
CHAPTER XXIX 

Bandon, Ireland – St Philomena's Nursing Home 

At Bandon in County Cork the Congregation owns a Nursing Home. It is a three-storey 
building with only a very small back yard. Built in the 17th century, since its purchase by 
Mother Demetria, Prioress General, it has been called Saint Philomena’s Nursing Home. 
Previously it glorified in various names, among others Temperance Hotel and Soup 
House. Here during the 19th century, at the time of the great famine in Ireland, soup and 
other provisions were given to starving Catholics on condition they would renounce their 
Faith. 

When better times came a Miss Beamish, good Protestant Christian, converted the House 
into a Nursing Home where, for 28 years, she and her staff gave kind and trained nursing 
to all, irrespective of their religion. On her retirement in 1946 the property was bought by 
the three Misses O’Donovan, two of whom, Hannah and Mary, were nurses and one, 
Margaret, acted as their housekeeper-cook. Mary and Margaret were still there when, in 
May 1952, Mother Demetria bought the property to be a filial of Hinckley. 

1952 The pioneers of the venture were Sister Mariette Gouws and Sister Anita Schott. They left 
South Africa on the Stirling Castle and on the 2nd July, 1952, Mother Madeleine, Prioress 
of Hinckley, accompanied them to Bandon where the Misses Donovan were still in 
possession. 

There were many initial difficulties. It is religious etiquette to notify the Bishop of the 
Diocese whenever a new religious house is opened. The King William’s Town authorities 
thought that the Sisters in Hinckley would do this while Mother Madeleine thought it 
would be done from King William’s Town. The result was that Bishop Lucy was not 
notified and, as his predecessor was critically ill, he refused to attend to the matter. 

Their reception at Saint Philomena’s was not more encouraging. Miss Mary Donovan 
appeared in anything but the spic and span outfit of a matron, and, though the Deed of 
Sale had already been signed, she was averse to showing the owners over the property. So 
they slept that night at Rose Cottage, Upton, where they were made very welcome. Next 
day they again bearded the proverbial lion in his den and realised the shocking state of 
their new home. Renovation was needed from roof to foundation. Of modern amenities 
for a nursing home there were none – not even a single sluice. Neglect and unhygienic 
conditions reigned supreme. 

Next they found that the South African certificates were not recognised by the Irish 
Nursing Board, so the Sisters found themselves obliged to ask the Misses Donovan and 
their night nurse to stay on for a time. They proved to be three evil genii.  

Then came a crushing blow. They had chosen one room as a Chapel and spent what little 
money they had in doing it up. However, Bishop Lucy refused to give the necessary 
permission to reserve the Blessed Sacrament. His argument was that they were near 
enough to the Parish Church. Sorrow filled the hearts of the Sisters; but nothing would 
induce the Bishop to alter his decision. 

Yet these difficulties were gradually overcome by the perseverance of the Sisters and in 
1957 they had an up-to-date nursing home and were patronised by the citizens of Bandon.  

Sr Athanasius Zech writes: 

On the 1st November 1952 I was put in charge of Bandon Maternity Home 
and together with Sister Alfredina Berchmann, Sister Anita Schott and 
Sister Bernette Nolan made up the Community. 



St Philomena in Bandon was founded especially as a vocation centre for 
Irish Postulants and to introduce them to the Noviciate in Hinckley in 
England. But Bandon is an old-fashioned lonely town about 30 miles from 
Cork with very little prospects for young girls to take not of the Sisters in 
the maternity there. One great drawback was the apathetic feeling of the 
Bishops in Eire who were unwilling to allow the Sisters to go around the 
schools giving talks on mission work. The maternity Home was by now 
fixed up with modern amenities but as it was not sufficiently advertised by 
the doctors they often had empty beds. The Sisters became rather 
despondent with this affair and tried to look for a more congenial place and 
perhaps different work. Quite a few attempts were made but as Mother 
General could not provide more staff to work in Ireland, the plans had to be 
shelved.1 

 

                                                      
1 In 1961 the name of the Maternity Home was changed from St Philomena’s to St Michael’s and in 1965 the 
Bishops of Cork relented and allowed the Sisters to give vocation talks in the schools. At this time Sister Audrey 
McNamee was sent to assist in the Vocation Exhibition in London and afterwards to visit certain schools in England 
and Ireland. 


