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AND THE DIFFICULTY IN SOME CASES OF IDENTIFYING INDIVIDUAL 

SPEAKERS, THE BBC CANNOT VOUCH FOR ITS COMPLETE ACCURACY. 

 

“FILE ON 4” 
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nd

 May 2018 
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 May 2018 

 

Producer:  Ben Robinson 

Reporter:  Michael Buchanan 

Editor:  Gail Champion 

 

MUSIC 

 

DORAN:   The first thing out of her mouth was, ‘I didn’t give you 

away, you know, you were stolen.’  I says, ‘Right, okay,’ and she says, ‘You were stolen in 

the middle of the night.  I went down in the morning and you were gone.’   

 

BUCHANAN: For centuries, the Catholic Church viewed unmarried 

pregnant women as sinners and pressurised them into giving up their babies. 

 

CUNNINGHAM:   I would call it a baby adoption machine, that’s what I 

would call it now.  Everything was geared towards adoption, not geared towards keeping 

your baby at all. 

 

BUCHANAN: But did all women give up their children willingly, or 

could some of those adoptions be illegal? 

  

LOHAN:  Well, I think, Michael, you’ve uncovered a new level 

of cover up here, because the layers of deceit and fraud, they just gather up. 
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BUCHANAN: Tonight on File on 4, we lift the lid on Marianvale - a 

former mother and baby home in Newry, County Down, run by a Catholic order, the Sisters 

of Our Lady of Charity of the Good Shepherd.  We’ve had access to previously unseen 

documents which reveal for the first time how the nuns moved scores of women and babies at 

will across international borders.  We also raise serious questions about whether the nuns 

broke the law and arranged some adoptions without the mothers’ consent. 

   

DORAN: ‘Dear Terry, I never expected to be writing this letter.  

I was very shocked to hear from you.  I’ve always thought about you all over the years. 

Maybe you can find it in your heart to forgive me when you know the full story.’ 

 

BUCHANAN: Terry Doran reads from the first letter he received from 

his mother, Alice McCausland.  He’d known he was adopted from a young age, but only 

started looking for his birth mother about a decade ago – a doctor suggested that a medical 

condition he had could have been genetic.  Alice’s letter to him gave hints of the 

circumstances surrounding his birth in December 1962.   

 

DORAN: ‘I come from a large family of 18, and we lived in a 

small cottage-type house, and my mother told me to get out and not to come back until I got 

rid of you.  I was sent to a hostel in Newry and it was there I gave birth to you.  The nun in 

charge said I had to give you up for adoption.  I pleaded with her and indeed with my mother 

but got nowhere.  I had nowhere to go and no job.  You were adopted and I was sent home 

the same day.  I know this is only a short explanation of what happened, but if you would like 

to meet me, I could explain better, so hopefully I will hear from you soon.  Alice.’ 

 

BUCHANAN: The hostel Alice refers to was in fact the Marianvale 

mother and baby home in Newry.  Situated on the grounds of a convent, a church and a 

Magdalene-style laundry, at its busiest it provided shelter and support for up to 36 women - 

pregnant, unmarried women.  Most of the babies were actually born at the nearby Daisy Hill 

Hospital, including Terry Doran.  Having received the letter from his birth mother, a slightly 

nervous Terry took a friend with him when he met Alice at an hotel in Derry in September 

2010 – the first time they’d laid eyes on each other in 47 years.   
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DORAN: The first thing came out of her head was she goes, ‘I 

didn’t give you away, you know, you were stolen,’ and I went, I looked at my friend and I 

thought, right.  I thought either this is somebody in denial or this is some sort of farfetched 

excuse.  I says, ‘What?’  She says, ‘I didn’t give you away.’  I says, ‘Right, okay,’ and I says 

‘So ...?’  She said, ‘You were stolen in the middle of the night.  I went down for you in the 

morning and you were gone.’ 

 

BUCHANAN: Alice told Terry – or James Joseph, as she’d christened 

him - that she had never signed any piece of paper allowing him to be adopted.  She 

maintained she had cared for him for three months at Marianvale, but woke one morning to 

find he was gone.  Alice has signed a written statement to that effect as part of a legal claim 

she brought against the nuns, alleging physical abuse at Marianvale as well as psychological 

harm over the loss of her son.  The case continues, even though Alice died last year – her 

words are therefore spoken by an actress.  

 

ALICE: I woke on the 15
th

 March 1963 and I was told by a nun 

my baby was gone, the baby I breastfed every day.  He was born in the December and taken 

in March.  That was the worst day of my life.  I screamed and shouted and I was asking 

where he was, but they packed my things.  They told me, get out, my baby was gone, a taxi 

was waiting. 

 

BUCHANAN: Terry disappeared when he was just three months old, 

but Alice manged to track him down.  He’d been taken from Marianvale to a Catholic home 

over the border, in County Donegal in the Irish Republic.  She says she made the 90 mile 

round trip from her home in County Tyrone to visit him on three separate occasions.  The 

first time, she wasn’t allowed to see him; the second time she paid a fee to hold him.  On the 

third visit, having finally persuaded her parents that she could take her son home, and 

clutching some money to pay the nuns, Alice arrived at the home only to be told that her son 

had gone.   

  

ALICE: I never set my eyes on my son for 47 years.  It was a 

nightmare of torture.  I never got a shred of information.  It ruined my life.  I had other 

children, but I never got over the hurt of losing my firstborn.  He was born in December and 
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ALICE cont: every Christmas is depressing for me.  I attempted 

suicide one year because of the pain.  I put a present under the tree every year for him.   

 

BUCHANAN: Sitting beside Terry Doran as we spoke was Jackie 

Breslan, one of Alice’s daughters, who saw how her mother was consumed by the search for 

her son. 

 

BRESLAN: I remember days that she would pick me up from 

school and we used to go to this office right next door to the courtroom, and we would sit 

there, and we’d been in it quite a few times - I’m not saying one or two, I’m saying nine or 

ten - and that was the solicitor, Ken Duncan and Co.  And this was her trying to search for her 

baby.  And my father also told me as well that she made him drive round Daisy Hill and 

places and stuff, you know, looking for him, and he says, you know, she was just obsessed.  

My father says she was totally obsessed.  Because my mother was never, never right, you 

know, and only when I grew up now I know that, you know, with her overdoses and her 

anxiety and stress and over-protection and, you know.  I know now that the woman was 

completely traumatised with taking him, when he was taken away. 

 

BUCHANAN: Right until her dying day, Alice McCausland was 

adamant that she had never agreed to have her son adopted.  It’s a central pillar of the 

ongoing claim for damages and supports Terry’s separate legal claim that his adoption was 

invalid.  They have been granted legal aid to continue the case, in part to investigate whether 

Terry was illegally moved from Northern Ireland to the Irish Republic.  Lawyers for the 

Good Shepherd Sisters deny that there was anything wrong with Terry Doran’s adoption or 

that Alice McCausland suffered any harm.  While there have been investigations in the Irish 

Republic into how the Catholic Church facilitated adoptions there, the authorities in Northern 

Ireland have shown little willingness to ask similar questions.  But that reticence is now being 

challenged as more people – birth mothers and adopted children – increasingly question their 

past.   

 

ACTUALITY AT MARIANVALE 

 

DUFFY: The large white building would have been the nuns’ 

residence, the two storey building with the pink roof. 
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BUCHANAN: We travelled to where Marianvale once stood, on the 

Armagh Road in Newry, to meet Eunan Duffy. 

 

DUFFY: And then to the left of it, immediately to the left you 

would have had the red brick building then, which …. 

 

BUCHANAN: The site is now being slowly knocked down and 

redeveloped, but for several months in 1968, this place was home to Eunan’s mother.  We 

stepped away from the dual carriageway that now runs beside Marianvale to hear Eunan’s 

remarkable story.  He didn’t learn he was adopted until he was 47.   

 

DUFFY: I had fantastic adoptive parents, a fantastic adoptive 

family, all my siblings - all fantastic.  I was never ever given any reason to believe that I was 

adopted, that’s how well brought up I was. 

 

BUCHANAN: You discovered in 2016 you were adopted - how did 

that happen?  

 

DUFFY: Basically applying for my full birth certificate, because 

I was about to get married in Poland, so Polish legislation had dictated that I needed to show 

my full original birth certificate.  It came back that I was on the adoption register, so I had to 

deal with the fact that I obviously thought that I wasn’t an adopted child up until 2016. 

 

BUCHANAN: Your adoptive parents had never told you?  

 

DUFFY: No, and they’d done it for all their various reasons at 

the end of the day.  

 

BUCHANAN: Finding his birth mother was in some ways the easy 

part; much harder has been understanding the circumstances surrounding his adoption.  

Eunan’s mother told him early on in their new relationship that she has no clear recollection 

of signing the documents that would allow his adoption.   
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DUFFY: Immediately after my birth - and I’m talking in the first 

few minutes - I was placed on her chest.  She got to see me for a few moments, then I was 

taken away and she cannot recall clearly what type of papers that she signed, and was forced 

to sign, to sign under duress at a highly emotional moment, I suppose, in the immediate 

afterbirth of me.   

 

BUCHANAN: The pressure was to get her to adopt you?  

 

DUFFY: Oh yeah, yeah, yeah, and I suppose to try and exploit  

and manipulate the very, very vulnerable circumstances she was in immediately after giving 

birth to me, which in anybody’s book is completely wrong.  My adoption was taken out of 

the hands of my birth mother, she was given no choices.  It was not informed consent either. 

So where I was reared and how well I was reared by my adoptive parents doesn’t justify the 

separation of me and my birth mother.  

 

BUCHANAN: Having built up a close relationship with his own 

mother, Eunan now has a stream of questions, not just about what happened in his own case, 

but with many other families too.  He joined a group called Birth Mothers and their Children 

for Justice, and is now their Vice Chairman.  For years, the group has been campaigning to 

get a full investigation into what happened at mother and baby homes across Northern 

Ireland, not just at Marianvale.  Their questions range from the obvious - how many women 

used the homes, what conditions were like – to the more serious –what happened to the 

children and were adoptions always legal.  Frustrated at the lack of an official response to 

their many questions, last September Eunan contacted File on 4 after hearing a programme 

we’d done on abuses at a Catholic orphanage in Lanarkshire called Smyllum Park.   

And the reason we’re here is because you got in touch with us. Why?  

  

DUFFY: The religious orders historically do not want to 

participate and collaborate and cooperate for the most part in terms of people trying to expose 

and research their own identity and their own history.  They are obviously reluctant to let 

people know exactly what happened.  They will basically do anything in their powers to 

obstruct people’s search for truth and justice.  We need to gather as much evidence as we 

possibly can with the assistance of the media and investigative journalists like yourselves, to 

uncover the truth.  
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BUCHANAN: Our starting point was to contact the Good Shepherd 

Sisters, which we initially did last November.  Their reply emphasised that they provided a 

voluntary, confidential service at Marianvale, but that data protection legislation prevented 

them from commenting further.  That didn’t really take us anywhere – and neither, to be 

frank, did several long phone conversations with Eunan Duffy.  That was until he mentioned 

that some records might be available. 

   

ACTUALITY AT BESSBROOK 

 

BUCHANAN: The stories, the secrets of those women who went into 

mother and baby units are usually securely locked away by the religious orders that ran them.  

But in this case, Eunan Duffy has given us a tip-off.  He has asked us to come here, to Saints 

Peter and Paul Roman Catholic Church in Bessbrook on the edge of Newry, and he says that 

the baptismal register for those babies who were born to mothers who went to Marianvale is 

held in the church house here, and that if we merely ask for it, we can see it.  So let’s see if 

that really does help us to uncover what happened at Marianvale. 

Incredibly Eunan Duffy was right – within minutes, I was holding the baptismal ledger he’d 

spoken about.   

 

ACTUALITY WITH REGISTER 

 

BUCHANAN: This is now the key to our research – it is the baptismal 

record for children from Marianvale – the Parish of Lower Killeavy.  And if you then start 

flicking through the register, and it starts in 1955, and as you flick through the pages, there 

are hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of names entered on here.  What we’re going to 

have to do is we’re going to have to take copies of all these hundreds of baptismal records, 

take them away with us and then start researching what happened to these little boys and 

girls.   

 

MAGUIRE: Having access to a document like this is extremely 

exciting.  When you open the book, when you look at the pages and the information that’s on 

these pages, it starts to build a picture, not only of Marianvale as a mother and baby home, 

but it starts to give you a connection to the individual mothers who came here.   
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BUCHANAN: We passed our copies of the ledger to Toni Maguire, an 

archaeologist and anthropologist with extensive experience of researching documents from 

the Catholic Church.  She helped, for instance, to uncover the graves of thousands of babies 

buried in unmarked plots by the church in Milltown Cemetery in Belfast.  She says the 

baptismal register gives new insights into what happened to the women of Marianvale. 

 

MAGUIRE: You can start to see a pattern of when they arrive at the 

home.  So we know from this information straightaway that there is a timeline to follow for 

these women coming in here.  Some of them seem to be here for quite a long time, some of 

them look as though they come, they give birth and they leave a short time later.  But you get 

a connection straightaway.  What you’ve got here is the start of a research; this information 

will lead on to other questions. But it is going to open the door and then that door is going to 

have to push much wider to give us a full picture.   

 

BUCHANAN: As Toni Maguire analyses the ledger, it’s worth 

remembering why mother and baby homes existed.  The culture in most communities in 

Ireland for decades – North and South of the border - disapproved of unmarried, pregnant 

women.  Perpetuated and policed by the Catholic Church in particular, it led to mother and 

baby homes being established across the island of Ireland.  The Good Shepherd Sisters, who 

were operating similar units in the Irish Republic, opened Marianvale in 1955, and ran it for 

nearly 30 years before its closure in 1984.   

 

CUNNINGHAM: Well I was 19, I found myself pregnant, I’d split up 

with the father of my child, and I wasn’t in a very good place.  I remember one time a 

neighbour crossing the street because I was pregnant.  So that would have been that type of 

attitude - not from everybody, but there was an amount of shame attached to it.   

 

BUCHANAN: Catriona Cunningham from Derry went to Marianvale 

in 1980.   

 

CUNNINGHAM: You’re quite frightened, you’re pregnant, you’re on 

your own and you’re taken into a small room.  They know your name and everything because 

you’re coming.  They ask you not to discuss where you’re from with other girls that you’re 

going to meet down there, and not to discuss your business basically. 
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BUCHANAN: Was there any discussion about what would happen 

with the baby once the baby was born? 

 

CUNNINGHAM: I don’t remember being asked specifically ever do you 

want to keep your baby?  I felt that they were geared towards, it was just like as if it was an 

adoption service.  Now I would call it a baby adoption, you know, machine.  I would have 

said I would have loved to keep my baby, if I can, but I’m not sure how to go about keeping 

my baby.  I think I thought that it would be very simple to have your baby and then you could 

take your baby home, but it wasn’t as simple as that; it didn’t turn out to be as simple as that 

for me at all. 

 

BUCHANAN: Catriona felt lonely and vulnerable.  She was 90 miles 

from home, her family and friends rarely able to visit, and in those pre-mobile days, phone 

calls were dependent on having enough money for the payphone.  Her sense of isolation, she 

says, made her more susceptible to the idea of her child being taken away.  By the time she 

was giving birth, she felt she’d lost control over what would happen to her baby.   

 

CUNNINGHAM: It was forceps birth, I had to have three pints of blood 

after - a transfusion.  And I was very, I was anaemic and I was very ill.  I was probably ill for 

months after it, you know.   

 

BUCHANAN: And when did you find out what sex of baby you’d 

had? 

 

CUNNINGHAM: Straightaway - I think I found out straightaway that I 

had a wee girl.  Then I got out and sneaked down to see her, because we were told we weren’t 

allowed to see our babies. 

 

BUCHANAN: What do you mean? 

 

CUNNINGHAM: Well, the nuns told you that when the baby was born 

that they would be taken to the nursery and that you would be taken to a room and then you’d 

be taken back to Marianvale.  But I was on there, I think I was on about a week.  So I sneaked 
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CUNNINGHAM cont: down to the nursery where the babies were all 

kept.  You know, I just thought she was beautiful, you know.  But I remember thinking there 

will be a row if they hear about this. 

 

BUCHANAN: When did you realise that you weren’t going to keep 

the baby? 

 

CUNNINGHAM: I think when I came home.  I came home and I just 

remember feeling very low, and physically low, mentally low.  And I know that this sounds 

ridiculous now, but I just thought she’s gone - it’s taken out of my hands.  But I just sort of 

felt resigned to the fact that she was away.   

 

MUSIC 

 

BUCHANAN: Many mothers talk in similar terms to Catriona 

Cunningham – the sense of being alone, making them more likely to wilt under the pressure 

they felt to adopt their babies.  At least Catriona’s family lived in Northern Ireland; that 

feeling of isolation must have been even greater for those women who’d travelled even 

further to Marianvale.  Our analysis of the baptismal ledger shows that women came from as 

far afield as Scotland and England to have their babies in Newry.  Scores travelled over the 

border, from the Irish Republic.  Our register shows at least 120 women travelled to 

Marianvale from outside Northern Ireland to the home.  Their babies, the research reveals, 

were among at least 813 children born to mothers at Marianvale during the nearly 30 years it 

was open.   And this is not a complete record, of course – some babies would have been 

baptised in other parishes.  Toni Maguire, who we’d passed the documents to, says the 

finding is hugely important. 

 

MAGUIRE: What we can see from the documentation that is 

available, there is a movement of women in and out of this home, and as you go through the 

research, the patterns start to emerge.  You can see that women are brought in a month or so 

before the baby is due to arrive.  You can see evidence of them coming in from Dublin, Cork, 

Galway, Drogheda, from further north in Northern Ireland, from Derry, and they’re being 

brought down to this one mother and baby home.  It’s a very important piece of evidence. 

Until this point, we haven’t actually had documentary evidence before on this scale.   
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BUCHANAN: On the evidence that you have seen in the ledger, why 

does that matter? 

 

MAGUIRE: To date, quite often the church tends to do this exercise 

of pulling up the shutters, pulling up the drawbridge - they won’t answer the questions.  And 

there is always deniability - if in doubt, the church will deny.  But here we have written 

documentary evidence that this happened at the Marianvale home.  This is extremely 

important and strengthens the case of survivors for the fact that they have been moved about. 

 

BUCHANAN: When we look at the babies, what can you tell us about 

the babies? 

 

MAGUIRE: One of the things I found very surprising about the 

evidence was a lot of the babies are recorded as being adopted.  It records who adopted the 

babies.  It also shows that babies born to mothers in the North are being adopted to the sSouth 

and babies born from mothers from the South of Ireland etc into Marianvale are then being 

adopted to parents in the North, so you have once again that movement of individuals.   

 

BUCHANAN: Our research shows that 25 babies born to mothers at 

Marianvale were moved out of Northern Ireland within months, within weeks, within days of 

being born.  The total number would be higher of course – we’ve not seen the adoption 

register, showing where every child went.  Two of our 25 went to families on the UK 

mainland, most went to the Irish Republic, but a couple went as far away as the United States.   

 

TRIMNELL: My name is Karen Trimnell, I’m 49 years old.  I teach 

English Literature and Writing, and I was born in Newry and raised in Texas and have lived 

in New York for 22 years. 

 

BUCHANAN: Understanding Karen’s story makes your head hurt.  

It’s complicated - convoluted even - and quite possibly illegal.  Karen was born to a woman 

at Marianvale on August 8
th

 1968.  We’ve seen the birth certificate – she was registered in 

Northern Ireland about a fortnight later, on August 23
rd

.  Karen was eventually adopted by an 

American couple who lived in Texas. 

What are your earliest memories of the United States?  
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TRIMNELL: My earliest memory is actually of taking the oath of 

citizenship when I was two years old.  That’s my earliest physical memory. 

 

BUCHANAN: Wow, what was that like?  

 

TRIMNELL: I remember sitting in the courtroom and looking down 

at my legs and they were kicking back and forth because I was so bored.  And then I 

remember my father standing me up on the bench and raising my hand and saying with me 

the oath of allegiance. 

 

BUCHANAN: So you became an American citizen when you were 

two? 

 

TRIMNELL: Uh huh, a naturalised citizen. 

 

BUCHANAN: Karen’s parents had adopted her from Ireland as they 

were close to being too old to adopt in the United States.  That mattered – by the time she 

was 16, they’d both died.  They’d never hidden her adopted status, so their deaths led to her 

making some rudimentary efforts to trace her birth mother.  But the real breakthrough in 

understanding her early life came a decade ago, when a relative passed her a stash of family 

documents.  Among the papers was her birth certificate from Northern Ireland, as well – 

extraordinarily – as a birth certificate from the Irish Republic.  

Your birth in Northern Ireland was registered on 23
rd

 August 1968, but in the second birth 

certificate, which has been issued in the Irish Republic, it is registered on 21
st
 August and 

your date of birth has changed on it as well. 

 

TRIMNELL: I do remember the change of date of birth. 

 

BUCHANAN: And the name of your mother has changed, from the 

birth mother to your adoptive mother. 

 

TRIMNELL: That I remember as well. 
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BUCHANAN: So that birth certificate that is registered in the Irish 

Republic is almost entirely fake.  The date of birth is wrong, the mother is wrong, the father 

is wrong, the place of birth is wrong.  And this is the record that the Irish state has of you. 

 

TRIMNELL: Yeah. 

 

BUCHANAN: Karen’s somewhat underwhelmed reaction is borne of 

the fact that she’s known these details for years.  But it’s worth emphasising – that birth 

certificate is completely illegal. We don’t know who provided the Irish state with the 

information – her parents, the religious order looking after her in the Republic or someone 

else.  But that’s not all – that birth certificate is dated two days before her mother has signed 

the papers allowing Karen to be adopted.  The clear suggestion from the documents is that 

she was being registered in the Irish Republic before her adoption papers had actually been 

signed in Northern Ireland.  To get a better sense of Karen’s story at this point – and there is 

more to come – we showed her documents to Susan Lohan from the Adoption Rights 

Alliance.  They’re a Dublin group that campaigns for the rights of adopted children and their 

birth mothers and has experience of looking at such cases. 

 

LOHAN: Well, I think, Michael, you’ve uncovered a new level 

of cover-up here, because I have previously seen birth certificates of Irish children going to 

the US, but they were born in mother and baby homes in the Republic and in those cases that 

I’ve seen, their dates of birth were not changed.  This is an absolute black and white example 

of where a date of birth has been changed to prevent somebody from learning of their true 

origins in the future.  It’s astonishing.  It seems to me that Karen must have been moved very, 

very swiftly from the North to the Republic. 

 

BUCHANAN: Remarkably, Karen did get to the United States, where 

alongside undergoing the oath of citizenship, she was given an American birth certificate – 

her third, which is a mixture of the details of her Northern Irish and Irish documents.   

As you heard, Karen herself is fairly sanguine about the illegality that marked her early 

months.  She was raised by loving parents and is married with a successful career.  Life 

essentially has been good to her.  The point of forging all the documents does bother her 

however, to facilitate an adoption for an ageing American couple.  And she says the nuns and 
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BUCHANAN cont:  the other authorities who arranged her adoption should 

have paid more attention to the families they were letting adopt children.   

 

TRIMNELL: My parents were loving and I loved them because they 

were my parents.  But they were also, I think, ineligible to adopt a child in the United States, 

and I don’t think that should have been overlooked.  This is before I knew them. They did get 

sick when I was still very young, and that had an effect on my life, and then they died when I 

was a teenager, and that’s going to have an effect on anybody’s life.  And that their health 

and their age was overlooked because of the desire of the people who ran the orphanage, or 

the people who thought that they could railroad pregnant women into giving up their children 

knowingly, or taking their children from them.  There was suffering in my life that might 

have been avoided - it might have been replaced with a different kind of suffering, but still, 

these are still practices that are in place for a reason. 

 

BUCHANAN: The Irish Republic has acknowledged in recent years 

that thousands of its citizens have probably been adopted, but don’t know it, as their birth 

certificates state they were born to their adopted parents.  Karen’s case highlights – perhaps 

for the first time – that children born in the UK, in Northern Ireland, may be in the same 

position, unaware they’re adopted due to illegal documentation.  Susan Lohan from the 

Adoption Rights Alliance is astonished. 

 

LOHAN: The layers of deceit and fraud, they just gather up. 

Karen has suffered, you know, a treble whammy.  She was born in the North, trafficked to the 

South, then trafficked to the US.  Her original identity, the fact that her mother ever gave 

birth to her has been totally obliterated from the paper record. 

 

BUCHANAN: Karen’s extraordinary case raises serious questions 

about the legality of her own adoption, and of course begs the question - were others carried 

out in the same way?  But was it really trafficking?  Lawyers we’ve spoken to wouldn’t be 

drawn definitively on the matter, but said the law that existed when Marianvale was operating 

was quite clear: a baby could only be moved from Northern Ireland to the Irish Republic 

following a court order or with the express consent of the mother.  Signing a child over to the 

care of the nuns, they said, did not allow the order to move the baby into the Republic at will.  

Anthropologist Toni Maguire however is explicit. 
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MAGUIRE: I would call it trafficking - what else would you call 

that term?  You know, if you are taking a baby from one country basically to another country, 

because if you’re taking them from the North to the South or vice versa, you are trafficking 

those individuals across borders.  If you then are giving that child or allowing that child to be 

adopted, how do we deal with that?  Is that illegal?   

 

BUCHANAN: How much has this baptismal ledger forwarded your 

research and your understanding of Marianvale and mother and baby units in Northern 

Ireland – perhaps even in the whole island of Ireland? 

 

MAGUIRE: This book is concrete evidence that this trafficking was 

going on.  A lot of the women who we’re talking about here are of an age that they’re not 

going to survive ten, fifteen, twenty years from now.  They want to know and they have a 

right to know.  Equally, their children who were adopted and want to know something of 

their birth mothers should have that information, it shouldn’t be withheld.   

 

BUCHANAN: We asked the Good Shepherd Sisters to speak to us and 

provided them with details of our allegations.  They provided a statement in which they said 

they utterly reject any suggestion that illegal adoptions were conducted from Marianvale.  

They added that all adoptions were conducted strictly in accordance with the legislation 

which then applied, and they pointed out that some women did take their babies home.   

But the many questions our investigation has raised – the movement of women and babies in 

and out of Northern Ireland, the apparent falsification of official documentation, allegations 

of illegal adoptions – all lead to one natural conclusion for Patrick Corrigan of Amnesty 

International.  There should be an all-Ireland inquiry into what happened in mother and baby 

homes, North and South of the border, investigating practices separately in each nation will 

not reveal the true picture. 

 

CORRIGAN: I would be astonished if the patterns of abuse that are 

starting to be uncovered at the Marianvale home were not replicated in the other institutions 

in Northern Ireland, because they’ve already been evidenced in the Republic of Ireland.  The 

religious orders that ran these homes ran them in multiple locations, they followed similar 

patterns in terms of how they ran the homes.  There was a movement of women and of babies 

between the different institutions, where abuses took place.  They did not just take place in 
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CORRIGAN cont: one institution.  The evidence that you have uncovered 

firms that up even more, and this now cries out for a thorough independent investigation.  

And I think what will certainly need to happen is that there is a strong cross-border, cross-

jurisdictional dimension to any investigation into what happened in Northern Ireland. 

 

BUCHANAN: There are currently two separate investigations taking 

place, one on either side of the Irish border, into mother and baby homes.  In the Irish 

Republic, there is a multi-million pound commission, with the power to compel witnesses 

and institutions to cooperate.  In Northern Ireland, the Department of Health in Belfast has set 

aside £182,000 to fund four academics to undertake some initial research into twelve 

different institutions in the province, including eight mother and baby homes, units run by the 

Catholic and Protestant churches as well as the Salvation Army.  The researchers can’t 

compel anybody to cooperate with them, but say everyone so far has been willing to do so. 

The Good Shepherd Sisters did indeed tell us they were speaking to the academics, whose 

report, due next year, could lead to a bigger inquiry, say the Department of Health.  But the 

current research –even with the potential for a more in-depth investigation – doesn’t satisfy 

Eunan Duffy from the Birth Mothers and their Children for Justice campaign group. 

 

DUFFY: There are mothers out there that have no idea what 

happened to their children. There are children out there that have no idea what happened to 

their mothers.  Aside from that, you know, the hard facts that you’ve uncovered now, we are 

hoping is going to highlight and spotlight what has happened in the mother and baby homes, 

in particular in the North.  You know, this puts the North on the map now in terms of the 

abuses that have been carried out in the six counties, which were previously thought to be 

confined to the six counties, and that is highly significant. 

 

BUCHANAN: While many women wonder what happened to their 

babies after they left Marianvale, one case has had a very happy outcome.  After giving up on 

ever seeing her daughter, wondering daily where she was and what she looked like, three 

months after Catriona Cunningham left Marianvale, there was a knock on her door.  It was a 

social worker from the local council, with a life-changing offer.   

 

  



- 17 - 

CUNNINGHAM: She said, ‘Do you want to see your daughter?’ and I 

had been lying on the sofa and I immediately sat up and I went, ‘Am I allowed to?’  and she 

said, ‘Of course you are, I’m going to take you out now,’ and she took me straight from the 

house out to see her.  She was in a town about thirty miles away in a foster home.  That was 

the first time I got to see her. 

 

BUCHANAN: What was that like? 

 

CUNNINGHAM: It was amazing.  I didn’t recognise her obviously, 

because she’d grown so much.  I was able to sit and feed her and spend a bit of time with her, 

and the social worker said, ‘What do you want to do?’ and I said, ‘I want to take her home,’ 

and she said, ‘I’ll arrange that.’  So my daughter was just welcomed into our family 

straightaway.  Life has been very good.  I got my daughter back.  When she was two, I started 

nursing, I started training to be a nurse, met my partner and had another child, and life’s been 

very, very different. 

 

ACTUALITY AT BESSBROOK, CHURCH BELLS RINGING 

 

BUCHANAN: At a recent Sunday Mass at Saints Peter and Paul in 

Bessbrook, where we found the Marianvale Baptismal Register, the priest spoke in his 

sermon of the importance of the compassion and love of God, [MUSIC] how it was integral 

to being a Catholic.  Some of those people who feel they were failed by the Good Shepherd 

Sisters – Catriona and Terry and Alice and Eunan – believe the Catholic Church lost its way 

in Northern Ireland’s mother and baby homes.  It now has a duty, they say, to return to those 

core Christian values and finally reveal what happened to the women and children of 

Marianvale.   

 

DUFFY: These women were seen as, you know, the lowest of 

life, the moral transgressors of a ridiculous societal code at the time.  And people try and say 

to us that’s the way it was in the fifties and the sixties and the seventies.  Well, do you know 

what, it went on into the eighties and it happened 150 years ago, and the timeframe doesn’t 

matter here.  What happened to the women and their children was wrong. 

 


