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1

Beginnings



Where, after all, do universal rights begin? In small places, close to home – so close and so small that they cannot be seen on any maps of the world. Yet they are the world of the individual person; the neighbourhood he lives in; the school or college he attends; the factory, farm or office where he works. Such are the places where every man, woman, and child seeks equal justice, equal opportunity, equal dignity without discrimination. Unless these rights have meaning there, they have little meaning anywhere. Without concerted citizen action to uphold them close to home, we shall look in vain for progress in the larger world.

Eleanor Roosevelt, at the United Nations, New York, 27 March 1958



I was born and spent my early years in the west of Ireland in just such a place: Ballina, then a town of some six thousand inhabitants, in north County Mayo – a small town in a small country on the western periphery of Europe. It had its strong local history and legend, and was, naturally, the centre of the universe for me as a young child. When, later, I first read those famous words of Eleanor Roosevelt, in my boarding school library, I felt a frisson of excitement as I identified Ballina with the small places she spoke of, put side by side with the grand ideals of the Universal Declaration. Looking out of the library window, I saw her words as a window into a new world, where concerted citizen action would ensure that everybody mattered. We are all shaped by our early influences, many of which we absorb without being conscious of or fully understanding them. 

Mine was a privileged family living in a community that had its share of grinding poverty but also a cohesion stemming from people’s faith and involvement in the life of the parish. My parents were both doctors. Aubrey de Vere Bourke, my father, was raised in a house called Amana, the home of his parents, Henry Charles Bourke and Eleanor Bourke née Macaulay. ‘HC’ and ‘Nellie’ to their friends, they were known by their children as the Pater and the Mater. Amana looked down on the Ridge Pool, celebrated as a stretch of the River Moy that had made Ballina famous for its salmon fishing.

Like his six siblings, my father had been educated in England. He had boarded at the Jesuit school, Mount St Mary’s, and had taken his medical degree at Edinburgh University. As a young doctor he worked in London before taking up an internship in the Coombe Hospital in Dublin. The Coombe catered for the very poorest in Dublin, people living in tenements of the kind found in Sean O’Casey plays. My father often talked about the intense poverty; rats in the homes of patients he visited, the overcrowding. At the Coombe Hospital he met another doctor, Tessa O’Donnell.

Tessa O’Donnell, my mother, was from Carndonagh, County Donegal on the Inishowen Peninsula at the northernmost tip of Ireland. Her parents, Hubert and Winifred O’Donnell, were shopkeepers and early supporters of the credit union movement. A family of high achievers, they succeeded in putting five of their children through university, four of them becoming doctors. 

My mother studied her medicine at University College Dublin (UCD). She liked to joke that it had taken her so long to qualify because she had been in no hurry, enjoying the social scene, captaining the UCD hockey and tennis teams and preparing the teas for the rugby club. I am not sure how many years were involved, but certainly she knew a great many people, mainly living in Dublin, whom we would meet on visits there. Before finding a position at the Coombe she had worked as a locum doctor on one of the islands off the coast of Donegal, Aranmore, where she served a community living in terrible poverty that lacked any other kind of medical support.

By all accounts, Tessa O’Donnell fell head over heels in love with Aubrey Bourke and was the moving party in their relationship. Being some years older than him she drew him out of himself. Aubrey was born in the year 1914. Tessa was not forthcoming about her age. She used to tell us that she was born the year the Titanic sank, 1912, but we now know that she was born in 1908. He was handsome and athletic but quite reserved; he had trained for the priesthood with the Jesuits – he never spoke of why it did not work out – before turning to study medicine. Where Aubrey was serious and reserved, Tessa was extroverted and fun.

They married in Dublin on 18 January 1940. Bishop Naughton, who may also have married HC Bourke and Nellie Macaulay a generation earlier, officiated at their marriage, which took place at University Church on St Stephen’s Green. My father’s brother, Roddy, was the best man, and my mother’s sister, Florrie, was the maid of honour. Although my father later made it out to be a small wedding – these were austere times early in World War II – it was, according to my uncle Roddy, a big affair, with a wedding breakfast in the Shelbourne Hotel and photographs in the newspapers. 

When the newly weds returned to Mayo, my grandfather, HC, felt that my father’s best prospects would be to emigrate (as his siblings had done or would do). My father’s eldest brother, Paget, was already doing well in the colonial service and would later become a Chief Justice and be knighted by Queen Elizabeth II. Another brother, Hal, was a doctor in England. Roddy would emigrate to Australia and the youngest, Dennis, would end up in Brazil. Even the two sisters, Ivy and Dorothy, who became nuns, went to India and England respectively. However, my father was adamant that having been educated outside Ireland, of which he was appreciative, he was going to remain in the town of Ballina and practise medicine from there, as his maternal grandfather Roger Macaulay had done.

So Aubrey and Tessa acquired No 2 Victoria Terrace, a semi-detached house on the quay in Ballina, facing St Muredach’s Cathedral across the River Moy. My father fixed a brass plaque to the door, opened for business as a general practitioner, and my parents set about starting a family.



I was born in May 1944, the third child and only daughter. My two older brothers were Oliver and Aubrey and my two younger, Henry and Adrian. The five of us were born within six and a half years. 

Victoria House was built as one property in or about 1840, shortly after the accession of Queen Victoria to the throne; hence the name, which has somehow survived over the years. That half of the property my parents initially acquired – No 2 Victoria Terrace – was, by coincidence, the house my grandfather HC had lived in and married from before acquiring Amana. 

On entering through the front door of No 2, painted red, you came into a hall with a tiled floor. On the immediate right was the dining room, behind that a darkish waiting room with windows looking out onto the neighbouring premises of Reilly & Boland Timber Merchants. Behind that again was the kitchen, scullery and a back door out to a yard with a large shed for storing turf and household bits and pieces. Up the stairs, at the turn, a flight of four or five steps led to my father’s surgery. Patients were let into the house either by my mother or by the maid and their names were kept in a big book just at the door of the kitchen so that as each patient went out, my father would stride in there, read the next name in the book and call it out in the waiting room.

Upstairs was a fine drawing room with a mahogany and oak floor, pale damask curtains, a piano, an open fire and good furniture, and in this room my father would read to us from Rudyard Kipling and other children’s classics. We would do our musical lessons there, and were allowed to have sweets from the tin box on the piano after lunch on Sunday, and only then.

On the next floor up were our bedrooms. Henry and Adrian shared one, Ollie and Aubrey another, and I had my own small narrow bedroom with a window looking out front, over the River Moy, to the cathedral across the way. Up the next floor again was the attic level, with a bedroom for the maid, and general storage for old clothes, toys and so on, a good place for children playing mystery or adventure games.

My parents bought No 1 Victoria Terrace in 1960 when our neighbour died, and Mummy oversaw the work to effectively rejoin the two houses. 

I remember feeling as a child that my father worked constantly. He would receive patients from early morning, often interrupting his breakfast; his lunch, too, was frequently interrupted, and he would take urgent calls in the middle of the night. There were times when he rode out on horseback, if the conditions were not amenable to driving, as he had done during the war when petrol was in short supply. We were trained from an early age to be quiet and respectful around his patients. Thanks (I suspect) to my mother’s keen management, he became doctor, and good friend, to many of the wealthier families in and around Ballina, as well as to the ordinary middle and working class citizens. Despite his reserve, he had a good manner with his patients and built up a strong professional reputation. He was a skilful diagnostician, read seriously the current medical journals, and was excited by medical developments. He would tell with wonder, for example, of his early encounters with the new medical miracle of penicillin.

My father also had good business sense. When a number of chemists in Ballina approached him with a proposal for supplying pharmaceutical drugs to the West of Ireland, he took on the role of chair of the venture, which they called United Drug. My father remained chairman for twenty years and United Drug became a successful company operating internationally.

When he wasn’t working my father would be tending to his garden, an open plot of land beside our house and across a laneway. There he grew flowers – roses, sweet pea, tulips and lilies – and had a thriving vegetable plot, with a greenhouse where he grew carnations, tomatoes and cucumbers. My mother would love to sit on the steps in the garden, smoking cigarettes, chatting and watching him at his work. One of my chores as a small girl was to help my mother arrange the flowers in the house.

My father’s other passion was for horses. He was athletic and enjoyed playing and watching sports of all kinds, but he derived the most joy from horses. He took up riding relatively late, into his thirties I believe, but was an excellent horseman and won jumping competitions at horse shows in Ballina and other towns in the region. On the day of a big race such as the Grand National, he would close the curtains in the small sitting room we called the ‘smoke room’ in imitation of the one in my grandfather’s house, put the race on the television and roar at the black and white screen as if he were there in the stands. Unlike my mother, he rarely left Ballina in those days as he was working, but occasionally he would get to some race meeting or other.

While he did ease up considerably in his later years, he never ceased to be a doctor, abiding by his own adage that it was better to wear out than to rust out. Not until his eighty-eighth year, some two weeks before he died in Castlebar Hospital surrounded by children and grandchildren, did he write to his few remaining private patients informing them of his retirement from practice. 

My mother was not a particularly handsome woman. Her attractiveness lay in her charisma; she had an outgoing, warm personality and a great sense of humour. She was one of those people in whom others easily confided because she knew how to listen and how to ask questions without appearing inquisitive. 

She carried with her at all times a fat brown leather handbag, and if you got it open you’d find Kingsway cigarettes, a range of powders and lipsticks and the like, and a big wad of money, which she used to pay for everything. She possessed great organisational skills, reputedly furnishing her new house in Victoria Terrace from one shop in one afternoon. She ran our home as a tight ship. She would buy her household goods in bulk and store them in the sheds at the back of the house. Every month a big load of turf for the fire would be delivered, which my brothers would help to stack in the shed. We five children were the centre of her world, and she and my father worked hard with the single aim of ensuring that we had the best of everything. And so, I suppose, we did, attending private schools and university, always well turned out and looked after. 

In addition to managing my father’s surgery practice, my mother helped my grandmother run a number of charities in the town and provided the flowers for the cathedral on almost a daily basis. Years later, after my grandmother died, she took over the running of my grandfather’s house in Amana; they were great friends. My mother was fulfilled by all of this, and did not mind giving up the practice of medicine. She used to joke that she preferred to practise on us! It would have been unusual at that time for a married woman to continue in practice; in those days, for example, women who married were still required to resign from their jobs in the civil service.

My mother loved to shop for me, though I was not a good subject; I was a book worm and a dreamer, abstracted and not interested in clothes. She recognised and accepted this, but rather than be disappointed that I did not share her interests, she took on the role of supporting and organising these practical aspects of my life – well into my adult life – ensuring that I was well turned out. She would drive me up to Dublin to take me shopping, and I remember many walks up Grafton Street that seemed to take forever. After a few yards we would meet her first acquaintance, they would embrace warmly and begin to gossip. I would hang back and either open my book to read or stand there daydreaming. This might happen a few times until eventually we reached our destination, usually the department store, Brown Thomas. There she would greet people behind the counters as old friends with whom she had shopped over the years. She never simply said hello, Mrs so-and-so, she would inquire about her daughter who wasn’t so well a year ago and was she still worried about such-and-such. I recognise now that my mother was a born politician, able to relate to partial strangers and have them remember her as she remembered their names and the details of their lives.

As we grew older, my brothers and I increasingly appreciated that our mother had a wicked sense of humour and was much more likely to tolerate us being naughty than was my father. She adored my father and had him on a pedestal, as we all did. But he was more straight-laced, and less inclined to see any humour in vulgarity or adolescent jokes.

My mother enjoyed dancing and liked to stay on at parties until the end, even though my father was keen to go home. She also took a huge interest in our friends. I remember when a close friend from boarding school, Mary Courtney, came to stay with us, she was much taken by my mother, how loving and how interested she was in everything that Mary and I were doing, and they formed a very strong attachment. 

In the kitchen, my mother loved to recount the experiences of her day up shopping in the town or over in Amana with my grandfather. She would stand in front of the AGA cooker, lifting her skirt so that her bottom warmed nicely. When any of us came in she would put her arms out and give us a big hug. That was the warmest place in my early memory: my mother’s arms around me, her backside to the fire and the world secure.

Despite loving her deeply, the problem I had with my mother, as I grew older, lay in our differences of opinion about family and status. Her father had died the year I was born, but I remember well ‘Granny in the North’, as we used to call her mother, a neat handsome woman who always wore black but looked well and content in herself. One of my excitements on a visit to her was being allowed to serve in her shop, selling sweets, making accurate calculations of what things cost and putting the money in the till. In Ballina, my mother was friendly with many of the ordinary folk and tradespeople of the town. But she seemed to seek out the wealthier families, often Protestant, aristocratic people living in the vicinity of Ballina: Con Aldridge of Mount Falcon and her husband, the Major; the Armitages; the Trittons; the Pery-Knox-Gores; Jack Philipson Stowe, a baronet. My mother insisted that the Bourkes, whose ancestors had been part of the twelfth-century Norman invasion of Ireland, and claimed descent from Emperor Charlemagne, were more significant than other families and she tried to imbue that in us. The more she did this, the more something in me resisted it. I did not fight my mother about it; I gave up arguing with her, but deep inside I queried her sense that because the Bourkes had a crest, because the local Protestant church contained memorial tablets of Victorian generals – one, my father’s great uncle Paget, had been captain of the Queen’s bodyguard at Buckingham Palace – that somehow we were special. 

My mother had explained to us that my grandfather and his siblings were the first Catholics in the Bourke line, William Orme Bourke having married a devout Catholic who had ensured all her children were baptised Catholic. At school I learned about Ireland’s struggles for freedom, about Michael Davitt and the Land League, about the 1916 rebellion; these events interested me more than the idea that somehow our genes were more important or of greater quality than others’. I took comfort from the fact that on my grandmother Macaulay’s side, her uncle Thomas Macauley had been jailed as a Fenian, for belonging to the Irish Republican Brotherhood, an organisation committed to overthrowing British rule in Ireland. (Officialdom’s mis-spelling of his name was perhaps appreciated by my great-grandfather Roger, his brother.)

I had difficulty at the time putting my finger on exactly what made me so uncomfortable about the sense of status that was instilled in us. We lived a privileged life, no doubt, and enjoyed the benefits of it. But I questioned the seeming unfairness of the chance of birth. It occurred to me that a sense of family status didn’t quite tally with the teachings of Christianity. People were all equal and should be treated equally but from early on I could see that this was not the case and that, indeed, there seemed to be a great deal of unfairness in the world.

Growing up, I identified more with my father – and, of course, I admired him greatly. I felt, in my seriousness and reserve, in my application to intellectual work and in my interest in the welfare of people, that I was following in his footsteps. However, much later when I realised, as a candidate for the Irish presidency, that I would have to open up and show more of the inner self – that shy, inner self that I had not made available to people – I followed in the footsteps of my mother. I reflected on her openness to other people and on how much she gave of herself. Once I started opening up like that I never went back.  



The cine-films that my father loved to take when we were on holidays in Donegal, or at the beach in Enniscrone, showed that my brothers tanned a beautiful brown and were blue-eyed and had wide engaging smiles, whereas I was freckled, plump and went red when exposed to the sun. I knew that they were better looking than me, and I felt this all the more because I was the only girl. Nonetheless, I discovered that I was quick to learn. I learned to read before my clever but laid-back older brother, Aubrey; something I childishly delighted in showing off about. 

As a family of five children, we generally split into two groups; my two older brothers as one group, and my younger brothers and me as the other. Naturally, among these brothers I was a tomboy. They seemed to be content just to play, whereas, from a very early stage, when I was kicking a football or running along the beach, I was also thinking about the world or the discussions my parents had at table the night before. I was always testing myself physically, trying to go further, jump higher, run faster. And yet the real testing I was doing was to figure out how I could be better: how I could somehow compensate for the fact that I was the freckled, plump one who needed to be able to prove I could be loved. And yet I had no reason to doubt that I was loved because my parents were extraordinarily affectionate to all five of us, and as my mother would often say I was the favoured, only girl.

Religion played a central role in our family life. We attended Mass, in Latin, every Sunday. In the evenings we would kneel in our own set places in the drawing room, one parent on each side of the fire place, and say a decade of the rosary. We said grace before and after every meal. Crucifixes hung in most of the rooms, as well as pictures of the Sacred Heart and the Virgin Mary. During Lent, these would be covered with black cloth and my parents would wear mourning clothes and fast. My mother took great pride in providing the flowers for the cathedral altar, particularly on Sundays. My grandmother and grandfather were daily communicants. I still remember going to the first midnight mass held in Ballina, when I was about eight years old. I was so proud of the fact that my grandmother was willing to take me and have me sit with her and my grandfather. 

We grew up with this sense of the importance of the Church, the importance of prayer and faith. We did not question it. This was Ireland in the 1950s. Our relatively new Constitution – enshrined in 1937 – placed God and the Roman Catholic faith at its centre. This was a stratified society where people knew their place and did not question it. Priests held a status that was high and implicit and trusted. People did not look behind the white collar. In this Ireland, single mothers were pariahs who had their children taken from them to be brought up by good Catholic parents while they paid for their sins, working as slaves to the religious orders in institutions such as the Magdalene laundries. Of course, we have since found out how some priests abused this power, preying on the vulnerable behind closed doors, and how some were protected from the force of the law by the highest echelons in the Church. This is an episode of deep shame in the nation’s history (and is more shameful, in my view, than the recent humbling intervention in Ireland’s economic crisis by the International Monetary Fund, the European Central Bank and the European Union). 

My brothers and I attended Miss Ruddy’s primary school in Ballina, a private school for middle-class children, until the age of eleven or twelve. It being a small town we all knew the families of our classmates. Particular friends, who remained so long afterwards, were Paddy Murphy and Heather and Robert Morrow. Paddy was a warm hearted, generous boy, better off than most of us as his family owned Murphy’s Flour Mills. Having more pocket money, he would buy a large bag of sweets when we went to matinees in the Savoy or Astoria cinema, and share them along the row of expectant kids. Later he was to be a generous, much-loved citizen of Ballina until his untimely death from cancer. Heather and Robert Morrow were children of Willie and Hope Morrow, close friends of my parents. We spent many happy times playing in the grounds of their farmhouse down the Sligo Road. I gradually appreciated that they were Protestant, but this was not an issue at school, except that they did not join in the daily singing of the Angelus.

The prevailing attitude at Miss Ruddy’s in those days was that we were somehow ‘better’ than the majority of children in Ballina who were going to the convent school. When we met children from the convent, both sides would call names and exchange insults. Even though the divide was deeply imbued in us, part of life in a small town, the unfairness of the better off jeering the less well off, made me uncomfortable. 

Miss Ruddy’s was at first a one-teacher school until Miss Ruddy took on an assistant, Miss Conmy. We learned everything by rote – times tables, poetry, the Ten Commandments, the entire Catechism – until we knew them, and if we failed to learn them we were at fault. Miss Ruddy was small and fierce, and had a cane that she used liberally. The girls wore skirts and the boys, short trousers, and we would be smacked on the back of the legs. At times my mother would bring a box of chocolates to Miss Ruddy to sweeten her and try to reduce the caning of her children, but, to my mother’s dismay, my brother Aubrey still managed to be irrepressibly spirited enough to warrant quite a lot of caning. 

Our father, too, was a strict disciplinarian. He had commandeered a toy rubber knife, long and flexible, that he used frequently to smack our hands when we were naughty, and occasionally our bottoms. I recall the dire warning we regularly exchanged: ‘Don’t do that or Dad will take the knife to you!’ That was a normal way in which parents coped with children at the time. It was an accepted part of life; it was unpleasant, but there was no questioning it.

We learned, and were taught by example all around us, to work hard. But we were children, and so naturally we developed ingenious schemes to get out of work, or to conspire to get our own way. One of our chores was to pick the gooseberries in HC’s garden. To avoid getting our hands and arms shredded by the thorns one of us would crawl under the bush and give it a mighty whack with a stick so that every single gooseberry fell to the ground – ripe or not. We got into trouble when caught at this one morning by my father. We also had a taste for the horror B-movies playing at the Astoria cinema, which were strictly out of bounds. Adrian, as the youngest, would be sent to my father to ask for the money, pretending we wanted to go to a Roy Rogers, Boy’s Own-type picture and then we would head straight for the film we really wanted to see. On one such occasion we were engrossed in a vile, Frankenstein-themed horror film. About halfway through all the voices ground to a halt, the film stopped and the lights went on. The proprietor, Mr Mulligan, called out, ‘Would Mrs Doctor Bourke’s children please stand up and leave the cinema.’ We looked around to see our mother standing at the back with Mulligan. In utter shame, we stood up, red as beetroot, and slunk out of the cinema, to reprimands and liberal smackings.

One further incident has stuck in my mind. After lunch one day, my younger brothers, Henry, Adrian and I were playing too loudly and complaining of being bored in the house. My father wanted us out from under his feet. He barked impatiently at me, ‘Go on out and take your brothers for a walk.’ His reproof stung, and I decided I would show him. I would walk my brothers about eight miles away to Enniscrone, a coastal town in County Sligo. We were roughly eight, six and five at the time. Off we three marched, across the bridge and down the quays and onto the road to Enniscrone. Becoming quite thirsty along the route we called in to a house and, explaining we were Dr Bourke’s children, asked for some milk, which we were courteously given. On and on we walked until we did, eventually, reach Enniscrone. It took us several hours. I remember putting sand from the beach into my pockets to prove that we had made it all the way. Then the realisation came that we would somehow have to get back. There was nothing for it but to call home. After begging for a threepenny bit for the phone box from the house nearest it, we crowded into the phone box together. I dialled the operator and asked to be connected to Dr Bourke’s. My father answered and we had a very short conversation indeed. ‘Where are you?’ ‘Enniscrone.’ ‘What are you doing there?’ ‘You told us to go for a long walk.’ ‘Stay there.’ We stayed where we were and my father arrived, turned the car and said, ‘Get in.’ The three of us got in to the car, and he never said a word. We weren’t punished that evening. I think he was secretly so proud of us he didn’t quite know what to say or do.

We were not always so wilful, but we were a lively bunch by nature. The dining room was our playroom as young children. All our toys were kept in a cupboard and we would take them out and bring them to our corner of the dining room table. I was an imaginative child and played not only with dolls’ houses and the toy cars and trains of my brothers but also invented games that Henry and Adrian would join in. One of our favourites was Batman and Robin. Henry would be Robin, I would be Batman and poor Adrian was the villain, usually without his full consent. When we played Roy Rogers, I would be Roy, Henry would be Tonto and Adrian would again be the baddie. I was not particularly conscious that we were playing boys’ games; I enjoyed games with a bit of adventure to them and I enjoyed competing with my brothers. One involved our having to move all around the room without our feet touching the ground, so that we would leap to and from pieces of furniture. With basic wooden toys and no television, we played these games from our imagination, and dressed up and staged plays for our parents.

Playing in the dining room, I liked to listen as my father saw patients out from his surgery. I noticed from a young age that he changed his speaking voice. His natural speaking voice was polished. But when he was letting out patients, I would hear a slower and more West of Ireland voice. It seemed to me he was making a particular effort to communicate with people. I was learning, too, from what my father said to my mother over the dinner table that some diseases were, for the patients, a matter of shame: families would not talk about the fact that somebody was very ill with cancer. I listened and learned about various illnesses, such as tuberculosis, which patients talked about in whispers. This exasperated my father, as did the frequent question to him when he delivered a baby: ‘Doctor, is it a boy or a child?’ I think he talked about it to my mother to get it off his chest. She was a good listener, empathising with his frustrations. She showed him great affection, always putting her arms around him. And he would be mollified by her and accept that that was the way people felt: ashamed to have illnesses like cancer or tuberculosis, prejudiced in their preference for a boy-child. Of course, like any good husband and wife, my parents were capable of a lively quarrel from time to time, and when this was happening we would duck out of the way and wait until the atmosphere cleared.

From about the age of seven, I loved going out on calls with my father, and observed how long he spent in people’s homes. These were often run down houses with outside lavatories, and some of the patients were extremely poor. Yet my father would stand there at the door and converse for a long time, perhaps with the woman of the house, after he had been to see whoever was inside. Sitting in the car I was impatient for my father to return, but I also realised that he cared deeply about each of his patients. Later I learned that he would charge his wealthy patients a good fee, so as to subsidise those who could afford little or nothing. This explained the appearance of cabbages, chickens and the odd bottle of poteen given to him close to Christmas.



At that time, the 1950s, it was not difficult for professional families to find maids from country families who were keen to work. My father needed someone to open the door to patients and take their names and see them in to the waiting room. The role was not really that of a professional receptionist but was one of the duties that the housekeeper/maid would carry out. We did have other maids when I was younger, but the one that mattered, for the rest of her life and a good deal of mine, was Annie Coyne. I met her mother and father on calls out to Knockmore. The Coynes were salt of the earth people; decent, honest and hardworking. We called Annie Coyne ‘Nanny’ when we were growing up, and subsequently she became nanny to my own children. Nanny’s mother, old Mrs Coyne, was quite a personality and we used to enjoy visiting her. With her front teeth missing and her warm smile, she would always produce a piece of cake – usually currant cake – which made her very popular.

Nanny was religious; a frequent, if not daily, communicant. She gave most of her modest wages to the Church in one way or another. She herself did not marry. She wrote with some difficulty, and yet she read most of the novels and serious biographies that my brothers and I were reading as teenagers and later, when we went up to college in Dublin. Nanny was a rock of common sense and country-style wisdom. She rarely chastised us as children, and indeed she spoiled us in many ways by how well she looked after us. But she was strict with us, too, and would insist, for example, that it was good for us to help her clear the table and do the washing up. She was a wonderful cook; no one could bake a sponge cake like Nanny. She was loyal, hardworking, and showed us a gruff kind of affection that we knew was deeply felt. 

As she was only about ten years older than me Nanny played the role, to some extent, of big sister. So that when I had my first period, at the age of about twelve, playing tennis with my brothers, it was to Nanny that I turned. She brought me into the bathroom and helped me to put on a rather old-fashioned sanitary towel. Although I had some idea of what was happening to me (from a talk with my mother I had not bothered to listen to properly), I was crying from anger and embarrassment. Nanny talked to me with her firm common sense, explaining that this happened to all women and that I was lucky because if I did not have this I would not be able to have children. At that stage, of course, I was nowhere near thinking about children and, like many teenagers, considered this an unwelcome intrusion in my life.

My aunt Ivy was another significant influence. Ivy was the older of my father’s two sisters and had become a Sacred Heart nun in Roehampton in England. A forceful personality with a lively wit and great energy, she had a thin, wiry physique and regularly practised yoga. Well read and a wily card player, she was, like many in the family – excluding myself – passionate about horses.

I never actually met Ivy when I was a child. It was not until many years later, when I was in my twenties, that she first came home for a holiday and we met each other in the flesh. From the beginning Ivy had elected to go on the missions, which in those days meant leaving Ireland and effectively saying goodbye forever. You gave yourself to the order for life. She was sent to teach at the Sacred Heart convents in India, first to Bangalore and then to Bombay. At that time these were the schools of the elite. Ivy would send long letters to my father with whom she was very close, which he read to me, and in my early teens I began my own correspondence with her. She described how the children attending the convent were bright and eager to learn, but it troubled her that they lived very separate lives from the poorer children, many of whom were beggars; how some of the girls had these children carry their books to school for them balanced on their head. 

Vatican II, the ecumenical council opened by Pope John XXIII in 1962 and aimed at updating the Catholic Church and adapting it to modern times, brought about a fundamental change in the role of religious orders. The Sacred Heart order took this particularly seriously, shifting its emphasis to working for the poorest children. Ivy described how much more committed she felt in helping and educating these children. She would ask my father for help with basic necessities. My father would buy a large boxful of bars of green Palmolive soap and send it to her. Her next letter would be full of the joy of being able to pass these out. 

Ivy’s early letters had instilled in me an enthusiasm about the possibilities of affecting other people’s lives and trying to change their circumstances. It fitted the strong sense I had developed about the importance of fairness and equality. I was already, annoyingly, addressing basic issues of equality in the family: why was it that Oliver and Aubrey were allowed to stay up late and I had to go to bed at the same time as Henry and Adrian? Why were Oliver and Aubrey allowed to go to the circus and I was kept home with the two younger ones? As the only girl, I was well able to hold my own with my brothers and I liked to compete with them on every level, but as the middle child I felt that being grouped with the younger two played to my disadvantage. To the amusement of our parents, I became an argumentative champion of equality issues, not just on my own narrow behalf but also on behalf of my two younger brothers. I rarely won, but this did not stop me revisiting arguments again and again.



As we grew older we visited our grandparents’ house, Amana, almost daily. It contrasted with our own house which, while big and tall, was, with its flow of patients, somewhat confining. Amana seemed huge to us, a low, spacious bungalow in its own grounds with a yard and garden and fields. We spent most of our time playing outside or talking down in the yard to John Timlin, who looked after Grandpa’s horses and told us stories about the older days with carriages and horses. For a period of a decade around 1850 Amana had been owned by a Mr Ham, the engineer responsible for the town’s fine upper bridge over the river, known as Ham Bridge. A daughter of the house, Elizabeth Ham, kept a diary about the activities of Ballina, a garrison town at that time. In it, she described the house as the only building in Mayo that was neither a castle nor a cottage.

I particularly liked to sneak into the house and find my grandfather, HC, in the smoke room. He was a small, dapper man, who was often pottering around the garden, or, being rather deaf, listening to the radio at full volume. I think Grandpa found it strange at first that I sought out his company because he was the sort of professional man of his time who had little idea how to make conversation with a small child. He would produce a tin of biscuits or Black Magic chocolates out of the ‘Laughing Cavalier’ cupboard in the smoke room (so called because of the inlaid portrait on its door), and then talk to me like an adult. I was full of interest in his stories about cases he had argued. It is difficult to explain to a child what exactly a lawyer does, but his stories gave me a real taste of concepts of justice, fairness and rights.

My grandmother was beautiful and talented and regarded as saintly in the town of Ballina. Almost unheard of for a woman, she had been master of the North Mayo Harriers and rode to the hunt side-saddle in a magnificent black outfit. She ran a number of charities in the town, and her door was always open to travelling women, who were referred to as tinkers. These women, who were living in dire poverty with absolutely no question of receiving state aid, would call to the door and she would hand out blankets and food and money. HC would growl a bit, and my mother did not really approve, but Nellie chose to live her Catholic faith in practice.

My father’s maternal grandmother, Louise, known to us as Great Granny, survived into her nineties. She was a handsome, tall woman who wore her hair tied up elegantly, and long earrings. As children we occasionally visited her house and were quite frightened by it. A terraced, four-storey house, quite close to the railway station in Ballina, it was dimly lit and full of formal furniture so that we imagined all sorts of monsters lurking in the shadows. When I was eight she died and I was furious that we – that is, Henry, Adrian and I – were considered too young to attend her funeral. So the three of us went out to the garden and climbed up on a wall (on which we were never allowed) from which we could see the cathedral directly across the river. We watched the hearse arrive and saw everybody standing, waiting outside the church. When the coffin was lifted out of the hearse, I instructed my brothers to jump up and down and wave and shout, ‘Goodbye, Great Granny!’ which we did in high, childish voices. Apparently this was vaguely discernible from the cathedral, so that later my father scolded me and sent me to bed as punishment for having put my younger brothers at risk in jumping up and down on top of the wall. I was filled with that kind of outrage a young child can feel at the perceived injustice of it all.

Two years later another climbing incident heralded a new phase in my life. One afternoon, when we were visiting my grandfather at Amana, I was climbing a particular tree in front of the house that had very interesting branches. My grandfather came out with his walking stick and spotted me quite high up. He shouted at me to come down in a voice that made me move to a higher branch. He whacked the tree with his stick and said, ‘You have to be sent away to school, you are not becoming a young lady!’ He went inside and rang my father. When I returned home with my brothers, my father called me in to his surgery and told me that I was going to boarding school in September. 
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The Smell of Fresh Paint


No one moulds us again out of earth and clay,

no one conjures our dust.

No one.


Praised be your name, no one.

For your sake

we shall flower.

Toward

you.


Paul Celan, ‘Psalm’

(Translated from the German by Michael Hamburger)


Nick and I had decided that the family would take up residence above the formal rooms in the main house of Áras an Uachtaráin. As this was not where the Hillerys had lived, some work would be required – fitting a private family kitchen, for example, where we would breakfast – before we moved in properly. We brought with us our trusted housekeeper, Laura Donegan, to help maintain privacy for the family, and she alone, as staff, had access to our living quarters. We hoped to maintain some level of normality for the children although that wouldn’t be easy. William and Aubrey were still attending school and would now be taken there each morning and collected each evening by a garda driver. Tessa, having just started at Trinity, had joined a student flat in town as well as having her room in the Áras.

From the very beginning Nick committed to being as supportive as possible both of me and of the office, overcoming considerable shyness to do this. He would joke at times in a self-deprecating way about being the first ‘first laddie’, but of course his emotional support was invaluable to me. To avoid potential conflicts he had retired from legal work on my election – though for many years he had enjoyed chairing the trustee company that held Birr Castle, its historic contents, heritage gardens and its great telescope, ‘the Leviathan of Parsonstown’ – and retired, too, from his executive role in the Irish Centre for European Law. He continued his support for the Irish Architectural Archive and with Edward McParland and others established the Irish Landmark Trust in 1992, serving as its first chairman.

Nick still had the antennae of a political cartoonist with a sharp eye for the absurd, the pompous, the insincere and even a rueful sympathy for the iconoclasts who had me in their sights. He has always had an ability to make me laugh, and during the presidency those lighter moments were even more precious, and happily quite frequent.

As soon as we settled in he began serious research on a strand of the history of political cartoons that particularly fascinated him. The statesman Edmund Burke had been targeted by leading caricaturists in London for more than thirty years until his death in 1797. Nick had already scoured the great collections in the British Museum, the Library of Congress, Yale and elsewhere in Britain and the US, and drew, as well, on a fine personal collection of eighteenth-century caricatures he had been forming since his undergraduate days. Soon the big table in our private quarters was overwhelmed by books and prints and photocopies, and Nick spent many happy hours there when not travelling with me to events in Ireland and abroad. Some years later, in 1997, his work was published by Yale University Press, and it made me enormously proud to stand in the famous Long Room of the library in Trinity with a large attentive audience to hear Nick’s book, Edmund Burke: A Life in Caricature, being launched and praised. It enjoyed excellent reviews by Conor Cruise O’Brien (a leading authority on Burke) and others, and Nick was invited to give many illustrated talks, at Oxford, Cambridge and New York universities, the Middle Temple in London (where Burke had studied law) and elsewhere.

Shortly after taking up residence in the Áras, Nick and I sold our Dublin home in Sandford Road. We needed to pay off debts from the presidential campaign, which were exacerbated by the fact that I had not been earning legal fees during that six-month period. It became important to us to try to find a base where we could go as a family and relax in private. As it happened a house I knew from childhood, Massbrook House, became available through an executor sale. It was a bit beyond our budget, but my father was very keen to have us living close by and chipped in to help us acquire our Mayo home in 1994. From the first moment I felt an incredible joy to be back in Mayo, able to come down for long weekends and holidays. Our children loved the freedom of the grounds, and we were fortunate to ‘inherit’ two people, who had worked in Massbrook under its previous owner: John Reilly who had known it intimately from the age of fifteen, and Ann Dyra, a widow from the village of Lahardane, who was delighted to have children around to spoil. Both were soon an essential part of the home and sanctuary that Massbrook became and remains to this day.

Meanwhile, I was starting to get to grips with my new working arrangements. The previous president, Paddy Hillery, and his wife, Maeve, could not have been more supportive, gracious and friendly. And I was very conscious that my ability to implement my promise and embark on a much more active presidency would be in large part due to the substantial increase in the presidential budget that Haughey had sanctioned.

The president’s working office consisted of an outer study where the president performed official functions such as signing Acts of the Oireachtas into law and holding briefings on presidential business with the senior civil servant of the President’s Office, the Secretary to the President, as well as meetings with the Taoiseach for regular briefings. An inner study adjoined it and served as my private office, to which no one had access except for Bride and Ann Lane, and Laura, who would come in daily and tidy it for me.

I had been advised by the Taoiseach that I might wish to choose a successor to the long-standing incumbent secretary, who was of retirement age and who friends had warned me might be too old-fashioned for the style of presidency that I was advocating. Sure enough, on one of my first days in office I was notified that a bill had been sent over from the Oireachtas that I was required to sign into law. (Generally this is a rubber-stamp job, although the president does have the power – a real power – to refuse to sign and to refer the bill to the Supreme Court if he or she has any concerns about the constitutionality of the proposed legislation.) 

The Secretary came into my outer study with the bill and began insisting that I sign my name in Irish, ‘Máire Mhic Róibín’. This seemed unnecessary to me. I had never signed my name in Irish, my signature was Mary Robinson and that was how I had been elected. So I told him as much and still he demurred, citing tradition and insisting that every previous president had done it. Trying to pull the document back off my desk, he said, as if in a scene in Yes, Minister, ‘We’ll come back to it later, Uachtarán.’ Holding on to the document, I read it over carefully and then signed it, Mary Robinson. When he had gone I called Bride and informed her that we should take the appropriate steps to seek a new Secretary, less rooted in traditional ways, so that from the beginning the style and approach of the office would be different.

The appointment of my Secretary was a key decision, and I took a chance and invited the then Deputy Secretary, Peter Ryan, to take on the responsibility. Peter was quite taken aback; somehow he’d presumed he was out, too. He was rather nervous about the whole situation: here was I, come with a fresh broom to the office, and how was change to be effected while keeping within the parameters of the Constitution? 

It was one of the best decisions I made as President. Peter Ryan was an excellent Secretary to the President, loyal, highly intelligent, hardworking, willing to give advice even if it was not going to be welcomed. He knew the job inside out and adapted quickly to the more active, inclusive style of presidency I was operating. He never misled me and never (as a civil servant can if he wishes) made things awkward. 

Peter’s initial relationship with Bride was cool and formal, with much ‘Dear Mr Ryan’, ‘Dear Ms Rosney’: she was wary of him and he of her. Gradually she began to call him Peter but he still referred to her as Ms Rosney. Then, a month or six weeks into the job, she called into his office in the secretariat seeking advice on a letter. He took the letter, read it, told her what she should and shouldn’t do and then said to her, ‘I’m very glad that you didn’t show me that letter, Bride, because if you had done, I would have had to take action.’ Suddenly he’d called her by her first name and told her that as a civil servant there were things that he couldn’t and shouldn’t do. From then on they formed a warm, collegial friendship.

In those very early days, the atmosphere in the Áras was gloomy. Understandably, it had a reclusive feel to it, having been out of the public eye for many years, and moved to its own slow rhythm. During meals, even those involving only us as a family, the household staff would come in wearing full uniform and white gloves, one standing behind each chair as we ate. When we found ourselves whispering to each other, inhibited and uncomfortable, I knew that I had to make changes, and quite dramatic ones. I would be doing more entertaining, and of a different type. I needed a more dynamic, professional team. We brought in a highly experienced housekeeper and a decision was made to change household staff. Some staff were redeployed within the Office of Public Works, their employer – nobody lost their job – and the OPW hired a new team for us, all from the official register of unemployed. But it had been poorly handled, and for those redeployed became a big union issue and Haughey – who had prompted me to make whatever changes I wanted – allowed the criticism to mount with no defence or explanations offered, even as I suffered through exaggerated, damaging press reports. I could say nothing in my defence, it would be inappropriate to do so, he said, and it was infuriating. 

During that time Sister Stanislaus Kennedy, a highly respected activist on the issue of homelessness, known affectionately as Sister Stan, came up to see me about her latest project. I confided in her about this episode and how painful it was, and she told me, in no uncertain terms, that I was doing exactly the right thing, that I had to be able to do this. This was reassuring, as she was someone of the highest integrity. I rode it out, and it was quickly apparent that the house was transformed; making these changes enabled us to open up the Áras and to cater for all the different types of groups who would visit. It was a baptism of fire, but worth it.


Near the beginning of my inauguration speech I had said, ‘My primary role . . . will be to represent this state. But the state is not the only model of community with which Irish people can and do identify. Beyond our state there is a vast community of Irish emigrants . . .’ I knew I wanted to reach out to the more than seventy million people on the globe who claimed Irish descent. ‘Typical of a woman,’ one wit commented, ‘she’s elected by three and a half million and she immediately says she wants to represent seventy million.’ 

I had been concerned over a number of years as a senator and lecturer visiting the US to see centres in Boston, Philadelphia and New York having to cope with many Irish who were down on their luck, most of them undocumented immigrants. Even more so in Britain: in Manchester and Birmingham and London I had seen the poverty, mental illness and depression of forgotten Irish emigrants. During the presidential campaign I had gone to London with Dick Spring to draw attention to their plight. Now, as President, I wanted to highlight it. 

I knew well the words of Eavan Boland’s poem, ‘The Emigrant Irish’. ‘Like oil lamps we put them out the back/of our houses, of our minds.’ When I was growing up in Ballina, it was traditional, coming up to Christmas, for people to light a candle and place it on a window sill at the front of their house. My mother used to make quite a big deal of it. She had a candelabra for five candles that she put in the dining room window. She explained to us, as children, that the lit candle meant that you would give hospitality to a stranger in need. 

The idea of the light in the window appealed to me. I had promised, in my acceptance speech, that ‘there will always be a light on in Áras an Uachtaráin for our exiles and our emigrants.’ For health and safety reasons, of course, we couldn’t have a naked flame, so we had a lamp made in the shape of a candle – with no ‘off ’ button – and put it on the window sill of our family kitchen upstairs, which was under the main portico of the house and could be seen from the public road. I hoped that emigrants would learn of the symbol and know that we at home in Ireland were thinking about them, felt connected to them and understood if they were lonely or in need of support. 

I do remember one stormy night when we had a rare (and brief) electricity blackout in the Áras, and our son Aubrey got up and found a real candle, placed it on the window sill and kept it lit until the electricity was restored – he was anxious to ensure the continuity of that light.

My thinking about emigrants was simple: we needed to care more about those Irish who had had to leave our shores, and their descendants, and we had to gather in that sense of a wider Irish family. 

During my seven years as President, I had the extraordinary privilege of meeting the Irish whenever I travelled abroad. At events arranged by the local Irish embassy or consulate, they came out in incredible numbers. I witnessed this everywhere, in African countries, Argentina, Australia, parts of Europe, the United States and Canada. I was astonished by the number of times I was welcomed with the words, ‘We know you have a light in the window,’ and by how much that light mattered. 

When they were visiting the Áras Irish descendants who had become leaders in their adopted country – such as Speaker Tip O’Neill, of the US Congress – invariably asked to see the light. We’d go out from the reception room down some steps to the formal gardens at the front of the house, I would turn around and point it out, in the window, under the portico, between the columns. Then I would turn back and often see misty eyes. Tip O’Neill had tears in his eyes. It brought home to me the powerful link that those with Irish heritage have with Ireland. The Jewish Diaspora, of course, is very special. And perhaps for Polish people there is the same pull back to Poland. For the Irish, I think it comes from the suffering and struggle of Irish history and a spirit of resilience. What putting a light in the window symbolised, and talking about a wider Irish family in my inauguration speech signalled, was the need to light a flame of connection with Ireland.

The emigrant Irish remained a focus throughout my presidency, as did a different level of community. ‘Not just the national, not just the global but the local community . . . groups thriving on a new sense of self-confidence and self-empowerment.’ As President I would seek to the best of my abilities to promote the growing sense of local participatory democracy I had discovered all over the country when I was out on the campaign trail.

It was a daunting task. In the first days after my inauguration I felt very isolated. I felt cut off from the interaction I’d had with so many people during the campaign. Still figuring out the limits of my office, I was initially tentative about how exactly I would exercise the more proactive role for which I had canvassed. When, the day after the inauguration, I visited a housing programme for the poor organised by the charity, Threshold, I decided to meet people and be photographed but not make a formal speech. But feeling my way into the role, I carved out space and found that there was no reason why I couldn’t make speeches at such events (I still carried a copy of the Constitution with me, in my handbag, wherever I went). I was determined to fulfil the mandate I had been given in a way that was absolutely correct and within the bounds of the Constitution but also to show that a president could do much more. 

What also struck me, and I found this extremely difficult in the early days, was the constraint of being first citizen. I had to be first, always: sit in the front row, generally alone, take precedence over such figures as the Taoiseach, ministers, the Chief Justice. I’d walk through a room and it was as if the waters were parting in front of me. It took some getting used to.

From day one, letters started to arrive from community groups and organisations inviting me to attend the ten-year anniversary of this, or the occasion of that. One day, early on, about three invitations in a row arrived with – as was the standard procedure – the advice from the secretariat clipped onto the side. In each case the staid advice read, ‘This event is not of sufficient importance to warrant the presence of the President’. I sat there in my office in the Áras and asked myself, who is deciding this? From then on I would decide what was appropriate or of sufficient importance to warrant my presence. 

Bride and I were strategic, then, in determining the events I would attend, noting but often overriding official advice. People were savvy, too, and many invitations came in the back door, directly to Bride, rather than through official channels. We worked, sometimes, on the principle that it is easier to seek forgiveness than permission. And as Peter grew into his job he adapted quickly and became a great ally. 

Bride had a map of Ireland on the wall of her office and stuck a pin in every place that I visited, to ensure that each county got its fair share of presidential visits. There were funny moments. One of the early visits was to Cavan. For a presidential visit, you have to imagine a motorcade with the official car with the Irish flag waving from one side of the bonnet and the presidential flag – gold harp on a blue background – waving from the other, follwed by a second car of protection officers from the special detective unit. Often there would be garda motorcycle outriders with blue lights flashing. For this early visit, then, Cavan County Council, the local authority, repaired at short notice some notorious potholes along the roads where the motorcade would be passing. This in itself was a victory for the local community!

By going to so many local community events, with the flags flying and motorcycle outriders, I was doing something that previous presidents hadn’t had the financial capacity or the encouragement to do. Also, consciously, I was linking the presidency with local self-development. If you hold high office there is power in encouraging, listening and valuing and talking up projects, for by doing it in one place you also communicate with a lot of other people doing similar work elsewhere, who then see it as being more important than they had the day before. It was a significant way to value the spirit of meitheal that was changing the local face of parishes and towns and villages in Ireland. 

When I was asked, at the end of the presidency, what would be my abiding memory, my answer was ‘the smell of fresh paint.’ There were so many places that were either new or had been given their ‘makeover’ for the visit of the president.


It is not uncommon for non-executive presidents to require government approval in order to leave the jurisdiction, and the Irish Constitution, in Article 12.9, directs that ‘The President shall not leave the State during his term of office save with the consent of the Government.’ 

My first trip outside the state was in January 1991 to attend the funeral of the much loved King Olaf of Norway. It was a very moving ceremony. Inevitably there was quite a bit of curiosity about me as this newly elected woman president of Ireland, and I received a number of requests from the international press for interviews. Attending with me, the Minister for Foreign Affairs, Gerry Collins, advised strongly that I should not give any interviews. I had not intended to, as I felt it would be inappropriate given the occasion, but I noted the advice, and the body language, and tucked it away in my mind to think about.

The government’s consent for that trip went through so smoothly that I barely thought about it. But when I was invited, shortly afterwards, to give the prestigious annual Dimbleby Lecture in London, founded in 1972 in memory of BBC broadcaster Richard Dimbleby, government consent was refused, on the grounds that it was ‘not appropriate’.

Not long after that a request came from the Taoiseach’s office; he wanted to meet me. A worried Peter informed me that he had been tipped off by his counterpart in the Taoiseach’s office, Frank Murray, that Haughey would be bringing legal advice with him. This aroused my lawyerly curiosity, and a certain sense of pressure. Haughey duly arrived, and was ushered into my outer study, the two civil servants, Frank and Peter, remaining outside. Tea was brought in and served, and then the door closed. Haughey took out of his pocket a legal opinion of senior counsel obtained by the government and read it aloud to me. It gave a staid, conservative interpretation of the provisions of the Constitution to the effect that the President could not give press interviews or speak independently of the government – it would be considered ‘addressing the nation’ – without approval of the government. A muzzle, essentially.


[image: ]

The Taoiseach, Charles J Haughey – as seen by Martyn Turner – rushes, with muzzle in hand, to oversee the President’s public utterances.


I reminded him that I was a constitutional lawyer, and then proceeded to refute the argument, offering alternative interpretations of the wording. This was my field and I was on top of the issue because I had lived and grappled with every word of those articles of the Constitution since the moment I had been elected; that was my binding, guiding source. I could answer every point and Haughey could see that my arguments were more persuasive than the legal opinion that had been furnished to him. Eventually, with a flourish, Haughey threw the opinion to the floor and said ruefully, ‘Ah, you get the advice you pay for!’

Later, after the Taoiseach had returned to his office, Peter asked me to meet him in the outer study, where I found him grinning. He told me that according to Frank Murray, Haughey, far from pleased, had conceded the legal opinion. The
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