
Hope and Joy alongside Pain  
 
Monsignor Mulheran marks 20 years at Francis House 
 

 
As a young curate in Salford in the 1960s, Monsignor Thomas Mulheran 
remembers being called to the home of a family who, two months earlier, head 
been overjoyed by the arrival of their first child. 
 
“I had a call to say the child had died – a cot death,” says the man known to all 
as Father Tom.  “I arrived as the ambulance was arriving.  I spoke to the family, 
and as I turned around, one of the ambulance men was carrying the little body 
out to the ambulance.  The mother looked up – the shock was unbelievable.  So 
I said: ‘Hold on, at least let her hold her baby’.” 
 
Years later, the priest was working at the Catholic Children’s Rescue Society on 
Parrswood Road, Didsbury, dealing with fostering, adoption and children’s 



homes, when a young boy with a serious heart complaint nearly died in his 
arms. 
 
“But it dawned on me, all the resources we have available for children coming 
into the world, and we don’t seem to make any big thing about children going 
out of the world,” says Father Tom. 
 
These thought-provoking experiences convinced Father Tom of a pressing need 
for help for families whose children have limited life expectancy.  Sister Aloysius, 
Head of the Convent of Franciscan Missionaries of St Joseph on the same site 
as the rescue society, decreed that the sisters should move out and the building 
be converted into a children’s hospice, hence Francis House.  At that time, in 
1990, there were only three other children’s hospices in Britain. 
 
A walk around Francis House can evoke all kinds of unexpected emotions.  In 
the large main lounge oxygen and suction equipment are tucked away 
discreetly, so a child may be receiving end-of-care on the settee as others sit 
down to a meal, or watch TV. 
 
There is play and music therapy, a computer room with PCs adapted to various 
disabilities, a soft play room, a huge Jacuzzi and a room where lights, music, 
bubbling tubes, a water bed and aromatherapy combine to give children sensory 
stimulation. 
 
Although there are only seven sick children resident at any one time, Francis 
House is dealing with 200 children coming in for spells then going home.  
Francis House needs the best part of £2m a year to run, with 63 paid staff and a 
team of 87 volunteers.  The appeal fronted by Francis House’s best known 
resident, 14 year old Kirsty Howard, raised £5m, and is still raising cash to make 
the hospice bigger and better. 
 
“It would be lovely if the NHS would meet us half way,” muses 71 year old 
Father Tom.  “But if the NHS said they’d pay for everything I’d say ‘No you won’t 
because you would take away a vital element – the love of the people doing 
those runs and so forth.  We’ve got nothing to offer here in terms of medical 
support.  All we’re doing here is channelling the love of thousands of people.” 
 
 


