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Tell my story, the bone said  
or else we’re all going to burn. 
From Warning by Annemarie Ní Churreáin



HOME: PART ONE 

From March to May 2021 the Abbey Theatre’s Community and Education 
department worked with teachers and Transition Year students at Larkin 
Community College in Dublin. We explored ways to engage young people with 
Home: Part One, a direct response, by the Abbey Theatre, to the report by 
the Commission of Investigation into Mother and Baby Homes. 

The Abbey’s production focused on the testimonies of survivors. A company 
of 46 women, including artists, survivors, and public figures, voiced 
excerpts from the direct testimonies of survivors, alongside extracts 
from a number of reports into these institutions. 

The readings are being streamed on the Abbey Theatre’s YouTube channel 
until 17th July 2021, and any donations received during the stream will 
go to Barnardos Post-Adoption service. 

This pack and the accompanying PowerPoint slides gather together 
resources created by Larkin teachers Michelle Fallon, Johanna Higgins and 
Roisin Sweeney with additional material from the Abbey’s Community and 
Education team, Phil Kingston and Grace McKiernan.  
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REPRESENTATIVE EXTRACTS
Here is a list of the extracts we 
used with Larkin Community College. 
They are a representative mix of 
personal testimony and official 
documents.  

We also chose these pieces because 
some of the performers and survivors, 
represented here, were prepared 
to speak to school groups about 
participating in the project.

TIMESTAMP	        READER			   CONTENT

Liz Fitzgibbon 	 Reading testimony from Philomena Lee12.32

16.12 Reading testimony from Catherine Coffey O’BrienMary McDonagh	

Joan Sheehy Reading testimony from Bridget Walsh27.03

Noelle Brown Reading an extract from an adoption form, Bessborough Mother and 
Baby Home, 1960 from CLANN Project Witness Statements

33.52

42.09 Reading testimony from Peter MulryanAli White	

Eleanor Methven Reading an extract from a teleprinter message in Documents on Irish 
Foreign Policy, Volume IX, Eds Catriona Crowe et al

1.16.15

Bríd Ní Neachtain Reading testimony from Anonymous Father1.25.15

1.41.40 Author of testimony read by Mary McDonaghCatherine Coffey O’Brien	

Laura Murphy Reading an extract from an open letter to An Taoiseach from Laura 
Murphy

1.56.43

Jess Kavanagh Reading extracts from the Final Report of the Commission of 
Investigation into Mother and Baby Homes

2.08.56

Melissa Nolan Reading testimony from Melissa Nolan2.15.33

2.42.25 Reading testimony from Patricia BreadenBrenda Fricker
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ELEMENTS OF THE WORK
The Larkin Project played out over 8 sessions. We are aware many schools 
won’t have as much time, so here is an overview of the elements of the 
project and how this resource can support them. You can choose which 
elements you have time for:

ELEMENT 					     RESOURCES AND COMMENTS 

Presentation of work – 
Reflecting on both the content and 
the form in which it was presented

Using whatever platforms are available to create a 
stage where work can be shared. 
Assessing the quality of the audiences’ listening as well 
as how the stories captured the truth of the situation. 

Introduction to the historical context -  
Church, State, Role of Women

PowerPoint slides -contents listed in Appendix One

The arts and traumatic content – 
How and why to listen to challenging work 

Story. Theatre and Trauma in this pack

Listening to a survivor Accessing Home: Part One on YouTube  
Extracts 1, 2, 3, 8

Listening to more perspectives - 
adoptees, a father, examples of racism 

Extracts 5, 7, 10, 11  
Eoghan Ó Catháin’s interview – Appendix Two
Visit by one of the performers

Listening to official material that reveals attitudes Extracts 4, 6 
Questions from Larkin Students 
Visit by one of the curators

Creative writing work in response Responding to the Extracts in this pack 

Honouring others’ stories Lessons from the Abbey in this pack  
Exploring difficult stories from other histories
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STORIES, THEATRE AND TRAUMA
We used the following ideas to introduce students to the role of the arts 
in coping with trauma:
 

	

One of the reasons that theatre is often about difficult and distressing 
subjects is because ever since it was invented, it’s been a place people 
went to deal with trauma. This is because there’s something about stories 
and telling stories in public that help us make sense of our world. The 
problem with trauma is it attacks/undermines our sense of ourselves and 
our ability to think and feel clearly.  

So how do you tell a story that is deeply traumatic, like those 
experienced by the women, and men, in Home: Part One?   

Some things are hard to say, like admitting you’ve been wrong about 
something, telling someone you care about them, or asserting yourself 
in a situation where you are being bullied or ignored. One of the things 
about trauma is it’s hard to talk about past pain because it makes you 
re-live it a little again. But it can also help you understand it better, 
come to terms with it.  

It’s work but it can be worth it, especially if your audience really hear 
you. There’s something cathartic about this. Having your pain heard by 
sympathetic human beings  can help you heal.

		  Trauma is the response to a deeply distressing 
or disturbing event that overwhelms an individual’s 
ability to cope, causes feelings of helplessness, 
diminishes their sense of self and their ability to feel 
a full range of emotions and experiences. It does not 
discriminate and it is pervasive throughout the world.



HOME PART 1   
Teachers Pack 8

STORIES, THEATRE AND TRAUMA
And not just for the person speaking. Sometimes hearing other people’s 
stories can help us heal too. Maybe we’ve had similar experiences or 
maybe it’s just that we feel for them as fellow human beings and somehow 
that makes us bigger as people.  
 
So, as you move into adulthood we wanted to introduce you to some work 
that is more adult. Sometimes we think adult just means that there’s 
swearing and gory violence. But adult also means growing up enough to 
hear about difficult topics without shying away.  

It’s worth saying something else here. Sometimes people just need to be 
heard. They don’t need to be fixed, just heard. It’s tempting to just 
look for someone to blame, to seek revenge on other people’s behalf. But 
while it’s important to learn from the past, ‘bearing witness’ requires 
us simply to be open and understanding, to share the pain without rushing 
to push it away with righteous indignation.
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SOME QUESTIONS ASKED 

When the Larkin students met Noelle Browne, Curator and Lead Artist 
on the project, they had just seen Extract 4. They asked the following 
questions:

What does redacted mean?

How did you get the information about your birth mother?

What did you make of the Taoiseach’s apology?

How did you shape the contributions made by people who gave testimonies?

Have you ever met any mothers from the homes? 

What would you like to happen now?

What would you like these young people to know about this topic?

To the last she replied

It’s a significant part of your history and we are all living with the 
legacy today. You need to learn about this as much as you need to learn 
about the famine or any other aspect of Irish history.
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RESPONDING TO THE EXTRACTS

Here are the exercises set by teachers Michelle Fallon and Johanna 
Higgins once the students had seen a few of the extracts.

1)	 Personal Response: Students document what they have learned about 
the Mother and Baby Home scandal over the last few months (historical 
context) and were also asked to document how this information impacted 
upon them (emotional response).

2)	 Create a fictional monologue from ONE of the following viewpoints:
		 - Unmarried mother
		 - Unmarried father
		 - Sibling of unmarried mother
		 - Religious figure (priest/nun)
		 - Parent of unmarried mother
		 - Community (gossip)
		 - Child of unmarried mother/father

3)	 Next week students will be asked to asked to share their 
monologue. If time they can go on to explore creating a fictional 
dialogue between their chosen character and another member of the 
community. 
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LESSONS FROM THE ABBEY

AS A TELLER - SPEAK FROM A SCAR NOT FROM A WOUND

Sometimes important stories are difficult to tell. 
These could come from our own lives, or those of our 
family, or from wider cultures or heritages we feel  
we belong to. 

It’s important to choose something that isn’t still so 
raw and painful it feels like an open wound. This may 
make it worse and asks too much of the audience (they 
aren’t therapists or your best friend).

But there is value in speaking about something 
difficult that you’ve had time to come to terms with. 
It’s a scar but you can still talk about it. Then you 
can feel the mysterious power of being ‘heard’ by 
others. Such stories help shape our common humanity. 
 

AS AN AUDIENCE – ‘BEARING WITNESS’

Part of growing up is taking on more responsibility 
for others. Sometimes this means simply being able 
to listen with sympathy and understanding without 
rushing to fix someone’s problems or pain. To ‘bear 
witness’ to them and their difficulties. 
 
This also means accepting that the world isn’t 
perfect, that people can behave appallingly to  
each other, that there are terrible events that  
make no sense.  

The arts are one way humanity has found to explore 
and reflect on this. As well as being entertaining 
and diverting they can also help us gain insight 
into life’s darker aspects. In this way they ‘bear 
witness’ too.

The challenge for many of the performers was how to do justice to the 
harrowing material and not ‘get in the way’. This production was not 
about acting as the survivors but respecting the story by delivering 
it with skill. For some this meant being clear by speaking slowly and 
deliberately. For others it meant not pushing away their anger or sadness 
but using that energy to be truthful. 

If you choose to tell stories of your own, here are two considerations:
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APPENDIX ONE

Introduction to Home: Part One  

 

 

 

Mother and Baby Homes  

 

 

 

 

 

Power of the Catholic Church 

 

Position of Women in Society

	        TITLE 							       SECTIONS 
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

Home Part One 

Irish Society  

Irish State, Church and Society  

 

What were Mother and Baby Homes?  

“Fallen Women”  

“Illegitimate”

Role of men 

Recent Findings on Mother and Baby Homes  

The Catholic Church in Ireland

Catholic Church’s view on sexuality  

Reflections 

Women in early 20th century Ireland

SLIDE 
NUMBER
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APPENDIX ONE

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

	        TITLE 							       SECTIONS SLIDE 
NUMBER

A Public Apology - Taoiseach 
Micheál Martin 12th January 2021

Laura Murphy’s Response to the Taoiseach’s 
Apology - You Can’t Blame the Irish People

Alison Lowry exhibit in  
The National History Museum

Role of theatre and the arts

How can we respond 

Credits 

Exhibit images 

Exhibit images

Telling The Stories – Making Home: Part One 

Speak from a scar and not from a wound...

Bearing Witness... 

Warning by Annemarie Ní Churreáin 

Ideals for Women

Examples of Discrimination against Women 

Reflections 

Responses from society
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APPENDIX TWO

“It’s a strange journey to say the least.” 

A Conversation About Identity, Responsibility and National Trauma

Noelle Browne is the Curator and Lead Artist for Home: Part One. She is an actor, writer 
and director as well as being a passionate activist for adoption rights. Her play about 
her own search for her birth mother, Postscript, was shown in the Peacock Theatre in 2017. 

Eoghan Ó Catháin is a Junior Cert student who contacted Noelle to ask if she would speak 
to him for a History project on the Mother and Baby Homes. 

This interview has been reproduced with their permission. 
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APPENDIX TWO
EOGHAN 
 
NOELLE 
 
EOGHAN 
 
NOELLE 
 
EOGHAN
 

 
NOELLE

EOGHAN
 
 
NOELLE

EOGHAN

Hi Noelle!  

Hi Eoghan, how are you doing? 

I’m good, how are you? 

I’m good. Delighted to be talking to you today. 

Yeah, thanks. So, thanks for coming. And I suppose I’ll get straight into it. So, 
starting off with question one, I’ll ask you how and when did you find out you were 
adopted? 

I found out I was adopted, I think probably when I was about five or six, maybe when 
I could understand what it meant. My parents always told me; I was adopted. And 
when I was growing up in the 60s and 70s, not a lot of people did that, you know, 
they would tell a child when they were much older, like even 21 sometimes, where 
they didn’t tell them at all. So, my parents were unique in that they told me, so I 
always knew I was adopted. I didn’t really understand what it meant sometimes, but 
I always knew. 
 
Yeah. And was your adoption legal? Because obviously, there’s been a lot of talk 
about the illegal adoptions. 
 
That’s a good question. It was, it was a legal adoption, because I eventually 
traced all the paperwork around it. I have friends whose adoptions were illegal. 
And there’s quite a few of them out there. And I think that’s really come to light 
in the news at the moment, but mine was legal.

So, when you did find out and when your parents told you, did you become aware of 
being born in the Mother and Baby Home at the same time?
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NOELLE

No, I didn’t. What I was told and what my adoptive parents had been told was that I 
was born in Dublin. And I’d been sent to Bessborough Mother and Baby Home in Cork. 
But when I went tracing my birth family in 2002, I discovered that I was actually 
born in Bessborough, not Dublin. But they put Dublin if you were born in Cork; they 
just put Dublin on your adoption search and your short form birth cert. But I grew 
up around the corner from Bessborough, I had no idea that I was born there.

Yeah. And how did this make you feel? Like obviously, when you found out you’re 
adopted, and when you found out you were born in a Mother and Baby Home, and when 
you found out that you were just living around the corner from where you’re born? 

Yeah, it was strange. I mean I was 35 when I realized that I used to play on the 
grounds of Bessborough when I was a kid and stuff, but I had no idea was born 
there. It made me feel special, I suppose. But it also brought - at the time in 
society, there was a lot of shame around it. And I was made to feel ashamed by the 
Church and by the State. So, I always felt there was something, you know, that it 
wasn’t something you talked about, you didn’t talk about it very much. My family 
were very open about it. So, there was a little bit of shame and strangeness around 
it. And I suppose growing up as well, not having somebody in my family who looks 
like me, that when I came into my teens, that really started to kind of play on my 
mind. Going well, I don’t know anyone who looks like me.

Yeah, I can imagine. So, did you feel the need to find out who your birth parents 
were?

I didn’t until I was 35. It was weird - I had no interest at all, I was, you know, 
I guessed there was a mother and a father somewhere, but I never wanted to trace. 
It never occurred to me. And then when I was 35, I just, I don’t know, I had a 
conversation with a director I was working with in television and he said he had a 
friend who traced his birth parents through Barnardos and I went home that day, and
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I made the first call. And I still don’t know why, what was the reason I did it. 
And particularly at that time in my life, it was strange.

Yeah. So, did you reach out to Bessborough, or any other Mother and Baby Homes?

What I did was, I contacted Barnardos post-adoption services. So, they told me to 
contact the Southern Health Board, who were dealing with Bessborough at the time, 
at the church, you know, Bessborough still had all the files on their Mother and 
Baby Home. So, I contacted the Southern Health Board, and I got a very firm ‘no’. 
I was told to go away, you weren’t going to be given any information, so I stopped 
searching. And then after six months, I rang Barnardos again and said ‘Look, I’ve 
been told I can’t have any information’. And they intervened on my behalf. And 
suddenly, the nun that I was dealing with kicked into action and got loads of 
information, when in actual fact, I was only looking at very basic information. So 
suddenly, I had a huge volume of information. So that was how it happened. But there 
was a lot of discrepancies around that, the nun deleted information about my birth 
father, and so there was no information and things like that, which I only realized 
in 2017, a long time after that, so it’s a strange journey to say the least.

So, you’ve mentioned Barnardos - did you get to reach out to anyone else?

No, it was it was Barnardos and the Southern Health Board, and then as the years 
went on the files for the Mother and Baby Homes were sent to Tusla, the state agency. 
So, then I was dealing with them later on when I went looking for more information, 
looking for medical records, because you know, when you go to the doctor, the first 
thing they say is, is there any family history of and I had no family history. So, 
I went looking for medical files and I was dealing with Tusla and also to know if I 
was the subject of vaccine trials when I was Bessborough because that was going on 
at the time I was there. So, I was dealing with Tusla mainly, and that wasn’t a
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very happy experience. They’re not terribly helpful at times, so it wasn’t great.

So, you’ve mentioned this but - did you try to get any information, through the 
Church?

No because you couldn’t deal with them, you know, the dealings I had with them would 
have been through a nun and Barnardos. And that’s where the information came in 
2002. And she’d given me bits of information and then deleted my father’s details, 
his name and address were deleted. And so there was no evidence of that. So, it 
would have been through this nun who’s very famous in Bessborough, from anybody who 
had dealings with her, she was not helpful at all. That would be the closest I came 
to dealing with the Church, really. Because then in 2011 or 2012, all the files 
were given to Tusla. Well supposedly, all of the files, I still wonder where a lot 
of them are.

And you’ve said that the nun deleted a lot of information about your folder. So, 
have you ever managed to reach that?

Well, and I was dealing with Tusla in 2017, looking for medical records, and 
everything else. And they were being very strange about giving me information, 
they were making it very difficult. They eventually gave me some of my file, which 
was redacted, which means they Tipp-Ex’d out a lot of information, including my 
father’s details. And I was on The Late Late in 2017 as well, talking to Ryan 
Tubridy. And two days later, Tusla rang me, the state agency, and said ‘Oh, we have 
your father’s name and address’. It was the first time I’d ever heard it. And I 
said, ‘Well, can you give it to me?’ And they said, ‘No, we’ll put you on a two and 
a half year waiting list after which time we will write to him on your behalf’. So 
just towards the end of the two and a half years, which was last year, I got fed 
up waiting, and I didn’t believe that they would do it. So, I did a DNA test. And I 
found my birth father. But he had passed away in 2016, unfortunately, so I never 
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got to meet him. So yeah, that that was hard. That was hard.

So, I’d like to ask you, what do you think of the Commission of Investigation into 
Mother and Baby Homes and the report they produced?

I think I met with them in 2017 and gave my testimony to them; that was to go 
into the report. I think it was an absolute disaster. And it’s caused a lot of 
hurt among survivors who met with them and gave their testimonies. The report is 
appalling. It’s a very bad report, even from an academic point of view. There’s no 
methodology, there’s no footnotes saying where the information came from. They took 
our testimonies. And they cut and paste them badly into the commission report, which 
caused a lot of hurt for survivors as well, because their words didn’t match what 
they said. And the findings that they said there was no evidence of incarceration, 
which means mothers being kept in Mother and Baby Homes. There clearly was 
evidence, if you looked at the testimonies. They called our evidence that we gave 
‘contaminated evidence’. That you know, it was a terrible - it was a terrible 
report on so many levels. And I really hope that it doesn’t stand as a historical 
document. And that’s the awful thing about it, that will go down in history as the 
definitive document. So, I hope that it will eventually be put aside because it did 
not do what it should have done. Everything was dealt with so badly, so badly.

So, would you say that this was almost an attempt to cover their own backs, to 
protect themselves in the Church? Just to dismiss this whole thing so that they 
could just forget about it and move on and not be to blame almost?

I’m not sure they really thought about it hard enough. There’s definitely something 
there. It certainly wasn’t survivor-centred. It wasn’t about us. I did wonder the 
way they changed words to make it sound like there was a positive, you know, picture 
of the Church. I did wonder, was it definitely that or whether it was just a lack 
of care about what they were doing? But it didn’t, to me, it didn’t do the
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job it was supposed to, it wasn’t objective, you know, it wasn’t completely 
objective. They dealt with it really badly. And to me, even when I met them on the 
day, I felt it was just a paper exercise. You know what I mean? That they really 
didn’t care. They also, I think, assumed that the documents would be sealed away 
in the archives for 30 years, and no one would ever see them. As campaigners, we 
managed to stop that from happening. So, the report was published, and we all got 
to see it and saw how bad it was. But I do wonder whether the report was ever shown 
to the Church. And you know what I mean, that the testimonies, all of those things 
- was there Church influence in there? I don’t know if we’ll ever find that out 
to be quite honest, but it was a very, very bad job. And very, very insensitively 
done, you know, and we’d waited five years for this, you know.

So, in the report, as we’ve mentioned, there was an element that the Mother and 
Baby Homes were almost a positive thing. And maybe these women are being cast aside 
by the society of their time. And what are what are your thoughts on this? Is there 
an element of blame from the society? 
 
And certainly, that’s what the Taoiseach said in his apology, which was upsetting 
for people. I don’t think we can blame society entirely. This was very much 
the Church and the State colluding together, working together. In a very, very 
destructive way for women in Irish history. And yes, of course, you know, families 
put their, you know, their daughters into those institutions. But they had no 
choice. These were forced adoptions, you know, there was no choice for women, 
you know, they couldn’t get accommodation, they weren’t left have their babies, 
these were, it was an awful situation to be in. Society on some level knew, but 
I think shifting the blame entirely to society is completely wrong. And it was 
very offensive to people, I think the Taoiseach’s apology blaming society, without 
acknowledging the absolute inhumanity of the Church and the State together. And I 
think that really needs to be acknowledged, it’s too easy to blame society. And I 
think it was deliberately done, because society can’t be sued. You know what I mean 
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- everyone’s at fault, so therefore, they can’t be sued. And I think it was about 
money more than anything in compensation, which is appalling, really, to think like 
that. But I think we really have to look at the Church and State and acknowledge 
that before we can move forward. And stop blaming society, and in actual fact, 
society are behind us. It’s so supportive in any of the campaigns that we’ve done. 
They’ve broke the Dáil’s server, you know, people send so many emails to the 
government, they broke the Dáil’s server, they bombard them with letters, phone 
calls. Society is with us on this, you know, they’re supporting us. So, I think 
blaming society is a redundant and useless tactic to be quite honest.

Yeah. So, what would you like to see happen now in terms of the government, maybe 
apologies, and the report itself, and just in general?

I think the report needs to be challenged. At best, I think it needs to be 
dismissed, because it is another offensive report, and it cannot stand as an 
archival document. I would like the government, and I know there are bills going 
into the Dáil this week around identity for adoptees, our birth certificates, 
our medical information and birth information should be given to us. We’re the 
only country in Europe that denies adopted people that information and our birth 
certificates. I would like to see that happen. In terms of apologies, apologies 
don’t mean anything to me, unless there’s action. That’s what we want more than 
anything. I think there needs to be redress at some point. But I think there’s 
an awful lot of acknowledgement that has to happen, and an understanding of the 
damage that’s been done and continuously being done to us from the perspective of 
the State and the government, and the Church. And I think we can’t move forward 
as a country until that happens. You know, we repeal the eighth, we have marriage 
equality, but we still have this glaring chunk of our history that has continued 
today. You know, I keep meeting the children of women who were born in Mother 
and Baby Homes. If I had children, you know, they’d be part of that, they’d be 
affected. So, it’s time to deal with the legacy of that, you know what I mean, to 
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really, really make a difference.

All right, that’s all my questions. So, thanks very much for your time

Thank you very much Eoghan! It was beautiful talking to you and thank you for the 
great questions. Really appreciate it. Thank you.


