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INTRODUCTION

 My name is Emma Laffey and I am a volunteer for the Skehana & District Heritage 
Group since 2016. Working in a maternity department in one of Ireland’s Saolta 
University Hospitals, I see at first hand the work, compassion, empathy and medical 
intervention required for our modern maternity services to keep both mother and baby 
safe and well. There is also a pioneering home birth service that, eventually, will be 
available to pregnant women through our midwife clinic and this put me in mind of home 
births that were once an only option to women.

 In this e-book you will be introduced to the amazing work and lives of our local 
community midwives, ‘handy women’ or ‘bean ghlúine’ during the 20th century through 
photographs, stories and podcasts, in particular by Mrs Mary Kate Jennings, a local 
midwife to the Ballinasloe area. Her family have kindly given me permission to write 
about her life, to film family members reflecting on Mary Kate’s life and to extensively 
show you her life from a midwife’s bag. Like many of her midwifery colleagues, Mary Kate 
had limited resources at her disposal and she faced pregnancy, delivery and, unfortunately, 
death during her working life. She supported our local women through one of the biggest 
life-changing events befalling to any woman –from being pregnant to giving birth. 
Although a birth is generally a very happy occasion, it can also be tainted by poverty, 
sickness, miscarriage, mental health issues, life-changing disabilities and even death.

 Upon entering the homes of birthing women, many midwives who practised during the 
1900s faced really hard and desperate situations. There was a lot of poverty and lack of 
education so the local midwife not only provided a kind and sympathetic face but also 
engendered a feeling of safety and reassurance to the mothers-to-be when they didn’t know 
what was about to happen themselves or what complications might occur. The midwife’s 
only support was the local General Practitioner and, to quote midwife Bina Kelly from 
Kilconnell: “you went into the home of the patient and you would see the mother in the 
bed and all of her other little children looking at her from the bottom of the bed and I 
hoped and prayed to God they would have their mother at the end of this”.

 Mrs Kathleen Ward, a member of the travelling community, granted me permission to 
do a podcast with her in which she chats about her detailed experiences of childbirth, the 
superstitious customs surrounding pregnancy and birth, their traditional values 
surrounding miscarriage and death and their deep faith in God expressed through religion 
and prayer,all of which gave women the strength to endure the safe delivery of their babies 
in the travellers’ camps, often alone.

 I am grateful to every person who has submitted valuable family information to help 
create this e-book and help our readers get a greater understanding of the marvellous 
women featuring in it. It is wonderful to be able to have the book online so it is easily 
accessible to everyone, both nationally and internationally.

 As this publication has been funded by The Heritage Council, I owe tremendous 
thanks to them for the grant; and to Galway Heritage Officer Marie Mannion for her 
support and to my colleagues within the Skehana & District Heritage Group for helping 
to get this whole project off the ground. 
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An bhean ghlúine, the woman of the knee
Every birthing mother, who was over-joyed to see
Her kindness seeked by mother’s from all around
For the strength she give’s, often without a sound

From each mother’s god given primal roar
That echoed loudly throughout their home 
Nervousness relief on everyone’s face 
When a healthy baby received it’s mother’s embrace

A house full of face’s with joyful tears
The family celebrations would begin
For there is no greater feeling heard with that first cry or two 
and then hope there isn’t  a twin!

Struggles with poverty and hardship
Knitted into the fibre of every wall
 Lit only by small candlelight
And warmed with flickers of coal

No pain relief or support they seeked
A profession often alone
Carrying a burden both joy and grief
To most of us unknown

Listening to the mother’s cries
Heartbroken and all fore-lorn
Grieving and crying for a child back then
The old travelling tongue called dead-born

Poverty, it stank everywhere
Babies wrapped in rags for warmth
Another mouth to feed the mother said
As her other children’s face’s looked on

Night or day, come what may
In sun, rain, wind or snow
There was nothing that would ever stop Bean Glúine
To the women she would go

Sacrificing their own loved ones at home
To save these women’s lives
Their trust was held in high regard
Like an angel sent to guide

For the old Bean Glúine may have disappeared and gone
The time old tradition of birthing still carries on
Now transferred to maternity wards with a medical device
The gift still remains in the hands & knee’s, of our magical midwife.

An Bhean Glúine:
By Emma Laffey
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This story is particularly of interest to me, Emma Laffey, as Mary Anne Fanning is my own 
children’s great- great-grandmother. My special thanks to Mary Anne’s grandchildren Pacelli 
Linscheid and Pat Fanning for writing this beautiful memoir of their grandmother; it is 
wonderful that her story is written down and will live on.

Mary Anne Fanning was born Mary Anne Halligan on the 30th of June 1880 in 
Balcunnin, Skerries, Co. Dublin. Her parents were John (born in 1840) and Mary 
Halligan (nee Murphy, born in 1843); her mother was from Mooretown, Ardcath, Co. 
Meath. Mary Anne's parents were farmers. At the age of 15, she lost her father due to a 
terrible accident when he was travelling on the train from Drogheda to Skerries. The 
train stopped at Balbriggan near the harbour bridge and when he got off the train, he 
fell over the bridge, plunging down a height of over ten metres (35 feet), the train having 
overshot the platform. John died three days later on Friday, the 25th of October 1895, 
aged 55. Mary Anne’s mother sued The Great Northern Railway Company and was 
awarded £220 which was divided in £20 each to the three oldest girls and £40 each to 
the three younger girls, the shares of the minors to be invested, with dividends to be paid 
to Mary Anne’s mother.

Mary Anne Fanning (1880-1964)

Written by her grandchildren Pacelli Linscheid and Pat Fanning

Hammondtown, Garristown, Co. Dublin

Photo: Midwife May Anne Fanning, c. 1910, courtesy of Pacelli Linscheid
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Mary Anne trained to be anurse and was a midwife in the Derrynane 
Dispensary in the parish of Caherdanniel, Co. Kerry. Local Government 
Reports indicate her leaving Caherdaniel to take up anappointment in 
Garristown Dispensary on the 4th of July 1900. The 1901 Census records 
show that Mary Anne Halligan was the only resident of the Dispensary in 
Garristown.

Mary Anne and her sisters frequently visited Mooretown, Ardcath, Co. 
Meath, where her mother’s family (Murphy) lived. We believe this is where 
she met her future husband, Patrick Fanning, Hammondstown, Garristown, 
Co. Meath. Patrick was the youngest of five in his family.He was a vegetable 
farmer and he also bred horses for working on the land and for sport.Patrick 
had holdings in his name, including the house at Hammondstown. 

Before Mary Anne was married 
to Patrick 1901,she had to write a 
letter to the Central Midwives 
Board for Ireland to ask 
permission to retain her position 
but to leave the Dispensary in 
Garristown to live in her new 
home with her husband.

The letter written by Mary Anne 
Halligan to the Chairman of the 
Central Midwives Board in 1901

Garristown Dispensary
where Mary Anne resided on her own The 1901 Census record of Mary A. Halligan



With eight children to raise, Mary Anne had a busy schedule while continuing 
to keep up her Nursing and Midwifery duties in the Dispensary in Garristown 
district. Two months after her last son was born in 1916, she was to render medical 
aid and assistance during the War of Independence to Volunteers who took part in 
the Bale of Rath near Ashbourne, Co. Meath. These were very difficult and 
life-threatening times for her and their local community. Together with her own 
career, it must have been very tough raising her family and assisting her husband 
Patrick in the daily duties on the farm.

A little over a year after their marriage, on the 13th of July 1902, their first child 
was born, a daughter they named Anna Maria. On the 1st of May 1904, their first 
son Bernard was born. He was followed by sons Patrick (1906), John Joe (1908), 
Gerald Francis (1910)and Michael Francis (1914). Then, just before the Easter 
Rising, a sixth son, James Francis, arrived on the 13th of March 1916, and lastly 
another daughter, Brigid Agnes, arrived on the 13th of January 1919.

Patrick and Mary Anne Fanning
at Hammondstownwith seven of their eight children

in the 1920s 

Aged just 21, Mary Anne married 
Patrick Fanning who was 11 years her 
senior. They were married in 
Garristown,Co. Dublin on the 22nd of 
April 1901 and went to live in Patrick’s 
home place at Hammondstown. Patrick 
continued farming and Mary Anne 
helped him as much as she could,while 
also continuing her Nursing and 
Midwifery career.

Patrick and Mary Anne Fanning
on their wedding day,
the 22nd of April 1901
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These harsh times involved a lot of effort to produce vegetables from the 
boglands in the surrounding areas of Lower Commons, Garristown, Co. Dublin. 
This was the era of the horse and plough and produce had to be transported by 
horse and cart to Dublin. Patrick and Mary Anne were progressive farmers at that 
time, even managing to grow their own tomatoes.

Mary Anne, with her leather midwiferybag in the basket on her bicycle, and in 
all sorts of weather conditions, cycled her bicycle as far as Oldtown or wherever 
else she was needed in the county. She could be away from her family for days and 
nights at a time. Her work also brought her over the border into Meath (adjoining 
the farm) having been requested by the Midwifes District Board to cover 
Rathfeigh and Ardcath. There is a family story of the older siblings having been 
left to mind the younger ones who had school the next morning. So, rather than 
having to get up early to have them ready for school, the older ones sent them to 
bed with their clothes on and their school satchels on their backs, so they would 
be ready for school the next morning!

The 1911 Census records indicate that Mary Anne employed some domestic help

Photo: Mary Anne Fanning’s Midwifery Bag
This medical bag and its contents are still with the Fanning family today
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In July 1935, Mary Anne lost her husband Patrick after a short illness; he was 
66 years old. Mary Anne and her children continued working the land. 

In the late 1930s, Nurse Fanning was given a car to use strictly for her Nursing 
and Midwifery duties only. Through the 48 years of her Nursing and Midwifery 
career, she delivered many babies throughout the North County Dublin District. 
Many people appreciated her assistance and in one case she was even given a 
suckling calf. The travelling people from different parts of the country used to 
come and park their caravans at Battramstown and Jackson’s Lane, before the 
expecting mother’s due date. This was close to Mary Anne’s home at 
Hammondstown so they were nearer for her to assist the travelling women with 
giving birth.

Mary Anne Fanning’s midwifery bag which is still in the Fanning family, including its contents

Mary A. Fanning’s Certificate from the Central Midwives 
Board for Ireland, entitling her by law to practise as a 
Midwife, 1st Jan 1920 

A Certificate from the Rotunda Hospital, Dublin, that 
Nurse Fanning, Garristown, Co. Dublin, has attended a 
Post Graduate Course for Midwives, 15th October 1932
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Life was made very difficult for everyone during the war years, with rationing 
of most essentials, even with a shortage of petrol to do her daily duties as a Nurse 
and Midwife. During the World War 2 years, she had a petrol permit for her car 
and once had it revoked. It was found that, on the 3rd of September 1942, a 
member of her family had carried workmen and farm implements in her car. A 
Question in the Dail on the 25th of November 1942 to Mr Lemass requested her 
permit be restored. A letter of 19th July 1943 states that her allowances “may be 
resumed” for the professional use of her car,with the registration number specified. 
In another instance, she was fined £2 for bringing a baby (John Andrews) to be 
baptised. She had been reported by a local hackney man. 

Photo: Letter of allowances
resumed on Mary Anne’s Car



skehana.galwaycommunityheritage.org 09

Proudest Moments in her Life
There were many proud moments in Mary Anne’s life, but the biggest was 

her son Gerard being Ordained a Priest on the 12th of June 1938 in St 
Patrick’s College, Carlow, and being the proudest mother in the room when 
she was the first person to receive First Holy Communion from her son. 
After his ordination he served in Nevada in the USA.

Fr Gerry Fanning giving his first blessing to his mother, Mary Anne Fanning
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When Mary Anne retired from the Dispensary in Garristown in 1948, the 
people of Garristown and surrounding districts of North County Dublin bestowed 
on her their appreciation for her 48 years of service and dedication to her 
profession. After her retirement, she continued offering her nursing and midwifery 
skills well into the 1950s.

Her son Gerard, Father Gerry, wrote a beautiful letter to the retirement 
committee, expressing his appreciation of the party for his mother where she was 
publicly honoured for her work in the area.

Throughout  Mary Anne’s life, she turned her hand to anything, building up 
the farm with livestock–

many animals, with hens everywhere, tending an orchard with sweet and 
cooking apples, pears and damsons, and then adding a glasshouse to grow 
tomatoes and lettuces. The family grew many vegetables such as carrots, parsnips, 
turnips, beetroot, peas, celery, onions, potatoes and spinach. They took their 
vegetables by horse and cart to Williams and Woods Ltd, 204 Parnell Street, 
Dublin. She was a lady of many talents, including dress making and churning the 
butter,and she also started to purchase extra pieces of land to help her sons get a 
head start for their future.

Letter to the Garristown Committee
from Fr. Gerard Fanning
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Mary Anne Fanning died peacefully on the 
31stof May 1964 in the loving care of her daughter 
who lived on the Ballymakenny Road in 
Drogheda, County Louth. Mary Anne’s 
grandchildren have a lovely memory of placing 
little white flowers all around their grandmother 
in the coffin. She was loved dearly, both in life and 
death. She is buried in Clonalvy Cemetery, 
Clonalvy, Co. Meath, beside her husband Patrick.

Below is a photograph of our grandmother in 
later life and her obituary in the Drogheda 
Independent which highlights her involvement in 
the War of Independence and many of the people 
and connections she and her husband Patrick had 
during their lifetime.
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The National Archives of Ireland
1821 Galway

There are 14 women listed as being a midwife in the 1821 census. They are 
from the Kings County, Galway County & Cavan County.

The oldest known midwife on record in the 1821 census is from Athenry 
in Galway. Her name is Mary King aged 66 - House 81 Brittons Gate, 
Athenry, Co. Galway leaving her birth to be c1855.

Listed Midwives in the 1821 Census

Winnifred Burked aged 55 - House 11 Emalgh, Kilreekill, Galway

Nelly Kain aged 50 - House 112 Killeaney, Arran, Galway

Rose Gillian aged 40 - House 15, Kilmurvey, Arran, Galway

Catherine Rane aged 63 - House 5 Rathgorgan, Kilconerin, Galway

Followed by:

To view these women on the The National Archives Census just click on 
their website:

http://www.census.nationalarchives.ie
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Kilclooney, Ballinasloe, 
Co. Galway

Mary Kate Jennings 
(nee Carroll, 1921-2013)

Midwife Mary Kate Carroll 1940s



Daily Sketch, 18 September
1940

Discharge Certificate, Park 
Hospital, London,
20 September 1940
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Mary Kate was born in 1921, the only child of Michael Carroll and Bridget 
Raftery. She always spoke of a very happy early childhood; however, this changed 
with the death of her father when she was just 9 years old. Sadly, Mary Kate was 
orphaned after the death of her mother when she was 17 years old. Showing her 
courage and resilience, Mary Kate decided to move to England where she trained 
first as a nurse and later as a midwife. She left Ireland on her own, knowing 
nobody and staying in digs in her early years in England. She enjoyed learning 
and was always keen to further her education. She spoke very fondly of her 
training and often recalled the names and titles of tutors, matrons, surgeons and 
obstetricians who had had such an impact on her training and her early career. 
Her exceptional knowledge of anatomy, wound care and aseptic technique are 
testimony to their high standards of education and her innate ability to recall and 
retain detail.

Mary Kate continued to nurse in London during World War II. She spoke of 
having to move hospital patients to the basement for safety when the sirens rang 
out and she and other nurses extended their roles to include driving ambulances 
as most of the men had left to fight in the war. While on duty, her hospital was 
bombed, and she recalled the death of a nurse colleague while she herself was 
admitted after sustaining shoulder and hand injuries in the blast. During her stay 
in hospital Mary Kate featured in the local newspaper with the heading Nurse 
Nurses Nurse.
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New positions for Community Midwives were being developed in rural Ireland 
during the late 1940s and Mary Kate applied for one of these positions so she could 
return home to work. She was fortunate enough to gain a position in Ballinasloe 
under the governance of local General Practitioner Dr Coyne.

She kept her midwifery case in pristine condition, containing all her midwifery 
equipment and instruments she needed for deliveries. She also safely stored her 
meticulous midwifery records, educational books, personal references, nursing and 
midwifery certificates and many other artefacts. Her family remember as children 
being forbidden to disturb these items and so it was only in later years they 
understood why and realised the historical value of these hidden treasures.

Mary Kate’s driving licence
from Hertfordshire County Council

Mary Kate’s midwifery case

Syringes
Pinard and delivery 
instruments  



skehana.galwaycommunityheritage.org 16

Anonymised photo from Mary Kate’s small 
notebook, showing clearly the high temperature and 
breast engorgement

Concise and accurate nursing and 
midwifery documentation has long been 
recognised as an essential component of 
quality care. The exemplary 
documentation of the maternity care 
provided in Mary Kate’s clinical records 
reflects the high standards of midwifery 
assessment and interprofessional 
collaboration that existed in both the 
United Kingdom and Ireland in the 
post-war era. In particular, the example 
below illustrates the recognition of the 
potential of postnatal infection and 
Mary Kate’s return to her patient to 
provide reassessment to ensure potential 
deterioration be promptly managed. 
Similar examples are neatly and 
carefully documented throughout these 
historical records.
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Mary Kate in uniform during the 1940s

 Nursing and Midwifery badges, and medal

Mary Kate travelled on her bicycle to provide care for Dr Coyne’s patients 
generally within an 8-mile radius of Ballinasloe and its hinterland. She often 
recalled weather extremes that occurred during this period, likely as she had to 
negotiate it during her travels. She also spoke of some families sending a hackney 
(taxi) to pick her up if there was an emergency. The midwives of this era were paid 
a basic salary weekly by the health authorities and a small sum thereafter for every 
home visit they had to do. Some of these visits were for hours or possibly a couple 
of days to look after and care for the labouring mother, often for very little 
financial reward. The community midwife’s only support was the local general 
practitioner and Mary Kate’s records show that, on some occasions when the GP 
was unavailable, the midwife practised autonomously. All deliveries in this period 
were natural births–no epidurals, very little intervention– and the birthing women 
had complete trust in their midwife who was a trained professional but also a vital 
part of the same local community. Mary Kate loved her work and was known and 
remembered locally for her diligence in her work and her kindness to her patients.



Mary Kate in the 1940s
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Like many other women of this generation, Mary Kate retired from practising 
community midwifery to devote her time to her family. She, along with her 
husband Stephen, raised six children on the family farm in Kilclooney, 
Ballinasloe. She worked hard, both on the farm and in the household, but was 
always in good spirits and very content. She recognised the importance of 
education and encouraged and supported her children and in later years each of 
her grandchildren, with college graduation ceremonies being among her most 
cherished events to attend. Although Mary Kate loved all sports– hurling, football, 
rugby– her time spent in England resulted in her becoming a long-serving 
supporter of Manchester United FC with Eric Cantona and Roy Keane among her 
all-time favourite players.

Mary Kate retained her interest and pride in nursing and midwifery and kept 
herself abreast of advances in education, role development and general healthcare 
delivery throughout her life. Although her career was shortened due to her family 
commitments, her community spirit never wavered, nor did her values with 
regards to discretion and confidentiality. Her ability to recall local history, dates 
and events meant she was often called upon to help people from abroad tracing 
their roots. Her door was always open and her house a popular rambling house in 
the locality where she continued to provide good humour, conversation and, when 
requested, advice and support to manywho sought herassistance over the years.

Mary Kate passed away in 2013 aged 91, and is sadly missed by her family, 
neighbours and friends.
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I have been very fortunate to have been able to contact Mary Kate’s family through my own work in 
Portiuncula University Hospital in Ballinasloe, Co. Galway. One of the midwives I work with, Mary 
Mulkerrins, put me in touch with Mary Kate’s daughter-in-law Enda Jennings. The Jennings family kindly 
allowed me to photograph all Mary Kate’s midwifery items, from her midwifery case, all of its contents, her 
uniform, reference books and logbooks to all her personal items, such as certificates, letters, driving licence 
and her midwifery medal and badges. These items have been kept in immaculate condition and it is a credit 
to the Jennings family that they took such good care of their mother’s midwifery artefacts.

Portiuncula Hospital was opened in 1945 by the Franciscan Missionaries of the Divine Motherhood, a 
couple of years prior to Mary Kate returning home to Ballinasloe. Although maternity care was provided, 
most women were still having their babies at home under the care of the community midwife. Portiuncula 
boasts having the first epidural given by Consultant Dr Dermot Kelly, a pioneering anaesthetist, born in 
Dublin in 1929. Dr Kelly took up a post in Ballinasloe with both Portiuncula Hospital and St Brigid’s 
Hospital. Although at first the epidural only worked for 2 hours, it did give mothers pain relief during labour 
and was the beginning of a new era in pain control for birthing mothers.



4th September 1920 "The Tuam Herald"
advert for Neave's baby food
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From right to left: Bina Kelly, her 
niece Kate Noonan and her nephew
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Bina Kelly (1902-1987),
Kilconnell, Co. Galway

Midwife Bina Kelly 1950s

Bina was born Sabina Kelly on the 22nd of January 
1902 to her parents Thomas Kelly and Margaret 
McDonagh. Bina’s mother was a midwife and Bina 
became one as well; between them they had nearly 80 
years midwifery experience from 1890 to the 1970s.

Bina was loved by her community, from the very 
young to the very old. Her most famous belonging was 
her midwifery bag, known as ‘Bina’s Bag’. Everything 
was in there, from penny pops to, as the local children 
believed, the babies Bina was about to deliver, and when 
it went missing one day, a Garda search was carried out 
to find it. You can listen to that story and others she told 
during an interview with Jim Fahey on a recording of the 
RTÉ programme Looking West in 1983 when 81-year-old 
Bina chatted about her time as a midwife in rural Ireland 
during the early part of the 20th century.

In this chapter you will read a beautiful memoir about Bina, written by Bina’s 
niece Kate Noonan, find links to the interview with Bina by Jim Fahey and to a 
voice recording from Teresa Cleary, who was a patient of Bina, and a couple of 
stories written by local people about the care they received from Bina.
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It’s hard to know where to start when I try to gather memories of my late Aunty 
Bina, so first I must explain that I am the youngest of Bina’s only nieces and 
nephews, as my father, Brian Kelly, was the only one of Bina’s siblings to marry 
and have a family. Uncle Jack and Aunt Bina remained unmarried and lived in 
the family home in Kilconnell, Co. Galway, until their demise.

Bina had delivered each of my brothers and sisters, in the following order: 
Tommy, Brian, Vera, Gerry and Siveen (her name deriving from Bina (Sabina). I 
was to follow six years later, but I was born not at home, but in the nearby 
Portiuncula Hospital in Ballinasloe, where we lived, so, unfortunately, I cannot 
claim to be one of ‘Bina Babies’! This, however, never ever hindered Bina’s love 
for me and I, as the youngest of the family, enjoyed the extra special privileges that 
position offered me in the eyes of Aunt Bina and indeed Uncle Jack!

Times were very different back then in the late 1950s, money was scarce and 
luxuries were few for most people, and Bina and Jack were no different. However, 
when it came to Christmas and Easter and birthdays, I was never disappointed. 
One of my earliest memories has to be of one particular occasion (I am not sure if 
it was a birthday or whatever) when they both arrived on their bikes at our house 
and handed me a box, and when I opened it, my eyes almost popped out of my 
head! Inside lay a beautiful porcelain doll, with eyes and hair the same colour as 
my own (auburn hair and brown eyes) with a green and white dress, her eyes 
opened and closed, depending on whatever way you held her.

The story goes that the priest who married my Mum and Dad, Fr O'Grady, had 
given them the doll for me; apparently, it had originally belonged to his niece in 
the USA, and it was already over 30 years old! She had the finest of crackles all 
over to prove it! I was the happiest little person ever that day.

Easter would again see them cycle all that way from Kilconnell to Ballinasloe, 
with my Easter egg. The Easter eggs varied, from a china mug with some fairy tale 
character printed on it, or other times it would arrive in a colourful basket with 
straw and little chicks surrounding it. When the egg was devoured, I would then 
proudly ramble through fields and lanes, filling the basket with primroses, wild 
violets and cowslips. Those were the happiest of innocent days.

Memories of my Aunt Bina Kelly
by Kate Noonan
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Bina was a wonderful knitter, so I was regularly supplied with the prettiest of 
cardigans and scarves, which were the envy of my school pals, as they were so 
varied in their patterns. Indeed, in later years, my husband and I and our children 
were going to live in Canada (1974) for a few years, she knitted my children 
beautiful woolly hats, as she worried about the cold Canadian climate! I have kept 
them safely, as they may well have been the last items she ever knitted.

During the school holidays, I would sometimes go and stay in Kilconnell for a 
few days and I remember playing with a local girl called Mary Kelly (not sure if 
she was related). Bina delighted in showing me around the village. Walter Hickey’s 
shop just across the street was always a favourite,when Bina would need to top up 
her supply of ‘Sweet Afton’ cigarettes (which she used to break in half, as she felt 
they lasted longer by doing so!). Of course, I was always treated to sweets and ice 
cream on these excursions to Hickey’s!

In the evenings, I would look forward to my supper of boiled egg; and tea.  Bina 
kept a special pink china cup, saucer and plate especially for me, I was so proud 
and felt like royalty! This would be followed by Bina’s ‘Special Egg Cake’! A very 
simple white sweet soda with a sprinkling of raisins or currants when available, 
these were the simplest of pleasures.

Bina was also an avid jam-maker so many hours were spent in the back garden 
picking blackcurrants and gooseberries, from which she would make the most 
delicious jams that would keep our family supplied throughout the winter months 
and beyond.

Bina enjoyed having an occasional flutter on the horses! It was quite the ritual 
on our visits when she would spread the daily paper on the table with the race page 
open and we would be instructed to stick a pin on a random horse with our eyes 
closed! She would then pop up the street and put a couple of shillings on it! She 
got a great kick out of this! I cannot remember any great wins, or losses, for that 
matter.

Bina and Jack lived directly across the road from the graveyard. Much as I 
loved staying over, nights were a little scary, as the view from Bina’s bedroom was 
the graveyard, but Bina would always reassure me with these words: “Child, you 
need never be afraid of the dead, it’s the living that one has to worry about…”. 
How right she was.
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Whereas Bina herself has been recorded telling her stories of her days as a 
midwife with the late Jim Fahey’s RTÉ programme Looking West, I am reflecting 
more on the private side of her life. One of the most special memories I have is of 
arriving with my Mother and Father at her house one Autumn evening, to find 
several traveller women (known then as tinker women) with their new-born babies 
(‘Bina’s babies’, of course) seated around the open fire, where a zinc bath was 
resting on two kitchen chairs, as Bina proceeded to demonstrate how to bathe the 
infants etc. I thought all my Christmases had come together, as I was only about 
7 or 8 years old and could not understand why my Mother could not get a baby 
from Bina’s bag!

It was always fascinating to watch Bina having returned on her bicycle from her 
‘case’, as she always referred to her deliveries, taking off her navy gaberdine coat, 
emptying her Gladstone bag, sterilising the contents, and then repacking it ready 
for the next ‘case’. She had beautiful hands of which she took great care as they 
were her most precious tools, which she used with great honour and pride to 
deliver her babies safely into the world.

Bina had great faith and I was regularly walked to the nearby church to say a 
prayer or light a candle. She also loved to sing in the choir, so on occasions myself 
and other siblings would be brought along to join her and the rest of the choir. The 
church was that close, it was a regular tradition twice daily, 12 noon and 6pm, to 
recite the Angelus to the sound of the church bells peeling loudly.

Today, I am a seascape/landscape 
artist, but one of my earliest sketches at 
the age of nine or ten, is that of the 
magnificent Abbey, which I sketched 
sitting in the fields at the rear of Bina’s 
house, which provided me with a clear 
view of the Abbey. I used a black crayon 
on a piece of cardboard. I still have that 
sketch today and each time I look at it, I 
remember all the happy days and years 
spent in the company of this legend of a 
lady, who now, together with her Mother, 
Father and brother, rests in Eternal Peace 
within the walls of that same Abbey 
today.

Jack and Bina Kelly, 1970s
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By this stage, I had got to know a few of my neighbours and we would go out 
for walks sometimes – down to Calla Lake, over Ballyboggan or up towards 
Ballinderry. The shops were so near – everything was across the road. I missed 
having a garden, especially when the spring came. I began knitting small 
garments and Eddie made a new cot. Eamonn arrived at 2.30pm on Friday, April 
29th 1949. It was a home birth with Dr Murphy and local nurse Bina Kelly 
(whose mother and later herself had been sent to Dublin for training as a midwife 
by the Comyns in Ballinderry). All children were born at home in those years. 
Even though it was a fairly short labour from 7am, I actually thought I was dying 
and I was sorry I hadn’t said that I wanted to be buried in Doonane. Afterwards, 
Dr Murphy told me not to say anything about the pain to Mrs Hickey who was 
expecting her first baby. There was great excitement as it was a first grandchild for 
the Fordes and the Farrells. His father put a hurley into his cot that first evening 
and I said: “That’s a Garbally student”. Nurse Bina Kelly shouted at Eddie:“Take 
that hurley out, it could be all germs! Have you no cop on at all?”

This photo includes,from right to left, that first arrival, Eamonn, as a young boywith Annette and Emmet 
on the lap of their father, Ned Farrell and baby Patricia in the arms of her Grandfather, Pat Forde. 

Photo courtesy of Pat Johnston (baby Patricia above)

This is a small excerpt taken from Mary Farrell’s memoirs that are available to view
on the Skehana & District Heritage Group website.

Mary briefly mentions the care she received from Bina Kelly during her home-delivery.

Mary Farrell’s memories of Bina Kelly



skehana.galwaycommunityheritage.org 26

Bríd, like many mothers during her time, had many hardships to endure while 
raising a large family during the 1940/50s in rural Ireland. Bríd was known as a 
very kind and gentle soul by all her children and family. She had a family of eight 
children, all of them born at home, except for one. Unfortunately, Bríd suffered a 
breakdown during her 5th pregnancy, which she needed treatment for. Bríd was 
admitted to the care of St Brigid’s in Ballinasloe for treatment and was later 
transferred to Portiuncula Hospital for delivery of her baby.

After her delivery, she was transferred back for more psychiatric care in St 
Brigid’s, where her treatment was successful and Bríd did great for many years 
afterwards. When at home, Bríd was visited by her local midwife, Bina Kelly of the 
Kilconnell area. Bríd’s daughter remembers midwife Bina Kelly who gave her 
mother such gentle kindness, patience and care. She remembers her coming with 
her long, dark gaberdine cloak on her bicycle. They would be so excited to see her 
coming as she came regularly–and with a penny pop from Bina’s famous bag!

But unfortunately, during Bríd’s menopausal years she suffered a breakdown 
again, just a few years before her untimely passing, aged just 66.

Mental illness can be met with such fear of the unknown, especially in times 
gone by. Fortunately for Bríd, she had great support and gentle kindness from her 
local midwife, Bina Kelly. Any extra care, like giving birth in any hospital, came 
with extra costs which most families during this time could not afford.

Bríd was very lucky to have a family member who could 
afford to help her from the USA and,fortunately, her family 
kept the receipt of her delivery and stay at Portiuncula 
Hospital; it shows us the cost of such a normal delivery 
during the 1950s in Ireland. It shows Labour ward fee, 
Pencillin [sic], Extras such as powder and cotton wool, and 
even baby’s Laundry charges. It is very easy to see why 
women stayed at home to have their babies. Thankfully, 
today we have a free public maternity system under the HSE 
that every woman can avail of..

Link to Bina’s interview with Jim Fahey, Going West, RTE

Link to interview with Teresa Kelly, patient of Bina: 

This is a short piece written by someone who remembers Bina very fondly 
for the care she gave to her mother. The family wish to share their memories 

anonymously and I wish to thank them for sharing their private story.

My Mother

Bill from Portiuncula Hospital,
1954

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pzUVS2vuyHY&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tccXyXGkt-w&list=PL50h8bhpjk0GUWSZiPHoZZFxHZpisRzFr&index=5
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A familiar scene to community Midwife

A cottage bedroom in early 20th century Ireland
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Photo: Ma & Pa Kilcommins Mountbellew 

Based on an interview with her grandnephew Gerry Lally, talking about ‘Ma’, 
Mountbellew’s last ‘handywoman’.

Anne ‘Ma’Kilcommins, Mountbellew, is the last known ‘handywoman’ from the 
area of Mountbellew, Co. Galway. Anne grew up in the Colemanstown area and 
had seven sisters and four brothers. She was known as Annie Murphy before she 
married carpenter Patrick Kilcommins from Newbridge, Co. Galway. They 
married in Mountbellew Church on the 20th of September 1937 and they are 
fondly remembered in the Mountbellew area as ‘Ma’and‘Pa’Kilcommins, even to 
this day [2022]. Unfortunately, they never had any children of their own. 

Mountbellew’s last Handywoman
Anne “Ma” Kilcommins



skehana.galwaycommunityheritage.org 29

Photo: ‘Ma’ and ‘Pa’ Kilcommins’ home

 It is unknown how Annie 
became a handywoman. She had no 
proper training to be a midwife but 
had years of experience delivering 
babies. Annie was well known for 
being scrupulously clean and people 
would rather call for her than for 
the local midwife. Annie lived in 
the village of Mountbellew and her 
home is still known as ‘the 
midwife’s house’. Her first known 
delivery in the Mountbellew area 
was of a man named Christy 
Reynolds who was born on a 
winter’s night on the 1st of 
December 1934, and her last 
delivery, we believe, was of baby 
Cahill Gallagher during the 1970s. 
It would be lovely to, at some stage, 
put a plaque on the wall of her 
home in memory of her.

At the time of the 1911 census,in two different households, the women declare 
themselves a midwife but they cannot read. One lady is Mary Gannon who is 78 
years old and the other is Mary Burke from Inishmore who is 60 years old. These 
ladies, and many like them, were certainly ‘handywomen’in their locality.

The 1911 Census forms of the Gannon household and the Burke household
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Drogheda Independent 1884-current, 21.12.1918, page 1

In 1918, the government enacted new legislation 
in relation to midwives, The Midwives Act 1918, 
and to practise as a ‘handywoman’ was illegal from 
then on.

In the Drogheda Independent of 21 December 
1918, this advertisement was to inform all 
midwives, licensed and unlicensed, about the new 
legislation.

The age-old trade of the ‘handywoman’ was now 
coming with consequences as the government was 
coming down hard on these untrained women; 
therefore, calling on a ‘handywoman’ was often 
done discreetly out of the public eye. 

An article in the Tuam Herald, written before 
Anne’s time, reflects how locals felt more 
comfortable with their ‘handywoman’ and how 
they had rumours going around that the 
Mountbellew midwife was about to resign. In a 
notice published in the Connacht Tribune of 27 
November 1926, the midwife to the Mountbellew 
dispensary district states she is always ready and 
willing to attend any case when called upon.
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Connacht Tribune, 27 November 1926: “MountbellewMidwife”… “willing to attend any case”

The local women from Mountbellew and surrounding areas had great trust in 
‘Ma’ for her skills, kindness and cleanliness. ‘Ma’Kilcommins served a huge area, 
even going out as far as Skehana. 

Newspaper articles during that time reflected that there were conflicting 
opinions about the ‘handywomen’. In one report in the Connaught Telegraph of 
16 February 1929 on page 7, a Mr O Hara states that“it is better to have a good 
handywoman than a bad nurse” and in the same article an Achill midwife was 
making charges against a Dr Donnelly, suggesting he was “helping the 
handywoman” and debarring her from her cases.

On 19 September 1931, another notice was published in the Drogheda 
Independent on the passing of the Midwives Act 1931, announcing that no one 
could practise midwifery without being certified by the Central Midwives Board, 
and those who were uncertified were given the opportunity to sit an examination 
to qualify for registration. However, if no certified midwife were available and 
help was needed“in extreme or urgent necessity”,an uncertified woman could 
attend a case.
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Drogheda Independent 1884-current, 19.09.1931, page 12

Although everything in midwifery 
is now medicalised and 
education-based to keep our women 
and children safe during childbirth, I 
can’t help feeling that we are still 
missing the community person the 
‘handywoman’was. She knew 
everyone, everyone knew her. She 
brought comfort to the local women 
with kindness and a familiarity about 
her. Which in turn helped to relieve 
some of the anxiety the local women 
may have been experiencing during 
their pregnancy and delivery. 
‘Ma’Kilcommins certainly provided 
that comfort to all the local women, so 
much so that she is still fondly 
remembered to this day. ‘Ma’ passed 
away in 1983, leaving a legacy of the 
last ‘handywoman’ of Mountbellew, 
Co.Galway.

Interview with ‘Ma’ Kilcommins’ 
grandnephew Gerry Lally, talking 
about ‘Ma’:

Drogheda Independent, 19 September 
1931, page 12

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rDOWpp5rb9U&list=PL50h8bhpjk0GUWSZiPHoZZFxHZpisRzFr&index=3
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Drogheda Independent 1884-current, 21.12.1918, page 1

Connacht Tribune 1909-current,
14.06.1947, page 11
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National Maternity Hospital (opened in 1894),
Holles Street, Dublin

The An BheanGhlúine Project thanks Tony Jordan 
For sharing this beautiful, heart-warming family story

My Grandmother
Margaret Jordan

Margaret Jordan (nee Ruane) was born during the 1860s to parents Patrick 
Ruane and Mary Laheen. Margaret married James Jordan of Garbally, Menlough, 
Co. Galway, in Menlough Church on 21 February 1898. They were tenant farmers 
on the Ffrench estate,Monivea, Co. Galway. The Ffrench family were great 
employers and always dedicated to the well-being of their staff and their tenants.

Margaret had her first live birth after nine years of marriage. According to 
family lore, Margaret went full term on several children and all of them were 
stillborn due to the umbilical cord being around their neck at delivery. It is not 
known exactly how many she had but it was enough for her Landlord Rosamund 
Ffrench of the Monivea Ffrench estate to intervene and try to help Margaret when 
she learned of Margaret’s hardship and suffering. 

Rosamund Ffrench
Photo courtesy of Mary Lennon 
via Nuala McDonagh
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Rosamund Ffrench paid for Margaret’s next pregnancy care and delivery at the 
National Maternity Hospital, Holles Street, Dublin, to give her the best chance at 
having a live baby. This baby, too, had the cord around his neck but, as medicine 
was advancing, at this stage the obstetricians knew how to prevent another 
stillborn in this situation and, thankfully, Margaret delivered a healthy baby boy, 
Michael Joseph Jordan, on 23 January 1907. This was to be her only living child.

Margaret became a widow in 1924 when her husband James passed away and 
Michael was just 17 years old. Michael married Annie Collins in 1940 and had a 
family of their own. One of their children, Tony Jordan, is well known in the 
localityas Tony, his wife Ita and their family are invaluable inthe community, 
running the local shop, Jordan’s Spar, in Menlough.

Birth registration of Michael Joseph Jordan at Holles StreetHospital

Baptismal registration of Michael Joseph Jordan

Michael Joseph Jordan with his wife Annie 
Collins
Photo courtesy of the Jordan family
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Connacht Tribune 1909-current,
15.09.1934, page 10
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Mary Ellen Coppinger on the right
Photo: Mary Dolan

Mary Ellen Coppinger (nee Connelly, 1919-2010),
Moylough District

Story told by Mary Ellen’s daughter, Mary Dolan

Mary Ellen Coppinger was born Mary Ellen Connelly on 10 November 1919 in 
Brierfield, Moylough, County Galway. She was fourth in line of nine children. 
Mary Ellen loved education and studying books. She went to board with an aunt 
in Tuam, Co. Galway, so she could sit her education certificate exams in 1938. She 
started her training in the fever hospital in Cork Street, Dublin, which is now 
closed. She spent three years there, receiving her General Nursing Council for 
Ireland Nursing Certificate on 10 July 1942, and then went to England where, 
during the WW2 years, she “satisfactorily” underwent a period of Training in 
General Nursing in London County Councils Hospital Training Schools for 
Nurses from 14 October 1943 to 20 January 1946. After that, she went to 
Birmingham to study midwifery for one year and was certified by the Central 
Midwives Board to practise as a Midwive in December 1947.



skehana.galwaycommunityheritage.org 38

Mary Connelly’s Nursing Certificate from London County
Council, 21st of January 1946,courtesy of Mary Dolan

Mary Ellen’s Nursing Certificate, 10 July 1942,
courtesy of Mary Dolan

Mary Ellen’s Midwifery Certificate, December 1947,
courtesy of Mary Dolan
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Mary Ellen has some good memories of the war years, as nurses were very 
highly thought of. Outside the hospitals, they wore their uniforms with long 
black capes and got into the cinema and the dances free and local grocery 
shops gave them extra food during the ration times.

Back home, the Irish government was starting to create positions for 
midwives with the Western Health Board. Mary Ellen applied for a job in 
Roscommon Hospital so that she could return to Ireland. She worked in 
Roscommon for about 18 months before taking up a position that had opened 
up for a District Midwife near her home in the Moylough area in Co. Galway. 

Mary Ellen was given a bike, with a basic salary from the Health Board and 
then extra for any call outs she had to attend to. She delivered most of the 
babies at the women’s homes and traveller camps, and often had to call the local 
doctor, Dr Beirne, to assist with deliveries and, if needed, to bring babies into 
the hospital in Tuam, Co. Galway. Often, a baby was brought into the hospital 
in an old shoe box.

Mary Ellen met and married Mr Coppinger, they had a family, and Mr 
Coppinger opened up a very successful furniture business in Moylough which 
is still being run by their grandson to this day.

Now Mrs Coppinger, she had to submit her marriage certificate to An Bórd 
Altranais, “so that your name may be altered on the Records.”

Receipt for a Consolidation Retention Fee 
paid to An Bórd Altranais on 27 September 1954, courtesy of Mary Dolan
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Mary Ellen saw first-hand the hardships and poverty in the local area. 
Surely, there wasn’t a house in the locality she hadn’t attended over the years. 
The local priest would ask her to look out for any family or mother struggling 
and he would get them what they needed. The parish priest, Fr Murphy, often 
helped her by giving her lifts in his car on cold damp winter nights to see to 
her patients.

Before a traveller woman was due her baby,her people camped up Chapel 
Road in a place known locally as ‘black corner’ a couple of weeks so that Mrs 
Coppinger could be with them for the birth. It is not known why it is called 
‘black corner’ but perhaps it has something to do with the Great Famine.

Mary Ellen worked as a midwife in the Moylough area for 31 years. In 
2001, she was approached by Mary Mannion from Moylough Social Services, 
who asked her to write a chapter about her life as a midwife for In a Lifetime, 
a small local publication about the people of Moylough.

At the great age of 91, Mary Ellen Coppinger passed away peacefully on 19 
December 2010, just three hours after her brother Paddy Connelly, also from 
the Moylough area. Midwife Mary Ellen is fondly remembered by her family, 
neighbours, friends and patients in the Moylough District.

The chapter written by Mary Ellen: The District MidwifeFront cover of In a Lifetime
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The Tuam Herald 10th April 1948

This little handbook should prove a useful consolation for the bride and 
the young mother. A minimum of medical words and a maximum of plain 
talking make it easily read by those who are not medically learned. In three 
informative sections it deals with pregnancy from its first signs, with 
confinement and birth, and with the care of the infant for the first three 
years.

The many facts and cautions, in section one, will help the mother to help 
the doctor and the midwife. The food to eat and the clothes to wear are 
advised. Among the list of "things to avoid " are found tobacco, alcohol, and 
eve n the cinema. Many "old wives' tales " are shown false—but others are 
proved true. The young- father is given an opportunity to help.

Birth and afterwards have a section to themselves. The formidable task of 
bringing baby safely through the first tearful weeks goes on page by page 
until the bottle is filled and applied. There is a routine given for everyday life 
that covers a host of arrangements, all necessary to help towards strength. An 
index is included for swift reference to any item mentioned. : j The handbook 
is p ublished by the _jParkside Press, 37 Grafton Street Dublin, at 2/6 
(postage, 3d extra) '

Handbook for Mothers and Children
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Turloughmore District, 
Co. Galway

Memories told by Brigid’s 
daughter, Vera Mullins

Brigid Delia Glenane 
(nee McGrath, 1912-2008)
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Brigid Delia Glenane (nee McGrath) was born in Cregmore, County Galway, on 
the 3rd of May 1912; she was the fourth of ten children. 

She finished her primary school in Lackagh and, coming from a learned house, 
she wanted to further her education. She applied to train as a midwife and on the 
13th of June 1938 she received a notice to say she was accepted by the Central 
Midwives Board as a Pupil Midwife at Holles Street Hospital (the National 
Maternity Hospital) from the 6th of July 1938. There was no payment to pupil 
nurses during those two years and she had to fund the course herself. 

Brigid’s notice of acceptance as a Pupil Midwife, courtesy of Vera Mullins

Brigid McGrath on the day of her First Holy Communion
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Brigid’s Part I examination results printed in the 
Irish Press of 25 June 1940
Note the spelling of her first name (Bridget rather 
than Brigid)

Dr. Paddy Byrne & Nurses Harte, McGrath & Davis
Dr. Paddy Byrne
& Midwife Brigid McGrath

When she was qualified, Brigid took up a position in St Theresa’s, a 
nursing home in Galway town, and then transferred to St Bride’s, a private 
nursing and maternity home in Salthill where she remained for a number of 
years. She was very friendly with Dr D’Arcy and used to cover for his wife on 
the Aran Island when they were on annual leave. 

Brigid married John Glenane, Waterdale, Claregalway, Co. Galway, in 
June 1947 and took up a position as a local midwife in the 
Oranmore/Claregalway/Turloughmore area for many years during the 1940s, 
’50s and ’60s.
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Brigid, like most midwives, 
kept an impeccable Register of 
Cases, a ledger of all her 
deliveries, recording the date 
and time of birth, how the 
baby presented during delivery, 
the name of the doctor if 
required and details of the 
delivery. These ledgers are not 
yet 100 years old so, 
unfortunately, due to the 
General Data Protection 
Regulation (GDPR), they 
cannot be shown. However, the 
photograph below of the front 
of the ledger shows what it 
looked like. Then still Nurse 
McGrath, Brigid wrote every 
detail of each birth she 
attended, from delivery time 
and weight of the baby to any 
other procedures that may 
have occurred.

Brigid often spoke of the 
poverty, poor sanitation and 
general mental health of the 
women she attended to, in 
particular the hardships on the 
Aran Islands; she went there 
from time to time to do relief 
work for another midwife. Vera 
still holds a ticket that her 
mother purchased to go to the 
islands in the 1940s, written ‘as 
gaeilge’, and also a train ticket 
from the 1940s from Dublin to 
Galway.

Front cover of Brigid’s midwifery ledger,courtesy
of Vera Mullins
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We are all well aware of the hardships of families with babies arriving every 
year and large families they were. But not a lot is documented about the mindset 
of the women during these times. Brigid’s daughter Vera recollects her mother 
telling her how women used to jump of cocks of hay, hoping they would miscarry, 
as they couldn’t afford another mouth to feed.

Money for nursing staff and hospitals used to be raised through sweepstakes 
and Vera’s mum picked the winning ticket one year; she was given the prize of a 
Kodak Brownie box camera. Over the years, Brigid took many photos with this 
little camera. On her trips to the Aran Islands to cover leave, she took some photos 
there too. We don’t know who features in them but there is a school in the 
background someone might recognise.

Boat ticket to the Aran Islands during the 1940s, courtesy of Vera Mullins

Train ticket Dublin to Galway, 11 November 1940, with thanks to Vera Mullins

Camera won by Brigid when she had the winning ticket at the Nurses’ sweepstakes
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Even after marriage Brigid 
continued her work, often leaving her 
own family for long hours to help the 
local expecting women. She had a 
great neighbour, Julia Walsh, a single 
lady who used to take care of Brigid’s 
children when she had to go to work, 
often for days. 

Our midwives seemed to be 
strong women and many, including 
Brigid, lived a very long life. She 
passed away in 2008 at the great 
age of 96. She was one of the lucky 
midwives who never lost a baby 
during her midwifery years.

To listen to Vera Mullins telling 
the story about her mother Brigid, 
access the interview through:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oJRnrGuQVQg&list=PL50h8bhpjk0GUWSZiPHoZZFxHZpisRzFr&index=2
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Drogheda Independent Newspaper
21st December 1918
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Photo: Kathleen Ward in her home in Kilconnell

To say ‘I was over the moon’ would be an understatement when Kathleen Ward 
agreed to meet me for a chat about her experience of giving birth and discuss with 
me her memories and stories surrounding childbirth within the traveller 
community. This all came about through her niece Nora Dowd who helped me get 
in contact with Kathleen. I also have tremendous gratitude to Kathleen’s daughter, 
also named Kathleen, who helped me get the most possible information from the 
interview with her mother.

Kathleen was 91 years old in February 2022 when, with a very sharp mind, she 
spoke to me about the travelling community traditions around pregnancy and 
birth. Kathleen was fifth among her siblings and she was born on the side of the 
road in Glass Avenue in Tuam, Co. Galway. Her father used to travel from village 
to village to clean chimneys to earn his money. Thus, the family frequented the 
Skehana and Menlough area of Co. Galway. Kathleen said that the village people 
and farmers from the Skehana and Menlough area were always good to them.

Kathleen Ward Kilconnell
Traveller Community
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Kathleen got married and had 13 children. Unfortunately, Kathleen’s husband 
passed away at a young age and left her a widow. Kathleen has great religious faith 
and puts all her trust in God and prayer; this has carried her through some very 
difficult periods in her life.

While I was in her companyduring the interview, Kathleen said a prayer for me 
and my family; for whatever reason, this struck me deeply and as a result there 
were tears in my eyes. If you never had belief in prayer before meeting Kathleen, 
you certainly would after meeting her. Kathleen described the hardship of giving 
birth for the traveller woman, often alone or, if she was lucky enough, with an 
older member of the community with experience coming to assist. They didn’t 
contact a midwife as they didn’t need one as “god was there”, she said. It was 
always their faith that carried them through these very difficult times. 

Kathleen described prayers that traveller women used to get pregnant, during 
pregnancy and after the birth to keep them and their babies safe.

Kathleen described in the old tongue a stillborn baby as “deadborn”. The family 
would contact the doctor and the gardaí and report the delivery. As the baby was 
not christened, they performed a traveller tradition of ‘lay baptising’. Holy oil was 
placed in the baby’s ear and the local priest said prayers over the baby. There was 
a family-only funeral and the baby was always buried in consecrated ground as 
God was waiting for this angel. 

Kathleen with six of her children in the 1970s at Lishane, New Inn.  
Photo: Courtesy of  Kathleen Ward
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Photo: Kathleen Ward in her home in Kilconnell

If the mother passes away during childbirth, the doctor was called, the body was 
laid out in the camp and a traditional wake was held. The mother was always 
covered with a blessing as she wore St Joseph’s cord around her to protect her 
during pregnancy. The mother and her baby were believed to be protected from 
conception to birth by the St Joseph’s cord. 

Pregnant members of the traveller community could not enter a morgue or a 
graveyard while pregnant as this was believed to bring bad luck. There were 
numerous stories like this held within the community and told during the 
interview.

Kathleen also mentioned old remedies they used. When a mother was bleeding, 
they used moss from the roadside to help stop the bleeding, and to break a chesty 
cough they used squashed turnip and honey in a brown paper. Again, their faith 
and trust in God and their remedies carried them through the tough times. After 
a woman had given birth, the best remedy of all was the glass of Guinness to bring 
back up her iron levels.

To learn more about Kathleen and the information on pregnancy and birth 
within the traveller community, you can listen to the voice recording of the 
interview taken in February 2022 in Kathleen’s home in Kilconnell.

I owe a huge ‘thank you’ to Kathleen and her family for sharing their stories, 
especially to her daughter Kathleen who facilitated the meeting. Kathleen’s 
interview is of great heritage value to the An Bhean Ghlúine Project 2022 and we 
will be forever grateful to the Ward family for their assistance. Listen to Kathleen’s 
wonderful interview at: 

I asked Kathleen whether she spoke any ‘Cant’ and immediately her face lit up; 
she also kindly shared some ‘Cant’ words for mother, baby and midwife.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QDP60FQlX20&t=34s
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Midwife Bridget Friel-Bonar, Raphoe District Donegal

Bridget Friel (1922-2007)
Raphoe District, Co. Donegal

Written by Bridget’s son, Ray Bonar

My mother Bridget was born in Luinnagh, Gweedore, Co. Donegal, on 
25.07.1922. She would have been 100 this year [2022] if she had lived. She died in 
2007, aged 84 years, after a lifetime of smoking and having no regrets. She was 
one of 12 children born to Maurice and Kate Friel (O’Donnell). The family house 
is still there. My grandmother Kate was a very enterprising woman who not only 
raised a large family, but also ran the local shop selling groceries - or whatever was 
needed by the neighbours - in Luinnagh. She also looked after her father-in-law. 
Her husband spent 25 years in the Merchant Navy so she ran a big operation 
single handed. A really great woman indeed.

The influence of my grandmother was very strong on all of her children and no 
less on my mother Bridget. Grandmother ensured that they all got an education 
and were prepared to seek out the challenges the world of the 1930s, ‘40s and ‘50s 
presented.



skehana.galwaycommunityheritage.org 54

I understand, just from memory of discussions with my mother, that she 
fairly quickly got a job as a Midwife based in Raphoe, Co. Donegal. The 
practice was based in Dr Doyle’s premises on the Diamond in Raphoe, in a 
house located beside Moffot’s Shop. My mother stayed in this house right up 
to the time she got married in 1947. I think this house now belongs to James 
Barcley, the Newsagent.

An interesting side story is that Dr Doyle eventually left Raphoe and 
became a nun in the Medical Missionary Order based in Drogheda. She 
spent her life in Tanganykia (present-day Tanzania), working as a medical 
doctor at one of the Medical Missionary Hospitals.

Certificate from The National 
Maternity Hospital, Holles St, Dublin 
to certify that Bridget Friel, Certified 
Midwife, was admitted to this hospital 
as a Probationer on the 15th of March 
1942 and completed a course of 24 
months training as a Midwife
on 21st of June 1944.

In Bridget’s case, she was sent to 
train to be a midwife in the National 
Maternity Hospital in Holles St, 
Dublin. Her training programme 
lasted from 1942 to 1944 when she 
graduated as a Certified Midwife on 
the 8th of June 1944.

Certificate of the Central Midwives Board entitling  
Bridget Friel by law to practise as a Midwife,

8th June 1944



skehana.galwaycommunityheritage.org 55

The work of the Midwife in the 1940s was difficult in that she was 
required to turn out to support the needs of patients at all times of the day 
and night. While this on-call arrangement was challenging in its own right, 
to do so on a bicycle was very hard. On occasions, the patient’s family would 
supply transport, but many of the patients did not have the resources to do 
this; yet, the Midwife still had to respond, regardless of the time of day or 
weather.

I do know that Bridget provided Midwifery care to a large number of 
women and babies in the Raphoe and Convoy area. I have met many people 
over the years who said that my mother was responsible for their delivery.

Another interesting point about being a Midwife was how she was paid at 
this time. As far as I could see, they were self-employed, delivering a 
Midwifery service. When an expectant mother was sufficiently well off, she 
paid the Midwife as a private patient. In the case of patients who did not have 
any money, they were supported with a grant paid by the Local Authority.

A receipt from the Central Midwives Board recognising Bridget’s change of surname from Friel to Bonar in 1947. 
Note that the name Bonar is also added on the 1944 certificate from the Central Midwives Board

The Midwife’s qualification badge with her registration number engraved. 
This was worn by all Midwives to show that they were registered and 
qualified to practise by law
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My mother married my father (Redmond Bonar) in 1947. I was born in 
June 1948 and my sister Kathleen was born in 1949. There were seven 
children all together. It is my understanding that my mother didn’t practise 
as a Midwife very much after 1948. The lifestyle and family commitments 
prevented this. She did maintain her registration right throughout her life 
and only ceased to be on the Nursing Register in her 60s.

My son Ray, who worked as an Executive in the Nursing and Midwifery 
Board in the 1990s, sought out and found Bridget’s entry on the nursing 
register of 1944, when she graduated. She was absolutely delighted to be 
presented with a copy of her registry entry, after so many years, by her eldest 
grandson.



Donegal News 1903-current,
01.02.1908, page 4

skehana.galwaycommunityheritage.org 57



skehana.galwaycommunityheritage.org 58

The following story is from the Duchas Schools Collection. These local folklore 
stories were collected  by local primary school children all across Ireland during 
1938. This piece is written by a pupil from Cill Chuimín, Durlas Kilcommin Co. 
Tipperary under principal Donnchadh Ó Cuinnéain.

This short story tells us all of their local folklore surrounding “Birth” and gives 
us a great insight of their old customs and values when a mother becomes 
pregnant.

The National Folklore Collection
Duchas.ie “The Schools’ Collection”

Pg 1 Pg 2 Pg 3

You can view the original story on the following link

https://www.duchas.ie/en/cbes/4922168/4857877
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Below is a typed version of the “Birth” story:
(1) An expectant mother must not enter a graveyard. If she does her baby 

will have what is locally called a Cam Roilig (crooked foot).

(2) She must not enter a corpse room or touch the dead. Her baby may be 
defective or perhaps be still born.

(3) Great care must be taken not to let a hare cross her path. The mouth 
of the child will be peculiar.

(7) When the baby is baptised nobody must kiss it. Its first kiss is reserved 
for the mother.

(8) If a Baby dies the little coffin is generally wrapped in a white linen 
shroud. When being buried this shroud is taken off and after burial is rinsed 
or washed in the nearest stream before being taken home. This rinsing is 
supposed to prevent the death of other babies in the same family.

(9) If a baby dies after Baptism, birthmarks, sores, toothache, pain are said 
to be healed or cured by touching the affected parts with the dead child's 
hand.

(10) A mother who dies in childbirth is believed by many to watch over and 
feed her child until it has grown up.

(11) Some older people yet believe that the mother who dies in childbirth 
is taken by the Good People.

(4) If she has been struck by anything which, as is believed may result in 
a birth-mark all she has to do is touch the place struck, with her hand then 
rub her hand to her back or leg and the mark will thus be transferred from 
the face of the baby to the back or leg.

(5) When the baby is taken to the Church for Baptism, salt is put under 
the mother's head or pillow. She may be taken by fairies while nurse etc are 
absent from house. Salt hinders them.

(6) When the baby is being taken to church salt is generally tied in the 
corner of Christening Robe. Some say this also is to prevent the Good People 
taking the child. I believe myself it is more Christian than pagan. An old 
nurse or midwife now dead told me that it was a custom handed down from 
Penal Times when the baby had to be taken to some glen or lonely spot to be 
baptised by some hunted priest and salt was taken for use in the ceremonies 
and for blessing Holy Water.
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(12) It is an insult to look at a newly born baby without saying "God bless 
him or her"

(13) A baby corpse is dressed in white and there is not that I know of any 
special burial ground for un-baptised babies. They are, as a rule, buried in 
the ordinary graveyard.

(14) The christening robe is generally borrowed. It is considered lucky.

(15) The cradle is usually passed on from father to son, also for luck.



Midwifery
Portiuncula University Hospital

This chapter I feel will bring An Bhean  Ghlúine project full circle. It 
contains a collage of photographs of the current midwives at the maternity 
department of Portiuncula University Hospital. We have midwives from all 
around the world bringing a wide variety of new and wonderful skill network 
to our department.

In this chapter there are a few stories from just a handful of our brilliant 
midwives from the very experienced to the newly qualified.

First story is from Midwife Aisling Dixon, who is a dedicated midwife to 
her expectant mothers. Aisling is passionate about consistent midwife led care 
for her expectant mothers. We see throughout the project how important this 
is, the consistent familiar safe face reassures the mother during one of the 
biggest moments of her life, giving birth.

Second story is from Midwife Yuliya Dmytryshyn a newly qualified 
midwife originally from Ukraine. Yuliya describes her life in Ireland training 
as a student midwife. The difference’s and traditions around midwifery in 
Ireland and Ukraine and her fears for her own home country.

Third story is from Midwife Carmel McFadden who is passionate about 
home birthing and tells us her own personal story of home birth as a mother 
and a midwife. She has also kindly given a beautiful photograph of a very 
intimate moment of her new family after her own home birth of her son.

I want to thank my colleagues at the Maternity Department at PUH. From 
management, midwives, my own HCA colleagues, kitchen staff, cleaning staff 
and clerical. They have been a huge support to the project. The department 
would not run as smoothly as it does only for all of the teamwork involved. It 
is a great department to work in. I am so glad to have been given the 
opportunity through The Heritage Council funding to highlight the work of 
the incredible An Bhean Ghlúine from past to present.
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Just a few of our Bean Glúine at PUH
You can view in more detail our Midwifery team on the following link
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https://www.puhmaternity.ie/midwifery-team?fbclid=IwAR1MC1GaY2jEQpkI4DqcV2nhUuvs5Fr7U_URTxV_LvmAUnr_h-N0hyez4g4


Midwife Aisling Dixon
Midwifery – An ancient art

“When you destroy midwives, you also destroy a body 
of knowledge that is shared by women, that can’t be put 
together by a bunch of surgeons or a bunch of male 
obstetricians, because physiologically, birth doesn’t 
happen the same way around surgeons, medically trained 
doctors, as it does around sympathetic women“  
            

Ina May Gaskin
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Much has changed in Ireland since the days of ‘An Bhean Ghlúine’.  
Regulation of midwifery commenced prior to the foundation of the State in 
1918 and has continued to this day.  Birth over this time has evolved from 
most births happening at home at this time to 30% in the 1950’s, 3% in the 
1970’s and 0.3% in the 1990s.  There has been a recent upsurge in the 
number of women planning birth at home with demand well in excess of 
what can be provided by the available private and public midwifery led 
services.

Midwifery is an ancient art that can be traced back to 40,000BC.  
Traditionally midwifery, and birth,  has been women’s business, a skill often 
passed down within families until the last century, when organised national 
and international campaigns have brought midwifery into conflict with 
obstetrics.  The Mother and Child scheme of 1951, mired with the politics of 
its time, sidelined midwifery, as the foundation of this scheme was the link 
between GP and obstetrician only.  Midwives could not share care to women 
who wished to access this free healthcare.  Reports published in the 1970s, 
both here and in the UK, claimed that hospital birth was safer and superior 
to homebirth, without any evidence at the time to support this.  This remains 
the general view overall to this day despite a growing body of research to the 
contrary.  It is the case now that midwifery no longer stands alone as a 
profession, unless there are obstetric facilities to support it.

Midwifery led care has had a renewal in recent years, as recent decades of 
medicalisation has not improved outcomes for mothers and babies overall.  It 
is recognised now that technological birth, when appropriate, benefits a small 
cohort of mothers and babies but has no place being applied to the general 
population.  Birth, as a life event, is a normal physiological process and 
happens optimally when physiology is supported.  Midwives are best placed 
to support this.  For mothers, midwifery led care has been demonstrated to 
reduce the need for caesarean births, epidural analgesia, episiotomy and 
instrumental births.  Babies are less likely to be born premature, or die 
before 24 weeks.  Normal vaginal birth rates are higher, as are breastfeeding 
rates, and increased satisfaction with care.  There are no adverse effects with 
midwifery led care compared to other models.

In response to this, the Department of Health published its first National 
Maternity Strategy in 2016 committed to a better and safer experience for 
women and families, offering choice in the options around maternity care.  
This has seen a growth in antenatal care provided by midwives and more 
units offering a ‘home from home’ room but homebirth, continuity of care 
and direct access to midwifery have yet to come on stream.
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With talk of increasing reproductive rights for women, choice around 
midwifery services and place of birth remains an illusion for most. Access to 
much of what is standard in many countries e.g. national homebirth services, 
waterbirth and birthing units are far from a reality in Ireland today.  Women 
with disability, the disenfranchised, those labelled high risk, members of the 
travelling or immigrant community have less choice around birth, access to 
alternative pathways and individualised care.

For women, birth can be a deeply transformative and empowering process.  
This is optimised when midwives can truly provide women centred care.  
Continuity of care, by a known midwife, is seen as essential to this process.  
A midwife, within the community, that women come to know and trust.  To 
do this we need to rediscover midwifery, take what we have come to know but 
reflect on the midwifery of the past.  Learn from, and with it, and take 
midwifery into the future, strong, secure and respected, to serve women and 
babies in the way they deserve.
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Ukranian
Акушерка - Midwife
Yuliya Dmytryshyn

I’ve been doing midwifery since 2017 I started as a student in NUIG and 
when I qualified I took up a position as a staff midwife at Portiuncula 
Hospital, Ballinasloe in 2021. I’m originally from Ukraine, I was born there 
and lived my first five years there. I’ve moved to Ireland twice in my life first 
being 2005-2010, then back to Ukraine 2010-2015, then back again to Ireland 
in 2015. The reason for the first move was poor income and lack of jobs in 
Ukraine for my parents and as for the second move it was the same reason in 
combination with a war that started on the east of the country on the border 
with Russia. 

As I am from the west this didn’t affect us much at the start, however as 
time went on they started taking people from our side to join the army so we 
left. There were many people that we knew left and never came back, fathers, 
sons, brothers, husbands and my Mom wanted dad by our side so we left 
together. It was difficult to move the second time but I got used to it as 
Ireland is a lovely country and it was now my home.

Yuliya on her Graduation Day NUIG
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However, everything changed on the 24 of February 2022. I actually didn’t 
know the invasion happened till my co-workers told me. It was so difficult. 
Two of my grannie’s, my aunt’s, uncle’s, cousin’s and friends, I was so worried 
at how they are, what area had the Russians attacked, do my family need 
money, are they safe, where will they hide if a missile strike hits. I text and 
called everyone I know. No answers but a few minutes later my granny rings. 
She says she’s fine, I asked her what can I do for her? Granny do u need 
money? She answers no and even if I did need it there is no money in the 
atm machines, there is kilometre’s of traffic queuing for petrol/diesel and at 
the border with Poland to flee the country. I ask her if she wants to leave she 
says no. My best friend of 15 years texts me she’s fine but her brother who is 
2 years younger than me signed into the army and is deployed into a hot spot. 
My cousin’s text me they are okay, some friends are fleeing some are staying.

The next day at work I translated for a polish patient. She cried for me 
when I told her I’m Ukrainian. I couldn’t hold tears back with worry but 
stayed positive in front of her. There was a day when on the news they showed 
how a maternity hospital was hit. It broke my heart thinking of the women 
and children to what should be a happy time, delivering their babies under 
attack. Days changed into weeks, weeks into months and more and more of 
my family and friends are joining the war to protect our land from Russian 
invasion.

When I became a midwife i was actually very curious about the difference 
between Ukrainian and Irish hospitals. So I asked my mum. She was a good 
person to ask as she had me in Ukraine and my brother here. The difference 
between us is 6 years so it’s not too far apart. She first had me in 2000 and 
she told me that visitors weren’t allowed at all, that she had to show me to 
my dad through a window after I was born. She told me that the delivery 
room had two beds and they were in the one room, having two women 
delivering at the same time ( she delivered together with a lady whose  name 
was Oksana, and she delivered a healthy baby boy only 15 minutes apart). 
Overall her main carer was a doctor not because she was high risk, but rather 
the Ukraine system was that the doctor is the main carer and he delivers all 
the babies (I am not sure if this has changed since then). When I asked my 
mum about pain relief in labour she told me shocking news that there was 
no pain relief available. To be honest even now when I talk to my pregnant 
friends back home about pain relief, they tell me they have no idea what an 
epidural is and it’s not widely available there. 
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Also within the system and for good care you’re meant to pay the midwife 
and the doctor money discreetly for any care provided by them. Not only that 
but you still have to buy EVERYTHING you will need for the delivery. They 
will give you a list of things that you as the patient have to buy at the 
pharmacy. Even down to the smallest things like cannulas, swabs, cotton 
balls and fluids etc. The patients in Ireland are very lucky to have free 
maternity care under the public system. Funny story my uncle was 15 when 
I was born and he got so excited he wrote on the walls of the hospital my date 
of birth and my name. We have a picture and he had to buy paint and paint 
the hospital back to white.

This reminds me too of my friend who was studying in Ireland but was 
also Ukrainian once experienced , during college, what it was like to me a 
midwife in Ukraine. Her conclusion was that she knew things most midwives 
didn’t in second year of college as they were not the main carers. I also 
remember that whenever I told people here in Ireland that I was a midwife 
people would be positively surprised, whereas when I mentioned that in 
Ukraine I was told that people who are confused about what to do after 
school usually do midwifery.

My mom also said that it’s superstitious to cut or dye your hair while you 
are pregnant. There also a superstition that you’re not allowed to decline a 
pregnant woman’s request as mice will eat her clothes if u do
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Midwife Carmel McFadden – Birth Story
Midwife means with woman!

As a midwife, it is truly something special to be with a pregnant woman, 
to get to know her and her family, to be there to help her as she gives birth 
to her baby.

Sadly today not many midwives get to experience what it is truly like to be 
with a pregnant woman from the start of her pregnancy right through to her 
giving birth and during those first weeks of motherhood.

And sadly too for pregnant women, they do not get to know their midwife 
who will be looking after them. In maternity hospitals, women will meet 
many midwives from the start of their first antenatal booking visit right up 
till the time they birth their baby in the labour ward and again after they are 
transferred to the postnatal ward. This is where I feel we are failing pregnant 
women. Fear of the unknown, fear of birth. Fear is not conducive to a positive 
birth experience, fear can stop the flow of oxytocin, which is the hormone 
needed to bring on contractions . What can be done to counteract this? The 
evidence is overwhelming, one to one care has many positive effects on 
women’s experience of labour and birth, reducing the need for analgesia such 
as epidurals, lower instrumental births, higher satisfaction rates among 
birthing women, higher breastfeeding rates. Yet still today, in the majority of 
our maternity hospitals, women will not have experienced one to one care 
with the same midwife or team of midwives throughout their pregnancy 
journey.

I was 41yrs when I became pregnant with my first child, I was what they 
called an geriatric primigravida. Because of my age, I would be considered at 
higher risk of developing blood pressure, gestational diabetes and possibly 
someone who would need to be induced on my expected due date. Thankfully 
I was healthy before I became pregnant and stayed that way throughout my 
pregnancy. I knew I wanted to birth my baby at home with my husband and 
midwives with me. Yet if anything changed from normal either with me or 
my baby, I would trust my midwives and transfer into hospital.
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Rebecca had a homebirth with her daughter and she was delivered by 
Carmel

Midwife Carmel with her 
husband and newborn son 

Born at home

Midwife Rebecca
with her daughter

and Midwife Carmel 

 I was a week over my due date when I started to get pains. I was delighted 
something was happening and I was going into labour myself. Joe kept asking 
should he call Lucy my midwife but I laughed and said ‘ sure it would be ages 
yet’. But that all changed when my waters went and the contractions got 
stronger and were coming every two minutes apart. Next thing I knew Lucy 
was at my side, reassuring me all was well with my baby, keeping me calm. 
Joe got to work filling the pool, I couldn’t wait to get in to get relief from the 
pains. Finally the pool was ready, and the relief I got when I got into the 
water was immediate. Before I knew it, I felt a strong urge to push, I couldn’t 
stop . But I still remember telling my poor husband to change his shirt!! He 
was sweating and I was afraid he would faint! He must have thought I lost 
the plot…but he did as I asked. I ended up getting out of the pool to birth 
our baby. He was born in our kitchen, a beautiful boy! 8lbs 6ozs , he cried 
straight away and so did I. I was truly blessed to have experienced such a 
miracle.

Joe and I were lucky to have the support and care of Lucy & Sally our 
midwives with us every step of the way. I would not have been able to do it 
without them. I did not have any fear of birth with them at my side. I 
especially was so grateful to Lucy in the early postnatal days when I struggled 
to breastfeed my little boy. Nothing can really prepare you for the transition 
to motherhood but having supports makes that transition so much easier.

Homebirth is not an option for every pregnant woman. My hope is that 
every expectant mother will know her midwife/ midwives throughput her 
pregnancy journey and help reduce the fear of the unknown.
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during the whole project.

Assistance from local community

Michael Heffernan GKMedia

Graphic Design by:
Marianne Ten Cate

Proof reading by:




