
The Story of the
County Clare Nursery 

1922 – 1932

In memory of the women who gave birth
in the County Clare Nursery, 

the children who spent their early life there
and the infants who died within its walls.   

Come away, O human child!
To the waters and the wild
With a faery, hand in hand,

For the world’s more full of weeping than you can understand.
      W.B. Yeats
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All Change

It shall be the first duty of the Government of the Republic 
to make provision for the physical, mental and spiritual

well-being of the children, 
to secure that no child shall suffer hunger or cold from lack of food,

clothing, or shelter, but that all shall be provided with the means
and facilities requisite for their proper education and training

as Citizens of a Free and Gaelic Ireland

These words were spoken by Sinn Féin’s  Cathal Brugha on 21 January 1919 
at the first Dáil Éireann in Dublin’s Mansion House 

as part of an aspirational programme for government.

However, plans for government would have to wait as a bloody
War of Independence raged on until a truce was called in July 1921.

In the meantime, County Councils who gave allegiance to the Irish Government
were tasked with creating a new system of welfare in their own counties.

Clare County Council proposed a scheme which included the closing down
of eight workhouses and the setting up of two centralised institutions.

This would be known as the County Clare Amalgamation.

  ∙ The Central County Home for the elderly and infirm 
       would be housed in Ennis Workhouse 

  ∙ The County Clare Nursery in a section of Kilrush Workhouse 
             which would care for unmarried women and their children.  
      It would also operate as an orphanage.

   ∙ Children aged 6 -11 would be boarded out and their
           guardians paid 7/6- a week

The Sinn Fein Government approved this proposal
and on 31st January 1922, the Central County Home in Ennis
and the County Clare Nursery in Kilrush came into existence.
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Governance

County Clare Board of Health
The County Nursery was owned and run by Clare County Council under the remit 
of the County Board of Health.  A sub-committee was set up in 1922 to run the 

nursery and it was stipulated that this sub-committee be made up of seven
members and include a doctor and two ladies.

The sub-committee in place in June 1923 did include two women and two 
priests but by 1928 all members of the committee were male councillors. 

Funding
The County Nursery was publicly financed as were Pelletstown and Tuam

mother and baby homes. Spending was sanctioned by the Clare Board of Health 
but with close oversight by the Department of Local Government and Public 

Health (DLGPH). Spending on improvements to the building required
financing from the DLGPH.

 
Staff

The Sisters of Mercy who had worked at Kilrush Workhouse since 1875 were 
tasked with day to day running of the nursery and dealing with the women and 

children in their care.  They were among a number of paid ‘officers’ who worked 
at the nursery and the services they provided were as a matron and two nursing 
sisters.  The salary of the nursing sisters and the lay midwife was £60 per year.  
The staff also included a porter, cook, laundress and attendant to look after the 

school going children.
The Sisters of Mercy ran the nursery until 1928 when they stepped down

due to an ongoing dispute with Clare County Council and the DLGPH
regarding their lack of nursing qualifications. From then on, the nursery
was run by lay staff.  Dr. Counihan was the Medical officer and his remit

included the County Clare Nursery.

The County Clare Board of Health met regularly and sub-committee meetings 
followed the Board meeting. At each meeting, the matron’s report was read into 
the minutes. The matron’s report contained information regarding the condition 

of the building and facilities, issues relating to the women and children, food
supplies, and personnel.

Local economy
The County Nursery not only provided employment in the Kilrush area but also 

supported local businesses as had the workhouse in previous years. Requisition 
orders show the importance to the local economy throughout its existence. 
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Jimmy King
My only wish is to know exactly what the situation was

when I was born in the nursery in Kilrush,
and to know who my father was.

        
          Jimmy King, August 2021

The County Clare Nursery closed in 1932 and consequently
there is no one alive today to give testimony to life in the institution.
However one man born there is Jimmy King who is alive and well

and living in Norfolk. 

Jimmy was born on the 23 November 1931
and baptised on 27 November.

His mother’s parish was given as Killaloe.

Jimmy was sent to Sean Ross Abbey in March 1932 when the nursery closed. 
The record stated that he was ‘unaccompanied’, which meant that

his mother did not go with him. 
Jimmy was only four months old.  

In August 1935, he was fostered out to a family near Ennis, County Clare.
He remembers his first day at school and the feelings it triggered.  

‘My new foster mother left me just inside the gate and walked away.  
I cried my heart out, I felt abandoned and I’ve felt that way most of my life’. 

Jimmy had a relatively good life with his foster family
and went on to train as a nurse in Ennis Psychiatric Hospital.

However he felt he had an abiding sense of shame
because of his illegitimacy and detests the term

 ‘boarded out’ which was used widely
to describe foster children in that era.

As a young man, Jimmy found solace and confidence when he drank and this 
cost him his first job.  He then moved to England where he worked as a nurse 
and received many promotions but these were often followed by demotions 

until he finally stopped drinking in 1979. 

His career then prospered.
Jimmy went on to marry and have

two children.

Jimmy is now a happy man with
a loving family and many friends

and he visits Ireland often. 

In many ways he has made peace with his 
past and connected with family members.  

Jimmy still has questions about his
mother and their separation and he would 
dearly love to know who his father was. 
Sadly, secrecy and lack of accountability 

from church and state has meant that
Jimmy like so many others will remain

in the dark as to his early life
and background.

Survivor
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Illness and Death

At one time the death rate in the Nursery was so high
that special precautions had to be taken to protect them.
Two nurses had to be hired to watch them day and night.

               - Saturday Record 7th February 1927

The conditions in the County Clare Nursery undoubtedly
contributed to the high mortality rate in the institution.  
There are references to letters from the medical officer
Dr Counihan to the DLGPH requesting the dietary scale

be revised as the women were unable to ‘nurse their babies’
and referred to the ‘appalling death rate’.   

Overcrowding and poor sanitary facilities led to outbreaks
of infectious diseases and one report in 1927 stated

twenty-seven children had measles.

The death certificates show that at least 182 children died in the nursery
during the ten years of its existence. 

The records give the baby’s name, date of death and cause of death.  

* Debility from birth: weakness from birth.
This is the highest category of cause of death.

Other causes not registered such as infectious disease
are likely to be a factor here.

* Marasmus: acute malnutrition caused by diet deficiency. 
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Mothers

The mothers are neglected, they have no proper clothing
and no comfort of any kind.

They are willing to do any work even the most menial and unpleasant
     
            County Clare Nursery Sub-committee report to DLGPH

 

From February 1922, pregnant unmarried women from all parishes
throughout the county were sent to the County Clare Nursery

to give birth.  Baptismal records exist for 330 children.  
However the figure is much higher as it does not include babies

who died shortly after birth. 

Mother’s Occupation
Information taken from death records now available on line show

the mother’s occupation before entering the nursery.  

Length of stay
In April 1922, the nursery sub-committee addressed the need
for the mothers to stay for a period and nurse their children

but no firm decision was made until April 1924 
when the County Clare Board of Health ordered that ‘unmarried mothers

and children be kept for a period of two years from the date
of their admission order.’ 

This does seem to have been the approved by the DLGPH.
 

Following this order, there are a number of reports of women
‘scaling the wall’ of the workhouse in an effort to escape. 

These incidents are reported to the gardai and the women were brought back. 

Life in the nursery
Life in the nursery can only be glimpsed through the reports given
by the matron and medical officer.  Terms such as ‘insubordinate’,

‘incorrigible’ and ‘repeat offender’ appear in reports and give an indication
as to how the women were viewed by staff.  

The women’s voices are not heard.

The women were expected to work whilst in the nursery and this included
working in the nursery, district hospital and the laundry in very poor conditions. 
 The food allocated to the mothers was considered insufficient by Dr Counihan 
who had to ask permission from the DLGPH to increase rations as the women 

could not provide enough nourishment for their children. 
 

After their two-year stay, the women could leave without their children
who would then be old enough for fostering.

Chart courtesy of Simon Wilson.
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Babies 

There are two sets of records available which give information
on the mothers and babies who spent time in the nursery.

The Kilrush parish baptismal register and the death certificates
now available online.

Records
Kilrush Parish Records show that 330 babies were baptised in the County 

Clare Nursery over the ten year period of its existence.
Cross checking that figure with the death records show

a death rate of over 30%. 
The baptismal records do not include babies who died shortly after birth,

or babies taken to the nursery after birth, or older orphaned children
who were also housed in the nursery.

However they are included in the death records for the period.

Baptisms
The  baptismal records give information about the mother and baby and

almost all records include the term ‘extra marital, born in home’.
Some babies were abandoned and the term ‘foundling’ or ‘deserted’

appear beside their names.  The surname given to these babies related
to where they were found i.e. Barn or Hill. 

The first baby baptised in the nursery chapel was born on 9 February 1922 
and given the name Jacobus (James). 

His parish of origin was Sixmilebridge.  Sadly, baby James did not survive 
and died in June 1924 of tuberculosis.

Later life  
The baptismal records also give clues into the later lives of the children 
born in the nursery.  Many adults wrote to the parish requesting their

baptismal certificate to marry in a Catholic church.
The parish clerk would then update the baptismal record and these

updates show that children born in the nursery went on to settle
and marry all over Ireland as well as much further afield

in cities such as London, Manchester, Boston and New York.

Ulster Museum (Belfast Workhouse, Christmas 1906)

Adoption Rights Alliance
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Closure

The decision was made in the interest of these poor creatures
 in order to give them a chance at mending their ways.

They will have a chance of learning some useful occupation
which may prevent a lapse into wicked ways.

          Chairman County Clare Board of Health, March 1932

The County Clare Nursery closed its doors in March 1932.
Despite the chairman’s words, the decision to close was based on economics.
In the ten years of its existence little had changed with regard to the conditions

in which the women and children lived and the death rate was appalling.
By 1930, there were 61 women and children living in the nursery

and there was still no water supply or inside sanitary accommodation.
The money needed to put the facility right was not forthcoming

from the DLGPH. 

In 1931, the Clare Board of Health secretary had proposed moving the nursery
to another part of the building and carrying out some work to improve
conditions but this was considered throwing good money after bad. 

In December 1931, the DLGPH intervened and suggested the women be
sent to Sean Ross Abbey, a mother and baby home in Roscrea 

run by a religious order.  The board investigated and the cost of keeping
a mother and child there was 21/- per week as opposed to 24/- in Kilrush.  

However, Roscrea would only accept women who were ‘first offenders’
and this caused much debate as to how to deal with ‘second offenders’

and boarding out their children.  

In March 1932, that board decided to discharge ‘ten or twelve second offenders’ 
and send their children to Sean Ross Abbey.

A letter from the sister in charge confirmed they would immediately
take 25 children at a cost of 10/- a head, per week. 

The only objection to the plan came from a Kilrush councillor who stated 
Everything is being brought away from Kilrush and now we are

about to send our money to an institution in Roscrea.

By 1937, the notorious Kilrush Workhouse had been demolished
and a school and housing estate were built on the site.

Mary Healy, Irish Workhouse  Centre
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Conditions in
The County Clare Nursery

It was a perfect scandal to have anybody there.
There was no sanitary accommodation and no proper water supply….

In view of the prevailing conditions, they would give rise some time
or other to an outbreak of fever for which the County Board of Health

would be responsible.
            
               -  James McLysaght, (Local Government Inspector), December 1922

Reports on Conditions in the County Clare Nursery

January 1922:  The nursery sub-committee proposed the installation of a
bathroom and lavatory, a labour ward and a small isolation unit.

The nursery and the district hospital had made a joint report about the
lack of a water supply, sewerage and sanitary conditions.  

March 1922 nursery sub-committee report: ‘keep in mind the extreme state
of dilapidation of the main building known as the workhouse, the walls are rough, 

windows small without proper frames or fittings, no grates,
the passages flagged, the wood work rough and defective - all tending in the 

opinion of the committee to have a depressing effect on the inmates. 
The Day Nursery is small for the numbers and has an easterly aspect

and never gets any sunshine’. 

April 1924 - Matron’s Report  
stating there are 164 inmates in the

nursery and children are sleeping two
in a bed with every habitable space

occupied.

March 1927 -  from Dr Counihan’s
letter to the DLGPH

stating it was impossible for him to be
responsible for the health of the

children considering the
conditions under which they lived and 

that ‘the death rate was appalling’.

December 1931 - from Saturday Record:  There are now 61 patients and all
the buildings in a very bad state of repair with leaking roofs. The laundry is

of the worst type, no baths and no inside sanitary accommodation.  
There were also complaints about rats coming through the

damaged skirting boards.

Despite these reports highlighting the danger of keeping women and children
in such conditions, no funding was forthcoming from the DLGPH.

This lack of action contributed to the illnesses and appalling death rate
in the institution.

Mary Healy, Irish Workhouse  Centre
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Case Study

Mary Sherlock
The tragic death of Mary Sherlock in March 1926 was widely reported

in local newspapers at the time.  Mary’s mother Annie took her into bed to
nurse on a cold morning in March but when Annie woke later, she could

not rouse her baby and she called out that Mary was dead.  
At an inquest in April, Dr.Counihan examined the baby and said that

he found ‘no bruises or marks of violence’ and that the body was well
nourished.  He concluded that she died from smothering or asphyxia.
Witnesses gave evidence that Ann was a loving mother, and the jury

returned a verdict of accidental death. 
This did not satisfy Sergeant Geary representing the state and on 7 April 1926, 

the Saturday Record reported:
At a special court held at Kilrush Barracks, Annie Sherlock was charged
with the murder of her illegitimate child aged 7 weeks at the Co Nursery,

Kilrush were she had been an inmate and remanded in custody to
the District Court at Kilrush.

Mary Sherlock and all the infants who died deserve recognition and
remembrance as do the mothers such as Annie who grieved their loss.  

Mary Healy, Irish Workhouse  Centre


