CHAPTER 18 A BESSBOROUGH STATISTICAL ANALYSIS

Chapter 18A: Bessborough Statistical Analysis

The statistical analysis provided here is based on the institutional records provided to the
Commission. The Commission compiled a database from the institutional records and
analysed the information on a calendar year basis. In the narrative chapter, statistical
information from other sources is described. These other sources are not directly
comparable with the Commission’s analysis. For example, almost all the statistical
information available from official publications is on an administrative year basis, that is,
from 1 April to 31 March. This was the case until about 1980. However, as is clear from
the analysis below, the statistical returns made to the Department of Health by the
institution are broadly in line with the Commission’s analysis. Statistics from other
reports, for example, inspection reports, often relate to a specific day or a non-standard
period and so are not directly comparable. In general, the Commission is satisfied that
there are no significant differences between its analysis and information from other
sources. In a few cases where there are differences, attention is drawn to this in the

narrative chapter.
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Admissions

Bessborough Total Mothers Admitted per Year
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From the institutional records, the Commission has identified 9,768 women who were admitted

to Bessborough between 1922 and 1998. Information relating to date of admission was
available for 9,737 women (99.7% of admissions). In the 1920s an average of 28 women were
admitted each year. Admissions increased following the introduction of maternity services at
Bessborough in 1930 and rose steadily until 1946 when 160 admissions were recorded.
(Decreased admissions were recorded in 1932 when Sean Ross opened and in 1945 when the
institution was closed to public patients).

The number of admissions decreased considerably between 1947 and 1961. Difficulties in
procuring foster homes for children in this period meant that a woman entering Bessborough,
who sought to place her child in the boarding out system, could expect to spend three or more
years in the home. By the early 1960s, the availability of legal adoption meant that a woman
entering Bessborough stayed less than five months. Numbers increased substantially from
1961 and peaked in 1971 when 324 admissions were recorded. Reduced occupancy, because
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of shorter stays, meant that Bessborough could facilitate higher numbers of women without

overcrowding.

Admissions remained relatively high until the mid-1980s when they started to decline.

Admission remained low throughout the 1990s and ceased in 1998.

Analysis by decade shows that the number of admissions was highest in the 1970s when 2,515
women (26% of all admissions) entered the home followed by the 1960s (17%), 1980s (15%)
and the 1940s (13%).

Bessborough Total Mothers Admitted per Decade
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Occupancy
The Commission was able to calculate average occupancy for 9,247 women (95% of

admissions). The date of admission and/or discharge was not available for the remaining 5%.

Bessborough Average Occupancy per Year (Mothers)

160
140
120
100
80
60

40

o o
[l e)]
a O
~—

It is clear that occupancy rates in Bessborough were high in the mid to late 1930s and rose
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steeply in the late 1940s, peaking in 1948 when 138 women on average were living in the
home. Occupancy rates decreased steadily following the introduction of legal adoption from
1953. By 1960 average occupancy was 71 - almost half the rate recorded in 1948. By the
1980s, 33 women on average were living in the home at any one time. By 1997, average
occupancy had decreased to 13 women.
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Occupancy Comparison
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The Commission compared occupancy rates calculated from the institutional records to
occupancy rates returned by the Bessborough authorities to the Department of Health in the
years 1950-73. Temporary absences from Bessborough, where a woman was treated in an
external hospital or went home for a period and returned, are not recorded in the Commission’s
calculations. No date of admission and/or discharge was available for 5% of women and they
were excluded from the Commission’s calculations. These factors cause the Commission’s
calculations to fluctuate slightly. However, occupancy rates established by the Commission are
largely in line with returns notified by Bessborough to the Department of Health.
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Admissions/Occupancy

Bessborough Comparison of Total Mothers Admitted
per Year and Average Occupancy
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Analysis of the total number of women admitted to Bessborough compared with average
occupancy in the institution shows that, while admissions were relatively low in the 1920s,
occupancy rates were relatively high. This indicates that there was not a big turnover of women
entering and leaving the institution in this period and that those who were admitted stayed there
for extended periods. In the 1930s admissions to Bessborough increased significantly. In this
period average occupancy was often higher than the number of admissions. This was due to
the number of women admitted in previous years who remained in the institution. Although
admissions continued to increase in the early 1940s, occupancy rates fell. This was most likely
due to increased infant mortality in this period and the early discharge of women whose children
had died. A different trend can be identified from the late 1950s when admissions to
Bessborough increased substantially while occupancy rates fell. This was most pronounced in
1971. Although 324 women were admitted to Bessborough that year, occupancy rates suggest

that 78 women on average were living in the institution at any one time.
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Mothers Age on Admission

Bessborough Mothers Age on Admission
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The age on admission to Bessborough was available for 9,720 women (99.8% of admissions).

Age on admission ranged from 12 to 49 years as follows:
Under 18 years: 12.5%
18-29 years: 79.5%
30 years and over: 8%

Around 5% of admissions were under 17 years and, therefore, below the age of consent.

The mode of age on admission was 19 years. However, this fluctuated by decade. For
instance, the mode of age on admission was 21 years in the 1940s and 18 years in the 1950s.
The mode of age on admission in the 1980s was also 18 years but increased to 20 years in the
1990s.
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Birth Details
Of the 9,768 women admitted to Bessborough, 81% stayed until after the birth; 10% left the

institution before giving birth and did not return and 9% were admitted accompanied by their
baby who had been born elsewhere.

Bessborough Mothers: Birth Details
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The available data show that 70% of women admitted to Bessborough gave birth in the
institution; 23% gave birth in Cork District Hospital/St Finbarr’s Hospital and returned to

Bessborough and the remaining 7% gave birth elsewhere and were admitted to Bessborough
with their babies.

Place of Birth
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Previous Pregnancy

Information relating to previous pregnancies was available for 3,645 women (37% of
admissions). The available data suggests that at least 21.5% of women admitted to
Bessborough had been pregnant on more than one occasion. Around 15.5% had a single
previous pregnancy and 6% had two or more previous pregnancies. Admissions of women on
their second or subsequent pregnancy are discernible in records from the 1930s. However,
most such cases were admitted from the 1970s onwards. In the 1980s and 1990s, over 20% of

all admissions were women on their second or subsequent pregnancy.

Bessborough Mothers Previous Pregnancy
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2nd Pregnancy - 15.5%
3rd or subsequent Pregnancy . 6.0%
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Maternal Deaths

Through the institutional records, the Commission identified 31 deaths among women admitted
to Bessborough: representing a mortality rate of 0.32%. Thirteen deaths occurred in external
hospitals - mainly in Cork District Hospital. Twenty deaths were not associated with pregnancy
or childbirth - half of these relate to women who were long term residents in Bessborough, one
was an accidental death due to electric shock and the others were mainly due to diseases such
as tuberculosis, pneumonia, meningitis and leukaemia. Three deaths were indirect obstetric
deaths in the sense that they were conditions that developed during pregnancy, were
aggravated by the physiological effects of pregnancy and generally resulted in cardiac failure.
Eight deaths were directly associated with pregnancy and childbirth. Direct obstetric deaths
were due to nephritis, haemorrhage, septicaemia, eclampsia and toxaemia. Adhering to WHO

guidelines the maternal mortality rate in Bessborough was 0.11%."

Bessborough Place of Maternal Death
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Most maternal deaths related to women who were in Bessborough for extended periods. In one
case the woman had been admitted to Bessborough in 1922 and died there in 1940. Another
admitted in 1927 died there in 1942. A woman admitted in 1925 died there in 1943. Another,

! Maternal death is the death of a woman while pregnant or within 42 days of termination of pregnancy, irrespective of the
duration and site of the pregnancy, from any cause related to or aggravated by the pregnancy or its management but not from
accidental or incidental causes. https://www.who.int/healthinfo/statistics/indmaternalmortality/en/
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admitted in 1926, died there in 1957. A woman admitted in 1923 died there in 1974, aged 81
years. Another, admitted in 1922, died in Bessborough in 1984, aged 80. A woman admitted in
1924 spent 60 years in the home and died there in 1985, aged 85. The Commission found
GRO records for 29 of the 31 maternal deaths. The Commission found burial records for 12

women in St Joseph’s Cemetery, Cork.
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Occupation

Bessborough Mothers Occupation Categories
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Information relating to occupations was available for 8,437 women (86% of all admissions).
Most women (55%) were recorded as domestic servants or as unskilled workers in factories or
retail and hospitality sectors. Over 17% of women were recorded as teachers, civil servants
and nurses or held managerial, technical, and semi-skilled positions in the private sector.
Around 15% of women were recorded as working in the family home or on the family farm; 7%
were either unemployed or receiving state assistance and 6% were in fulltime education -
mostly secondary school students.

Occupation categories changed over the years in which Bessborough was in operation. For
instance, in the 1920s over 80% of women were recorded as domestic servants or unskilled
workers. In the 1990s this category represented 17% of admissions. Conversely, in the 1920s
around 1% of women were recorded in the teacher/civil servant/skilled worker category.
However, by the 1970s this category represented 27%; over 1 in 4 of admissions. Similarly, in
the 1920s around 1% of admissions were recorded as students; in the 1990s, 22% were in

fulltime education.

12
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Admissions by County
Information relating to address previous to admission was available for 9,666 women (99% of
admissions). The available data show that women were admitted to Bessborough from every

county in Ireland and Northern Ireland. Most gave Cork as their previous address (37%)

followed by Kerry (10%); Limerick (7%); Tipperary (7%); Waterford (7%); Dublin (6%); Clare
(4.5%); Galway (3%); Wexford (2%) and Kilkenny (2%). All other counties combined accounted

for around 14% of admissions.

Bessborough Mothers Previous Address By County
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Referral Pathways

Information relating to referral pathways was available for 6,131 women (63% of admissions).
Most women (around 91%) were maintained in the home by a public assistance/health
authority: 38% were referred directly by such authorities. Around 21% were referred by
adoption societies; 10% by social workers; 5.5% by priests or nuns; 5% by voluntary
organisations; 5% transferred from other institutions under the Commission’s remit; 4% were
referred by family or friends; 4% by matrons of county homes and around 3% self-referred.
Twenty-eight women (0.5%) were referred from Magdalen laundries or unspecified Good
Shepherd Homes - a further five women admitted to Bessborough from Cork County Home had

also been residents of a Magdalen laundry.

Bessborough Mothers Referral Pathway
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The available data show that in the 1930s most women were referred by a public assistance
authority, a matron of a county home or by family and friends. However, by the 1970s, most
women were referred by adoption societies, most notably the CPRSI and St Anne’s Adoption

Society.

14
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Private Patients
The Commission has established that at least 903 women (9% of admissions) were admitted to

Bessborough as private fee-paying patients.

Bessborough Total Mothers Admitted per Year
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Very few private patients were admitted to Bessborough in the 1920s. From 1922-30 just 22
women were recorded as such. However, following the introduction of maternity services in
1930, the number of private patients increased from three in 1930 to 32 in 1931. In 1932, 57%
of admissions were private patients. In the years 1933 to 1944 private patients accounted for
around 30% of admissions on average. In 1945, the DLGPH closed Bessborough to public
patients maintained by public assistance authorities. The Bessborough authorities, however,
continued to admit private patients and they accounted for 85% of admissions that year. In
1946, the Besshorough authorities decided that they would no longer allow private patients to
leave the institution without their babies. This seems to have prompted private patients to seek
admission to private maternity homes in Cork city so that they could leave soon after the birth
and leave their baby to be nursed out, usually through the CWAS. From 1946 to 1970, private
patients accounted for around 9% of admissions on average. Very few women were recorded
as private patients after this period.

15
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Bessborough Private Mothers Admitted as a percentage
of total Mothers Admitted
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Length of Stay

Information relating to the length of time women stayed in Bessborough was available for 9,236
women (95% of admissions). A small number of women who stayed in the home for an
exceptionally long period of time are excluded from the length of stay calculations. These 11
women stayed on in Bessborough as workers and their stories appear in another section of the
report.

Bessborough Mother's Average Length of Stay in Days
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Women admitted to Bessborough during the first six years of its operation spent three years on
average in the home. Those admitted in the years 1929 to 1940 stayed in Bessborough for
between 12 and 18 months on average. For women admitted in the period 1941 to 1945, the
average length of stay had declined substantially to around six months. This decline was due in
the main to the high number of private patients admitted in those years who left the institution
shortly after giving birth and the high number of infant deaths; bereaved women left the
institution when their baby died. In the post war years, difficulty in procuring foster homes for
children meant an extended stay in Bessborough for women and children waiting for placement
in the boarding out system. However, this fell from an average stay of around one year for

women admitted in 1950 to an average of around nine months for those admitted in 1960. From

17
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1962, the increased availability of adoptive parents meant that women stayed in Bessborough
for far shorter periods and for women admitted in 1970 the average stay was less than three

months (90 days). This remained relatively constant in the 1980s and 1990s.

Bessborough Mothers Average Length of Stay in Days per
Decade
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Analysis of the average days spent in Bessborough before giving birth shows that there was
little difference between public and private patients. Prior to the 1960s private patients were
admitted on average around four days earlier than public patients. In the 1960s and 1970s
public patients were likely to have been admitted between two and 12 days earlier than private
patients.
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Bessboro Mother's Average Days Stayed After Birth
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However, analysis of the length of stay in Bessborough after giving birth shows a greater
disparity between public and private patients. In the 1930s private patients spent 125 days on
average in the institution following the birth. Public patients, on the other hand, remained in the
institution for 476 days on average in this period, four times longer than their private
counterparts. This discrepancy was even more pronounced in the 1950s when the average
post-natal stay for a public patient was seven times that of private patients. The reason for such
disparity in this period can be explained by the fact that private patients had the means to pay
an ‘adoption fee’ to the Catholic Women’s Aid Society (CWAS) who brokered private nursed out
arrangements on their behalf. When the CWAS took responsibility for placing a child the mother
was free to leave Bessborough. Many public patients relied on local authorities to place their
children under the boarding out system. Children could not be boarded out until they were at
least two years old and local authorities frequently struggled to secure suitable foster homes.
This meant an extended stay in Bessborough for many public patients and their children. The
introduction of legal adoption changed this. From the 1960s, growing numbers of public and
private patients opted to place their children for adoption. By the 1970s, the length of post-natal
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stay in Bessborough had become more uniform among all patients and a public patient was

likely to spent around three days more in the institution than a private patient.

Bessborough Mother's Length of Stay After Birth (%)
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The institutional records show that in the 1920s most women (57.2%) admitted to Bessborough
spent two years or more in the home and a further 23.1% lived there for between one and two
years. Fewer than 5% of women left within 50 days of giving birth in that period. By the 1930s
the number of women who left the home within 50 days of giving birth had increased
dramatically to 27.3% and most women admitted to Bessborough in the 1930s (54%) were
discharged within six months of giving birth. However, almost 23% of women remained in the
home for two years or longer in that period. In the 1960s, 41% of women admitted to
Bessborough left within 50 days of giving birth and 84% had left within six months. By this time,
the number of women remaining in the institution for two years or longer had reduced
dramatically to just 1.8%. By the 1980s, almost 90% of women left Bessborough within 50 days

of giving birth and 98.4% left within six months.
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Exit Pathway

Information relating to exit pathways was available for 5,730 women (58.7% of admissions).
The available data show that over 80% of women left Bessborough and returned to the family
home or other private address; 7.33% left to take up employment; 5.24% were transferred to
external hospitals; 1.71% left to take up employment in another Congregation of the Sacred
Hearts run institution (generally in the UK); 1.64% were transferred to another institution under
the Commission’s remit (most went to Cork County Home); 1.54% transferred to a Magdalen
laundry; 1.03% to supported accommodation and 0.65% ‘absconded’ leaving their babies in

Bessborough.

Bessborough Mothers Exit Pathway

Home / Private Address |, 4501
Situation / Employment [l 420
Hospital [l 300
Sacred Heart Placement I 98
Scheduled Institution ] 94
Magdalen Laundry ] 88
Supported Accommodation / Hostel I 59
Absconded | 37
Social Worker / Health Board | 17
Convent / Nun / Priest | 17
Nurse / Doctor | 5

Private Mother and Baby Home = 4

0 500 1000 1500 2000 2500 3000 3500 4000 4500 5000

21



CHAPTER 18 A BESSBOROUGH STATISTICAL ANALYSIS

Annual statistical returns sent by the Bessborough administrators to the Department of Health
for the years 1951-70 confirmed that the major exit pathways in that period was either return to
the family home or discharge to employment. It is clear from the statistical returns that the
introduction of legal adoption in 1952 altered exit pathway trends. For instance, in 1951, 26% of
women left Bessborough to take up employment. By 1960, 17% left the institution to take up
employment and by 1970 this exit pathway accounted for just 8% of discharges.

Bessborough Discharged to Employment

30%
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10% 8%
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0%

1951 1960 1970

The annual returns show that the percentage of women who were discharged to their family
home or to another private address was also altered by the introduction of legal adoption. In
1951, 70% of women are recorded as leaving Bessborough and returning to the family home.
The available statistics relating to child exit pathways show that 54% of women who returned to
the family home in 1951 took their babies with them. In 1960, over 75% of women returned to
the family home, but the percentage who took their babies with them had decreased to 44%. By
1970, women who returned to the family home accounted for 57% of discharges. By this time
just 3% of women had taken their babies with them: 97% had left the institution without their

children.
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Bessborough Discharged Home with/out child 1951-70
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Children: Births and Admissions

The Commission identified 8,938 children who were either born in Bessborough or admitted
there after birth. Information relating to date of birth/admission was available for 8,857 children
(99% of births/admissions). The records show that the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s were the
busiest periods for births and child admissions to Bessborough. Almost 60% of all births and
child admissions occurred in this period.

Bessborough Total Children Admitted per Year
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Bessborough Breakdown of Children Admitted
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Information relating to accompanied/unaccompanied children on entering Bessborough was
available for 8,926 children (99.9% of admissions). The data show that 94% were either born in
Bessborough or admitted there accompanied by their mothers. Almost 5% of children were
admitted to Bessborough unaccompanied and the remaining 1% were older siblings

accompanied by expectant mothers.
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Children: Average Occupancy

Bessborough Comparison of Total Children Admitted
per Year and Average Occupancy
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The institutional records facilitated the Commission in establishing the average annual child
occupancy in Bessborough and represents the average number of children in the home in any

given year. The sample size was 8,240 children (92% of admissions).?

In the late 1920s, average occupancy in Bessborough was generally higher than admissions in
any given year. Children typically lived in the institution for two to five years in this period and
this kept occupancy rates relatively high. From 1926-30 there were 46 children on average
living there at any one time. By 1937, however, average occupancy had increased to 87
children. This upward trend was interrupted during 1939-44. Although admissions increased in
this period child occupancy largely remained unchanged. This may have been due to the high
rates of infant mortality which pertained in the home at this time. Child occupancy rates began
to increase again from 1947 and peaked in 1948 when 107 children on average were living in

% In 698 cases a date of admission and/or discharge could not be determined.
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the home. Child occupancy decreased steadily during the 1950s. Although admissions to
Bessborough increased significantly in the 1960s, the uptake in legal adoptions ensured that
occupancy rates continued to decline. Although 288 children were born in or admitted to the
home in 1971, average child occupancy for that year was 26 children. By the 1980s there were

16 children on average living in Bessborough at any one time.

Occupancy Comparison
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The Commission compared occupancy rates as recorded in the Bessborough institutional
records with occupancy rates notified by the Bessborough authorities to the Department of
Health in their annual returns 1950-73. Temporary absences from Bessborough, such as where
a child was receiving treatment in an external hospital, are not included in the Commission’s
calculations. This may inflate the Commissions numbers slightly. However, it is clear from the
above chart that the Commission’s calculations regarding occupancy are broadly in line with the
occupancy rates notified by the Bessborough authorities.
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Children: Length of stay
Information relating to length of stay was available for 92% of births/admissions. The date of

birth/admission and or date of discharge was not available for 8% of children.

Child Average Days Stayed by Year of Admission
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Children born to public patients and maintained in Bessborough by public assistance authorities

stayed in the institution for much longer periods than children born to private patients.

Child Average Days Stayed by Decade
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In the 1920s, children of public patients spent 794 days on average in the institution while
children of private patients spent 218 days on average there. By the 1940s the average stay of
a publicly funded child had reduced substantially to 284 days. However, the average stay of a
privately maintained child had also reduced considerably to around 103 days. From the 1920s
to the 1960s, publicly maintained children spent around three times longer in the institution then
their private counterparts. Private patients generally paid an ‘adoption fee’ to an intermediary
agency such as CWAS to have their baby placed at nurse. This usually meant that children
born to private patients left Bessborough a few months after birth. Children born to publicly
funded patients generally had to await a boarding out placement. This could mean a lengthy
stay in Bessborough for both mother and child. From the mid-1940s to the early 1950s the
length of stay for publicly funded children increased to 348 days on average while the average
stay for a private patient continue to decline. The introduction of legal adoption in 1953
influenced a sharp decrease in the length of stay for publicly funded children and by 1970 there
was little difference in the length of stay of private and public children.

Children: Discharge with/without mother

Child Discharge relative to Mother

Child Discharged Same Date As Mother 3443

Child Discharged Before Mother 1982

Child Discharged After Mother 1544
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Information relating to the date of discharge of a child, where the mother’s date of discharge
was also recorded, was available for 6,969 children.® The available data suggest that 49% of
children were discharged from Bessborough on the same date as their mothers. Around 29% of
children were discharged before their mothers and were most likely either boarded out or
adopted. Over 22% of children remained in Bessborough for a period after their mothers’

discharge.

Around 10% of all children who remained in the home after their mothers had left were born to
private patients and were awaiting placement through adoption agencies. Around 6% of all
children left unaccompanied in Bessborough subsequently died in infancy.

Children: Exit Pathways
Information relating to child exit pathways was available for 7,401 children (78.8% of
admissions):

o 4,177 (59.3%) were placed for legal adoption (from 1953).

e 1,866 (26.5%) left Bessbhorough with their mother or with another family member.

480 (6.8%) were transferred to other institutions such as specialist hospitals, county

homes and industrial schools.

233 (3.3%) were boarded out directly from Bessborough.

197 (2.8%) were placed at nurse directly from the institution.
88 (1.3%) were informally adopted (pre 1953).

* This excludes children who died in Bessborough and children who were admitted unaccompanied.
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Bessborough Exit Pathways (Institutional Records)

To Other Institution - 480

Boarded Out . 233
Nursed Out . 197

Informal Adoption (pre 1953) I 88
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Institutional and external records identified 180 Bessborough children who were adopted in
other jurisdictions. Foreign adoptions from Bessborough were as follows:

e 145 (80.5%) to the USA

e 29 (16%) to Great Britain

e 4 (2.5%) to Northern Ireland

e 2 (1%) to Canada
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Bessborough Foreign Adoptions

UK (Northern Ireland) I 4

Canada I 2

Annual statistical returns sent by the Bessborough authorities to the Department of Health for
the years 1951-70 show how the availability of legal adoption from 1953 altered child exit
pathway trends. These records confirmed that the major child exit pathways in that period were
boarding out; at nurse through a society; home with the mother and adoption. In 1951, informal
adoption accounted for 8% of child discharges from Bessborough. Legal adoption accounted
for 25% of discharges in 1960 and by 1967 accounted for 73% of child discharges. Although
the percentage of children discharged home with mother decreased from 43% in 1951 to 37% in
1960, by 1967 this exit pathway accounted for just 12% of child discharges. In 1951, child
discharges via boarding out and placement at nurse through a society accounted for 21% and
27% of child discharges, respectively. By 1967, both exit pathways appear to have ceased. It
should be noted that, although children continued to be recorded as being placed at nurse from
Bessborough in 1970 and thereafter, this related to infants who were placed by the Cork Health
Authority/Southern Health Board and adoption societies with paid foster mothers (generally

retired nurses) while their adoptions were being processed.
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Bessborough Child exit pathways 1951-67

80%
73%

70%

60%

50%
43%

40% 37%
9 27%
30% ° 25%
21%
20%
12%
9%
10% 7% ° 8%
m- HE- B

0%

Home Boarded Out At Nurse Adopted

W 1951 m1960 m 1967

The Commission had access to records created by the South Cork Board of Public
Assistance/Cork Health Authority relating to children who were boarded out or placed at nurse
in the South Cork District and records relating to children who were born in the South Cork
District and subsequently adopted. These records are not complete but were useful to follow up
on some child exit pathways. For instance, the institutional records had no information on exit
pathways for 1,136 children, 402 of whom were maintained in Bessborough by the South Cork
Board. Over 50% of children maintained by the South Cork Board were recorded in the board’s
boarded out, nursed out and adoption registers. Similarly, of the 1,866 children recorded in the
institutional records as having left Bessborough with their mothers, 854 were maintained in the
institution by the South Cork Board. Around 14% of these children are recorded in the board’s
boarded out, nursed out and adoption registers. The Commission considers that analysis of all
local authority boarded out, nursed out and adoption records, were they available, would show
that most children who left Bessborough with their mothers were subsequently fostered privately
or placed for adoption.
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Child Deaths

The Commission has established that 923 children born in or associated with Bessborough died
in infancy or early childhood.* This includes children who died in the Bessborough home and
Sacred Heart Hospital; children who were born in or admitted to Bessborough who
subsequently died elsewhere and children who were never admitted to Bessborough but whose
mothers had been resident in Bessborough prior to their birth (this generally related to women
transferred from Bessborough to Cork District Hospital/St Finbarr's Hospital to give birth). The
Commission confirmed 99% of child deaths with the GRO.

Bessborough Total Child Deaths per Year
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It seems clear that an incremental increase in child mortality in Bessborough began in 1931, the
year following the introduction of maternity services there. Six child deaths were recorded in
1930 but a significant increase occurred in 1931 when 28 deaths were notified. Child deaths
peaked in the early 1940s. In the years 1940-44, 330 children died in Bessborough. Deaths
recorded during these five years accounted for 36% of all child deaths associated with

4 Many children were associated with both Bessborough and Cork county home and may appear in records relating
to both institutions. The Commission identified a combined total of 1,401 individual child deaths in both
institutions.
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Bessborough in its 76-year operation. Almost 11% of all child deaths occurred in 1943 alone
when 99 deaths were notified. Following interventions by the DLGPH in 1945 and revised
operational structures in Bessborough child mortality fell dramatically; 19 child deaths were
recorded in 1946. This trend continued until 1952 when just two child deaths were recorded.
The introduction of antibiotics to Ireland in 1946 and the establishment of a specialist neo-natal
unit in St Finbarr's Hospital in 1950 played a central role in addressing infant and child mortality
in Cork city and county. The introduction of legal adoption from 1953 ensured that babies born
in Bessborough spent less time in an institutional setting which meant that the risk of dying in
infancy was reduced significantly. From the 1960s, child mortality in Bessborough remained
relatively low. Most deaths in this period occurred in infants who had been born in St Finbarr's
Hospital, or transferred there for medical treatment.

Available records show that almost 79% of children were accompanied by their mothers at the
time of death. The remaining 21% died unaccompanied by a parent.
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Infant Mortality Rates®

Bessborough Infant Mortality Rates
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Although the number of infant deaths recorded in Bessborough during the 1920s was relatively
low, mortality rates were relatively high. For instance, the 16 deaths among infants born in 1926
represented an infant mortality rate of almost 46%. The infant mortality rate decreased to
13.6% in 1930 but increased incrementally from 1931. Infant mortality peaked in 1943 at
75.19%: for every 100 babies born in, or admitted to, Bessborough that year, 75 subsequently
died in infancy. Infant mortality rates fell to just over 12% in 1946 and continued a downward
trend. By 1952 the infant mortality rate stood at 2.15%. In the years 1958-60 infant mortality
increased to around 10%: representing nine deaths on average in these years. The mortality
rate decreased to around 2% in 1961 and remained in this low range until the closure of the
home in 1998.

> Infant mortality rate is calculated as follows: Living infants born in a given year who died before the age of 1 year
as a percentage of all infants born in the same year.
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Child Age on Death

Bessborough Child Deaths Age on Death
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Information relating to the age on death was available for 899 children. Over 96% died in

infancy as follows: 13.68% died in the perinatal period (0-7 days); 8.79% died in the neonatal

period (8-28 days) and 73.86% died aged 29-365 days. The remaining 3.67% died in childhood
aged between 366 days and five years.
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Child Place of Death

Bessborough Child Deaths Place of Death

Cork District Hospital - 129

Other Hospital I 15
Home Address/Private Address I 12

Private Mother and Baby Home | 4

Information relating to the place of death was available for 921 children. Most (761) died in
Bessborough, either in the Bessborough home or in the Sacred Heart Hospital. One hundred
and twenty nine children died in Cork District Hospital/St Finbarr's Hospital having been born
there or after their transfer from Bessborough. Fifteen children died in other city hospitals -
most in the South Infirmary and Victoria Hospital. Twelve children died in private addresses
following their discharge from Bessborough. These were mainly foster homes. Four children
died in private mother and baby homes; three of which occurred in Mrs Grants Home, South

Mall, following discharge from Bessborough.
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Infant Deaths Public/Private

Bessborough Total Infant Deaths per Year
(Public/Private Comparison)
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H Public ™ Private

Analysis of infant deaths shows that, although babies born to private patients accounted for 9%
of all births and admissions, they accounted for 21% of all infant deaths. Bessborough was
closed to public patients for most of 1945 so it is no surprise that deaths among private patients
exceeded deaths among public patients in that year. However, increased mortality among
infants born to private patients was most pronounced during the years 1939-45. The CWAS
found it difficult to procure nurse mothers for infants born to private patients in this period and
those infants remained in Bessborough for longer periods. To compound this, they remained in
Bessborough unaccompanied by their mothers. The policy which allowed private patients to

leave their babies unaccompanied in Bessborough, while awaiting placement by the CWAS,
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was halted in 1945. Deaths among infants born to private patients plummeted the following

year and accounted for a small number of deaths in subsequent years.

Bessborough Infant Mortality (Private Patients)
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Analysis of mortality rates among infants born to private patients shows that all three such
children admitted to Bessborough in 1924 and 1925 died there. Mortality rates among children
born to private patients increased steadily from 1939 and peaked in 1943 when a rate of 80%
was recorded among this cohort: eight in every ten infants born to private patients in 1943 died
in infancy. The mortality rate among private infants reduced to 50% in 1944: one in every two
infants born to private patients died that year.
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Child Cause of Death

Bessborough Child Deaths Cause of Death Category
0 20 40 60 80 100 120 140 160 180 200

Non-specific I 134
Malabsorption I 169
Respiratory Infections I 167
Gastroenteritis I 153
Tuberculosis GGG 40
Haemorrhage N 38
Other NN 36
Congenital Heart Disease IS 30
Syphilis I 24
Generalized infections N 19
Convulsions I 17
Meningitis, Encephalitis I 17
Spina Bifida I 16

Influenza 1 2

Information relating to the cause of death was available for 912 children. The Commission
cross referenced the stated cause of death recorded in the Bessborough institutional records
with the records of the GRO and found no major discrepancies. Child deaths were certified and
notified as follows:
e Non-Specific Causes (184) - generally congenital debility, delicate from birth,
prematurity, or weakness from birth.
o Malabsorption (169) - marasmus (165), malnutrition (3) and wasting from birth (1).
o Respiratory Infections (167) - mainly bronchitis, bronchopneumonia, pneumonia,
atelectasis, lobar pneumonia, atelectasis pulmonum and congestion of the lungs.
e Gastroenteritis (153) - mainly gastroenteritis, enteritis, and infective gastroenteritis.
e Tuberculosis (40) - mainly tuberculosis, tubercular meningitis, tubercular peritonitis, and
pulmonary tuberculosis.
e Haemorrhage (38) - mainly haemorrhage, cerebral haemorrhage and bowel
haemorrhage.
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e Other Causes (36) - relate to several causes of death such as asphyxia, congenital
kidney disease, mastoiditis, cot death, cellulitis, and congenital
malformation/deformation/abnormality.

o Congenital Heart Disease (30)

e Syphilis (Congenital) (24)

o Generalised Infections (19) - mainly toxaemia and septicaemia.

e Convulsions (17)

¢ Meningitis/Encephalitis (17)

e Spina Bifida (16)

¢ Influenza (2)

Malabsorption was notified as the leading cause of death in the 1920s and 1930s. However, its
prevalence waned in the 1940s and had almost disappeared by the 1950s. Conversely,
respiratory infections hardly made an appearance as a cause of death in the 1920s but became
one of the main certified causes in the 1940s. Similarly, congenital syphilis was all but absent
as a cause of death in the 1920s and 1930s but featured as a significant cause of infant
mortality in the 1940s. Gastroenteritis, which was a leading cause of infant mortality from the
1920s to the 1950s was largely absent as a cause of death in the 1960s.
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