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Catherine Conlon has a degree in Medicine and is a lecturer in Public Health at UCC. Her keen interest in matters health-related gave rise to the idea for a book that would explore the depths beneath the superficial distractions of modern Irish life: consumerism and noise. A mother of four living in Cork, she cites winning the Young Scientist Exhibition as a schoolgirl in 1981 as a turning point in her life, making her realise that she could do anything if she wanted it enough. Happiness, for her, comes from stopping to think and see, valuing silence, mindfulness, compassion and, above all, following your own path.
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INTRODUCTION

WHILE I CAN’T IDENTIFY THE PRECISE moment when the idea for this book occurred to me, I know that it began to take shape in my mind sometime towards the end of the summer of 2008.

The recession had not yet started, and I was increasingly conscious of feeling that as my young children were embarking on their teenage years, we in Ireland were swimming in a sea of negativity and commercialism in which it appeared, from the outside at any rate, that happiness could only be bought with the latest gadget, outfit or handbag. Every-where I looked, the world was full of noise and gadgetry: computers, iPods, DVDs and, of course, mobile phones. Young people especially seemed to be caught in the thrall of all this technology: groups of kids everywhere, walking along the street, all with their mobiles, staring into these technical toys.

In contrast to this overwhelming culture of consumerism, my own experience was that happiness came from valuing what I already had: family; friends; the community I lived in; long walks in the fresh air beside the sea. Also hard work, and listening to that voice inside your head reminding you of your dreams and what you wanted to achieve.

Pondering all of this, I found myself wondering: what does happiness mean in Ireland in the twenty-first century? It occurred to me that the world, even with all its current problems, is still full of beauty and challenge and hope. I suppose I felt compelled, for my own sake, but most of all, for the sake of my children and others like them, to explore the true meaning of happiness through the eyes of people I really admired. People who, in their own way, had hopes and aspirations and had gone out of their way to fulfil them and make a difference in the lives of others. In that sense, the idea for this book was born out of my own need to challenge the way that modern society seems to be heading, to show my children that life doesn’t have to be like that. It doesn’t have to be about stress and deadlines and pressure and noise.

As I mulled over how I would go about exploring what happiness means for Irish people, I began to make a list of the kind of people I wanted to approach. People from all walks of life, who have followed a path that has led to success in their own field and in their own terms. Not all of them are well known, but all have done something lasting and fulfilling in their lives. I decided that I would ask them about what has helped them to succeed: their motivation, philosophy and sources of challenge, happiness and joy.

Gradually, the list became longer. Every day, I would read something, hear a snippet on the radio, or somebody would tell me a story about how one person had affected them in a way that was deep and lasting. At first, I wrote letters. Ireland is a small country with a small population. It is not difficult to get a letter to someone who is reasonably well known. Gradually, I got responses: firstly, a trickle and then, day by day, a steady, even flow of replies. Soon, I was sending e-mails, too, and the response became even greater. Almost without exception, people’s reactions have been heart-warming and positive. In that sense, this book is not just about the result, it has also been about the journey.

As the contributions began to come in, one piece particularly appealed to me. Paul Sreenan SC summed up happiness as including nine essential elements: Gratitude, Mindfulness, Light-heartedness, Kindness, Understanding, Compassion, Self-love, Freedom of Mind and Peace. This really struck a chord with me, at a time when I was trying to work out how I would pull all the one hundred or so contributions together. And so I decided to use these qualities as chapter divisions and found that all the pieces fit more or less under one of these headings.

Something else happened to me that summer, which would also have an important influence on this book. While browsing in a second-hand bookshop in Ballinskelligs, where my family and I regularly spend our holidays, I happened to pick up Christina Noble’s book, Bridge Across My Sorrows. I feel it is no coincidence that this inspirational memoir fell into my lap at that particular time. Given my preoccupation with the question of happiness in Ireland today, so much in the story of this amazing woman struck a chord with me. Christina is living proof that happiness and fulfilment come from compassion, love and kindness, and the drive to make a difference to the lives of others. Her conviction that it is as important to feed the heart and soul as it is to feed the body – as is evident from the emphasis in all her programmes on love and kindness and above all, having fun – coincides very strongly with my own beliefs, and, indeed, echoes my own original purpose in putting this book together for my own children and others like them.

For these reasons, this book is dedicated to the CNCF, and all proceeds will go to this wonderful charity, which works to try to meet some of the massive needs in the developing world, where a small amount can make a huge difference to those who have nothing. Like Christina Noble, I believe that we can all help in a significant way, by being aware and having the confidence that each one of us can make a difference.

In this context, I would like to thank each and every one of the contributors here for the great generosity and goodwill they have shown in giving their time and in sharing the rich diversity of their insights and experiences in these pages.

It is my hope that the profits from this book will make a real difference, in the years to come, to the lives of children who have nothing.

That thought fills me with joy.


FOREWORD

I LOVE LOVE, BECAUSE LOVE is all powerful. Real love has to come from inside – a bit like a river, flowing through every blood vessel in your body, through the pit of the stomach, up into the soul and heart, and it speaks through the eyes. It is freedom. It is passion. We should not be afraid to show it, to distribute it to our fellow human beings and all living things, bringing results more powerful than any bombs – but only if it is unconditional, pure, clean love. It can make dreams come true, bring people together and give hope to children where there was none.

Love is like an adhesive that brings worlds, cultures and creeds together. The sad thing is that the word ‘love’ is used so loosely sometimes, to sound good. A celebrity who has just won an award may say, ‘I love you all.’ Or it can be used in a magazine: ‘I love your dress, I love your car – wow! In fact, I love everything about you!’ I guess all of this is okay, provided that when it comes down to it, the same people have the ability to show real love and understand what that is.

I really believe that the world has neglected our children. We are all citizens of planet earth and yet are shocked by some of the horrific images we see on our television screens, and in magazines and newspapers, of starving children, homeless children, children who have been trafficked into the sex industry or sold for body parts. Young children who misguidedly think that the one who holds the gun is God. Young people, so full of rage, who have never known love, who want to feel all-powerful, and find this power in the destruction of human life and the maiming of others. Tit for tat. You get me and I’ll get you. Why? It’s like a giant revolving wheel that is unable to stop. Then there are those who become the street pharmacists, buying and selling crack, cocaine, heroin and meths.

Who needs a bomb when the new generation are doing it for the bomb? We are the worst terrorists to each other. We are blinded with celebrity and fashion, which change every few weeks. Magazines promoting unrealistic images, encouraging the malnourished look, endless plastic surgery and makeovers – and, whilst there is a place for all these things, with balance, there is no balance here.

I’m proud to say I have met hundreds and thousands of young people across the world who do care. Global ambassadors, who are working hard to make changes, by bringing love and hope to those who never had a chance to begin with. The very foundations of the projects I started were based on love, and the reason these projects have been successful is that the people involved, worldwide, really care and give their love unconditionally – and mean it. Long live love. But we have to act on it, otherwise nothing changes. A raging fire will not go out on its own: we have to extinguish it.

I believe that everyone, whatever their creed or religion, can work together, with the power of love. For love is the greatest weapon we humans possess.

Christina Noble

 

Christina Noble’s story is one of bravery and resilience. After the death of her mother when she was just ten years of age, Christina and her siblings were taken into care and sent to different orphanages. As a child and teenager, she endured extreme hardship which eventually led to homelessness, and this hardship continued into adult life. Yet despite everything, Christina found the strength to fight back and against all the odds, in 1991, she founded the Christina Noble Children’s Foundation (CNCF) in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, and has, to date, helped over 180,000 poor and desperate children and their families in that country. In 1997, Christina expanded operations into Mongolia. There are currently over 100 active projects in cities and provinces, ranging from the substantial Social and Medical Centre in the heart of Ho Chi Minh City to the construction of water wells in the remote Gia Canh Village.

Christina’s commitment to the welfare of children is rooted in her own experiences and she has dedicated her life to helping children throughout the world. While acknowledging that medical facilities are essential, Christina is always first to point out that fun is the foundation of life, maintaining that ‘every child has the right to a childhood’. Today, hundreds of children in the foundation’s care learn at schools and partake in music and sports projects.


GRATITUDE
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I find that gratitude is something that often comes after the event. We will be grateful for a glorious week of sunshine when the mists and rains return. When we are besieged with illness, we will be grateful for the health we once had.

Each of the contributors in this section recognise the value of being grateful for what we have – and what we have had – and the way in which this awareness can wonderfully enrich our everyday lives.

I find Anita Notaro’s piece particularly inspiring, as she describes how, after serious illness, she developed the daily ritual of giving thanks for all the things that went right that day. Adi Roche’s sheer joie de vivre is infectious, as is her determination to enjoy all the good things about her life. Darren Clarke’s thoughts on gratitude are simple and profound, as he contemplates the legacy left to him and his family after the death of his wife, Heather.

My own experience has been that my ability to appreciate all that I have is greatly enhanced when I step back from the frenetic pace and the daily whirl of activity that is my world.

One way I do this is by going for long walks with our dog along the riverside path from Blackrock Castle to Rochestown in Cork. Much more occasionally, I take a drive down to Murroe in Co. Limerick on a Friday evening and step into the cloistered surrounds of Glenstal Abbey for forty-eight hours. Here, I take off my jacket and breathe a sigh of relief. Silence. No phones, television or children. Surrounded only by woods and lakes and the ancient walls of the castle. No demands or deadlines. Only the invitation to tranquil prayer five times a day. Waking to the sound of the church bell at 6.30 a.m., and walking across to the church, and the gentle call to thank the Lord at the start of each day.

An opportunity to give thanks, to listen to your heart and soul.
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MICK O’CONNELL

Count your blessings, and name them one by one

PEOPLE EVERYWHERE IN THIS LIFE HAVE their ups and downs: some certainly have severe trials and tribulations. But the many blessings cannot be overlooked.

Personally, I thank the Lord for many things, such as:


[image: image] Parents who, by example, set down good standards

[image: image] Now, a family of my own, and the special gift of a Down syndrome son



All those people who I have interacted with directly and indirectly, who have enriched my life. ‘Ar scáth a chéile a mhaireann na daoine.’ We all do live in each other’s shadow.

The luck to be born in a beautiful place on the edge of the Atlantic, but, most importantly, the gift to appreciate the beauty and magnificence of God’s creation.

As a one-time sportsman, I still value sport as a wonderful deviation from the normal cares of life. Sport is often discussed in terms of victory and defeat, triumph and disaster – that is certainly part of it, but real sport is about pastime, recreation and fair play. ‘Play and let play’ was always my motto.

‘It matters not who won or lost, but how you played the game.’

Mick O’Connell was born on Valentia Island, Co. Kerry. His father was a fisherman who also worked on the family’s small farm on the island. From an early age, O’Connell showed his footballing talent. He played Gaelic football with the Kerry senior inter-county team from 1956 to 1973, and is regarded as one of the greatest Gaelic football players of all time.
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ANITA NOTARO

Recovery

WHEN YOU’RE GIVEN THE ALL-CLEAR AFTER a serious illness, it’s an amazing feeling. I remember when it happened to me. As I walked away from the hospital, my treatment finished, it was 30 December and it seemed like my life was starting again along with the New Year.

Recovery affects you in different ways. First, you feel utter relief that it’s over. You make plans for the first time in ages. You start to look forward to simple pleasures: things you took for granted, but which are made special again simply because you’re not worried any more.

Next comes gratitude. I’d had so much support, churches throughout Ireland were almost set on fire with the number of candles that were lit for me, and many people surprised me with little kindnesses. Gratitude is a great feeling, and one we should all nourish in ourselves. Every day, if you really look, you can find something to be grateful for, as I discovered during some of my own darkest days.

Later, guilt sets in, especially when you hear about others who haven’t been as lucky. My tumour was discovered early only because I’d been vigilant since two colleagues in their twenties were diagnosed with breast cancer. A two-yearly medical check became routine for me, although as the years passed I became a bit lazy, especially when I was assured that for those with no family history, breast cancer was rare enough in women under fifty. After my mam died suddenly, a thought kept coming into my head, reminding me that it was almost three years since I’d had a check-up. Incredibly, because I acted on that persistent thought (my mother prodding me as usual, perhaps?), I spent only two days in hospital, had almost no side effects, didn’t need chemotherapy and was able to work throughout my treatment. Sadly, this is not always the case and you do feel guilty and wonder why one person gets a seemingly easy ride while another struggles endlessly.

Then you have to deal with paranoia. Even now, three years later, the smallest health problem makes me nervous. Eventually you have to get a perspective on life, otherwise you’d drive yourself bonkers.

I suppose, when you’ve been through all the emotions, the overriding feeling you’re left with is that there has to be a plan for each one of us, otherwise how can we explain the random nature of life, and especially health?

One of the lessons I learned during recovery was the importance of welcoming each new day and asking for the strength to deal with whatever challenges it might bring.

Also, I try and remember to give thanks at the other end of the day for all the things – some very small – that worked out well. And there’s always something, if you think hard enough.

Finally, I make myself say the most difficult prayer of all, because it means putting your trust in a higher power. So the final words of my night-time ritual are always, ‘Not my will, but thy will be done.’

Anita Notaro always knew she wanted to write, but only began to take it seriously when she became a journalist and television producer with RTÉ. During her time there, she directed most of the major entertainment and current affairs programmes, including the Eurovision Song Contest and coverage of the 1997 general election. Anita left RTÉ in 2002 to become a writer. Her first three novels, Back After the Break, Behind the Scenes and The WWW Club, have all been published by Bantam Books. When she can’t stand the isolation any more, she hangs around the cast and crew of Fair City (Ireland’s number one television soap), where they take pity on her and let her direct a few episodes now and again!
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ADI ROCHE

SOMEONE ONCE GAVE ME A QUOTATION FROM the famous nineteenth-century, Anglo-Irish politician Edmund Burke, who said, ‘Nobody made a greater mistake than he who did nothing because he could only do a little.’ I loved it immediately. It is one saying that I try to hang onto always, and indeed encourage others with too. It spurs me on and I know, especially from talking to children in schools, that it seems to be something that inspires them too. I can do something! And it matters! And I matter! It’s so empowering and immediate.

I also love walking. A brisk six miles three times a week clears my cobwebs, gets the juices flowing, and I love the embrace of nature, come rain, sleet, wind or shine. I love the sounds of birds, the blue skies, the wind in my hair.

I love the radio and music, I love to sing. I love to dance. I love life and thank God for everything!

I have been so blessed in my life, and it’s an honour and a privilege for me to offer a little bit of that back to the world. I have a great sense of humour and I love a bit of craic!

It keeps me going on dark days. I have a husband, a sister and brothers who love me most of the time! I love my home, my nest!

I love the holy land of West Kerry!

I am blessed.

Adi Roche is CEO and founder of the international children’s charity, Chernobyl Children’s Project International (CCPI). Since 1997 she has been actively campaigning for issues related to the environment, peace and justice. She was unanimously elected to stand as the People’s Alliance candidate for the Irish Presidency under the leadership of the Irish Labour Party in 1997. Since 1991, the CCPI has delivered over €76 million in direct and indirect humanitarian and medical aid to thousands of children and their families in Chernobyl-affected regions.
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AINE LAWLOR

I’M WRITING THIS ON A COLD, wet January day that feels as miserable and as depressing as a day can get. Not the best day to be searching for something inspirational! The news nationally and internationally is even worse than the weather: free-falling recession, job losses, pay cuts, war in the Middle East. My daughter is sick and I’m just getting over the flu.

Reasons to be cheerful, or even to get out of bed on grim days like this?

My list won’t be another person’s. What lifts my spirit might do nothing for yours.

But even a month as horrible as this has the Turner exhibition in the National Gallery. The golds and yellows and ochres and siennas and greys and violet blues of his watercolours shine through the dim light of this month. They are a national treasure, free to the public, only on show every January. They warm my heart and my eyes.

On Saturday, it is my grandmother’s ninety-seventh birthday, and my sisters and I are going to visit her. She has buried one husband and three children, one of them my mother. She has survived serious illness and endured the kind of hard life my generation cannot imagine. And yet the wonderful part of ‘Gaggy’, as we all call her, is the way that she loves and lives life, is still active, always ready for the funny story, or a song or an outing. She reminds me of something I too often forget: that happiness is an attitude as much as a set of circumstances.

The first snowdrop has pushed through in the front garden. By the end of the month, there’ll be little winter irises to join them. The seed and bulb catalogues for this summer arrive in the post, bringing with them hope of colour and long days and hours spent outside. I spend these dark nights imagining schemes and making lists for a nirvana that will probably be eaten by slugs and either battered by rain or parched with drought, but now, in my imagination, this January is just perfect.

Reasons to be cheerful. One, two, three.

Aine Lawlor joined RTÉ in 1984 as a trainee journalist before becoming a reporter and presenter in 1988. She has worked on the Pat Kenny Show, Today at 5, RTÉ 2fm News and a variety of television programmes, including The Nature of Things, Tuesday File and the highly acclaimed series, States of Fear. She currently co-presents Morning Ireland, the flagship morning news programme on RTÉ Radio 1. She is married to Ian
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