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To Dad, for believing in me, 
and to the Kyle family; past, present and future.
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PREFACE


‘I believe that what we become depends on what our fathers teach us at odd moments, when they aren’t trying to teach us. We are formed by little scraps of wisdom.’

Umberto Eco, Foucault’s Pendulum



To those who enjoy the game of rugby, particularly those who grew up in the 1940s and 1950s, Jack Kyle is a very familiar name. Up to now, no one has written a book about him and the reasons for this are twofold. Firstly, Dad is quite a private person and for that reason alone always turned down any offers for anyone to write a book about his life or for him to write his memoirs. Secondly, most offers revolved around Dad’s life on the rugby pitch, and he feels that would give an unfair slant to his life story. He has always felt that his sporting ability never required a great deal of effort – it came naturally, a gift that nature had bestowed – and so he has always been reluctant to dwell too much on the successes it brought. He always felt that rugby, at the time he was playing, was a recreation – or a re-creation – of yourself; it may give enjoyment but it was not the main part of a player’s life.

My paternal grandfather always placed a great emphasis on education, often telling Dad that he was not up at university to learn how to play rugby, but to get his medical degree. He knew that rugby was a very enjoyable part of the university experience for Dad, but was adamant that it was not to interfere with Dad’s reason for being there. Dad understood this and put in the effort academically and gained his medical degree, which enabled him to have a very long career as a doctor and a surgeon after his rugby-playing days were over.

When asked in later life whether he was more proud of his OBE or his FRCS (Fellow of the Royal College of Surgeons), Dad said that although he was proud of them both, his FRCS gave him more pleasure because he’d had to work hard to pass the required exams. Whilst also incredibly proud of his OBE (which he was awarded at the end of the 1950s, after his international career was over), it was given for his skills as a rugby player, which he felt had taken less effort on his part.

Dad still loves rugby, although he finds the modern game so changed, compared to when he was playing – for example, there is more emphasis on tackling now rather than running with the ball.

Throughout his life, rugby has given Dad much more than he could ever have hoped for, including many great friends and opportunities to travel, and it has opened doors and provided him with many invitations that he would not have otherwise received.

About two and a half years ago, I came across some pages of notes Dad had written. When I asked him what they were, he replied they were just some thoughts and memories about his life that he had jotted down. He said it was OK for me to read them and I was immediately struck by the stories in these twenty pages of scribbled notes. I told Dad I would type them up as they would be interesting for the family to have in future years. As I started to do this, it brought up further questions about his life, and this planted the thought in my mind of writing his life story. Initially, it was just a project I decided to work on myself for the family.

I remember the day we first discussed the idea of expanding this project to become a book. Dad lives in Bryansford in County Down, and has a room at the back of the house where he can sit and read and enjoy the beautiful views. We were sitting in this room, enjoying a drink and a chat before dinner about two years ago, looking out at the old stone walls surrounding the farmers’ fields, with their alternating herds of cattle and sheep, and with the Mountains of Mourne in the distance. I had already typed up the notes Dad had given me, but he had not yet thought of turning it into a book. Dad was nearing his eighty-seventh birthday and started talking about his good fortune at having led such an interesting life, and then he said that he now felt if we could work on a book together – and if I would write his life story as he wanted it told – then he would consider putting it out to a wider audience.

During our initial conversations about what should be in the book, I became aware there were a lot of things about Dad’s life I had yet to discover and many areas about which I knew very little. However, this wasn’t a new experience for me. In 1991, Dad was awarded an honorary degree at Queen’s University and, as I listened to the citation being read, I began to wonder who this person was they were talking about. I didn’t know about the many awards he had received, both for his rugby and his medical career, or about the real extent of his rugby prowess. I hadn’t realised just how much he was admired, not just as a former rugby player, but as a surgeon, who had left his own country to work in Central Africa.

I said to Dad after the ceremony, ‘I realised today that, in some ways, I don’t really know you at all.’

He laughed out loud and remarked on the truth that most children have no thoughts about what their parents’ lives were like before they arrived!

This book evolved naturally through a series of conversations held over the course of a year or so, where I would ask Dad about a particular time in his life and would then let him reminisce and tell me as much as he could remember. I owe Dad a lot for entrusting me to tell his life story. I know there are others who may have done a better job, but none who enjoys the close relationship we have.

I am thrilled that after so many hours of talking and revisiting memories through photo albums, scrapbooks and letters, Dad has been able to share an account of a life rich in many varied experiences – an account that can be enjoyed beyond those of us in his immediate family.

Naturally enough, this book includes tales from the world of sport, but also collates Dad’s life in medicine, his travels and his love of literature, as well as accounts of some of the fascinating people he has met. Dad has always been a great reader and loves to quote poetry (most of which he has memorised), so his story would not be complete without including some of his favourite poems, as it is one of his great passions. He often says that this was the triumph of memory over creativity or originality; nevertheless it has given him much pleasure over the years.

Because Dad played rugby over fifty years ago, I have wondered how many people would remember him from his rugby-playing days. Then a moment of serendipity occurred when I was in his study looking through some old articles and came across one from the
Belfast Telegraph. As I picked it up and read it – it was written by Alf McCreary in 1991 – it echoed my own thoughts exactly.



Earlier this year Jack Kyle, the legendary rugby player who helped Ireland win the Grand Slam in 1948 and Triple Crown in 1949 and the Championship in 1951, was back in Belfast. He was receiving an Honorary Degree from Queen’s University for his commitment and service to the underprivileged of Central Africa, and deservedly so. It was a dignified and moving ceremony, and, as the citation was delivered by a senior academic at Queen’s, Jack Kyle’s remarkable achievements were regaled to a packed Sir William Whitla Hall which included hundreds of young people and their friends.

Even though Kyle achieved national rugby fame many years ago, his story has a challenging and an endearing freshness – the man who turned his back on fame and devoted his medical skills to the underprivileged in the Third World has a tale worth telling to every generation.

It is true that if you write about Jack Kyle from a rugby angle, the audience might be narrowed down not only in age but in range of interest. The exploits of even the most remarkable rugby players like Kyle may even bore those who have no interest in this sport; but Jack Kyle’s story, in the hands of a good feature writer or reporter who understands that this man’s worth and example rises far above the mere sports field, could hardly fail to impress or inspire people of all ages.





Being the daughter of Jack Kyle has had no downsides for me whatsoever. I consider myself so lucky to have been born the daughter of such a remarkable man.

My father’s legacy will be his rugby and his medical work, but I know that he will also be remembered as a decent man, and if decency were measured in stars then, to me, he is a galaxy.

Justine Kyle McGrath

 July 2014


CHAPTER ONE

AN ULSTER CHILDHOOD


‘There is always one moment in childhood when the door opens and lets the future in.’

Graham Greene



We began the ‘discussions proper’ about Dad’s life on a bitterly cold morning towards the end of January 2013, as we sat in his lounge with hot mugs of tea. Dad’s garden was picture-postcard perfect – a winter wonderland with everything covered in a blanket of snow. The stream in the front garden was frozen solid and the bridge spanning it was entirely white. Whilst our eyes were continually drawn to the snowfall outside, I was also listening to Dad’s lovely Irish brogue as he transported me back to the 1930s and a whole different world. Dad’s childhood seemed the easiest – if obvious – place to start his story.

Dad’s full name is John Wilson Kyle, named after his father, and he was born on 10 February 1926. This date has provided the family with some amusement, not to mention a little frustration, over the years because, at some point, by some journalist, it was incorrectly published as 10 January 1926. Despite contacting many publications, some refused to believe us or to change it, and it remains incorrectly published in the majority of books, newspapers and articles in which Dad is mentioned. We’ve given up trying to persuade people that we may know better, so I am happy to have the opportunity to right that wrong here.

During my childhood, I was not particularly interested in my family history, but as an adult it has become a great interest. As my father talked about his parents and grandparents, I heard echoes of other family members and noticed resemblances in photographs, and my thirst to know more continued unabated.

I did find out some very interesting information about Dad’s great-grandfather quite by chance. My cousin’s neighbour is a genealogist and shared a booklet with my cousin entitled A Generation of Montgomerys written by the Right Reverend Bishop Henry Montgomery, the father of Field Marshal Montgomery of Alamein. It included a reference to a John Wilson, who it turned out is my father’s great-grandfather.

There are several references in the booklet to Dad’s great-grandfather, who was born in 1815 and worked as a coachman for the Reverend Samuel Montgomery at Ballynascreen Rectory, located in Draperstown in County Derry. The one below gives an insight into the type of person Dad’s great-grandfather was:



Perhaps John Wilson, the coachman, was the greatest character. He was a typical Irishman, with a great deal of black hair, a florid complexion and blue eyes and he stood over six feet in height. If the truth were spoken, I think we boys looked forward to Wilson’s society in the harness room as much as to anything else going on in Ballynascreen. We spent whole afternoons there laughing at his jokes.





The booklet goes on to say that John Wilson was devoted to his master, and the feeling seemed to be mutual, as we are told he was with the family for many years and was seen as an integral part of it.

So, it appears that Dad’s father was named after his own grandfather and that Dad has the same name as his father and his great-grandfather. No wonder I was confused when doing the family tree!

Having gone that far back, I asked Dad about his own grandparents, whom he does remember.

[image: image]

‘Well, Grandfather Kyle was called Joseph and he was born in 1850. He was a baker, but used to call himself a ‘master baker’. He married Elizabeth Wilson. They both came from the area around Draperstown in County Derry. I remember visiting my great-grandfather’s grave [the aforementioned John Wilson] there when I was young. We also used to visit my father’s aunt, Lucy Wilson, who lived in the Gate Lodge of the Clarkes of Upperlands near Maghera, County Derry. I remember my grandparents quite well – Grandmother Kyle was born in 1850 and died in 1934 at the age of eighty-four, and Grandfather Kyle died in 1936, at the age of eighty-six. I remember my grandfather as a kind but firm man who smoked a pipe, and who went down to the local post office every Friday to collect his pension of ten shillings.

‘One of my most vivid memories is of me and my older brother Eric going into our grandfather’s room and jumping on the bed, saying, “Tell us a story about Tarzan.” He usually obliged, happy to make up stories to keep two small boys amused.

[image: image]

Me (on the left), Grandfather Kyle and Eric, about 1932.

‘Grandfather Kyle had twelve siblings, nine boys and three girls. Nine of them emigrated to America in the aftermath of the famines of the 1840s, when life in Ireland was desperately hard. Over two million people died during the potato famine and thousands left Ireland. What I find incredibly poignant is that Grandfather Kyle never heard from any of his nine siblings again, although I was told by my father that one of my grandfather’s sisters became matron of the Massachusetts General Hospital in Boston.

‘It is hard to imagine such suffering and incredible to think that those living only two generations back from me had to endure such a horrific ordeal. To think that we don’t even know for sure whether all of my grandfather’s nine siblings arrived safely in America is so sad. I’ve often wondered why they did not keep in contact. My only explanation is that mail then was very unreliable and it took so long, by the time a letter was sent and received, the relative had moved to another area. I am not sure how my grandfather felt about not seeing any of his siblings again, as he never mentioned it.

‘Many who were forced to leave Ireland often thought nostalgically about the country they had left behind, and there were many songs extolling the beauty of Ireland and the sadness at having to leave it. Songs such as ‘The Old Bog Road’, ‘The Hills of Donegal’ and ‘Galway Bay’, which my father enjoyed very much.

‘In 1973, I did a surgical course in Boston for three weeks and decided to try and see if there was any truth in the rumour regarding my grandfather’s sister becoming matron of the Massachusetts General Hospital. When I asked at the hospital, though, I was told that records only went back to 1923, so no one knew if a Kyle had been a matron there before that. Thinking there would only be a few Kyles in the phonebook, I decided it was worthwhile ringing a few of them to see if I could find out any information about my relatives. I was more than a little put out when I opened the phone directory to find hundreds of Kyles listed, so that put an end to my search for any family connections. It’s funny because people often remarked that I bore a very close resemblance to Danny Kaye – the famous actor of the 1950s and 1960s – and if you look at his photograph, there is a certain resemblance! I also used to listen to an excellent African-American jazz pianist called Billy Kyle who played with Louis Armstrong, now there’s someone I wish I could have been related to!

‘My grandparents on my mother’s side were named Warren. We just knew them as Granny and Granddad Warren, although I do know my Granny Warren was called Isabella. I remember my grandfather being an avid reader and there were always a lot of books in their house. Granny Warren used to visit our home once a week and she would bake soda bread, apple bread, potato bread and lots of other delicious treats. She was a very energetic woman, as I recall. I know that Granddad Warren died when he was sixty-four and that, in later life, Granny Warren lived with her daughter Mabel in Limavady. That’s about all I remember about them.

‘My father married Elizabeth Warren in early 1924. She was from Belfast and her family lived off the Crumlin Road. She had three sisters – Ria, Mabel and Cathleen – and two brothers – Eric and Norman. My mother was born in 1905, so she was only nineteen when she married my father, who was forty-one at the time, so there was quite a big age gap, but that was quite common in those days and no one thought anything at all about it.’

[image: image]

My parents on their wedding day, 1924.

‘So, tell me more about your father,’ I ask. ‘He was quite the businessman from what I remember you saying?’

‘Yes, he was. He was an only child, born in June 1883, and in the 1920s, was the Irish manager of the North British Rubber Company whose headquarters were in Edinburgh. He met my mother when she was working as a secretary in the same company. His job was to manage the supply of all types of rubber goods to other companies and shops. The offices and warehouse were situated in Chichester Street in Belfast, beside the old Plaza, which was a venue for shows and dances.

‘During the war years [1939–1945], the Germans invented a magnetic mine. If a ship came close to one of these mines, the mine was drawn towards the ship and then exploded. So it became necessary to develop a method of demagnetising ships. This was called ‘degaussing’ and consisted of a ring of wires around the ship. These wires had to be protected from the sea and my father was approached to find a way to cover them. A rubber solution was developed with his help – at one time, my father had over a hundred men working on the degaussing of the ships in Harland and Wolff.

‘Such was the success of the degaussing in Belfast, that the North British Rubber Company asked him to take over the degaussing in Glasgow, but as he had a young family of five children at the time, four of whom were at school, he turned down the offer. My father was a very committed family man and we always came first.

‘During the Second World War when my father was going to Harland and Wolff to see how the degaussing was progressing, he would take me and my brother Eric. It was very exciting for us to be allowed to walk the decks of these huge ships.’

‘That reminds me of the time we went on the SA Vaal when Caleb [my brother] and I were young,’ I said. ‘Do you remember? I remember being amazed at the size of the ship.’

‘That’s right. It was 1978 when we travelled from Cape Town to Southampton. I remember taking you and Caleb to Stuttafords, a department store in Cape Town, to get fancy dress outfits. I knew there may be a fancy dress party and no way was I going to be caught out. If I remember rightly, you chose a nurse’s uniform and Caleb chose an army outfit. Once when I was young and your mother and I went to a fancy dress party, I put a broom across my shoulders, put on an old checked shirt and covered myself in straw and went as a scarecrow! I won a prize for that outfit, but I wasn’t prepared to have to think up and make outfits for you two on my holiday!

[image: image]

My brother Eric, myself and my sister Betty, at Aunt Lucy’s, near Maghera in County Derry, about 1930.

‘Getting back to the family, my brother Eric was the first born in 1924. I followed in 1926 and then my three sisters came along – Betty in 1928, Brenda in 1934 and then there was a seven-year gap before Beatrice was born in 1941. The ‘three Bs’ as you and Caleb call them. We were all born at home except for Beatrice, as was the custom at the time. There was also another child who died at birth, I believe my father wanted to call him Louis.

‘Northern Ireland at this time was relatively settled, unlike the Republic, which was still dealing with the after-effects of the Civil War in 1922. I was born into a divided Ireland and, like most people, feel that the history of Ireland is a tragic one. Although Northern Ireland was attempting to build up its economy in the late 1920s, and did have the advantage of being able to trade with Britain, it also hit a worldwide recession after the Wall Street Crash of 1929.
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Dad, me and Mum, holding Brenda, with Betty and Eric sat in front.
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Beatrice with our dog, around 1950.

‘Home was Kinnaird Street on the Antrim Road in Belfast. I was born when my mother was twenty.’

‘So your mother had given birth twice before she was twenty-one! She was so young, I just cannot imagine having such a large family and being so young, but I suppose at least she had the energy to cope with all of you!’

‘Well, not only did she have her children to deal with, but she also had my father’s parents living with them. As social benefits were quite meagre in those days, many adults supported their own parents by having them live with them, so it was a very full house with four children and four adults – by the time Beatrice was born, my grandparents had both died.

‘When I was around seven years old, we moved to Glenburn Park off the Old Westland Road in North Belfast. The house was a large, detached, three-storey building that had been built about the beginning of the 1900s. There was a study on the first floor, four bedrooms on the second floor and it also had two large attic rooms on the top floor. Many of the rooms had beautiful big fireplaces. The garden had a lawn the size of a tennis court along the side of the house, which was adorned with many flowerbeds, one of which contained roses.

‘Some years back, the family were rather surprised to discover that my father had been married when he was younger and that his first wife had given birth to a daughter. Tragically, his wife died in childbirth and I believe their daughter was brought up by his wife’s family. My mother knew that her husband had a child from a previous marriage and she visited his daughter’s family on occasion. Your Aunty Betty has also told me that she can remember going a few times with our father to visit his daughter.

‘Although my father was not a religious person in the strict sense of the word, he felt that religion was an important part of life and therefore we were taught to say our prayers. We had grace before meals and sometimes had Bible readings. We were encouraged to go to Sunday school and the family attended, en masse, the Fort William Presbyterian Church in the days of the Reverend Harrison and the Reverend Breakey.

[image: image]

Myself and Brenda in the garden of our house, 1935.

‘We were all quite good at sports, but I don’t recall my parents being especially sporty – although I do remember my mother winning the Mother’s Race at the school sports day! Sport, however, definitely ran in our genes. My sister Betty showed great talent for hockey and played for Ulster Senior Ladies when she was still at school. After that, she went on to captain the Irish ladies hockey side and was captain when the team won the Triple Crown in 1950. She was a very talented sportswoman and enjoyed playing hockey so much that she went on to become a PE teacher.

‘Brenda was also a talented hockey player and, although she never got an international cap for Ireland, she travelled with the Irish ladies hockey side to Australia to play in the World Cup in 1956. My youngest sister Beatrice, who is fifteen years younger than me, grew up surrounded by all her siblings playing sport and, although she was also very talented, she never showed an interest in playing sport to any degree – she was probably fed up listening to the sporting achievements of her brothers and sisters. People often asked Beatrice if she was going to be as good a hockey player as her sisters. The pressure to be good at something just because your father, mother or siblings happen to be is very unfair.’

I know what Dad means. Whilst my brother Caleb and I both enjoyed our sport, we weren’t naturally gifted to the extent Dad was, and we both felt the pressure of ‘being a Kyle’ – though I suspect it was a lot worse for Caleb. He enjoyed rugby, but after injuring his neck, he had to give it up. Dad always felt it was important that we were given the freedom to develop the talents and interests we had, and he never put any pressure on us to play sport unless we enjoyed it – and he never expected us to shine just because he was our father. Dad felt it was very hard on someone to be talked about as ‘so and so’s sister or brother, husband or wife or son or daughter’ and he always felt it was important for someone to be acknowledged as an individual in their own right, something for which I am very grateful.
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My parents and my sister Beatrice in Portrush, about 1940.
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In the sea with Eric and my father, about 1930 (I’m on the right).

‘Tell me some more about your childhood.’

‘During our childhood, in the summers, my father would rent a house in Whitehead, Portstewart or Portrush, where we enjoyed swimming and learned to dive – we even took part in diving exhibitions for charity organisations, like the lifeboats. We also took part in lots of other outdoor activities, such as rounders, cricket and football. We sometimes went to Tyrella Beach near Newcastle, County Down. My father always encouraged races up and down the beach and I think this is where we developed a healthy competition and love of games and sport, which were to become such a huge part of all of our lives. Weekends were also a source of adventure, and my father and mother would pack up all the paraphernalia required for outings and the five of us kids would squeeze into the back of the car and head off for picnics at different places, such as the River Roe at Limavady, where Eric and I learned to fish. We would often bring back some trout for my mother to cook on the primus stove for a good lunch. Often on a Sunday or at the weekend, my father would take us for drives in the car and I remember often stopping for an ice-cream at Capronis in Bangor.

[image: image]

Dad with me, Betty and Eric. We used to go on many trips out in the car.

‘It was all much simpler than today, but we had lots of fun. My parents had a very strong union and our welfare as children was their main concern. My mother was a quiet, gentle woman who kept the home fires burning, and the family well fed and nurtured. My parents went to the cinema once a week and I also remember them enjoying themselves listening to music on the old gramophone – such as the records of John McCormack and Gracie Fields – and we all loved the song of the ‘Laughing Policeman’.

‘Although there was plenty of fun to be had, my father did enforce discipline and expected us to behave properly. He would not tolerate tantrums and we would not have dreamed of answering back or being cheeky or rude – but he also had a very good sense of humour. I remember when my brother and I had reached a certain age and he felt we should be told the facts of life. It was not a task he relished, so he kept it very straightforward and simple. I also remember him saying to Eric and me, “Now, boys, there will come a time when you will meet girls and you will think of getting married, and it is very important that you don’t just marry a girl because she is good looking or has a good figure, as that could be a disaster – but if you can get that thrown in, all the better – of course, I was very fortunate with your mother!”

‘My father didn’t swear, and so I can clearly remember a joke he told Eric and me which was the one and only time I ever heard him swear. The joke goes that a minister came up to his church one day and found the verger clearing up the area around the church where there were many pigeons. The verger was saying, “Shoo, shoo, bugger off” to the dirty birds. The minister said, “My good man, do you realise that you are practically on holy ground? What would the members of the congregation think if they heard you using such language? I will tell you what you need to say to the pigeons. You just say, ‘Shoo, shoo, shoo, shoo’, and the pigeons will bugger off themselves!”’

‘That wouldn’t even be considered swearing in today’s language!’ I said.

‘That just goes to show how much times have changed, but I have always hated a lot of swearing and I think that it was instilled in us from an early age. When I think of my father, I always think of the lines from the poem called ‘Father and Son’ by F.R. Higgins which he loved:



For that proud wayward man, now my heart breaks

Breaks for that man whose mind was a secret eyrie,

Whose kind hand was sole signet of his race,

Who curbed me, scorned my green ways, yet increasingly loved me

Till death drew its grey blind down his face.





‘My father had his first heart attack in 1948. The treatment in those days was to get into bed and stay there for three months and not to move. The logic behind it was to rest the heart. My father, being a very active man, found this very difficult. He did recover from it – though at one stage we were not too sure he would – and survived for another six years. He died in 1954 from another heart attack and a stroke. Sadly, my mother died nine months later in 1955. At the time, we thought she had died as a result of kidney failure, but I found out many years later that she died from what is known as an iatrogenic disease, which happens when you are made worse by something that is meant to cure you. The great Frank Pantridge, who I will
tell you more about later, told me they did not know it at the time, but that she died as a result of the injections she was being given for her rheumatoid arthritis. She was only fifty when she died.’
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Myself and my parents enjoying one of our many trips to the seaside, around 1932.

‘Oh my goodness, she was so young, that is so sad. I can’t believe I didn’t know that until now.’

‘It was very hard on Beatrice because she was still at school at the time, so Eric and I did all we could to look after her, until she was eighteen.’

Having listened to Dad talk at length about his family, I am struck by what a simple, happy childhood he had and also by what a united family they were. As Dad said, in many ways, life was more straightforward then, and roles were very clear-cut.

The close bond Dad and his siblings had as children still exists today and, as a family, we are all very close. My grandparents must have played a role in that, for which I am grateful, as, growing up, I witnessed what it meant to be part of a large, loving, extended family.
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