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ABOUT THE BOOK

This is the true story of a young girl brought up in the strict and harsh 
life of a Catholic orphanage in the aftermath of the First World War, and 
of her struggle for emotional survival.

Told by the nuns she was an orphan, she set out to search for her 
roots – an overwhelming desire within her forced her onward, if only to 
prove the nuns wrong.

Her perilous journeys through war-torn London, and monumental 
struggle against the Catholic authorities in her search for kith and kin, 
lasted over forty years. As the years rolled by, her search for family 
became a way of life, even after emigrating to Canada in 1967. Her 
determination and spirit urged her to make the pilgrimage back to the 
land of her birth, every other year, with little success.

But for the kindness of the late Angus Baxter, a genealogist who lived 
in Lakefi eld, Ontario, those tightly-held archive doors may have been 
forever closed. With his help, they were now unbolted and the mysteries 
began to unravel one bizarre piece at a time. Reaching her early sixties, 
and in possession of valuable information through Angus Baxter who 
was unable to help her further, she hired the services of David Wright, 
a researcher living in Whitstable in the County of Kent. In 1990, she 
received news from him that her parents, whom she had spent a lifetime 
searching for, had passed on.

Further details from Mr. Wright sent shock waves through her, 
leaving her speechless in disbelief. While searching the records he found 
the birth certifi cate of an elder brother who was unknown to her. Born in 
1919, he would be seventy-two years of age at the time. Was it possible 
that, by some miracle, he was still alive?
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THE SEARCH BEGINS

By the time I reached sixteen years of age, I had spent all but two 
years of my young life in the somewhat questionable care of 
nuns at an orphanage in a small village in the County of Kent, 

England. From there, I was sent “out into the world” of which I knew 
little or nothing about, and had not even been prepared for. Having no 
choice whatsoever, I was put into domestic service and remained in 
that position for eighteen months. My fi rst place of employment was a 
reformatory school for unruly boys staffed by Christian Brothers, some 
of whom seemed intent on breaking their vows of chastity.

With the outbreak of World War II, owing to an order from the British 
Parliament that all young people over the age of sixteen must report 
to the nearest Labour Exchange for essential war work, I managed to 
extricate myself as quickly as possible from domestic service – realizing 
this golden opportunity to escape servile work could not be missed.

Giving me a train voucher, an offi ce clerk at the Labour Exchange 
in Banstead, County of Surrey, told me to report for work at an aircraft 
factory in Weybridge, Surrey, where I would be forced to stay until 
hostilities ended.

In July 1944, a few months after my marriage, I was seized by a 
compulsive urge to trace the whereabouts of my parents whom I 
understood had lived in London at the time of my birth. During this 
period the Second World War – now in its fi fth year – battled on in 
Europe, causing chaos with the lives of all people. Rationing and food 
shortages in Britain made life intolerable for everyone and, although 
most of the people were willing to help their country in every possible 
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way, the toughest part of surviving, for many, was to stay alive and keep 
oneself from freezing from the cold. This was by no means an easy 
task, as coal or any other form of heating was in short supply and this 
caused many hardships during the extremely cold winters of the 1940s. 
I remember wearing a pair of men’s old, thick socks in bed and knitted 
woollen gloves with the fi ngers cut off, that had seen better days, which 
I had found by sheer luck – a luxury I silently guarded.

It didn’t dawn on me at that time the hurdles I would have to cross 
in the search for my parents, nor the risks I would have to take. The 
train that travelled from Walton-on-Thames in the County of Surrey to 
London, on the Aldershot, Hampshire line, was always jammed-packed 
with soldiers, and was an on-going target during the bombings. A main 
concern was to get to London as quickly as possible and, hopefully, 
in one piece. However, if a bomb landed near any of the railway lines 
during the journey, the train would come to a shrieking halt, scattering 
passengers everywhere.

Once over the shock, heads would peer out of the train windows to 
see at which station the train had stopped. What surprised most travellers, 
though, was how quickly the railway lines were cleared of debris when 
a bomb fell, and how little behind schedule the train was when reaching 
its destination. Although I travelled the line from Walton-on-Thames 
to Waterloo in London, many times, I was always horrifi ed to see en 
route the destruction of homes, indeed entire streets, caused by these 
bombings.

It was during one such trip, armed with the only information I 
possessed – a piece of paper showing the place of my baptism – I began 
the search for my parents. I knew that I had been baptized in the Roman 
Catholic Church of The English Martyrs at Walworth in the East End of 
London, but wasn’t quite sure how to get there from Waterloo station. 
After making several inquiries to passers-by, I was told to catch a certain 
bus that would put me down within a fi ve minute walk to the church.

When arriving at the church I noticed the priests’ house was close 
by, so I approached the front door and knocked on it. As the door slowly 
opened, a slender, young priest was standing inside. Asking if there was 
anything he could do for me, I explained to him briefl y the reason for my 
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unannounced visit and questioned if it was possible to have the parish 
records checked in order to confi rm the accuracy of my baptism record.

Inviting me into a small library, the priest took down from a bookshelf 
a large black binder covering religious ceremonies that were held in the 
mid-1920s, and studied it carefully. After checking the records for a few 
minutes, he told me he couldn’t fi nd any entry of my parents as having 
been parishioners at his church. Neither could he enlighten me as to my 
parents’ identity or whereabouts. Thanking the priest for his help, and 
leaving a small donation on the table, I left the library feeling this was 
not a good beginning and that, perhaps, I had wasted my journey.

Mulling over my thoughts while homeward-bound to Surrey I 
decided the next course of action would be to obtain a copy of my birth 
certifi cate at the earliest opportunity.

On a bright sunny morning, I took the train from Walton-on-Thames 
railway station and travelled to Somerset House in London, where all 
births, marriages and death certifi cates are recorded.

Upon arriving, I went over to one of the enquiry windows and asked 
the clerk how I would go about obtaining a birth certifi cate. Handing me 
an offi cial application form, she told me to fi ll in all my details. Looking 
at the form with some apprehension, uncertain as to how I would go 
about giving information of which I had scant knowledge, I fi lled in my 
name, date of birth. Duly completed, together with the required fee, I 
handed the form back to the clerk, who advised me the certifi cate would 
be forwarded by mail, within two or three weeks.

After waiting impatiently for the document, the day fi nally arrived 
mid-week when an offi cial-looking brown envelope was pushed through 
the letterbox of my front door. Excited, I picked it up off the mat, ran up 
the staircase two steps at a time, to the quiet of my bedroom, closed the 
door, and sat down on the double bed. With shaking fi ngers I tore open 
the envelope, fearful of what secrets it held, and glued my eyes to the 
document.

Scrutinizing and absorbing every detail, I learned my parents’ full 
names and where they had lived at the time of my birth. I also learned my 
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true name was Caroline and not Carrie, which everyone at the orphanage 
had called me throughout my childhood. One thing, fi rmly established: I 
was a Londoner. Carefully folding the document and returning it inside 
the envelope, I slid it for safe-keeping beneath some lingerie in one of 
my dressing table drawers. With the information I now obtained of where 
my parents lived in 1925, the thought of fi nding them and actually seeing 
them, excited me. It seemed worth searching this area fi rst.

The following Monday morning, with no rain clouds in sight, I rose 
early in order to have suffi cient time to dress leisurely. Determined to 
create a good impression on my parents, I put on my one and only two-
piece suit, which I reserved for special occasions. It was patterned in 
small checks, in colours of grey and mauve. Using sparse make-up, and 
taking a last look at the mirror, I assured myself that my appearance 
would meet with their approval.

Mimicking a businessman’s attire, I took from the wardrobe a rolled-
up umbrella, also grey, which blended well with my outfi t and gave me, 
I thought, an air of distinction. Using my umbrella as a walking stick, 
I wended my way to Walton-on-Thames railway station and mingled 
with the early morning business crowd on the platform. Looking well-
groomed and feeling somewhat smug, there were no doubts in my mind 
that I would, and always would, rise to the occasion like anyone else, 
when needed.

Boarding the Waterloo train to London, I took a seat close to the 
window. As I sat watching the landscape fl ashing by, endless questions 
raced through my head at a speed which equalled that of the train as it 
charged from one station to the next. I wondered what my parents looked 
like, and how they would react when told I was their daughter. Would 
they accept me or simply deny all knowledge of my existence, thereby 
closing the door? Perhaps an embarrassment of their painful past, now 
anxious to catch up with them, would indicate a wish to disown me. 
Nevertheless, to all these questions, it was a chance I was prepared to 
take, whatever the consequence.

I was impatient for the train to arrive, yet at the same time I 
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experienced a feeling of unease about my fi rst visit to parents whom 
I had never known. Perhaps I should have written, beforehand, a letter 
of my intended visit, rather than appearing out of the blue on their 
front doorstep. As the train crawled into Waterloo railway station, I felt 
compelled to go on.

Leaving the station and noting the Parliament Buildings on the 
right, I turned left and walked under a railway bridge. This led me into 
Westminster Bridge Road, the address shown on my birth certifi cate. I 
began checking the house numbers, my heart thumping, looking for No. 
72.

Walking less than ten minutes, the houses suddenly seemed to 
disappear; No. 72 was nowhere in sight. Looking around, I wondered 
what to do next as all I could see on the ground was a large, solid block 
of concrete. Staring hard at it for a second or two I surmised I had turned, 
unknowingly, from Westminster Bridge Road into another road – and 
was about to walk away from the block when a worker, wearing a grubby 
cloth cap, walked towards me. I asked him if he knew where No. 72 
house was, and told him I was trying to fi nd my parents.

Giving me a puzzled look, and without hesitation, he said, ‘You’re 
standing on it, ducks; bloody bombs blew ’em all up.’

Speechless, I continued staring at the concrete block, feeling 
thoroughly miserable that my efforts to fi nd my parents had failed.

Finally gathering my senses, and determined not to let this minor 
setback get the better of me, I began to search next for No. 182 
Westmoreland Road, Walworth, in the East End of London – the place 
of my birth.

Taking the advice of the worker to go on the underground train to 
Stoke Newington, within a short space of time I found myself walking 
along Westmoreland Road. Again, checking house numbers, I walked 
until reaching a long, high brick wall, at the end of which a large brick 
building came into view. It was No. 182. Thinking this to be surely a 
mistake since I had come looking for a house and not a large building, I 
stopped a man in the street and asked if this was the correct address.

Assuring me it was, he said, ‘Why don’t you go into reception and 
ask to see the Warden? I’m sure he can help you.’
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I thought I had missed the point, and couldn’t grasp the reason 
why I needed to see a Warden. Mumbling my thanks to the passer-by 
I was undecided whether to enter or run from the building. It was a 
formidable-looking place and my intuition that the building was some 
sort of institution, gave me an uncomfortable feeling – as if I was again 
entering an orphanage or other ominous place. Just looking at it put the 
fear of God into me. I felt I was about to enter the confessional box and 
expose my very soul.

“Truth Conquers” are words I have often heard. The truth of the 
matter now, was that I would never be satisfi ed until I knew the whole 
truth about myself and my parents. Convincing myself there was nothing 
to be afraid of, I slowly entered the building.

Approaching the clerk at the reception desk, I asked to see the 
person-in-charge. Offering me a seat, the young lady said, ‘I’ll ring and 
see if he’s in his offi ce.’

I waited but a few minutes, when a quietly-spoken gentleman came 
to where I sat and introduced himself as Mr. Hewitt, the Warden. He 
was a slim man in his early fi fties, with thinning, light brown hair. What 
struck me quite noticeably about Mr. Hewitt was not his elegant clothes 
or his equally elegant manners, but the majestic smile on his unlined 
benign face, and his small, friendly eyes which positively twinkled. He 
looked a “Divine Being”. I stared at him fascinated. Although realizing 
he was a person of authority, I felt confi dent he could be entrusted with 
the burden of my somewhat embarrassing enquiries and I would have no 
qualms in talking to him about them.

Inviting me into his small offi ce, we sat facing each other across a 
large oak desk on which sat stacks of papers. Asking me what he could 
do to help, I showed him the details of my birth certifi cate and asked 
if he held any records showing my entry into the world. Leaving his 
chair, he went over to a bookshelf and took from it a large, black volume. 
Checking the year 1925, he read out the entry – date: September 25, time: 
7.15 p.m. – confi rming aloud that my mother had indeed been admitted 
to the institution and gave birth to me on that date.

My face, no longer smug, fell fl at when hearing this appalling news. 
It wasn’t what I wanted to hear. 
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Noting my crestfallen look, Mr. Hewitt continued, as though to cheer 
me up, ‘You weren’t the only child born here, you know. There were 
thousands of poor women who needed somewhere to go to have their 
babies, and this is where they came.’

I couldn’t respond to this half-cheery statement, nor minimize the 
hurt I felt in learning I was born in this institution. Totally depressed 
by the thought of it, I was determined never in my life to divulge this 
miserable secret to anyone.

Questioning Mr. Hewitt of any knowledge of my parents’ 
whereabouts, he responded that, regrettably, he didn’t know. He knew the 
area where they had lived quite well but with all the bombings that went 
on in London during the war, the majority of the people had scattered to 
other parts of the country. Perhaps they, too, had evacuated.

Before leaving his offi ce I questioned Mr. Hewitt about the building. 
He explained that the old institution was now a Geriatric Home for the 
Aged and was known as ‘Newington Lodge’.

Apologizing for not being able to help further, Mr. Hewitt shook my 
hand, wished me better luck in the search of my family, and added, ‘They 
would be proud of you.’
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THE ORPHANAGE

On the return journey to Walton-on-Thames, my thoughts trailed 
from Walworth, London, to Orpington in the County of Kent. 
It was here in this tiny village that I spent my childhood years 

– from 1927 to 1941 – living in an institution known as St. Anne’s. As a 
child I lived in fear of those in charge, knowing their eyes were constantly 
watching me. If she heard the slightest noise, a shaft of light from the 
nun’s cubicle would cast shadows in every corner of the dormitory. Silent 
fi gures, shuffl ing along in slippered feet, carrying a lighted candle, would 
glide from bed to bed to see if each child was asleep. The very presence 
of a nun approaching a sleepless child’s bed would cause the child to lie 
there paralyzed, trembling with fright.

How did I get to St. Anne’s? Decades later, I would learn that, 
on November 5 1927, at two years of age, having been abandoned 
by my mother in a shop doorway and taken by an unknown person to 
Carter Street Police Station in London, I was admitted into St. Anne’s 
Orphanage, a large ugly-looking brick building with lots and lots of 
windows that looked out onto lawns. The orphanage was situated 
approximately twenty miles south of London and run by the Sisters of 
Mercy nuns, whose headquarters were located at Bermondsey.

An Irish woman, Catherine McAuley, who was over fi fty years of 
age when she became a nun, was the foundress of the Sisters of Mercy. 
She was born into a middle-class family in north County Dublin and in 
her mid-twenties she took orphans into her home and helped the poor of 
her area. Later known as Mother M. Catherine McAuley, she opened her 
fi rst House in Britain at Bermondsey, East London in 1839.
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Sadly, her concept of caring for orphaned children turned into the 
opposite of what she had envisaged, at least for the children who were 
put into the care of St. Anne’s. Because of the harsh treatment imposed 
upon the children and lack of caring, I feel she would have strongly 
disapproved.

I was promptly nicknamed “Carrie”, perhaps because the nuns 
thought the name Caroline sounded too sophisticated for a ragamuffi n 
like me, born in a London workhouse.

Much of my early life at the orphanage is a blur; however, I’ve been 
told that when arriving there, a strange lady took me by the hand and put 
me into large quarters known as “The Nursery”, which was the Receiving 
Home for new children. These quarters accommodated about twelve or 
more babies and toddlers who were cared for by the nuns and their staff. 
The nursery was separated from the main building of St. Anne’s by a 
long, gravel pathway, fl anked on both sides by privet hedges.

Situated at the top of the pathway was the Holy Innocents church, 
built in 1909 through the generosity of an anonymous donor. To the right 
of the church was St. Anne’s and to the left of the church was St. Joseph’s, 
which housed boys from many poverty-stricken areas of London.

The building of St. Joseph’s orphanage for 200 boys from the age 
of four upward, was completed in 1892. In July 1893, the Presentation 
Brothers arrived from Cork, Ireland, to begin their work of teaching and 
educating the boys. Typical early arrivals were James McCarthy, aged 
ten, from the parish of St. Olave’s, London, having spent the previous two 
years in the workhouse; and John Gorman, aged eleven, from the parish 
of Lambeth, London, where he had spent four years in a workhouse.

Both St. Anne’s and St. Joseph’s were under the auspices of the 
Catholic Children’s Rescue Society, and Southwark Diocese, whose 
headquarters are located at Westminster Bridge Road, London.

On the upper fl oor of the nursery were two little dormitories equipped 
with cots, a large bathroom, and sleeping quarters for the resident nun. 
The staff quarters were in another house, adjoining the nursery. The lower 
fl oor consisted of a dining-room with tiny tables and chairs, a kitchen, 
and a playroom with lots of toys and a small play slide.

Weather permitting, the children would play outside on the slides 
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Above Left: An aerial view with St. Joseph’s at left, Holy 
Innocents church in centre, and St. Anne’s Orphanage at 
right.  Top: The dormitory wing of St. Anne’s Orphanage as 
seen from the bottom of the Avenue.

Below: Four of the girls on the Avenue, with St. Joseph’s in 
the background, and Holy Innocents church at right.
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and swings, under the watchful eyes of the nuns or staff. On most days, 
especially Sundays and feast days, the toddlers were taken for walks up 
the long pathway leading to the church, and taken inside to say a few 
prayers.

The staff, mainly young girls training to be nursery nurses, didn’t 
stay too long at the nursery; they came and went like fl ies. This was in 
all probability due to the nun-in-charge, Sister Ethelreda, who constantly 
screamed at the top of her lungs, terrorizing everyone who came within 
inches of her. Not only did she run the nursery with an iron rod, but 
also the infi rmary. However, it must be said that in fairness to her strong 
character, she was excellent in treating the children’s health problems.

Although the babies and toddlers were reasonably well looked after, 
I was sadly aware of the lack of love they received. Indeed, I was witness 
to many cruelties. On one occasion, a tiny boy had wet his cot and a 
nurse, whose name I have long forgotten, pulled the wet sheet out from 
under him and beat him soundly across the legs. I was so mortifi ed and 
frightened by this dreadful scene, I turned and ran crying bitterly out of 
the nursery and up the long pathway into the sanctuary of the church.

‘Please God,’ I prayed, ‘protect the children.’
Looking up at the outstretched arms of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, 

above the altar, I puzzled how God could allow such cruelty in His midst. 
Sad to say no one, not even myself, would ever think of speaking to the 
Mother Superior about what you witnessed, heard or felt; you simply 
held all your emotions tightly within and locked the secrets away, hoping 
that one day circumstances would change.

The nursery was to be my home until I reached the age of four, 
when I was then transferred to join the older girls in the main building 
of the orphanage and to begin my schooling. The school was within the 
perimeter of the children’s playground and playing fi elds. The girls, 
in later years, actively participated in netball and fi eld hockey in these 
areas. These games were thoroughly enjoyed by everyone, enabling us to 
expend our excess energies which, otherwise, were strictly suppressed.

Although some of the nuns who cared for the girls under their charge 
were kind, most of them routinely strapped or caned us for little or no 
apparent reason. We often wondered why they were called “Sisters of 
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Mercy”, because to the girls they showed not the slightest mercy, 
especially when exercising discipline. Ear and hair pulling went on 
constantly, and the dread of the stinging cane can never be forgotten.

I remember clearly on one occasion, when only a youngster, 
accidentally dropping a water glass in the refectory. I froze to the spot, 
petrifi ed!

Caught by the scruff of the neck by the nun-in-charge, Sister Kevin, 
I was told to ‘Go to the pantry broom cupboard, fetch a pan and brush, 
and clean up the mess.’ She then added, ‘And when you’ve fi nished, girl, 
go and stand in the corner of the scullery and wait for me.’

A few minutes later she entered the scullery holding an evil-looking 
cane in her hand. Looking at the cane, and knowing what was to come, I 
began shaking all over. Thoroughly preaching the pros and cons on being 
sinful, she administered three strokes of the cane on each hand.

While tears fell down my cheeks, and holding my sore hands, the 
nun told me I was to pay for the cost of the water glass, which would be 
tuppence. I had no idea what tuppence looked like, or how I would fi nd 
it. Would God in His wisdom make the nun forget about the incident, I 
wondered? I never did pay for the broken glass.

A gathering at Dymchurch in 1938. Sister Kevin and Bishop Healey 
and a group of the girls. The author is to the left of Sister Kevin.
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Growing up in the orphanage was much the same for me as for 
the rest of the girls. We all dressed alike in the same navy blue serge 
uniforms in the winter, and in the summer wore identical striped frocks; 
all clothing was numbered, as you would identify prisoners. We ate the 
same sparse, dull meals, mainly stews, with two boiled eggs a year, 
one at Christmas and one at Easter. Everyone had the same distinctive 
convent-style haircut, cropped above the ears.

My light brown, naturally wavy hair would grow into rolls of curls 
of which I was quite proud. A sin in itself. To my dismay, however, the 
nun who looked after the girls’ hair grooming saw fi t to take up a pair 
of heavy shearing scissors and cut the curls off, one by one. Needless to 
say, this action wounded my pride and, when seeing the curls fall onto 
the fl oor, tears streamed down my face.

If a girl arrived at the orphanage at an early age as I had, she was 
transferred from the nursery to the infants’ classroom and was taught the 
rudiments of early curriculum by a Scottish lady named Miss Murray, who 
also served as the music teacher. Miss Murray was a spinster, somewhat 
bland and stoutly, and of medium height. She wore her black hair in a 
style typical of the roaring twenties, but she couldn’t be described as a 
“fl apper” in any sense of the word as her body movements were anything 
but supple.

Each year at Christmas time, Miss Murray would organize the 
Christmas plays. A chosen few handpicked girls played out scenes from 
The Nativity before an audience of nuns, priests, staff, girls and visitors 
who included parishioners from the church. Sometimes I was chosen to 
play an angel, and was costumed in a white dress with transparent wings. 
Loudly, I would sing ‘Away in a Manger’, to my heart’s content, totally 
carried away by the thought that I was fl oating upward to heaven. So 
oblivious to what was happening, on stage, I’d suddenly get a shove from 
one of the other players telling me to, ‘Get on with it!’

Every year the play was a success. Whatever fl aws there were went 
unnoticed, and the stage settings and costumes got better and better. Our 
excitement of the day was that acting before dignitaries made us feel 
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important. Also, while normally forbidden, the players were allowed to 
use lipstick, face powder and rouge on their cheeks for these occasions. 
This was made available to us by some of the working staff. To dream 
of washing off the make-up after the play would be tantamount to 
sacrilege; we would try making it last on our faces for days, hoping our 
“importance” never wore off.

Catechism was the fi rst priority lesson of the school day. The lessons 
and prayers of the Mass were taken in Latin by the head mistress, Sister 
Attracta, or Father Fitzmorris, one of the priests belonging to the Holy 
Innocents church. What a delightful man he was; tall, slender, of delicate 
features and quietly-spoken, he had endless patience with any of the 
girls who couldn’t quite master the art of speaking in Latin. It was a 
sad time for everyone when God ‘took him’ early in his young life, and 
we mourned the loss. He was buried in the little cemetery, close by the 
playing fi elds.

All children who came into the orphanage with “questionable” 
baptismal records were immediately “conditionally” baptized by the 
parish priest, with a staff member of the orphanage “standing in” as 
Godparent.

The girls were prepared for their First Holy Communion around the 
age of fi ve or six, and confi rmed into the Catholic faith by the time they 
reached seven years. Birthdays were never celebrated at St. Anne’s as the 
majority of the girls hardly knew the date on which they were born. The 
old saying, ‘what you don’t know, you won’t miss,’ certainly applied in 
this instance.

Church was a “must” on all holy days, and we were obliged to get up 
at the crack of dawn to attend mass.

Masses were also attended twice on Sundays, early and mid-morning, 
as well as evening Benediction. All services were spoken or sung in 
Latin and we chanted in parrot-style fashion our responses to the serving 
priest. The magnifi cent voices of the choir intensifi ed the solemnity of 
the service, and the singing of the hymns brought me a measure of peace. 
Singing also provided me with the opportunity of exercising my voice 
box, for normally, when spoken to, we girls responded in whispered, 
meek voices. This lack of voice projection affected me greatly in my 
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early adult life as I tended to “croak” out my words; this was not only 
embarrassing to me, but was annoying to the listener. I was forever being 
told to ‘speak up.’

The joy of celebrating a feast day was made more enjoyable by the 
Mother Superior, who lined up the girls in the playground and, from a 
pail fi lled with sweets, would diligently dole out a few into each girl’s 
small hand. Savouring one sweet at a time, I would wrap up the rest of 
them in a piece of toilet paper or anything else I could fi nd, and hide 
them in my own secret hiding place unknown to anyone else. Imagine 
how shocked I was, when returning one day to retrieve the remainder of 
the sweets, to fi nd them all gone! Some hungry little thief had pinched 
them and devoured the lot, and I never did discover who she was.

By the time I reached eight years of age, I had developed much skill 
in the art of needlework and knitting and, on several occasions, my 
work was entered into competitions held by the Arts and Crafts Guild 

Sister Attracta, who was Headmistress, with a knitting class.
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of London. Exquisite smocking, hand-stitched on the bodice of a pure, 
green silk baby’s dress, won me a prize. However I never received the 
money order or achievement certifi cate, that was due me.

It was during this period in my life that a staff member, herself an 
“old girl”, told me that I had a younger sister, Elizabeth, and an older 
sister, Margaret, living in the same orphanage. This information didn’t 
convey much meaning to me at the time and my response to this piece of 
news was somewhat negative.

She collected us all together in the playground and, pointing a fi nger 
at each of us, said, ‘You, you and you, are all sisters.’

Margaret was about twelve years old, with light brown, wavy hair, 
cut short at the ears. She looked very tall compared to me. Elizabeth was 
six and had dark brown, straight hair, and a chubby, little face. I cannot 
remember feeling any particular emotion on meeting my sisters for the 
fi rst time; we simply stood staring at each other, then walked away to 
play with our own friends.

Having a sister, what did it mean? I’d been so completely deprived 
of a “normal” childhood that I had no concept of how to relate to real 
family members.

We were also told by the same staff member that a brother of ours 
was living in a boys’ home at Gravesend in the County of Kent, not too 
far away. It would be years before any of us were to meet him and learn 
his name was William.

Soon afterwards, my sister Margaret, until now known at St. 
Anne’s as Kathleen Brandon, had her surname changed by the nuns to 
Marshall. Unbeknownst to us, in 1932, when my older brother Rowland 
was removed from St. Joseph’s, Littlehampton, and taken home by our 
mother, his name was also changed from Brandon to Marshall.

What was going on? The name changes were disorienting – who 
were we really?

Decades later, on one of my visits to England, I arranged to visit 
archivist Mr. Lyons at Purley, Surrey, specifi cally to ask him if he could 
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Above: Elizabeth, Margaret and Carrie in 1933.
We’d just been told we were sisters!

Below: Carrie and Elizabeth paddling at Dymchurch in 1933. 
None of us could swim – hence the rubber ring.
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check St. Anne’s register to fi nd out when and why my sister’s name 
changed from Brandon to Marshall. No entry could be found.

The nuns never spoke to us about our parents or relatives regardless 
of whether they had knowledge of them or not; their general attitude was 
one of indifference. Perhaps in the mid-twenties or thirties it was the 
“silent” rule. Many times, when some of the girls had parents visiting 
once or twice a month, I would wonder why I didn’t have the same 
privilege. If I had siblings, perhaps, I had living parents somewhere. What 
also puzzled me was that if these girls had mothers and fathers, why were 
they at St. Anne’s orphanage? The only parents I knew were the Mother 
Superior and Parish Priest, whom everyone respectfully called, ‘Mother’ 
and ‘Father’. No one ever came to visit me.

My fondest memories of the St. Anne’s girls was their profound loyalty 
to each other. It was a silent code never to “snitch” on one another despite 
the threat of questioning or caning. If a girl got walloped by either nun 
or staff, the other girls would rally round and comfort the victim as best 
as possible, offering as compensation the last sweet if you had one, or an 
old rag doll you made and treasured.

Not an exceptional student at school, I found it “hard graft” coping 
with some of the subjects, in particular, maths. The subjects I enjoyed 
most were literature, history, music, arts and science and sports. Netball 
and fi eld hockey I played with much enthusiasm and, excelling at netball, 
was chosen to play in many teams both at home and away at different 
schools and convents in London. It was always a thrill to be able to travel 
with the team and Sports Mistress by train to London, and then indulge 
in the delicious teas served after the match.

During my years at the orphanage, Mother Marcellina, the Superior, 
was the one nun whom I truly loved and respected. To me, she was the 
“Mother” of all mothers, and this feeling probably came about because 
she was always kind to all of us. Of medium height, she walked with 
an air of authority that made one realize she defi nitely was in charge. 
Her rosy cheeks and soft complexion gave her a healthy glow; her eyes 
never stopped smiling. Always scurrying here, there and everywhere in 
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the endless corridors or playground, her long black habit literally “took 
off” in the wind and her feet almost left the ground.

Whenever she was entering the playground – having carefully 
reached the last concrete step down to the ground – the children, as 
though appearing out of nowhere, would swamp her in greetings of love 
and affection. She always picked up the smallest child in the crowd, 
stroked her hair and kissed her, but her arms reached out to us all. She 
seldom reprimanded any girl unless it was something very serious.

Her punishments were usually in the form of prayers; for instance, 
kneeling down on the cold, marble fl oor under the big clock, at the top 
of the marble corridor, and made to say six or more Hail Mary’s, with 
probably a Confi teor thrown in. The loud ticking of the clock always 
unnerved me as I felt it was sending out an ominous warning that if I 
didn’t repent, I would surely go to Hell. The greatest embarrassment of 
standing under the clock was that everyone passing knew why you were 
standing or kneeling there. But, never a word was spoken.

This punishment was metered out to me twice – once when I was 
swinging merrily on the curtain rod in the bathroom area and it came 
crashing down, taking most of the plaster off the wall with it; the other 
time when I went up to the playing fi eld with several girls to swing on 
the maypole.

On this bright, sunny day, with not a cloud in the sky, we were 
oblivious to the fact that we were totally out of bounds and without 
permission of either nun or staff. The big iron rings, attached to each 
end of the long chains from the centre of the maypole, used to leave rust 
marks on the hands and were hard to hold onto. I decided to tuck up the 
bottom part of my summer frock and put it through the ring, holding on 
only to the material.

A girl gave us a “starter” push, grabbed the remaining empty swinging 
ring and off we went, feet off the ground, fl ying higher and higher. We 
were all laughing, having a great time, when suddenly the material on 
my frock gave way and I was on my own, fl ying like a trapeze artist, over 
the swings and slides, and landed on the other side of the fi eld.

Picking myself up, I felt somewhat shaken, but was glad of no 
broken bones and was unconcerned with the scratches and bruising on 
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my arms and legs. What did concern me, though, was how I was going 
to account for my torn frock, now minus its bottom half. The frightening 
task was in reporting the damage to the workroom. We all came down 
from the playing fi eld together, with the girls fl anking me so that no one 
of authority would see the state of my frock.

We walked toward the workroom and on reaching the door, one of 
the girls opened it and shoved me in. I thought I would be sick!

Sheepishly approaching May Lyle, the school seamstress and person 
in charge of the workroom, I showed her my frock, holding the torn piece 
of material in my hand. She looked at me, unbelievingly, and her brown 
eyes got bigger and bigger.

Shaking her fi nger within inches of my nose, she scolded, ‘You 
wicked child, what have you done? Take off that frock.’

She handed me a pair of scissors, adding, ‘Cut off the buttons and put 
them in the button box, and put that fi lthy torn frock into the rag bag.’

While standing in my underclothes, I was then given a clean frock 
and told: ‘Now, go and stand under the clock and wait for Mother. Woe 
betide you, girl, if you ever do that again.’

The ordeal over, I reasoned to myself that I had got off lightly. I 
had half-expected a short, sharp clip around the head but mercifully, it 
was not forthcoming. May Lyle’s nimble fi ngers would produce the most 
exquisite needlework; she was a marvel at it and every piece perfect – but 
if she used her strong hands to administer a wallop it could send you 
spinning across the workroom fl oor.

May Lyle taught many girls the art of cutting fabric on the bias, how 
to make clothes and how to knit socks on four needles. From an early 
age the girls were made to repair their own socks, and we sat on wooden 
benches in the workroom laboriously repairing the work at hand, which 
was carried out in complete silence, as we were not allowed to speak to 
each other. If you did a poor job of repairing, and it was not up to May 
Lyle’s standard, she would take her big shearing scissors, cutting out 
all the stitches, and make you do it all over again. A number of the girls 
would end up crying. But tears, no matter how bitterly shed, made no 
impression upon May Lyle; you did the task, even if it took all day.

There were always two rag bags kept in the workroom. One held the 
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odd pieces of new material that came off the large rolls of fabric from 
which the girl’s clothes were made. The other bag held odd bits of linen or 
clothing no longer repairable and these were used for cleaning purposes 
around the orphanage. When May Lyle was in a generous mood, and a 
girl asked her for odd pieces of material from one of the rag bags, she 
allowed you to take from it whatever you wanted. When making a rag 
doll, however, it usually ended up looking like a dressed clown, as all the 
arms, legs and body were made from differently textured and coloured 
materials: green, pink, blue, black and brown stripe. The doll’s face was 
made from white sheeting and was stitched with strong, black thread to 
outline the features of the eyes, nose and mouth. Failing a thread, we 
used pencil.

I’m convinced that, although growing up from an innocent child, a 
nasty streak lurked somewhere inside me, as I took the greatest delight in 
putting my rag doll through purgatory when testing its stress performance. 
Attaching the head to the body with the strong, black thread, I would 
twist it around and around the neck until the head was held securely in 
place. With a fi nal thrust of the needle into the neck, and pulling tightly 
on the thread, I would complete my creation with two good knots. Then, 
leaving the thread attached to the doll, I would swing it crazily into the 
air, admiring it from every angle. Finally, when completely satisfi ed with 
my creation, I would cut it loose from its “umbilical cord”. These rag 
dolls were much treasured in our younger days and we only parted with 
them, reluctantly, to comfort another girl.

When I was very young, Miss Condon was in charge of the workroom 
and May Lyle was her assistant. The two ladies sat facing each other, 
using electric sewing machines that stood on a wooden platform. Miss 
Condon had a gaunt expression that permanently masked her grey face. 
Her hair, also grey, was worn at the back of her head in a neat bun, held 
in place with long pins. She had one leg, a mystery to all of us, and a 
wooden crutch which she kept by the side of her sewing machine. We 
nicknamed her “Old Wooden Leg”.

She never moved off her chair from the time she sat down – instead, 
she would bang the crutch on the platform and demanded: ‘Girl, come 
up here!’




