admitted; otherwise he had to send the blood tests to Galway for 

analysis.  The inspection noted that 97 babies were delivered in the past year; no 

miscarriages or stillbirths were recorded, but there were 10 infant deaths since the 

last inspection.  The inspector, Dr Florence Dillon, noted that the matron was ‘most 

anxious to have the home centrally heated’; no details were given about heating in 

the maternity home in this report.  A further inspection in 1947 confirmed the 1945 

details about the premises; it also mentioned that the unit included one single 

room, which would appear to have been used as an isolation unit for mothers.  

There were 86 confinements in the past year and six infants had died.  The Grove, 

a private nursing home also run by the Sisters of Bon Secours in Tuam, which was 

also inspected at this time, recorded 92 confinements over the same period and 

two infant deaths.  In May 1950 the figures for the Tuam home were 82 births, six 

stillbirths, one maternal death and 11 infant deaths.  The inspector noted that 

Tuam had no arrangements for dealing with cases of puerperal pyrexia or sepsis - 

these cases were transferred to hospital.  

 

15.64 The inspection in May 1950 noted that there were three new-born infants in the 

nursery but the cots did not have the usual bed clothes, sheets, pillowcases, 

mattress saver, mackintosh etc.  One infant was wrapped in a large grey blanket.  

Two others had old looking jerseys on and the inspector remarked ‘I think the cots 

and the infants should be properly dressed’.  When Tuam was inspected in 1951 it 

was noted that there were only one or two patients in the maternity unit at any one 

time.  The number of births was falling, 53 since the last inspection; four infants 

had died.  The cot clothes had been replaced.  The report recalled that they had 

been very poor at the last inspection.   
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15.65 Documents relating to the 1951 inspection noted that when the Chief Medical 

Officer of the Department of Health made his observations on the inspection 

carried out in May 1950, he suggested that an investigation should be carried out 

into the infant mortality rate.  ‘In view of attached (illegible) it would appear that the 

matter was overlooked’.  It noted that the causes of the high death-rate were 

discussed ‘in A section’s file A11/255’; the Commission has not seen this file.  The 

memorandum indicated that a number of causes were given for the high death 

rate, the ‘chief one being lack of pre-natal care, a cause which the authorities of 

the home cannot remedy’.  It added that ‘several other improvements in the home 

itself are necessary both in personnel and facilities’. 

 

15.66 This was a reference to the medical officer to the home, Dr Costello.  He had been 

the medical officer to the Tuam workhouse and was appointed as medical officer to 

the Tuam home when it was opened.  He was also the local dispensary doctor 

which was a salaried post and he served as medical officer of health for the local 

authority.  The doctor divided his time between all of these duties.  In 1932 he 

applied for an increase in his salary as medical officer to the Tuam home.  He 

highlighted the increased work resulting from the admission of women and children 

from Mayo from 1931 and the opening of the maternity unit.  In 1932 he claimed 

that ‘the ante-natal Galway cases’ had increased his workload; in 1937 the local 

authority agreed to award him a salary increase of £70.  Galway CHHAC told the 

department that a portion of his salary would be charged to Mayo Board of Health 

in proportion to the number of Mayo women and children in the home.  This would 

also apply to the £120 salary paid to the chaplain.  Over one-third of the women 

and children in the home were from Mayo.   

 

15.67 Dr Costello retired as medical officer to the Tuam home in 1951 but continued to 

serve as the dispensary doctor.  He was born in 1864 so he was 87 at this time.  

The county manager and at least one Galway TD supported his claim to draw 

pensions from his former roles as medical officer to the Tuam home and the former 

Tuam workhouse, while continuing to serve as a dispensary doctor but the 

Department of Health refused to approve this, deeming it illegal.  Dr Waldron 

succeeded Dr Costello as medical officer to the home. 

 

15.68 The Commission has discovered very few details about medical practice in the 

home.  In 1943 there is evidence that the medical officer had sought the assistance 

of another doctor in a difficult midwifery case and he asked the local authority to 
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approve a fee payment to his colleague; this was not the only such occasion.  In 

1945 the county manager approved the purchase of ‘special medicine’, not 

specified, for Tuam, subject to ministerial approval.  Another order approved the 

purchase of 4.5 gallons of Hysan, the purpose of which is not clear.  In 1947 

approval was given to purchase a quantity of penicillin that Dr Costello required ‘in 

connection with an epidemic of measles in the home’.  In December of the same 

year approval was given to purchase penicillin at a cost of 4s 3d to treat influenza.  

These would have been quite early instances of penicillin being used in Ireland.  A 

letter in the records of the Sisters of Bon Secours, dated November 1946, from 

Sister Hortense stated that she had £1,000 in the St Mary’s bank account: ‘I was 

holding it for the theatre equipment as the contractor will require payment when the 

stuff is delivered’.  This suggests that the maternity unit was acquiring additional 

equipment at this time. 

 

15.69 In 1951/2 there would appear to have been some concerns about the register for 

the maternity home.  A letter from the county secretary to the Department of 

Health, dated July 1952, reported that:   

The County Medical Officer states that on his inspection of St. Mary’s Nursing 

Home, Dublin Road Tuam on 15th February last, he checked the register and 

that he recently re-checked it, and interrogated the matron, but could find no 

evidence of the omission alleged in the last paragraph of your letter of 21st 

June to the County Secretary29 in which you stated that the death of one 

infant was not entered in the record of the Home.  I shall be obliged if you will 

let me have further particulars concerning the alleged omission.   

 

15.70 The Commission has identified three infant deaths in the home in February 1951 

that are not registered in the General Register Office (GRO).  There clearly was 

some problem with registrations of death at this time.   

 

15.71 In 1953 all the maternity homes in Co Galway were inspected by the county 

engineer to assess fire safety.  The Tuam maternity home had fire extinguishers 

and this is recorded in a number of inspections.  The county engineer stated: 

No special report is being made on this building as plans are prepared for 

extensive alterations which are due to begin in the near future.  These will 

include new escapes.  It is recommended as in other cases that a system of 
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fire and evacuation drills be devised and that printed instructions be posted in 

Staff Quarters setting out actions to be taken in case of fire. 

The Commission has seen no evidence that this happened but the fire risks were 

highlighted in November 1959 when a decision was taken to close the home. 

 

15.72 Tuam maternity home did not include a separate nursery.  In earlier inspections it 

was stated that the infants stayed with their mothers (which would have been 

conducive to breastfeeding).  However, in 1953, an inspection noted that a 

kitchenette was being used as the nursery which was contrary to the specified 

standards.  According to a note on a Department of Health file, Miss Reidy (a 

department inspector) had discussed the matter of infants being left in the 

kitchenette with the Galway chief medical officer.  She recorded that he was 

satisfied ‘that in view of the limited no. of deliveries in this Home the nursery 

provision is adequate’.  The memorandum continued: ‘The Home is closely 

associated with the Local Authority and I suppose it should comply with our 

standards, but is it worth-while following up the point’.30  When the home was 

inspected in 1956 it was noted that the maid slept in the same ward as the 

patients.  Infants were nursed in a spare room with their mother when they were ill.  

The kitchenette was occasionally used as a nursery and, yet again, it was noted 

that this was contrary to recommended standards.  

 

15.73 By this time there should have been no reason to use the kitchenette as a nursery.  

In 1955 it was reported that births had fallen to approximately one a fortnight; 29 

babies were born between 20 July 1956 and 26 August 1957; there was one 

stillbirth and six infants died.  One was described as ‘delicate and difficult from 

birth’; another as ‘delicate from birth and very poor weight gain’; one had a 

congenital heart disorder; the mother of one of the children was in a sanatorium 

both before and after the birth.  Three children died from pneumonia or respiratory 

infections. 

 

Women’s exit pathways 

15.74 Women remained in the home for less than a year.  The average stay after giving 

birth ranged between 200 - 259 days; the shortest stays, an average of 204 days, 

were in the 1940s and the longest, 259 days, was during the 1950s.  This was 

shorter than in the Sacred Heart homes.  Just under half of the mothers (1101) 
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gave birth in the Tuam maternity home; 558 gave birth in hospital in Galway; 87 

gave birth at home and 91 in hospital in Castlebar.  Twelve mothers died in the 

home between 1923 and 1961. 

 

15.75 Thirteen mothers are recorded as going to Magdalen laundries and one to an 

unspecified Good Shepherd Home (which was probably a Magdalen laundry).  

Most files give no indication as to the exit pathway of the mother so these figures 

should be regarded as the minimum number admitted to Magdalen homes.  In 

1928, during a lengthy debate over the cost of maintaining unmarried mothers and 

their children the local authority adopted a resolution calling on the Dáil ‘to 

introduce legislation to giving power to commit second offenders to a Magdalene 

Asylum’.31  This motion was consistent with the recommendations of the 1927 

Commission on the Sick and Destitute Poor.  While no such legislation was ever 

drafted, there is evidence that the local authority attempted to send some mothers 

who were pregnant for a second time to Magdalen homes.  In 1945 a manager’s 

order stated that a named woman should be transferred to a Magdalen home when 

she was due for discharge from the Tuam home; if she refused, her child should be 

discharged with her.  This woman had previously given birth in Tuam in 1939 and 

her child had died.  On this occasion she was transferred to Tuam from Regina 

Coeli; this child also died and the mother left the home shortly after the death.  

There is no record of where she went.  Institutional records relating to children in 

Tuam show that 84 mothers were admitted to a Magdalen laundry some time after 

their discharge from Tuam. It is most likely that these women were on their second 

or subsequent pregnancy and, in line with Galway County Council policy, were 

directed to enter a Magdalen laundry when they sought public assistance. In 13 

other cases children were admitted to Tuam unaccompanied while their mothers 

were admitted to a Magdalen laundry - these women had never been in the Tuam 

home. A further 22 women, all admitted to the Tuam home on second or 

subsequent pregnancies, were directed by Galway County Manger to seek 

admission to a Magdalen laundry or to remove their child from the Tuam home. 

The Commission could not establish whether these women subsequently entered 

a Magdalen laundry. Four children who were born in or admitted to the Tuam home 

were subsequently admitted to a Magdalen laundry in their teens or in early 

adulthood. 
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Children in Tuam 

15.76 The Tuam institutional records show that there were a total of 3,349 children 

resident in Tuam; 2,694 were the children of unmarried mothers; 655 were the 

children of married or widowed parents.  As already stated, Tuam was not 

exclusively a mother and baby home.  It accommodated unmarried mothers and 

their children from counties Galway and Mayo.  It also accommodated the children 

of married couples or widows/widowers with or without their mothers and orphans.  

The women were often wives of men who had gone to England but were not 

sending money home; there was also an occasional prisoner’s wife and other 

homeless and destitute women.  There are several reports of families being 

evicted.  Similar cases can be found in county homes during these years.  

 

15.77 Tuam accommodated significant numbers of unaccompanied children - children of 

unmarried mothers whose mother had left the home and unaccompanied children 

of married or widowed parents.  The number of unaccompanied children peaked in 

the 1940s.  The average number of unaccompanied children per decade was: 

1920s:        72 

1930s:        67 

1940s:     251 

1950s:       51 

 

15.78 The unaccompanied children of married parents were in the home for a variety of 

reasons.  There are detailed lists of these children in the manager’s orders; the 

details given here relate to 1943.  One father whose daughter was in the home, 

explained that he could not take her home because his father who was living there 

had an advanced case of TB and was not expected to recover.  Another child was 

deemed ready to leave the home because her mother had been discharged from a 

mental hospital.  The father of one family of children was working in England ‘and 

will probably take them home on his return’.  One girl whose father refused to 

contribute towards her maintenance in the home ‘appears to be mentally 

defective’.  The father of one boy was in the army and his mother was in hospital; 

this boy would return home when she was discharged.  One family of children was 

sent to the home by the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children 

(NSPCC).  Their father had been evicted and the NSPCC inspector ‘doesn’t know 

what happened to the parents’.  The father of another family of children had gone 

to England and left them with his mother, but ‘she gave them back to his wife’.  
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There are numerous cases where one or both parents was suffering a long-term 

mental or physical illness; or a father, and occasionally also a mother, had gone to 

England and left the children behind.  The local authority sent these children to the 

home and tried where possible to make the parents contribute towards their 

upkeep.  Children in similar circumstances continued to be admitted to the home 

until it closed.  

 

15.79 By June 1935, the home was becoming overcrowded.  The number of children 

admitted (which includes those born in the home) peaked in the 1940s; 132 were 

admitted in 1942, 139 in 1944 and 142 in 1946 but the numbers fell sharply after 

1947.  In a report dated October 1940, Miss Clandillon, a DLGPH inspector, stated 

that there had been an increase of one-third in the number of children in the home 

to 80 and consideration needed to be taken to increasing the numbers being 

boarded out.  In 1944, Miss Clandillon said the numbers of children and mothers 

being maintained in Pelletstown and Tuam was excessive and a vigorous boarding 

out system was needed to reduce it. On 31 March 1943, there were five children to 

every mother in Tuam and the home was struggling to limit the numbers that could 

be admitted. 

 

15.80 The home was under considerable pressure during the 1940s.  The numbers of 

‘legitimate’ children in the home peaked in 1943, probably reflecting wartime 

disruption: fathers going to work in England or joining the army.  The number of 

‘illegitimate’ children also rose - as happened in other mother and baby homes.  

 

15.81 The high ratio of children to mothers would have made it difficult to provide 

adequate care for toddlers and children.  Tuam was again described as 

overcrowded in 1944 when there were 301 residents, 198 from Galway and 103 

from Mayo.  By August 1948, there were 75 children, which was a reduction from 

Miss Clandillon’s previous report.  She described Mayo as ‘one of the few counties 

in any area which has not been affected by the war’; the supply of foster homes did 

not appear to have been diminished.  She criticised the practice in Galway and 

Mayo of boarding out children with elderly foster mothers; she suggested that this 

should be avoided as far as possible. 

 

15.82 Approximately half of these children were born in the home; the highest proportion 

was during the 1940s, when over 60% of children were born there; the proportion 

fell to just over 50% during the 1950s.   
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15.83 While women left Tuam on average less than a year after the birth of their baby, 

the children remained there for several years.  The policy of the DLGPH was to 

encourage boarding-out when children were two years old and there was 

sustained pressure on mother and baby homes and county homes to place 

children who were over two years of age in foster homes though local authorities 

often failed to comply with this.  However Galway was unique in having an 

agreement with a dedicated home to keep the children of unmarried mothers until 

school-going age.  The agreement drawn up between Galway County Council and 

the Sisters of Bon Secours when the home opened provided for this.  When an 

agreement was reached with the Sisters of Bon Secours in 1931 to admit women 

and children from Mayo, one clause stated ‘That ages for boarding out children be 

the same in Mayo as for Galway, namely, boys 5 years, girls 7½ years, each Board 

to deal with their own boarding out arrangements.’   

 

15.84 When Mayo attempted to change this arrangement in 1935 and remove children at 

an earlier age, the Sisters informed the local authority that their agreement about 

the Tuam home would not be renewed.  Galway Board of Health expressed the 

view that the Sisters were acting in the best interests of the children.32  On 

occasion when the cost of the home threatened to result in an increase in the 

rates, a councillor would suggest that children should be sent home to their 

mothers.33 

 

15.85 When a mother left and her child remained in the home, the local authority tried to 

ensure that mothers contributed to the child’s maintenance.  In 1943 Miss 

Clandillon stated that some mothers in Tuam and Pelletstown were permitted to 

leave the home in order to take up employment.  They could leave their children in 

the homes under agreement and contribute to their maintenance, although this 

was not the usual procedure following birth in an institution.  In that year a Co 

Galway manager’s order, headed ‘Maintenance Cases Children’s Home Tuam’ 

recorded that two mothers had agreed to pay 5 shillings a month towards 

maintenance of their children in Tuam.  In another case (1947) where the mother 

had left the home and was reported to be going to England, the manager ordered 

that the ‘Secretary of the passport office be requested to refuse permission to this 

girl to emigrate to England34 and that the county solicitor issue proceedings against 
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her for deserting her child’.  The assistant secretary had secured the address in 

England of the mother of a child in the home and he had written to her asking what 

amount she would pay towards the cost of maintaining her daughter in the home.  

 

15.86 The local authority put pressure on Sister Hortense to ensure that mothers signed 

an agreement to contribute to their child’s maintenance before they left the home.  

Managers’ orders report that Sister Hortense agreed to ask mothers when they 

were leaving the home whether they were ‘willing to contribute something towards 

the cost of maintenance of their children there’.  The county secretary was directed 

to draft an agreement to this effect that mothers would sign before they left the 

home.  A later report stated only three mothers with children in the home had been 

discharged during the quarter ending 30 September 1943 and all three mothers 

had signed agreements guaranteeing payment of £3 a year towards their children’s 

upkeep.  The Commission has no knowledge of the number of mothers who signed 

such an agreement or of the amounts, if any, that they might have contributed.  

The majority would have taken jobs as domestic servants or in institutional service 

where their earnings would have been meagre.   

 

15.87 In 1956 the secretary of Galway County Council wrote to the Department of Health 

about the requirement to contact the mothers of children who were either in Tuam 

or boarded-out.  This arose in the context of a requirement to secure the mother’s 

written consent if the child was undergoing an operation.  This was difficult when 

the child had been abandoned or its parents were incapable of making a decision 

and it appeared that no express authority had been given to local authorities that 

would ensure they would be able to grant permission for necessary operations to 

be carried out as required.  He had given instructions to the matron in Tuam to 

seek a mother’s permission in future where this was possible. 

 

Illnesses and deaths   

15.88 The Commission has identified 978 deaths of children who were in the Tuam 

home; this includes 80 children who died in Glenamaddy; 802 children died in the 

Tuam home; 80 died in the Central Hospital in Galway and 8 died elsewhere 

including other hospitals.  The Commission has seen GRO records for 972 of 

these children.  The children who died included 108 ‘legitimate’ children.  The 

death of ‘legitimate’ children peaked in 1936 when 17 children died.  The deaths of 

children born to unmarried mothers peaked in the 1940s. 
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15.89 Almost half of the deaths (453 or 47.8%) were of infants aged between one and six 

months and almost 80% were of infants aged under one year.  

 

15.90 The local authority records have virtually no information about deaths or illnesses 

in the home although it would appear that the medical officer supplied regular 

reports.  In 1943, they note a report from Dr Costello stating that there were ‘only’ 6 

deaths in June, one was an infant who had lived only one and a half hours.  The 

other children were under six months of age, and deaths were due to whooping 

cough and general weakness. 

 

The 1945 inspection 

15.91 Most of the inspections carried out under the Registration of Maternity Homes Act 

1934 reported only on the maternity home; they did not inspect the children or the 

remainder of the home, but there were some exceptions.  In 1945 Dr Florence 

Dillon completed the standard form.  She also included a hand-written report.  This 

stated that ‘as directed’ she had visited the home and interviewed the matron and 

the medical officer.  There were 64 ‘girls’ in the home; ten were described as 

‘waiting cases’, and 160 children.  She was strongly of the opinion that mother and 

child should not be separated in the first 12 months of life ‘under any 

circumstances whatever, & neither should be permitted to leave the Home for this 

period’. 

   

15.92 Dr Dillon commented on the ‘legitimate’ children in the home.  She reported that 

the ‘matron informed me that the county manager sends in children of mothers 

going to the Central Hospital as patients’, and the NSPCC inspector ‘sends in 

whole families’.  She recommended that these children should only be admitted on 

a temporary basis, and they should be segregated from the other children because 

they were a possible source of infection.  Dr Dillon reported that ‘The Home 

appears efficiently managed as far as could be ascertained.  The children are well 

cared, weekly weight charts being kept in the case of non-thriving infants also case 

histories’.   

 

15.93 Among the 160 children in the home there were eight ‘imbeciles all of whom were 

born in the home and 2 girls of 12 years who were returned from being boarded-

out, owing to sub-normal intelligence.  Yet another imbecile 8 yrs. was sent to the 

Home by Galway County Manager last week’.  When the county manager received 
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a copy of Dr Dillon’s report (and he would have received a copy of all inspectors’ 

reports on the home), he directed that  

particulars of imbecile children in the Home from Galway and Mayo be sent to 

the Local Government Department, that they be informed that those children 

will be sent to St Vincent’s Home Cabra Road, if accepted there.  That 

legitimate children are only taken temporarily and St Vincent’s be asked if 

they are prepared to admit those children. 

 

The 1947 inspection 

15.94 The most comprehensive inspection of the Tuam home which the Commission has 

seen was carried out by Miss Litster in April 1947.  At the time there were 271 

children and 61 mothers in the home - a total of 333 residents.  She noted that ‘in 

1944 the population suggested as desirable by Mr Humphreys was 243.35  

 

Accommodation and health 

15.95 Miss Litster described the accommodation and the condition of the children in 

detail: 

Day Nursery 1: The day nursery for babies contained eight wooden cots and 

one pram.  Babies were healthy in appearance, except for two boys; one was 

described as ‘a baby with mis-shapen head and wizened limbs’, the second 

as ‘a premature infant’. 

 

Day Nursery 2: There were 18 toddlers in a second day nursery.  Miss Litster 

described them as ‘mainly healthy and normal’ with 7 exceptions: 

 a four-year-old boy who was described as ’epileptic and partially 

paralysed’;  

 a three year-old boy who was a ‘mental defective’;  

 a girl aged one-and-a-half years who was also a ‘mental defective’;  

 A thirteen-month old boy, ‘a miserable emaciated child with voracious 

appetite and no control over bodily functions probably mental defective’;  

 A ten-month old girl who was described as ‘child of itinerants’, delicate; 

 A boy, five years old, who had been ‘refused admission to Cabra M.D. 

Home36 owing to lack of accommodation’; 
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 A boy also aged five years: ‘Atrophied areas, hands growing near 

shoulders. Arrangements have been made for admission to Orthopaedic 

Hospital’. 

 

Day Nursery 3: Sun-room and Balcony; 12 of the 31 infants here were 

described as ‘poor babies, emaciated, not thriving’.  

 A three-months old girl with wizened limbs; 

 A 13 months old girl: ‘mother epileptic. Infant gets occasional fits’; 

 A boy, no age given, ‘delicate child’;  

 A girl three weeks old, ‘emaciated and delicate’;  

 A girl, two months old, mother 15 years-old; 

 A girl about six months, ‘emaciated’; 

 A girl, about seven months ‘delicate and wasted’; 

 A girl seven months old described as ‘fragile, abscess on hip, boils over 

body’;  

 A girl, no age given; ‘A “wasted” child, now beginning to thrive’;  

 A girl 3 months ‘not thriving, wizened limbs, emaciated’;  

 Boy, 7 months ‘pot-bellied, emaciated’;  

 Girl, no age given, ‘epileptic, mother also epileptic, a very poor baby’.  

Approximately ten of these 31 babies were wholly breastfed.  The remainder 

were bottlefed or partially breastfed.  

 

Day Nursery: St Teresa’s: This nursery had 13 infants in wooden cots; all 

except two were under one year old.  All but three infants were described as 

‘mainly healthy and normal’.  The exceptions were  

 A boy aged about nine months, ‘emaciated, flesh hanging loosely on limbs. 

Mother not normal’;  

 A child, sex and age not stated, ‘delicate, beginning to thrive’; 

 A child, sex and age not stated, described as ‘delicate, wasted’.  

 

Sun Balcony: St Patrick’s: This had 33 babies aged between one and two.  

Miss Litster recorded that all seemed healthy and normal, with the exception 

of one boy, who was deaf and dumb, and was awaiting a vacancy in the 

‘Institute for Deaf and Dumb’.  
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Play-room: This had 92 children aged from three to six years; the older 

children went to school in Tuam.  They were described as ‘mainly healthy and 

normal’, with three exceptions.   

 A six-year-old boy who ‘appears to be educable and might not be classed 

as a mental defective’.  Miss Litster suggested that an effort might be made 

to have him accepted in an industrial school. 

 A girl three and a half years old, ‘sub-normal in intelligence but may not be 

mentally defective’.  The inspector suggested that she should be examined 

for mental defect. 

 A girl aged six, described as ‘mental defective’.  

 

 Miss Litster recommended that all the children aged four and over should be 

boarded out.  

 

Play-Room Children and Toddlers: There were 59 children in this group.  All 

seemed healthy and normal.  Three children merited special comment.  One 

was an albino boy, aged about seven who had not been sent to school.  ‘He 

does not appear to be of average intelligence, and is not suitable for boarding-

out’.  Miss Litster suggested that an effort should be made to place him in an 

industrial school.  Two children needed surgical treatment and Miss Litster 

reported that ‘accommodation cannot be obtained for them in the Central 

Hospital Galway’ - one boy had a club foot, the other boy had two club feet.  

She reiterated that ‘continued efforts’ must be made to secure places in Cabra 

for four mentally-defective children mentioned above. 

 

Mortality 

15.96 Miss Litster described the infant death-rate as high.  She gave the figures for a 

number of years:  

 

Births and Admissions  Deaths 

Year ending 31/3/43:   159    54: 34%  

Year ending 31/3/44:   169    42: 25% 

Year ending 31/3/45:   153    36: 23% 

Year ending 31/3/46:   143    39: 27%  
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15.97 The death rate had appeared to be on the decrease but had begun to rise again.  

During the half-year ended 30 September 1946 the number of births and 

admissions was 66, the number of deaths 21 giving an infant mortality rate of 

about 32%.  The report states that a list of the causes of the deaths in the year 

ended 31 March 1946 was appended but it is not included in the file provided to 

the Commission.   

 

15.98 Miss Litster said that it was time to enquire into possible causes of death before 

the rate became higher.  She noted that there was a constant risk of infection 

because of admissions of entire families, ‘itinerants, destitutes, evicted persons 

etc. into the Children’s Home’.  She remarked that Dr Dillon had previously drawn 

attention to this in 1945.  There was no isolation unit, which meant that children 

newly-admitted were mingling with others in the home and there was no routine 

examination and testing for venereal diseases.  Dr Costello was praised for his 

keen interest in the welfare of the children, their progress and diet. However, he 

was then 80 years old and Miss Litster commented: ‘I think we are entitled to ask 

that the advice and assistance of a younger doctor with more up-to-date 

knowledge and methods should be available’.  This report stated that the infants 

‘received good care in the Children’s Home.  The Bon Secours Sisters being 

careful and attentive and excellent diets were available’.  ‘It is not here that we 

must look for the cause of the death rate’.  It is regrettable that the Commission 

has seen no further detailed reports on the children in the home after 1947.   

 

15.99 There are a number of references to a visiting committee drawn from members of 

the local authority but, if they compiled written reports on conditions in the home, 

the Commission has not had access to them.  Most local authority statements 

relating to the home are concerned with costs, not the quality of care and 

standards of health.  In 1959, when plans to close the home were being aired, a 

member of the local authority, who was a medical doctor, asked for details of the 

specimen diet of children in the home for a week; the age limits of the children; 

number of admissions; number of adoptions; number of infants who died and the 

daily cost.  At a later meeting in October 1959, it was recorded that ‘the allegations 

(not minuted) made by Dr O’Driscoll were unfounded in the views of Councillors 

Mannion and King.  They stated that members of the visiting committee were 

satisfied with the way that the Children’s Home was being managed’.  There was a 

belief that the allegations made by Dr O’Driscoll were without foundation.  It was 

decided that the information that he had requested at the meeting of 8 August 
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1959 should be supplied at the next consultative health committee meeting.  At a 

later meeting Dr O’Driscoll explained that he had not made any allegations 

concerning the Tuam home, he had sought information.  It is not clear that he ever 

received that information. 

 

15.100 When the Department of Health decided in 1959 that the home should close, Miss 

Reidy, a Department of Health inspector, remarked that there had been a dramatic 

improvement over the previous twelve months and the Sisters of Bon Secours 

wanted to improve it further.  She was amazed at the progress made following a 

recent inspection.  Toys had been obtained and children organised into play 

groups.  Her comments would suggest that she had inspected the home (and not 

just the maternity unit) on several occasions.  The Commission has not seen 

reports of these inspections.  

 

Children’s exit pathways  

15.101 The institutional records show the exit pathways for children as follows: 

Boarded Out    810 

Boarded Out Parent(s)    1 

Boarded Out Parent(s) Address      10 

Informal Adoption         5 

Home (unspecified)        1 

N/A     535 

Nun         1 

Nursed Out         1 

Other Institution     396 

Parents/Other Family Member    708 

Placed for Adoption      77 

Relatives (Unspecified)        2 

Died in the Institution    802 

Grand Total   3349

  

Boarding out  

15.102 The most common destination for children who left the home was boarding out in 

counties Mayo and Galway.  The children who went to parents or other family 

members included many of the ‘legitimate’ children who had been sent to the 

home.  As with the other mother and baby homes, it is not clear that children who 
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left with parents or other family members stayed with them; many were likely to 

have been subsequently placed at nurse, boarded out or adopted.  The institutions 

included industrial schools, facilities for children with intellectual or physical 

disabilities and hospitals. 

 

15.103 The major difference between boarding out from Tuam and elsewhere was the late 

age that the children left the home.  In 1923 the local authority discussed the 

respective merits of boarding out children from the home or sending them to 

industrial school.  At this meeting, Sister Hortense expressed the opinion that boys 

over seven should be transferred from the home.  She gave the names of seven 

boys who were over seven and it was suggested that they be sent to the Salthill 

Industrial School.37  She also gave the names of five girls over nine years of age 

who were to be boarded out or transferred to certified schools because it was 

‘undesirable to retain girls in the home after they reach the use of reason as their 

unavoidable association with mothers there would be dangerous’.  The county 

secretary was subsequently directed to ask Sister Hortense at what age it would 

be desirable to transfer girls from Tuam to an industrial school or to board them out 

with suitable foster parents who would be prepared to adopt them without 

payment.  In 1926 a member of the CHHAC proposed that children should be 

boarded out from Tuam when they turned seven rather than five and nine 

respectively for boys and girls, which had previously been agreed.  He claimed 

there were people without children that would be glad to get either a boy or girl 

aged seven; he argued that this had economic benefits for the local authority, 

given that it would cost more to keep them in the home for a further two years.  

However another member proposed that they adhere to their previous resolution.  

He believed that ‘the longer these poor children were kept in the Home under the 

care of nuns the better for themselves in after years,’ and his proposal was 

carried.38  

 

15.104 A meeting of Galway CHHAC in 1930 recommended that ‘girls be boarded out at 

the age of 7½ years and boys as at present at the age of 5 years.  In exceptional 

cases it would be advisable to keep girls in the Home somewhat longer, and in 

such cases the Sisters are willing to keep them at boarded out rates’.  ‘When 

children are being boarded out, it would be advisable when information is required 

to consult the Sisters as regards foster parents as their information in many cases 
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would be useful’.39  After this meeting the Minister for Local Government and Public 

Health wrote to the committee, asking about the differentiation in ages and pointed 

out that the department had recommended that children should be boarded out 

when they turned two.  The minister acknowledged that it might be difficult to 

secure foster parents for young children and it was suggested that there be a 

sliding scale of payments according to the child’s age but the Galway committee 

did not think it was feasible to board out two year olds.  A member of the 

committee who lived in Tuam commented: ‘You should see these children going 

down to school - how clean and neat they are turned out by the nuns in the 

Children’s Home.40   

 

15.105 In 1935, in order to save costs, the Mayo Board of Health decided to reduce the 

age at which children could be taken out of Tuam and boarded out.  However, 

there was resistance from the Sisters of Bon Secours who were not willing to 

renew their agreement with the board if the girls were not left in the home until they 

reached seven years and the boys five years.  The secretary said the board had 

reduced the age to four years all round.  One of those present at the meeting said 

the Sisters liked to keep the girls under their care  

until they had made their first Holy Communion, and had been properly 

instructed in their religion.  That would be a great safeguard to little girls going 

out into the world…the nuns were merely concerned for what they believe to 

be and what they have found out from experience to be for the good of the 

children.  The nuns’ one object is to make it a means to uplift and help the 

orphans … the Local Government Department inspectors were in favour of 

this, and the nuns did not ask for the Mayo children at all.  

A member of the committee asked was it the Board of Health or the institutions 

which made the rules; the secretary suggested that a compromise should be 

agreed.41  However it appears that the wishes of the Sisters of Bon Secours 

prevailed.  

 

15.106 The departmental inspectors consistently favoured boarding out children at an 

early age because this promoted closer bonds between foster parent(s) and 

children.  They feared that boarding out children at later ages encouraged foster 

parent(s) to see the children as potential sources of labour (see Chapter 11).  It is 
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evident from records of children boarded out by Galway County Council that it was 

not uncommon for children to be returned to Tuam in cases of illness, changed 

circumstances within the foster family and cases where the foster parent could not 

cope with the child.  Girls and younger boys were generally returned to Tuam; 

older boys were sent to the county home in Loughrea.  

 

15.107 Sometimes children selected for boarding out were not placed because of illness.  

For example, in 1943 Sister Hortense informed the county manager that a 

particular child would not be fit for boarding out for four months because of illness.  

It was suggested that her proposed foster parent should be asked if she would 

accept a different child instead and this was approved.  Galway, like other local 

authorities, found it difficult to identify suitable foster parents.  In 1943 the county 

manager ordered that Sister Hortense should be asked whether she would ask 

unmarried mothers to obtain foster parents for their children and pay half the costs 

and full clothing costs of their children with the remainder to be paid by the public 

assistance authority.  Foster parents were to be approved by the county manager 

and the local unemployment officer was to be consulted regarding the payment of 

9s unemployment assistance to mothers, which would enable them to contribute to 

their child’s maintenance.  The manager of the employment exchange in Galway 

stated that the dependents of those on unemployment assistance should be 

supported partly or wholly by claimants.  Subsequent to this, the county manager 

ordered that two recently discharged mothers were to apply for unemployment 

assistance and pay 6s a week for the maintenance of their children.42  The county 

manager also issued forms to Sister Hortense, asking her to secure the mothers’ 

agreement to contributing to the maintenance of their child before leaving the 

home, with the proviso that no agreement would be necessary where the foster 

parents had been selected by the mother.  

 

15.108 In a memorandum that appears to be dated 15 August 1952, the Department of 

Health asked whether alternative accommodation might be arranged for some of 

the children in Tuam.  

The information available to the minister indicates that while the best possible 

care is provided for the children in the Home, such an institution cannot 

provide a satisfactory environment for large numbers of children above the 

age of two and particularly for those above four years of age.  
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15.109 It emphasised that it was most appropriate that children who could not remain with 

their mothers should be boarded out at the age of two, so that they might be reared 

in the atmosphere of a normal household.  Those boarded out at a higher age 

found it difficult to establish satisfactory relations with members of their foster 

homes and adapt themselves to rural surroundings.  The memorandum remarked 

that boarding out was less expensive than maintenance in an institution, which 

needed to be considered in the context of works being proposed for Tuam.  It 

suggested that some children might be placed in a neighbouring county, such as 

Roscommon by arrangement with a children’s officer.  

 

15.110 The inspectors of boarded out children continued to criticise the late age at which 

children were boarded out from Tuam.  In 1959 a report on boarded out children in 

Co Galway noted that:  

a matter which requires urgent attention, and which has been referred to in 

earlier reports, is the late age at which children are boarded out from the 

Children’s Home Tuam.  The children are usually seven years of age, and 

may be eight, nine or over.  The disadvantages of retaining children in an 

institution until so late an age are well known.  Many tended to be illiterate 

when coming to school which put them at a disadvantage for their entire 

school career ‘and only the very intelligent ever overcome it … in comparison 

with other areas, much has still to be done in Co Galway to provide 

[continuing] education for boarded out children.  

 

Destination of children when the home closed 

15.111 In 1959 the Galway assistant manager claimed that one advantage of using Tuam 

was that it was convenient for arranging boarding out and adoptions and ‘we have 

some control of the care and treatment of the children there’.  If extern homes were 

used, they would incur expenditure on conveying the children to and from the 

homes and in visits by the children’s officer for the purposes of adoption and 

boarding out.  When it was decided to close the home the most important 

decisions concerned the children.  When Tuam was inspected in November 1959 - 

the inspection that led to the decision to close it - there were 103 children resident 

there: 

Under 6 months     12 

6-18 months      20 

18 months to 2.5 years    22 

4-5 years      17 
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5-6 years      18 

6-7 years        9 

Over 7         3 

Total                 103 

 

15.112 By 1959 there was considerable vacant space in the other mother and baby 

homes.  Officials in the Department of Health met in December 1959 to explore the 

possibility of relocating children from Tuam to Castlepollard, Sean Ross, 

Pelletstown or Dunboyne.  The minutes stated: ‘They had been aware of the 

suggestion that it was hoped by telescoping accommodation in the three homes at 

Castlepollard, Roscrea and Bessboro to make the latter home available for mental 

defectives’, which probably explains why no Tuam children were transferred to 

Bessborough.  A medical inspector expressed the opinion that the children 

remaining in the home were not suitable for adoption because of various physical 

and intellectual disabilities.  He stressed that this was his personal view and he 

had not examined the children.  Officials agreed that it appeared that other homes 

had sufficient places to accommodate children transferred from Tuam but they 

needed to establish if they would be willing to admit them.  However one official 

noted that because the Sacred Heart Homes had received funding from the 

Hospitals Trust Fund that the Sisters would be obliged to accept any cases 

referred to them by local authorities.  They discussed the merits of an immediate or 

a gradual evacuation of children from Tuam, but given the conditions there 

(especially the risks of fire) it was acknowledged that ‘the evacuations should be 

completed with the least possible delay’.  It was suggested that an informal 

meeting should be arranged with the county manager to discuss the availability of 

industrial school accommodation.  

 

15.113 The institutional records indicate that 42 children were transferred to Sean Ross 

and 10 to Castlepollard; 27 were transferred to industrial schools - the largest 

number went to St Francis Xavier’s industrial school in Ballaghdereen, which 

admitted girls and younger boys, but others went to St Joseph’s industrial school in 

Ballinasloe which also catered for girls and junior boys and Lenaboy also in 

Galway, which admitted girls.  Two children were admitted to Stewart’s Institute (an 

institution for those with acute special needs; see Chapter 2), one to the Loughrea 

county home; one to a psychiatric hospital and one to a Protestant children’s 

home.  Sister Hortense recommended that one boy aged 13 be placed in Stewart’s 

Institute for imbeciles ‘because he is a very unsuitable inmate for the Children’s 
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Home’.  However, the CHHAC realised that it was a Protestant institution and it 

recommended that queries be made ‘from ecclesiastical authorities as to the 

advisability of sending the boy there’.  Sister Hortense was keen that he be sent to 

an institution because ‘it is not desirable to have the other children associating with 

him’.  When Galway County Council learned that one child was being removed to 

the county home (St Brendan’s, Loughrea) and another to St Bridget’s Hospital, 

Ballinasloe (a mental hospital) following the closure of the Tuam home the 

assistant county manager explained that this was due to insufficient space for 

mentally handicapped children.  The child transferred to Loughrea died shortly 

afterwards.  At a meeting of the Tuam Town Commissioners on 4 July 1961, one 

commissioner claimed that the healthier children had been removed from the home 

but the more difficult cases were still there.43  The assistant county manager said 

that there was an unduly high number of mentally defective children in the home.  

He criticised the conditions of the home but was forced to retract such statements 

a month later.44  Two of the children who were transferred to St Joseph’s, 

Ballinasloe and who were severely mentally disabled were still there in 1964 in 

spite of the efforts of the Sister in charge there to get the county council to find a 

more suitable institution. 

 

Closing the Home 

15.114 The practice of keeping children in Tuam until the age of five, six or seven was at 

variance with the Department of Health’s determination that children should be 

boarded out at an early age.  When Galway County Council applied for capital 

funding to carry out major improvements to the home, the department responded 

by demanding that Tuam children should be boarded out at earlier ages, which 

would reduce the accommodation needed in the renovated premises.  The plans 

drawn up by the architect, based on the views of the local authority and the matron 

of Tuam, provided for 181 ‘cots’ for children and 71 beds for women and staff.  The 

department estimated that, if children over the age of four were boarded out, there 

would only be a need for 60 ‘cots’.  They also determined that accommodation for 

39 mothers would be sufficient.  The local authority planned to remove Tuam 

women and children to the Roscommon county home while renovations were 

being carried out.  A letter from the secretary of the Department of Health to the 

secretary of Galway County Council dated August 1953 stated that 
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‘The information available to the Minister indicates that while the best care 

possible is provided for the children in the Home, such an institution cannot 

provide satisfactory environment for large numbers of children above the age 

of 2 years and  particularly for those above 4 years of age.  The ideal 

arrangement would be that children who could not remain with their mothers 

should be boarded out at 2 years of age in order that they might be reared in 

the atmosphere of a normal household.  At present, it is stated the children 

when boarded out from the Home at a higher age are, due to their former 

environment, frequently incapable of establishing satisfactory relations with 

the members of their foster-homes or of adopting themselves to normal rural 

surroundings’. 

 

15.115 The local authority rejected the department’s proposals, claiming that they would 

probably delay improvements to Tuam ‘for a very long time’.  The proposal to 

board out all Tuam children over the age of four was dismissed as ‘wishful thinking’ 

because it was difficult for Galway County Council to find foster parents for children 

under four years; reducing accommodation for women would make it necessary to 

hire additional ‘domestic attendance, as much of the work in the Institution is done 

by the unmarried mothers who are there’.  (This statement ignored the proposal to 

reduce the number of children in Tuam by approximately two-thirds.)  The county 

manager demanded that the accommodation plans submitted by Galway should 

not be altered.  This stand-off meant that improvements to Tuam were postponed 

until it became evident that there was surplus accommodation in other mother and 

baby homes.  The appalling condition of the premises and the cost of renovation 

were contributory factors.  

 

15.116  The story of the closure of the Tuam home sheds light on the involvement of the 

Archbishop of Tuam.  The only earlier evidence relating to the home in the 

archdiocesan archives is a 1952 letter to the archbishop from a local engineer, 

asking him to intervene with the Sisters of Bon Secours to prevent the transfer of 

Sister Hortense (who had been in charge of Tuam from its establishment).  This 

correspondent claimed that her departure would be a significant loss to Tuam and 

the community at a time when there were plans for major reconstruction of the 

home and consequent disruption.  The archbishop relayed this message to the 

regional superior of the Sisters of Bon Secours; however, he emphasised that ‘that 

no one, no matter who he is, ought to intervene … I want to make it abundantly 

clear that I have no desire to interfere in any way in the working of the Institution, 
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which is capably managed in every way’.  Similar concerns were raised at a 

meeting of Galway County Council in June 1952 when a number of councillors 

wanted to request that Sister Hortense remain in Tuam, but the county manager 

stated that it was inappropriate to interfere with a religious order in the control of 

one of its members.  The regional superior pointed out that as Sister Hortense’s 

time in office in Tuam had already been extended she felt that it would be unwise 

to prolong it indefinitely. 

 

15.117 It would appear that the local authority had begun to consider the possibility of 

moving women and children from Tuam to the former Woodlands sanatorium in 

Galway in 1957.  At a meeting of Galway County Council, the county manager 

reported that the Sisters of Bon Secours and the Archbishop of Tuam might not 

approve a move to Woodlands, which was being used as an orthopaedic hospital.  

The county manager wrote to the archbishop.  He indicated that moving to Galway 

would have major advantages, because Galway was a regional medical centre, 

‘where specialist obstetrical services and paediatric services are more readily 

available’; ‘if Woodlands were to be under the control of a religious order, I think it 

would only be right to offer the acceptance of the control of the home to the Bon 

Secours Sisters, who have been running the Home in Tuam for so long and so 

well’.  The county manager was aware that the Bishop of Galway would have to 

consent to the Sisters of Bon Secours entering the Galway Diocese.  He wrote to 

Bishop Michael Browne of Galway explaining that the Tuam home needed major 

structural expenditure, but ’in view of the commitments of the Hospital Trust Fund45 

it is considered that it may be possible to avoid this expenditure by transferring the 

home from Tuam to Woodlands Orthopaedic Hospital’.  He sent a copy of this 

letter to the Archbishop of Tuam and a copy of his letter to the Archbishop was 

sent to the Bishop of Galway.  The county manager explained that, if the home 

was transferred to Woodlands, the building would have to be leased by the 

religious order appointed to run it.  The capitation charges would be revised, 

‘having regard to the fact that under the existing arrangements in Tuam, Galway 

County Council maintains the premises and pays certain expenses’.  The Bishop of 

Galway replied that the decision about relocating was a matter for the Archbishop 

of Tuam.  The admission of a ‘new community of sisters requires canonical 

sanction’.  The archbishop described the proposed transfer as:  
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undesirable in every way.  Anyone who has experience of the workings of a 

Home for unmarried mothers will tell you that such a Home must be in a place 

that is quiet, remote and surrounded by high boundary walls.  It is most 

difficult to deal with unmarried mothers.  In many cases they are on the look-

out to get in touch with men, and some of them cannot repress their 

excitement even when a man comes to the Home to deliver a message … 

Many of these unmarried mothers are anxious to get off without delay.  The 

only thing that prevents their leaving is the strict supervision and boundary 

walls … in some cases it has been known that attempts were made from 

outside to get at the inmates.  

 

15.118 He further stated that the Sisters had made big sacrifices to ensure that the 

running of the Tuam home was a success.  He reiterated that Woodlands was 

wholly unsuitable because it was not far from the public road and people had easy 

access in and out of it.  The spread-out nature of Woodlands meant that it would 

be impossible for the night sister to properly supervise the buildings, especially 

considering that there had been 240 people in Tuam: ‘it seems to me that the 

proposal for a transfer has been made by councillors who know nothing about the 

running of an institution of this kind’.  The archbishop claimed that the Tuam home 

had been a big success and ‘for that reason it ought to be left there’.  

 

15.119 Any decision about Tuam’s future appears to have been postponed for almost two 

years because of the objections raised by the archbishop.  When members of the 

county homes committee of the Department of Health visited Tuam in November 

1959 in order to determine whether carrying out major improvements/rebuilding 

would be justified, two departmental officials indicated that they had been of the 

opinion that the views expressed in the Archbishop of Tuam’s letter (which they 

had obviously seen) had meant in effect that the home must remain in Tuam.  

However they indicated that it was clear that the ‘Tuam cases’ could be 

accommodated in other homes and Tuam should be closed.  The record of this 

visit and meeting noted that it was felt that the order might not object to the present 

suggestion as apparently recruitment to the order was not keeping step with 

commitments and recently it had had to employ lay nursing staff in the hospital in 

Cork.  However placing the children who were in Tuam would be a slow process.  

 

15.120 The 1960 report of the Irish Province of the Sisters of Bon Secours described their 

work at Tuam as ‘work especially dear to the Heart of our Divine Lord’.  They 
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feared that Tuam would close because of declining numbers as it would be 

uneconomic to keep it open.  The Sisters had carried out an inventory of the 

contents in 1960; they claimed that virtually all had been purchased by the 

community with the exception of the Aga cooker in the girls’ kitchen, the potato 

steamers and peelers and laundry room equipment.46  

 

15.121 The Minister for Health approved the closure of the Tuam home on 27 July 1960 

and the transfer of the children to other institutions. Galway County Council passed 

a motion to defer consideration of the letter informing them of the minister’s 

decision.  The county manager explained to councillors that ‘the Home was a poor 

building and an enormous sum would be necessary to make it fit for continued 

use’.  The minister would not consider a scheme of investment when there was 

accommodation available elsewhere.  He informed them that Mayo county council 

had agreed to send unmarried mothers and children to other mother and baby 

homes.  However, the chairman of Galway County Council, Michael Carty TD said 

there was a general desire to keep the home open as far as possible.  There was a 

high number of children being adopted from it.  Mark Killilea TD47 said:  

they were not all convinced that the economics of the matter could be given 

effect.  There was the cost of sending the parents elsewhere.  There had 

been blundering by the Department too because they had spent all that 

money on repairs in recent years and should have been able to make up their 

minds then about it.  When the Council suggested the major scheme the 

Department agreed to give a contribution from the Hospitals Trust but when 

they went back to Dublin somebody got at them and they changed their 

minds.  The Tuam Home was economic for people it served and it was in 

better condition than similar institutions elsewhere.48  

 

15.122 The county manager explained that the department had two good reasons for 

closing the home: the fall in the illegitimate birth-rate and the work of the children’s 

officers had led to falling demand for places in mother and baby homes.49  It was 

not desirable for children to be raised in an institution; a home atmosphere and 

boarding out was preferable.  Unmarried mothers preferred to go to a home 

outside the county.  Councillors alleged that Archbishop Walsh wanted to keep the 
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home open for another four to five years in order to see whether there was a 

continuing demand for places.  However the manager reported on the contents of 

a letter that had been sent to the minister.  This letter informed the minister that 

local authority officials had explained to the archbishop that the fire risks meant 

that the home could not be allowed to continue in operation.  When the archbishop 

was also informed of the financial position and the views of the Minister of Health 

he withdrew his objections to the closure.50  

 

15.123 The Minister for Health met a deputation about the closure of Tuam in January 

1961.  He reiterated his decision to close it because of the unsatisfactory condition, 

the high cost of bringing it up to an acceptable standard and the availability of other 

accommodation.  The medical officer to the home told the minister that declining 

numbers and efforts on the part of the council to carry out improvements meant 

that it was much more comfortable for children than in the past.  He did not think 

that its closure was a matter of urgency and if it did close, there was no facility like 

it elsewhere in the west of Ireland.  He claimed that there had been an 

improvement in the mental development of children in the home since numbers 

were reduced.  However the county manager stated that falling numbers meant 

that the home was uneconomic; the assistant county manager and assistant chief 

engineer described it as a serious fire hazard; the improvements that had been 

carried out did not reduce that risk.  The council decided to close the Tuam home 

at its meeting on 28 January 1961.   

 

15.124 It soon became apparent that there was adequate space for the Tuam women and 

children in other homes but there were difficulties in relation to children who were 

handicapped or had special needs.  By July 1961 it was reported that the healthier 

children had been removed from the home while the more difficult cases remained 

(see above). The Tuam home was officially closed on 31 August 1961. 

 

Witness statements and memoirs  

A number of witnesses gave evidence to the Commission about the Tuam home 

and others provided affidavits.  The majority were born in the home and, not 

surprisingly, had very few memories of the home itself.  The main complaint of 

former child residents was their treatment when they were boarded out.  Some 

gave evidence of what they had heard from their mothers about the home.   
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The Commission heard evidence from a small number of mothers who had been in 

the home.  It is unlikely that there are many mothers who were resident in Tuam 

still alive.  Statements were provided to Gardaí by a number of people who had 

connections to Tuam in the period 2013/14.  These have been provided to the 

Commission.  There are also some published and unpublished recollections and 

memoirs which cast some light on the home.   

 

The experiences described by the former residents who gave evidence to the 

Commission are largely set out in their own words.  In some cases, particular 

information which might identify the witnesses has not been included. 

 

Mothers 

15.125 One mother said that she had never seen anything wrong in the Tuam home.  She 

said that Sister Gabriel, Bina Rabbitte and Mary Wade (Nurse) showed great 

concern for sick and dying children with Bina Rabitte being upset over the sick 

children.  This was proof to her that they were caring people. 

 

15.126 A mother who gave birth in Tuam in the mid-1950s compiled a statement about her 

time there. This statement was given by the HSE to Catherine Corless in 2013.  

This woman described Tuam as a big gloomy building surrounded by iron gates.  

She said that she was working in the home until shortly before she gave birth.  ‘I 

was told I had a baby girl and it would have been better for the child if it had been 

born a boy as it would have a better life’.  She was kept on the ward for 10 days 

and subsequently sent back to work. ‘My time there was very hard as we were 

treated so badly.  We were never allowed any kind of recreation, no talking was 

allowed during meal times or when you were in the nursery attending your baby’.  

Any letters that were written were censored. 

 

15.127 There was a long table where the children sat to eat their meals and no toys.  

There was a bucket with disinfectant to clean up any ‘accident’ a children may 

have had.  ‘They were always soiling themselves even though there was a potty in 

the room which they were put on every half an hour’.  The food consisted of 

porridge for breakfast, mashed potatoes for lunch and bread and milk mashed 

together for dinner and no solid foods.  

 

15.128 Those who were not on the night shift were woken up at 6am.  ‘The night shift was 

made up of girls who had six weeks left until they would be leaving’.  She said that 
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the women only washed once a week and they were covered in a rash as were the 

children and a lotion was used to try to deal with it.  At the end of the day they 

would be back in bed at 7.30pm with the baby sleeping beside the mothers ‘and all 

night long the night shift would be shouting at us not to have our backs to babies’.  

 

15.129 She described her duties in the home as feeding and cleaning up after the children 

and covering for the other girl she worked with.  Two girls were assigned to each 

room and at feeding time, they went around with a large pot of porridge or mashed 

potatoes to spoon feed the children who never had their own crockery or cutlery.  

One girl told the others about ‘the lovely food’ the Sisters of Bon Secours would get 

to eat while they ‘were fed slops’.  She said that the cook made a fruit cake once a 

week for the Sisters.  

 

15.130 She said that ‘Christmas was no different to any other day.  We never had a 

Christmas dinner or a tree nor were any decorations put up.  ‘The children were 

never given any presents.  They may have had presents sent in by their mothers 

but they never received them.  Some mothers sent parcels in after they had left the 

home.  They would have new clothes and some toys in them but the children never 

got them.  The nuns would keep them in case the mothers came back to visit, then 

the child would be dressed up’ 

 

15.131 This woman said that the girls in the home were allowed visitors but no one ever 

came to visit.  ‘No one wanted to know you while you were in there.  I think about 

three girls had a visitor while I was there.  I had none’.  

 

15.132 When her daughter was 11 months old this woman was brought to a solicitor in 

Galway to sign surrender forms for her daughter’s adoption to take place.  She 

believed that this was the best thing for her daughter. 

 

15.133 A woman who swore an affidavit for the Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse 

(the Ryan Commission) said that the Sisters of Bon Secours never sat beside the 

children in church but rather in separate pews.  She never saw Sister Benigne hit a 

child and called her a nice lady.  She was involved in the Christmas play.  She said 

that the caretaker, Johnny Cunningham, helped to put up decorations in the home 

and the children got a toy every year.  She recalled that Sister Hortense 

particularly enjoyed doing this.  
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15.134 Another mother said that she had been treated well in the Tuam home and while 

the other girls worked hard in the laundry, they were never subject to ill treatment 

or abuse.  

 

15.135 A mother told the Commission that she did not know what Tuam was before she 

was admitted in 1955.  ‘Tuam was Tuam and we heard about it in Ballina.  You 

knew that girls went there but you didn’t give it another thought.  You know it was 

like telling you were going to a hotel somewhere’.  She said she was attended at 

the birth by a nurse/midwife who came in for this purpose.  She got no pain relief.  

She was aware of a number of children dying in the home. 

 

Former child residents 

15.136 A woman who had been born in the Tuam home in the mid-1930s and who lived 

there until she was 18 told Tuam Gardaí that half of the children went to the Mercy 

primary school and half to the Presentation primary school ‘so they wouldn’t fall out 

with either’. She said that Sister Hortense loved children and helped out with them.  

She recalled a priest coming to celebrate Mass and that people of trust tended to 

work in the home.  She remembered putting on plays as a child.  She remembered 

being in a play herself in the Presentation Convent and she remembered that the 

other Sisters would come and people would look at the play and she remembers 

getting a great sense of well-being and joy out of that, that she was out in the 

public for that.  She remembered them having cows. 

 

15.137 A former child resident provided an affidavit in which he said that he had lived in 

the home for 12 years before being boarded out to a family in the early 1950s.  He 

said that there was a stigma attached to the home but he had no problems during 

his time there.  He said that there was a pleasant atmosphere and the food was 

plentiful and of good quality.  There were swings and other rudimentary equipment 

for children to play on.  There were plays organised at Christmas and some locals 

were invited to attend.  They occasionally went to the cinema on a Sunday or to 

watch Gaelic football matches at Tuam stadium.  He was an altar boy in the 

Cathedral and was taught Latin responses for Mass.  He went to a holiday home in 

Westport in the summer.51  He did not recall any fundraising for the home, nor 

inspections from anyone from government during his time there.  He remembers 

there being proper toilets, bathrooms and electric light, unlike the home to which 
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he was boarded out.  While not aware of any outside nurses being employed, ‘the 

women who lived and worked in the home were known as ‘paid maids’.  He 

recalled that they slept in dormitories.  The children did not have to wear a uniform 

but wore their own clothes.  An elderly doctor used to visit.   

 

15.138 A former child resident wrote of her memories of the Sisters of Bon Secours in 

2002.  She described them as ‘the kindest and dearest nuns I had the privleg (sic) 

of knowing’.  ‘I am shocked and appalled at the people who falsely accuse the Bon 

Secours nuns of abusing the children in their care’.  She said that she was well-

fed, clothed and kept warm in the winter by the Sisters.  The children learned how 

to sing and step-dance with the nuns and staged plays at Christmas time.  ‘We had 

a good instructor and entertained priests, nuns and high class people of Tuam.  

We lacked nothing’.  She cried when she was boarded out, aged seven but soon 

grew to love her foster family.  Sister Hortense sent a gift every Christmas to her 

and to other boarded out children.  She described Sister Hortense as having ‘a 

heart of gold’.  

 

15.139 ‘The nuns were supportive and understanding’.  Along with four other girls, she 

helped with the younger children who were cared for and were never mistreated by 

the Bon Secours Sisters.  She never forgot their kindness and visited whenever 

she was home from the United States.  

15.140 A former resident recalled Bina Rabbitte making up bottles for the babies in the 

home and the mothers helping to feed them.  She recalled the food not being very 

good in Tuam and eating moss off the walls.  She does not remember getting three 

meals a day. 

 

15.141 Another former resident told the Commission that he felt there was a stigma 

attached to him and he found it difficult to get answers as to who his parents were 

when he first went looking.  He said that as a child he was not allowed to serve 

Mass and that the local priest put his mother into the home.  He said that the priest 

came around when his mother was pregnant and that she had to leave the parish 

because  

she was pregnant out of wedlock and when she was seven months pregnant, 

the situation wasn't great at the home place in the house, because they were 

very very poor.  The father at two o'clock in the morning cycled 20 miles and 

his son cycled 20 miles in the dark of night to go to a place called Loughrea, 

in to a home in Loughrea where she had to be put in and they had to do that 
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all under the cover of darkness so no one would see what went on and come 

back in, cycle back in in the morning.  Up hill, down hill and that's the way she 

was carried for 20 miles.  Just imagine it a heavily pregnant woman having to 

go through this for what like?  No one would believe. 

 

15.142 A former child resident who was in the home for most of the 1950s told the 

Commission that his mother wanted to take him out when she was leaving (he was 

aged one at the time) but the nun told her she was not capable of looking after 

him.  His mother got a job in the Bon Secours Hospital (in Tuam it was known as 

the Grove) and she would walk to the Tuam home and knock on the door in the 

hope of seeing him.  She approached the parish priest where he had been 

boarded out in an effort to bring him back to England.  However, the parish priest 

told her that he was settled with the family and not to disturb that.  His foster 

parents took care of him.  ‘I was born twice.  I was born in a prison first and I spent 

six-and-a-half years in it and then I was born a second time in a home where there 

was love and care’.  ‘I was born in a jail and I spent six-and-a-half years in a jail. I 

got no love, no care, no education, no nothing.  Then my mother spending five-

and-a-half years walking up and down making a fool out of her’. 

 

15.143 When asked if he had any good memories of the home, he said: ‘not a good 

memory in the world, no.  Nothing whatsoever, nothing’.  He said that the children 

from the home sat together in school and did not sit with other students in the 

classroom.  

 

15.144 Another former child resident who was in Tuam in the 1950s recalled very little 

about the home.  He remembered ‘the big walls, the outdoor toilets’ which were 

similar to the toilets in the small rural school that he later attended (after he was 

boarded out).  These were the only toilets in Tuam that he recalled; the toilet bowls 

were ‘just full’; they were not flush toilets; he believes that they were in ‘a little lean-

to, a shed’. 

 

Children of a former child resident  

15.145 Two children of a former child resident gave accounts of what their father had said 

about Tuam.  He was a foundling and was there from 1925 to 1936.  His earliest 

memories were of long borders with flowers where the toddlers were brought for 

exercise along the paths and were encouraged to smell the flowers.  He did not 

recall there being many toys but he remembered playing with them at Christmas 
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time and he remembered wooden swords being made both for him and a friend to 

play with.  He went to the local national school in Tuam where he ‘was always 

conscious that he had boots and socks on his feet and some of the other children 

“townies” came to school without shoes even in winter time’.  He recalled being 

beaten by a teacher but this stopped when the chaplain to the Tuam home 

threatened to prevent the teacher from teaching again if he continued with the 

beatings.  He took part in school concerts and sang in the Cathedral choir and 

recalled that a gramophone was put on in the home in the evenings.  He also 

recalled a farm being attached to the home with milk and fresh food used to 

supplement the funds received from the local authority.  (A photograph from 

Catherine Corless’s article in the Old Tuam Society shows vegetables being 

grown.52) ‘Without the farm there were times they would have starved’.  (A 

separate witness said that animals were kept.53) He described the home as having 

an economy of its own with the handy man sometimes making coffins, but he did 

not recall receiving any vaccinations.  He also remembered that there was a 

mortuary in the home that was off limits to children.  

 

Sisters of Bon Secours 

15.146 There were no surviving members of the Sisters of Bon Secours in a position to 

give direct evidence to the Commission about Tuam.  One Sister had given a 

statement to the Gardaí in Tuam about her work at the home.  She told the Gardaí 

that she worked there for about three months.  She was not too sure of the exact 

dates but she thought that she started working there in October/November 1957 

until January 1958.  She was a trained nurse.  She remembered working with a 

toddler group but she did not have any dealings with older children.  She recalled 

each member of the order being allocated a section of the home to work in.  She 

described the nursery on the ground floor. She never remembered seeing a 

cemetery.  She worked with toddlers rather than new-borns.  She remembered a 

Sister Mary Brigid who was a cook in the home.  She never saw anybody make 

their first communion there (this is not surprising if she was there between 

October/November and January) and she said that a midwife rather than a 

religious sister was brought in to assist with the birth of a child.  She recalled that if 

the children were to be fostered a social worker was involved but she could not 

recall a name.  It was her assumption that social workers were involved in the 

fostering of children.  
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15.147 A member of the Sisters of Bon Secours swore an affidavit in 2003 in response to 

a complaint by a former resident that she had been emotionally scarred for life by 

her experience in Tuam.  She said that: ‘as far as I can ascertain no assistance 

was given by the local community to the Home.  This I understand was due to the 

fact that it was primarily a home for unmarried mothers … the view in Ireland at 

that time of unmarried mothers was quite bad and in fact they were shunned by 

society in general’.  

 

15.148 The Memoirs of a Bon Secours Sister described the early days of life in the Tuam 

home.  This undated manuscript recalls Sister Hortense working hard and getting 

the women to do likewise.  ‘They tilled the garden and produced plenty of 

potatoes…Sister Hortense believed in keeping them busy and also making 

improvements at the minimum of expense’.  This Sister described the lack of 

central heating with turf fires all over the place ‘people were not so cold conscious 

then I think.  No running water except in the surgery and kitchenette’.  The convent 

had a bath with hot and cold water and there were only oil lamps with electric light 

being brought in from 1927.  There was a chaplain who was the secretary to the 

Archbishop of Tuam and he said Mass in the home every morning with priests from 

the Tuam parish coming in every week to hear confessions, give a lecture and 

baptise children as there was a baptismal font in the home.  The mothers visited 

the Blessed Sacrament every day with the rosary also recited daily.  This memoir 

stated that the mothers stayed with the babies in the home for a year and if they 

stayed longer, they were kept as ‘paid hands’.  

 

Archdiocese of Tuam  

15.149 Fr Fintan Monahan, who is now the Bishop of Killaloe, gave evidence to the 

Commission when he was the secretary to the archdiocese of Tuam.  He said that 

the Archdiocese of Tuam never had an administrative role in the Tuam home.  He 

said that the role of the archdiocese was pastoral:  

The diocese never had an administrative role in the running of the Mother and 

Baby Home.  The role of the diocese was pastoral, making the services of 

chaplains available for baptisms, funerals, sacramental occasions and 

whenever a pastoral need arose.  The chaplains who worked there are now 

all deceased.   

 

15.150 Fr Kieran Waldron, a part time archivist with the archdiocese, told the Commission 

that it was clear to him that the home was not under the direct control of the 
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archbishop but of the Sisters of Bon Secours who ‘were the agents of the County 

Board of Health’:   

the diocese did not have any micro-management role in the Mother and Baby 

Home any more than it had in the hundreds of schools, the three hospitals 

and two orphanages within the diocese.  Religious institutions were managed 

by religious congregations directly responsible to their own superiors.  The 

Tuam Home was even more separated from the diocese than others in that its 

ownership and effective management was under county council control. 

 

15.151 However, Fr Waldron did describe  Archbishop Walsh (1940-69) as being ‘so 

committed to his mission and so scrupulous and finicky in every detail of church 

government that any observer would have formed the opinion that episcopal rule 

and administration was in his blood’.  Fr Waldron said that ‘no building project or 

major incident occurred without being referred for his observations.  He was 

involved in the minutiae of administration in every parish in the diocese’.  He was 

described as being authoritarian and centralised in his administration to the point 

that he gained a reputation of severity and heartlessness on occasion.54 

 

Caretaker’s son 

15.152 John Cunningham, a journalist who was the son of Johnny Cunningham the 

caretaker at the Tuam home and who himself spent time between his father’s 

home and the children’s home after the death of his mother, wrote about the home 

in the Connacht Tribune in April 1998.  He cautioned: ‘one has to be very careful of 

any impressions gained in childhood, though memories of the Children’s Home can 

be extraordinarily vivid’.  

 

15.153 He said that many young women were ostracised by their families when they 

became pregnant.  ‘I saw the devastation when they were parted from their 

children … they nursed the child and looked after it for a year and then they went 

one way and the child stayed to be adopted, or to be boarded out a few years 

later.  I don’t know if many of them ever recovered from the heartbreak in parting’. 

 

Julia Devaney 

15.154 Julia Devaney worked in the Tuam home for many years; she first entered there in 

1925 when she was nine and left when it closed in 1961.  Her memories were 
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recorded by a local shopkeeper during the 1980s.  She was described as an avid 

gardener and dog lover.  She doted on children who had spent time in 

Glenamaddy before going to Tuam.  Other witnesses have commented on her 

kindness to children.  The following are extracts from her recollections as recorded:  

We got up about 6am.  The mothers would bring their child that slept with 

them down to the Nursery.  The babies would sleep with the mothers from 

about 9 or 10 days old.  The Nursery was way down at the back of the place.  

Mass was at 8am.  Breakfast was after Mass.  A good eye was kept on those 

who were receiving communion.  They would be shunted out of the 

dormitories to go to Mass.  Some women’s jobs was to dress the children in 

the morning and bring them downstairs. 

 The little ones went to bed summer and winter at 6pm.  They had swings and 

see-saws, but when I look back they were very unnatural children, shouting 

screeching sometimes laughing, ring-a-ring-a-rosy.  The mothers spoke only 

to each other about the fathers of their children.  They’d hate to face home.  

The lads that were friendly with them outside would ignore them now.  Many a 

girl shed tears - a terrible depressing place.  They would not talk to me about 

themselves. …The nuns in the Home did not condemn the women as sinners, 

no no.  If the girls came in young they were not allowed to finish their 

schooling.  Nuns had very little contact with the children, they wouldn’t even 

know their names.  

The nuns took a house down by the sea in Achill every summer for a month or 

six weeks.  We would take it in turns to spend a week with them, Annie Kelly 

the nuns’ cook, and myself, and Mary Wade and the other domestics.  A 

yearly treat.  

Some of the children wouldn’t use spoons, but use their fists to lift the 

porridge out of the mugs, and they would get a whack. 

Every year the kids would put on a play and the doctor’s kids would come up 

to the home to see it.  Nuala Costello had a rock-a-bye-baby dolls cot with 

iron fretwork, and a rocking horse, and a dolls house, every inch of it exactly 

like Dr Fitzgerald’s house. That house was made especially for Dr Fitzgerald’s 

daughter.  Dr Waldron’s wife had a trunk full of books sent up to the Home 

along with the toys. 

Families outside used the home as a threat on their children, that if they didn’t 

behave, they would be sent there.  The nuns were very regimental with the 

children, doing drills and ring-a-ring-a-rosy with them.  They made no effort to 

develop their minds, the mothers were told to feed them and clean up after 
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them and put them on the pots.  I think that they spent most of their time 

sitting on the pots. 

The home was spotless, a show house, the mothers were always cleaning, 

but it was a cold and loveless place. 

Most of the clothes were made on the premises, the children’s coats as well.  

We’d get a coat in Mahers and other clothes, we’d just ask the nuns when we 

needed them, and we could pick our own type of shoes, we were never 

branded with the same clothes.  Sister Hortense would go to Dublin in the 

sales, Arnotts and Clerys, and order stuff that would be sent down by rail.  We 

got blankets from Foxford in Co Mayo. 

I always had an inferiority complex, as we knew it was the outside people 

paying taxes and rates that covered the cost of keeping us in the home.  

There was a stove specially to heat the water for baths, it would heat the 

kitchen taps and you would draw it out for the baths, there were plenty of 

baths, and more down in the new maternity.  The mothers would go down 

every Saturday.  

At the home in Tuam, the county council put in great washing facilities for 

them, monstrous washing machines and a wringer and a big thing for hot 

water in later years.  In the earlier years there were only wash-boards and 

sinks.  Also, what they called a ‘colander’ for rolling sheets and drying them in 

the 1940/1950’s.  There was a number on the nappies and each mother had 

to account for her own baby’s nappy.  Each mother had a little cubby hole for 

her own laundry.  There was a big cold bath outside the laundry to take the 

baby’s ‘bowels’ off the nappy (pre-wash), and then it was washed in the 

laundry.  

I think the children who were fostered out fared better.  I know Sister Hortense 

would never give a child to a family with children, as she would know that they 

only wanted them for work.  In the 1950’s children were adopted to the USA.  I 

remember a couple who came for a child, but the child had the measles at the 

time, so the couple stayed in the hotel for a while, and came up to the home 

every day to see her, and the man would say when he’d see her ‘Oh she’s too 

beautiful to touch’, and when she did go to the USA they’d send colour photos 

of her toys and her lovely bedroom - a lovely home. 

Sr Leondra did not like the idea at all of the children going to USA.  ‘Why 

should we be rearing our Irish children for America’, she used to say.  I have 

terrible regrets for the children, I feel a sense of shame that that I did not 

create a war, but then again what could I have done?  It was a rotten ould 
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place to rear children, marching them around the room to keep them out of 

trouble. 

 

Halliday Sutherland  

15.155 Dr Halliday Sutherland gives a description of a visit to the Tuam home, probably in 

1955.  He secured an introduction to Dr Walsh, Archbishop of Tuam, from the wife 

of a Galway solicitor.  The archbishop gave him permission to visit the home and 

invited him and his companions (the solicitor’s wife and her son, a law student) to 

tea.  

At Tuam I went to the old workhouse now the Children’s Home, a long two-

storied building in its own grounds.  These were well-kept and had many 

flower-beds.  The Home is run by the Sisters of Bon Secours of Paris and the 

Reverand [sic] Mother showed me round.  Each of the sisters is a fully-trained 

nurse and midwife.  Some are also trained children’s nurses.  An unmarried 

girl may come here to have her baby.  She agrees to stay in the Home for one 

year.  During this time she looks after her baby and assists the nuns in 

domestic work.  She is unpaid.  At the end of a year she may leave.  She may 

take her baby with her or leave the baby at the Home in the hope that it will be 

adopted.  The nuns keep the child under the age of seven, when it is sent to 

an Industrial School.  There were 51 confinements in 1954 and the nuns now 

looked after 120 children.  For each child or mother in the Home the County 

Council pays £1 per week.  That is a pittance.  If a girl has two confinements 

at the Home she is sent at the end of the year to the Magdalene Home 

Laundry at Galway.  Children of five and over attend the local school.  All the 

babies were in cots and the Reverend Mother said, “we wouldn’t allow a girl to 

take her baby to bed with her unless it was at least two months old.  Then she 

is probably fond of it. Before then there might be accidents”.  The whole 

building was fresh and clean. 

In the garden at the back of the Home children were singing.  I walked along 

the path and was mobbed by some of the younger children.  They said 

nothing but each struggled to shake my hand.  Their hands were clean and 

cool.  Then I realised that to these children I was a potential adopter who 

might take some boy or girl away to a real home.  It was pathetic.  Finally, I 

said, “Children, I’m not holding a reception”.  They stopped struggling and 

looked at me.  Then a nun told them to stand on the lawn and sing me a song 
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in Irish.  This they did very sweetly At the Dogs’ Home Battersea, every dog 

barks at the visitor in the hope that it will be taken away’.55 

 

Dr James Fergus  

15.156 Dr Fergus had been a curate in Glenamaddy and was in Tuam when the children’s 

home opened there in 1925. He was later the Bishop of Achonry.  He described 

Sister Hortense as  

the most capable woman I have known in my life.  She had judgement, 

courage, initiative, and was unequalled in handling any situation.  Better than 

all that, she had goodness and a kind heart that knew no distinction of 

persons. I have known her to sit up for several nights in succession by the 

bedside of an itinerant child, fighting for its life - and winning the battle.  

 

15.157  When the Sisters moved to Tuam, he said that  

The surroundings of the place were in an awful state with weeds everywhere 

and long grass entangled in barbed wire and, in some of the wards, boards 

had been torn from the floors by the soldiers for firewood.  Otherwise the 

buildings were in fairly good shape.  

Gradually the remaining Sisters, mothers and children arrived.  The work of 

clearance and cleaning began; paths were laid out, painting was done where 

necessary and before long the whole place had taken on quite a respectable 

appearance.  Within a few years the grounds were tilled from wall to wall and 

were providing crops and flowers.  The children went to the Mercy and 

Presentation schools and were welcome there… 

The Sisters did not take long to establish themselves at Tuam and became 

popular with the townspeople so that St. Mary’s Home came to be regarded 

as much a part of the town as if it had been there for a century.  The local 

clergy loved to visit it as well as many of the people of the town.  The Co 

Galway Board of Health used to hold some of their meetings there. 

The Sisters would have loved to keep the children until they had finished at 

least their primary schooling, but even at that time boarding out, even of 

babies was very much in the air. 

From time to time the Home was visited by a Local Government Inspector, a 

troublesome spinster who thought she knew everything about what was best 

for babies and would like to see them all boarded out.  However, for some 
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years more of the children were left until they had spent a few years at school; 

then they were boarded out with foster parents, some of whom at least were 

kind and good. 

Some of the children had reached the age for first Communion when they first 

came to Glenamaddy and the Sisters held on to a number of these.  They 

also kept a few babies whose relatives had given a little money.  These 

children used to take part and win prizes at the local Feiseanna and at 

Sunday Mass used to sing the Gregorian Chants as beautifully as the best of 

choirs.  They also used to have a play or concert at Christmas and whenever 

the Sisters celebrated their Jubilees.  All or nearly all of them got on 

remarkably well in life afterwards - in Scotland, England or the USA. 

St Mary’s home, while it lasted was a happy and hospitable place.  Eventually 

like the other institutions of its kinds, it was phased out… 

 

 


