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Prologue

It was a party I will never forget, for all the wrong reasons.

It was a Saturday. The fifteenth of August 1998. A joint celebration – the christening of our first-born son, Jack, who was born the previous October, and my husband Steve’s thirtieth birthday, which had fallen two days earlier. There were way too many people in our house – but it was just the kind of gathering I love, full of family and friends, many of whom had travelled from London and Belfast.

The sun was beaming down – my late sister Anne had arranged that; the bouncy castle was jam-packed in the front garden and my young daughters were doing their ace Spice Girl moves to rapturous applause.

Suddenly I noticed a lot of people were looking at their pagers. This was strange as just a few minutes earlier everyone was having fun. I’m not particularly observant of my surroundings, which isn’t a great trait for a journalist, but I was seven months pregnant and not drinking, so I was clear-headed and noticing more than usual. Steve and I had worked for years in RTÉ and the BBC, so the house was full of journalists. They were the ones on their phones, in deep conversations, looking worried.

‘There’s been a bomb,’ I heard one of our friends say to his wife. He looked at me uneasily, realizing I had overheard. He looked away, as though he hadn’t wanted me to hear.

‘Where?’ I asked.

‘Omagh.’

‘Omagh?’

‘Yeah, it’s in County Tyrone,’ he said. He was English, so forgot that I knew where Omagh was.

‘Is it bad?’

‘Yes, very, I’m hearing.’

‘Have people died?’

‘Yes.’

I suddenly felt sick, and guilty. Guilty that here I was having a wonderful time and, up the road, people were being blown up. I held Jack in my arms and touched my tummy to tell my unborn son that I loved him. I walked out into the garden to give my four young daughters a tight hug.

I could see the news editors and journalists huddled in groups, talking quietly.

‘Have you heard?’ Steve asked, as he put his arm around me.

‘Yes, it’s too sad. I thought this was all over?’

Half the party weren’t journalists and were blissfully unaware of what was going on, happily carrying on celebrating our Jack and Steve. Spice Girls music boomed from the garden. The bouncy castle was still full of laughter. But within half an hour, almost all our journalist friends were gone. The civil servant friends too. They knew this was a terrible moment that required their full attention. I sat in the kitchen, trying to take everything in.

‘I know we never broadcast on a Saturday, but we’re going to put on a special Prime Time tonight.’ I looked round, and my Prime Time editor was beside me. ‘Would that be okay? Only if you feel up to it?’

‘Yes, no problem, of course. What time?’

‘Usual – 9.35.’

‘You go, love. I’ll mind the guests. Mind yourself,’ Steve said. My sister Kathleen, Jack’s godmother, was holding him in her arms, and before heading upstairs to change I told her the awful news and that I had to go into work.

There are almost no good reasons to leave your son’s christening celebration, bar a catastrophe like this. Not for the first time, work was encroaching on life. I knew that I had to do this: it was the right thing to do.

I looked in the mirror at the lovely cream outfit that I had bought especially for Jack’s christening – it had looked perfect in the church earlier that day. It even fitted over my large bump. But I had to change. Twenty-nine people were dead.

I put on a black jacket, and black stretchy trousers. I went back downstairs, to a still busy and noisy home, and out the front door, into my car. I felt numb.

As I walked into studio an hour and a half later, the atmosphere was sombre. Just a few months back, the team had celebrated the passing of the Good Friday Agreement. How could this have happened?

None of the crew knew that I had christened my baby son earlier that day, nor that I had left my mum and large family and many friends all back at home in celebratory mood, all wondering why I had disappeared. Nor should they have known.

As we were going on air heartbreaking details about the victims were emerging. There was word that one was a young mother who had been heavily pregnant with twins. I was thinking of these three as the opening credits rolled. My five-year-old twins were probably still dancing in the garden.

I began to get upset, but I said my usual prayer to Anne and my dad to help me get through this, to not break down. In a subsequent piece about the programme, writer Deirdre Purcell said I looked distraught, mirroring how the country was feeling.

I thought I could write this book as an exclusively work memoir. But try as I might, work and life kept overlapping, just like on the day of Jack’s christening. I don’t know if that’s because I’m a woman, or a mother, or both, or if it has nothing to do with either. I just know that for my story to be authentic and truthful, I need to share life, work and everything that binds them.




Part One



LIFE




1

My people

I loved my maternal grandmother, Kathleen or ‘Ka’. We called her Mam, I’m not sure why. It certainly wasn’t a throwback to any Upstairs Downstairs era of ma’am; she wasn’t rich or posh and neither were we. Mam was a young grandmother as she’d had our mum very young, and her personality and character mirrored her youthfulness. She was easy-going, always good-humoured and full of warmth, chat and craic. She spent a lot of time in our house and all of us O’Callaghan children loved to see her arrive.

My earliest memories are of sitting at the kitchen table in our home with Mam. We would sit there for ages eating overdone toast – it’s bad for you, but I still love it, and I think about her every time I eat it. We both loved fresh air and used to imagine being able to slide the whole roof back whenever we wanted, then slide it back on when the rain fell.

Mam was from Wexford, the youngest of a family of eight. Their father was a station master at Inch railway station. She was just seventeen when she married my grandfather, John Cavanagh. Grandad had grown up on a farm near Kilfinny in County Limerick and he was only a few years older than Mam when they married. Like two of her brothers, he was also a garda. Mam and Grandad had six children, my mother Miriam, the second eldest, and her five brothers, Cyril, Raymond, Brian, Austin and Maurice. My mother loved her brothers, and still does, but says she always wished she’d had a sister, so having four daughters was a great joy to her.

Mam was just eighteen years old when Cyril was born. Like so many women of her generation, she probably never had the freedom or the time to have fun as a single young woman before the responsibilities of marriage and motherhood came along. I’m always grateful that my generation had so much more freedom and choice.

For most of their marriage, Grandad was the local sergeant in Ballylinan, a small village in Laois, near the Kildare border. He remained there for his entire career, so that was Mam’s metropolis for a large part of her life. As a young man my grandfather had fought as part of Michael Collins’s West Limerick Brigade, and when he died in 1985 I remember being impressed that he had a military funeral with shots fired over his grave. He loved Michael Collins and loathed Éamon de Valera – which might explain why he was never ‘in favour’ and so never got moved on from Ballylinan to anywhere that might have seemed like a step up the ladder.

Although it was a small place and far from her home in Wexford, Mam was happy in Ballylinan. She loved socializing on a Saturday night and would often be found after closing hours chatting with friends in one of the local pubs, so that when Sergeant Cavanagh would come knocking on the door long after closing time, reminding all the patrons inside that it was time to go to their beds, his wife would be in the back snug having a great time. He may have known, but if he did, he apparently never said a word to her. I like that, and I liked him for that.

Throughout my early years, Mam repeated that mantra to me about the importance of financial independence for a woman, forever telling me to make sure that I worked hard so that I could get a good job, one that paid well, and then I could always support myself. She said that I should always have my own money; my running-away money, as she called it. I have never forgotten that advice and regularly repeat the importance of financial independence to my own daughters. I always sensed this was born out of a frustration on her part, a feeling that she wished for more for herself in life. She was an avid reader and especially loved a good thriller, so enjoyed a bit of escapism. Still, she excelled in her role as a mother, and my mum and her brothers all did well in life, with good careers and happy families.

Mam was determined that her only daughter was going to get a proper education, a good job and, most important, financial independence. With that in mind, she sent Mum to boarding school in Mountmellick, about 30 kilometres away. It was an inspired decision, and to this day Mum says that but for Mountmellick and Mother Rita, the principal, and the other nuns and teachers there, she would never have become a teacher. So, my wise grandmother’s plan was effective and the key to my mum’s future, and probably the key to my future too.

The only one of Mam’s siblings I knew well was my grand-uncle Har O’Brien, a garda sergeant who never married. When he found out that I could play the piano, he bought me sheet music of songs that he loved that I had never heard of, like ‘Down Mexico Way’ and ‘Lili Marlene’. I was around fourteen and my piano teacher, Ms Tuohy, helped me to practise the pieces for Har when I explained who and what they were for. He would sit in our living room and listen to me playing the songs and it was as though he was transported to a different time and place. I sensed even when I was that young that he was a little lonely. He was a gentle man, handsome too, and it made me happy that this music made him so happy.

After Grandad retired he and Mam moved to the South Circular Road in Dublin. Having spent so many years in a quiet rural village, Mam was delighted to live in the centre of Dublin, and she loved the city. It was just a bus ride away to visit us out in Foxrock; either the 63 or the 46A brought her almost to our front door.

We all watched excitedly for her arrival, especially as she always carried a wicker-basket bag that was brimful of comics, lots of sweets and lots of novels. She and Dad got on great and her joyfulness and easiness made our home extra happy when she was around.

When I was at University College Dublin I used to meet up with Mam out of our home, which was a new experience. I started college at sixteen, so I was still in my teens, but it felt like we were meeting as adults. We met early afternoons most Fridays and our favourite regular spot was Neary’s pub off Grafton Street. We always had the same order: fresh salmon sandwiches on white bread, a Bacardi and Coke for me and a brandy and ginger ale for her, two rounds. After that I would head off to my waitressing job in Thunderbirds, a trendy burger joint on Grafton Street. I loved meeting up with Mam. She was fun and interesting, and I think she enjoyed the company.

I was very sad when Mam died in 1984. I had moved to live in London by then, so I wasn’t seeing her as much as before. I still feel bad about that. Our last conversation was in the bedroom where she used to sleep when she came to stay with us in Cornelscourt. I ran up to say goodbye to her as I was heading back to London on an early flight. I went in and she was getting dressed and I gave her a big hug and, unusually, she started to cry. She said she didn’t think she would see me again. I said, ‘Don’t be mad, of course we will!’ But she was right. Mam clearly knew that she was ill, and just a few months later she died from cancer. I still miss her and am grateful for all the happiness she brought into my life growing up.

My mum met my dad, Jerry O’Callaghan, very late one night at a dance in Dublin. As they parted ways, they agreed to meet under Clery’s clock on O’Connell Street three weeks later. The long wait was because Mam had been ill, and my mum was heading home to mind her. Mum says that after three weeks she didn’t expect my dad to turn up at the appointed time. But he did. And that’s how I’m here today.

Jerry was born on a small farm at a crossroads in Kilfelim in the parish of Killeentierna, near Farranfore in Kerry. Although a tiny place, that parish has remarkably produced more than its fair share of fine football and rugby players, including Moss Keane, Mick Galwey, Mick Doyle and JJ Hanrahan.

My first cousin James O’Callaghan and his wife, Anne, live there now and farm the land. They’re a great couple and it’s lovely that the farm is still in the family. When my children were young they loved visiting, seeing how the cows are milked, jumping on big haystacks and getting rides on the tractor from a very kind and patient James.

Dad was one of six children, with three brothers, Moss (Maurice), Dan and Jack, and two sisters, Lizzie and May. I knew them all well, growing up, from visiting Callaghan’s Cross – as their childhood home was called locally – and from them visiting us in Dublin with their families. Moss was the eldest and therefore got the home place. With no money to send my dad to university, Dad did what so many of the clever men and women of his generation did: he joined the civil service.

I was only four when my grandmother Margaret, who we called Nana, died in October 1964, so I don’t remember her well, though I can see her now sitting in the kitchen of The Cross, near the range, wearing a black shawl with her white hair in a bun. She was an elegant woman, and my dad always said I looked a bit like her. His father, Jim, had died from a stroke before I was born, aged just fifty-seven, so I never knew him, though locals told me that he was a character.

Uncle Moss and Aunt Kate must all have dreaded the gang of us arriving from Dublin – we only stayed a few hours, but there were two adults and five children, which is a lot to arrive in on top of any household. But if they did dread our arrival, they never showed it. Moss and Kate and my cousins always made us feel so welcome. That meant the sun, moon and stars to my dad, as he loved going back to his childhood home. We visited all of Dad’s siblings on our trips out of Dublin and I can recall, for instance, visits to Auntie Lizzie’s near Killarney, where they had amazing machines called combine-harvesters that seemed incredible to city kids like us in the 1970s. To this day, all us O’Callaghan cousins are as thick as thieves and I adore the times when we can all get together.

Dad’s brothers Dan and Jack never married – mind you, their names carry on in the family as two of my sons are called Jack and Daniel. Uncle Dan was the cleverest of them all, according to Dad, but just as he was on the cusp of going on to third-level education – thanks to a kind local benefactor who had offered to pay his fees – Dan got tuberculosis, the terrifying killer of the time. He became terribly ill and had to have one of his lungs removed. As a result he wasn’t able to go to college and became a nurse in Killarney’s St Finan’s psychiatric hospital. Down the years it has been special when people who knew Uncle Dan, or whose family members were looked after by him, have approached me to say what a wonderful gentleman he was. It is in those moments that I love being well known.

Meanwhile, Uncle Jack, the baby in the family, had his fate decided when he failed Irish in his Leaving Cert. Ridiculously, even if you were clever, as Jack was, you couldn’t get into any of the usual good jobs at the time, like the civil service or teaching, if you failed Irish. As a result, and like many of his contemporaries, Jack took the boat to London and stayed there for most of his adult life. At first, he worked on the building sites, then he worked as a park attendant for decades in north London, a job of which he was very proud. He lived in digsfn1 all those years with a kind Irish family who treated him as one of their own.

I tried to see Jack regularly when I lived in London in the 1980s and I greatly enjoyed his company. He was extremely wise. When he finally retired back to Castleisland, I used to visit him there with Steve and our children. He was living in a small flat, alone, with little money and few possessions. I often remarked how at peace he seemed and how, at almost ninety years of age, he had zero lines on his face and a full head of hair. The secret, he would reply with a smile and a wink, was no wife, no children and no possessions. As a mother of eight at that point, I figured his formula for happiness was a tad late for me.

Jack took Steve and me to a local graveyard one day when I was visiting and showed us a particularly old-looking grave. He said that ‘it had been cracked open seven times within eighteen months’ when his grandmother – my great-grandmother Elizabeth, or Beth, Ahern – had to bury, in quick succession, six of her young children who had died from tuberculosis, and then her husband, Dan, my great-grandfather, who had taken ill after getting soaked when he had gone all the way on foot from The Cross to Killarney, a distance of about 12 miles, as he was so keen to register his children’s deaths. My cousin James, a great family historian, says that in fact Beth buried eight of her thirteen children because of TB.

These people were poor, living in a cramped homestead with all the children sleeping near each other. When one got infected with TB, it was almost inevitable the others would too. I find it hard to comprehend that kind of loss. How is it even possible for a mother to survive loss like that? And then your husband, who would also be broken-hearted, wanting their deaths to be recorded so that they are not forgotten, loses his life as a result.

I often think about Beth Ahern, the unbelievably tough life she had and the tragedies she had to endure. One of her sons who survived, Jeremiah, emigrated to America, got a job on the railways and died young in a workplace accident. Another emigrant son, Michael Davitt O’Callaghan, became a police officer in Chicago and was shot dead in the line of duty in 1908 aged just thirty-two.fn2 I wonder how Beth was able to cope and carry on. I feel desperately sad for her, but also proud of her because she never threw in the towel, she carried on. I also feel proud of my dad, someone coming from a background where his family, like so many others at that time, did not have any wealth, but he built a fine career for himself by getting a good job in the civil service, working hard and making sure he gave all of his children the great opportunities that he never had. I feel blessed to have had such an easier life.

The only time in my entire broadcasting career that Mum asked me to do something was to not proceed with an episode of Who Do You Think You Are? in which I was to appear. As Steve and I were making the series for RTÉ via our production company, Mint, and things were still at a very early research stage, Mum just could not bear all this sad family history being aired. I realized then, possibly for the first time, that my mother is of a generation for whom the pain and stigma of poverty are not all that distant, and who are still a little embarrassed by them. There was no way that I wasn’t going to respect her wishes, however tricky that was for me and others. To be fair to all involved, they understood. I didn’t mind that we didn’t get as far as filming. My abiding emotion after finding out more about my family was gratitude – I felt so grateful for the generations of my family who went before me who, although they often had it so tough, worked incredibly hard to ensure that future generations, like mine, would exit that poverty and reach our potential. I’m so thankful to them for that, forever grateful, and I will never forget.




2

Growing up in Cornelscourt

I am always amused by people who presume I grew up in a mansion because of where our family lived and the sound of my voice. Foxrock has always been regarded as a very posh place, and it certainly has lots of extremely large and beautiful houses. We had a lovely home, but it’s an ordinary house close to Cornelscourt village. The three-bed semi cost IR£3,000 when my parents bought it shortly before they got married in 1956. They both had good, secure jobs, he as a civil servant and she as a national schoolteacher. Unbelievably to people of my generation and younger, women in the civil service and public service had to give up their jobs on marriage – the marriage bar. The rule was to ensure paid employment remained in male hands, and it wasn’t fully repealed until 1974.fn1 Luckily, because of staff shortages, the marriage bar was dropped for national schoolteachers in 1958, so Mum wasn’t out of work for long.

Although the children of country people, my friends and I ended up with a distinctive south County Dublin accent that not only sounds posh but has an unfortunate mid-Atlantic twang. The dad of my friends the O’Neills was the late, great RTÉ broadcaster, senior radio producer and founder of community radio Paddy O’Neill.fn2 Paddy despaired of our accents and used to wonder aloud where in God’s name the American twangs had come from. He was a kind, gentle and softly spoken man, and we could hear the frustration and incredulity in his beautiful soft Skibbereen tones. We couldn’t answer him as we hadn’t a clue ourselves. It was just the way we all spoke, not something we put on. It’s an accent that’s been endlessly slagged, but we’ve learned not to be too sensitive about it.

There were five of us O’Callaghan siblings – Margaret, me, Anne and Kathleen, who were born within six years, and then Jim, the baby, who arrived exactly eight years after me in January 1968. I say we ‘were’ five because of the great heartbreak of losing our beautiful sister Anne when she was just thirty-three.

As us O’Callaghan siblings got older and bigger – and we’re all big people – my parents went to some expense and borrowed money to build an extension over the garage to provide two more bedrooms and a second bathroom. However, much to our parents’ frustration and bemusement, none of us ever slept in the new bedrooms. My parents had their room, Jim had the boxroom, and we four girls continued to sleep in two double beds in the big bedroom. Still, the extension was a big success because my dad, who had been competing with five women to get into the old bathroom, loved the new one and had it to himself.

All five of us went to St Brigid’s national school just up the road from our house. It had separate girls’ and boys’ schools. My mum was a teacher in the girls’ school and eventually became its principal, a position she held for decades. It’s now a massive girls’ school based in The Park in Cabinteely, and it has a superb reputation, of which Mum is incredibly proud.

Margaret and I had ended up going to school way too young, because it was my mum’s way of childminding. We had a wonderful childminder, Mrs Begley, but Mum still decided that it made sense for some of us to start Junior Infants at about three and a half, as that left fewer of us at home for minding when she was at work.

I have few memories of national school days – they were happy and uneventful. The one small thing that stuck – and was a real influence on me when raising my own children – was what happened on the rare days that Mum or Mrs Begley had neither time nor supplies to prepare school lunches for us and Mum would send me down to the shops to buy bags of Tayto Cheese & Onion crisps and a packet of Coconut Cream biscuits for us to share. I remember the joy of those improvised lunches and never forgot how such small, unexpected treats make kids happy and stay lodged in their brains.

When my mum retired, the school set up an award in her honour for the most impressive girl in sixth class. Mum insisted that it had to be based on overall traits, like kindness, not just on academic prowess. It’s called the Miriam O’Callaghan Award – in our family she’s called the ‘real Miriam O’Callaghan’ – and the plaque is in the hallway as you enter the school, beside the headmistress’s office. The downside to this lovely honour is that when I sent my daughters to the school years later, I was conscious that some parents – unaware it was to mark the contribution of the real Miriam O’Callaghan – might get the wrong idea!

I already mentioned playing the piano for my grand-uncle Har. I started piano at about six with Eileen Simmonds, Ms Simmonds to me. Piano teachers at that time seemed to be ‘Ms’ and unmarried. Ms Simmonds lived on Westminster Road, near Foxrock village, not far from my home in distance, and yet a trillion miles away in every other way. Walking to my weekly lesson was like going on a magical adventure. Westminster Road is a magnificent neighbourhood with stunning homes, many of them mansions, and I would walk along, wondering what lay beyond the imposing gates. I imagined all sorts of extraordinary lives playing out inside.

Ms Simmonds was strict but kind and a great teacher, and it’s because of her that I loved, and still love, the piano. Being that young, though, I never thought much about her or her life or the kind of person she was. Later in life I discovered that the Simmonds family were Presbyterian, which was unusual enough for the Ireland I grew up in. Being married to a Presbyterian, I’d love to know more about what it was like for them back then.

Thanks to Ms Simmonds, and later Ms Tuohy, by the time I was sixteen I had done all my piano exams up to Grade 8. Being solo teachers, they didn’t enter me into feiseanna, like the Feis Ceoil or Feis Maitiú, but I did once get to a Feis Maitiú competition when I was about eight or nine reciting a poem – ‘Ferry Me across the Water’ by Christina Rossetti. My poor, patient father came with me for the day, and years later he still joked about the hours of recitations, with many of the children reading the same poem as me.

Apart from allowing me to play for Uncle Har, the piano also served me well when I was in UCD later. By then I had my teaching diploma and I used to give children lessons in our living room. I enjoyed it, but my siblings weren’t one bit pleased, and who would blame them? At the crack of dawn on Saturday mornings they had to listen to young hands banging away downstairs, all desperately out of tune.

After St Brigid’s it would have made sense for us to go to the nearest secondary school, Loreto Foxrock, which was just a five-minute walk away. But it was fee-paying, and with Mum being a national schoolteacher, both she and Dad were committed to free education. My dad was very friendly with Paddy Moriarty, a fellow Kerryman with whom he had shared digs in Dublin after they had first left the Kingdom. Paddy was head of the ESB and brother of the great broadcaster Mícheál Ó Muircheartaigh. Paddy told Dad that his daughters were going to a great non-fee-paying school in Milltown called Mount St Anne’s, run by the Sisters of Charity, which got great academic results. That was that – a fellow Kerryman had spoken and this was unquestionably the best option for the O’Callaghan girls.

The only problem, which Dad hadn’t thought through, was that it was quite far away from our home and tricky to get to. There was just one bus, the 86, that went from near where we lived, and the route was so odd and labyrinthine that it was often called the Magical Mystery Tour. Our dad regularly dropped us off at school on his way to work, but he was often away working, and on those mornings, at what felt like the crack of dawn, Margaret and I waited for the 86 at the bottom of Cornelscourt Hill. It took about an hour before we were finally deposited outside the school. Some of the older girls on the bus amused themselves with a little light bullying, singeing my hair from behind. By the time I got to school I was usually stressed and exhausted.

It was a big change and a lot to get used to, especially when you consider that I was only eleven. During that first year in secondary school I was a little lost, as my friends from St Brigid’s had gone to other schools. That feeling continued through those first few years. Coming from so far away didn’t help, as most of the girls lived nearby and many knew each other already from St Anne’s primary school.

I was saved by two things – netball, and the folk Mass choir in Foxrock Church, led by a remarkable guy called Tommy Keenan.

Mass for us was boring, something we were forced to go to by our upbringing and our parents, but Tommy changed all that. He was the son of a dentist and lived near us in a beautiful big house at the top of Mart Lane where it joined Westminster Road. Tommy was a bit older than me, not by much, and when I was about thirteen, he announced from the altar one day that a folk Mass was being launched and they were looking for young people to join the choir. I had never seen Tommy before, but I liked the look of him. I was fairly reserved at the time, but I joined, probably because I fancied Tommy – my first crush. That was one of the best decisions I have ever made, as I met lifelong friends in that choir, including the O’Neill siblings, Ann, Shona, Jill and Harry – whose father was tormented by our accents – and Gerardine Connolly, an inspiring woman and friend, once a lawyer and now a ballet-company founder.

Tommy Keenan was amazingly talented, and the folk Mass was great fun. We rehearsed once a week, usually in the church hall, though sometimes in his home, and as well as the normal folk Mass every Sunday we also staged a few musicals. Tommy was keen for me to play Mary Magdalene when we did Jesus Christ Superstar, but sadly I just wasn’t a good enough singer.

Tommy was cool when no one in my generation really knew what that meant, but we just knew he was special. He and I liked each other a lot, but we were always just friends. He used to pull up at our gate to collect me to go to choir practice and I remember Mam giving me her blessing as I headed off on the back of his motorbike, telling me not to worry, that Mum would never know!

The other thing that saved me in secondary school was being a good netball player, which gave me some confidence. Unsurprisingly, given that I am five foot ten and a half inches tall, I played in the goal-attack position. Playing netball helped me to build a network of sorts, although – apart from one great lifelong friend, Maria Gillis – I didn’t make lasting friendships.

The St Anne’s principal was a dignified and formidable woman, Sr Ignatius Paul. Although I was a little scared of her, I considered her a good example of female authority at a time when that was rare. She ran a tight ship and, looking at how well equipped the school was – all-weather hockey pitch, several tennis and netball courts, an indoor heated swimming pool, a state-of-the-art science lab and a kitchen for domestic science – it’s hard to understand how Sr Ignatius Paul managed to run it and charge no fees other than a voluntary contribution of IR£6 per annum. All that and maintaining high academic standards. From my class alone, girls went on to study law, medicine, science and arts, while others passed the civil service exams.

Because I was so young I didn’t do the Inter, the equivalent of the Junior Cert, with the rest of the class. To make sure I kept studying, my parents and teachers conspired not to tell me I wouldn’t be sitting the exams until the day before they started. It was a bit mean, but in retrospect it was a sensible decision. Though I would only ever sit one set of state exams, I developed the right study habits.

During our latter years in secondary school, Anne and I worked during the Christmas and summer holidays in Dunnes Stores in Cornelscourt. That location is part of retail history because it was where Ben Dunne started a shopping revolution in the 1960s – the first out-of-town shopping centre in Ireland, with Dunnes as its anchor tenant. To this day it remains my mum’s Mecca. Anne and I loved Dunnes. I worked in the grocery section, mainly piling shelves, which gave me a great insight into the effort that goes into keeping those shelves shipshape. I learned the value of hard work, the importance of long hours, and some skills for dealing with tricky members of the public.

When the Leaving Cert came around, I was only sixteen, but I was allowed to sit it. I was studious – quite boring, really – and when the results came out I had done well. I had no idea what I wanted to study in college. I remember sitting with my dad on the steps of a house on Green Street in Dingle, where we were spending our usual two-week Kerry holiday that summer. This was 1976, the year before the CAO system started to process college applications, so I hadn’t already made my choices. Dad started to go through the obvious options with me – medicine, veterinary, and then law. That was the only one that sounded okay, so I said, Yes, I’ll do law, and that’s how I ended up becoming a lawyer. I have no regrets. It was a great training, and I use the discipline and logic I learned during my law studies almost every time I am broadcasting.
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Belfield, Belfast and the Bahamas

Compared with friends’ parents, ours were on the strict side when we were growing up, especially my mum. But the one time they were both liberal and relaxed was when we went to Kerry on summer holiday, and then they seemed to turn into different people – we were allowed to go out as much as we wanted and stay out for as long as we liked. The hot spot in the mid-seventies was the disco in the Gleneagle Hotel in Killarney and I used to go there a lot with my sisters. But I was quite reserved and clearly extremely odd because as soon as we got there I used to head straight to the loo, lock the door of one of the cubicles and stay there for the entire night until it was time to go home. Bizarre, but that’s what I did.

That was a sign that I was probably too young to make the most of third level. While I enjoyed my time in UCD, I wasn’t ready to participate in college life. It took until third year until me and my friend Maria were brave enough get involved in the Law Society. I knew Maria from school, and we were inseparable. Like me, she was reserved, and the two of us tended to mix more with my sister Margaret’s friends, as she was in Belfield too, studying history and English. In retrospect, Margaret was very tolerant during those college years, as I was a serial hanger-on to her large circle of friends. I also realized years later, when I bumped into various people who had been in my year, that not mixing much with my class had given me a reputation for being a bit aloof.

It was when I was first in college that I started to lose weight. I weighed just under seven stone, which is thin when you’re my height. When I look back at photographs from those years, I look gaunt. Maria says she knew I was painfully thin but wasn’t sure what to say. That first year in UCD I went to London to work for the summer with Gerardine from the folk Mass. Unfortunately, I got even thinner. I wasn’t consciously dieting that summer – at least, that’s not how I remember it – but I was working two jobs, in a pub in Green Park and in a big clothes shop in Knightsbridge called the Scotch House, and I wasn’t looking after myself properly, which included not eating enough.

Gerardine says we lived on digestive biscuits all summer as we were so broke. She recalls coming home at the end of the summer and feeling great as she had lost a lot of weight, but from a much healthier starting point, while I looked seriously ill as I was so thin. My parents got a shock when they saw me but, looking back, I think they were great with me and did just the right thing. They didn’t panic or go over the top, I just remember my father saying calmly that I needed to put on weight or I would be in serious trouble if I got an illness as I would be so weak.

Having lost so much weight, I became fixated on keeping it off. As a teenager who lacked confidence about my appearance, I thought I looked better and more attractive being skinny, and I stayed very thin for the next few years. When I look at photographs from back then, I can see that I was unhealthily thin. While I didn’t have anorexia, clearly I had an eating disorder. Still, though I continued to weigh myself obsessively after my father’s intervention, I was conscious of not allowing myself to get too underweight. Becoming so thin would have long-term effects, as my periods became irregular and doctors later told me it was because of all the dieting.

Towards the end of my undergraduate years, I met the man who would become my first husband, Tom McGurk from Tyrone. I was nineteen, and Maria and I were in the Bailey pub off Grafton Street in Dublin city centre for an early-evening drink when our paths crossed. Tom was in his early thirties and was already a well-known television presenter and print journalist. I won’t say much about it except he swept me off my feet and, through his eyes, I saw another side of Ireland.

Two years later I went with him on my first visit to Belfast. I didn’t know the North very well. Previously I had only visited Tom’s parents in County Tyrone. I had no idea what we were heading into. It was early on 7 May 1981. We had travelled from Dublin to Twinbrook in the west of the city. We arrived outside a small terraced house. The street outside was full of people. We were going into the house where Bobby Sands was being waked ahead of his funeral later that morning.

Bobby Sands’s parents, John and Rosaleen, had moved their family into Twinbrook after they were forced to leave their previous home, in predominantly loyalist Rathcoole in North Belfast, following repeated intimidation. Twinbrook, in the west of the city, had been planned as a model estate, where Protestants and Catholics would live side by side, but as the Northfn1 descended into hell during the early years of the 1970s this was never going to happen. Twinbrook’s 1,700 homes ended up almost exclusively occupied by Catholics.

Bobby, the eldest of their four children, was deeply affected by his family’s experience and joined the IRA on his eighteenth birthday. ‘I was only a working-class boy from a nationalist ghetto … but it is repression that creates the revolutionary spirit of freedom,’ he wrote about his early years.

Bobby had been sentenced to fourteen years in prison in 1977 for possession of a gun. In 1980 he became Officer Commanding of the IRA wing in Long Kesh, or the Maze Prison, in what were known as the H-Blocks. In March 1981 he began a hunger strike for the restoration of ‘Special Category Status’ – IRA prisoners wanted to be treated as political prisoners rather than ordinary criminals. As a result of a stand-off between them and the prison authorities, for some time the IRA prisoners had refused to wear the uniforms given to them and wrapped themselves in the blanket from their beds. The hunger strike, in which twenty-three men eventually took part, ten of them losing their lives, was a ramping up of the protest, an attempt to get the British authorities to engage with their demands. In an extraordinary turn of events, forty days into his hunger strike Bobby was voted into the Westminster parliament as the MP for Fermanagh and south Tyrone. Twenty-six days later he died, at the age of twenty-seven. He was the first of the hunger strikers to die and his death was arguably the biggest story in the world at that time.

I was only there on this day because I was with Tom, who was covering the funeral. He had asked if I wanted to come. I, like so many others, felt that what had happened to Bobby Sands was a terrible injustice and I wanted to go to show my respects. I was twenty-one, by now an apprentice solicitor. Like most of the people I knew who grew up in south County Dublin and came of age in the 1970s and ’80s, we just never went North. I assume if you had family living there, then you would have gone visiting across the border, but that didn’t apply to us. With my dad being a proud Kerryman, we always went to Kerry for our summer holidays. All I knew about the North was what I saw on the television news, and that certainly didn’t attract me.

There seemed to be thousands of people queuing in total silence in a never-ending line on the street outside, waiting to go into the house to pay their respects. We joined the queue, but then someone recognized Tom and brought us forward. When we entered the small room in his home, there was an IRA guard of honour watching over the open coffin. I blessed myself and said a prayer for the young man who at that moment was the most famous person in the world. It was the first time I had ever seen a dead person, and I just kept thinking how young he was, not much older than me.

I found myself getting upset, unable to truly process what I was witnessing. I was completely out of my depth. Remember, I had grown up in in a typical family and a typical semi-D in suburban south Dublin where, frankly, little out of the ordinary ever happened. I was still living at home and my life to date had been uneventful.

Although there was always a dull awareness somewhere in the background throughout my childhood about the conflict in the North, gleaned from the television news and newspaper headlines, I didn’t know much about the Troubles, and we never spoke about them. My dad would have loved a united Ireland, so he was a republican in the broadest sense of the word, but as a senior civil servant he rarely spoke about politics at home. He was of the generation of civil servants who were involved in building the new Irish state and its fledgling economy and always advocated buying Irish. He, as well as Mum, loved the Irish language, and they both spoke it to us frequently at home.fn2 Being the daughter of a garda sergeant father, who had adored Michael Collins and who had fought in Collins’s West Limerick Brigade, my mum was far less republican than my dad. In fact, she often spoke sympathetically about the number of young men who joined the British army from Ballylinan and surrounding areas when she was young, because there was no work for them in Ireland.

I read later that over 100,000 people attended Bobby Sands’s funeral. There was also a massive media presence, and the atmosphere was highly charged and tense. Although it’s a long time ago, I can still remember feeling nervous and out of my depth. But I was certain of one thing: I knew this was cruel and unjust – no young man should have been allowed to die like this.

That was my introduction to Belfast. Even as a clueless 21-year-old I could not but absorb the tragedy of the North and the magnitude of what was unfolding. It seeped into me that day and has persisted right up to today. It would be many years before I became a journalist, but that funeral sealed the direction of my career, shaped my attitudes and opinions and turned me into a passionate advocate for non-violence.

Young men like Bobby Sands who joined paramilitary organizations were just unlucky to grow up in the wrong place at the wrong time. Born anywhere else, Bobby Sands most likely would have had a quite different and much easier life. That’s the great tragedy of the northern conflict: so many young lives lost.

After qualifying as a solicitor in 1981, I joined a small legal practice in Dublin. While studying, I’d been apprenticed to a lovely solicitor, Walter Rhatigan, in a firm on Merrion Square. As everything had gone so smoothly up to now, I just expected more of the same, so it was a massive shock when, after I refused to go on a date with one of the much older senior solicitors, he found opportunities to shout at me every day. Being in such a small office, where everyone could hear, it was embarrassing for everyone and utterly humiliating for me.

Even then – when nobody in Ireland was talking publicly about bullying or sexual harassment and I was so young – I realized his behaviour was an abuse of power and position. Luckily for me, there was a gorgeous young male solicitor working in the firm and one day he went for the older solicitor when he was abusing me. The younger man threatened to hit him if he said or did anything inappropriate again, and finally the older guy backed down. It was very brave of that young solicitor, as he had a full-time job and put it on the line by standing up for me. I left that firm soon after that showdown. The happy postscript to the tale is that, decades later, one of my daughters became close friends with my rescuer’s daughter. I was overjoyed to let her know what a hero her father had been all those years ago.

In the autumn of 1981, Tom and I headed to Los Angeles. He was going to work there, and it was such early days in my career I figured I’d go with him. En route we diverted to a magnificent place called Paradise Island in the Bahamas because Tom had been discussing with the great Irish actor Richard Harris the possibility of writing Richard’s biography. Richard had told him to drop in to his holiday home sometime to talk it over, and this seemed as good a time as any.

Up till recently, I had been working as a junior solicitor in Dublin, a pretty tame lifestyle by any standards, so the prospect of hanging out with a film star made everything even more surreal. I had been sad leaving Dublin, nervous about the decision I had made, a choice my parents were both extremely unhappy about. I remember my dad sitting at the kitchen table as I was about to head to the airport, becoming very upset about me leaving. I realize now it was because he thought he might never see me again. When he was a young man, if someone headed to America, they were usually emigrants, gone for ever. My mum told me that he remained upset for weeks after I left. I cried non-stop on the plane and felt terribly guilty that I had made him so sad.

In truth, I wasn’t at all sure about what I was doing, or about my future. Rocking up to a movie star’s summer pad was impossibly glamorous and a bit intimidating. But I couldn’t have been more mistaken in my apprehensions about Paradise Island. The place was idyllic, and Richard Harris was a beautiful man not only on the outside but on the inside. He was gentle, kind, hospitable, funny, with a magnificent speaking voice, and he was incredibly caring towards me. He asked me lots about my parents and family and encouraged me to continue my life as a lawyer, saying it was a great career. I loved my time at his fairy-tale house and treasure the photos of me swimming in his heart-shaped pool.

My one regret about meeting Richard then is that, being so young, it was slightly wasted on me. I simply didn’t have the presence of mind or the confidence to ask him all the things I would love to ask now, all about his life growing up in Limerick, his glittering career, and so much more.

In the end, Tom didn’t write Richard’s biography, but I remain grateful to this day to have had that experience and think back on it so fondly. If someone had told me then that one day meeting famous people would become a part of my job, I’d have been astonished.
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Here come the girls

The American adventure lasted four months. Tom and I came home for Christmas 1981 and afterwards headed to London, much to my father’s joy, as it was so much closer to Dublin. I just regret to this day ever upsetting him that much in the first place by going to live so far away and not understanding the impact that would have on him. The following year, in June 1983, we got married in Dublin.

By the time I had my first daughter, Alannah, in 1986 we were living in Chiswick. Tom was continuing in journalism, and I was by then in my first media job, as a researcher for This Is Your Life. I had Alannah at twenty-six, not young for my parents’ generation but young enough among my group of friends. Hardly anyone I hung out with who was my age had a baby; I was regarded as a bit of an outlier. I’m delighted that I had my Alannah when I did, but I’m not sure why I decided to have a child that young. I assume it was because Tom was older than me and had two gorgeous children from previous relationships, so I probably thought it was the best thing to do, and it was. Everything that’s good in life and works out well doesn’t have to be planned within an inch of its life. I still believe that.

I loved being pregnant, felt great throughout, and worked as hard as ever. This Is Your Life had a hectic schedule. Back then it was one of the top ten television shows in the UK and the pressure was always on to keep the figures high. I think it’s where I got my obsession with viewing figures, something I have never shaken off. I wasn’t working on the programme that long, but the producers were supportive from the moment they heard my news, as was Eamonn Andrews, the show’s presenter.

Even though I was so young, my body decided I was pushing myself too hard. I went into Queen Charlotte’s Maternity Hospital, on the wonderful NHS, for my routine check-up at thirty-four weeks. At those antenatal check-ups your vital statistics are taken, and mine were all fine, except for my blood pressure, which was sky-high. The doctor took one look at the results and said, ‘You’re coming in now, it’s far too dangerous for me to let you go.’

‘You have to be joking,’ I think I said. ‘I’ve just left my desk and I’m helping to research Carl Davis’s This Is Your Life.’

The doctor didn’t seem to get it, so I ploughed on: ‘You must know him, the composer? He wrote the music for The World at War?’

Of course, I was the one who didn’t get it. The doctor said, ‘Sorry, Miriam, you’re not leaving. You have pre-eclampsia. It’s a serious medical condition.’

For the next six weeks or so my home became Queen Charlotte’s, and once I got over the initial shock of being confined, I settled in remarkably well. It turned out that I loved doing nothing apart from reading, eating and resting. It was the first time I realized that about myself.

My Alannah arrived safely on 4 December. It was a natural birth, with an epidural, which is about the only thing in life I would ever do an ad for, because I loved epidurals. Margaret was my first visitor. I burst into tears when I saw her; being so far away from home, it just meant so much to have my sister there. She also arranged for Mum to come over in the following days.

I chose Alannah’s name because my paternal grandmother in Kerry always called her grandchildren ‘a leanbh’, so I think of Alannah as a beautiful version of that. She was a joy then, and has been a joy ever since.

I must have been a relaxed mother from the get-go as I flew home alone with Alannah for that Christmas – Tom was driving so he could bring our dog, Diego – and she can only have been about three weeks old at the most. It was important to me to bring her home to Ireland for her first Christmas, and it was lovely for both sets of grandparents to spend time with her, and for the wider family to meet her too.

After my maternity leave ended, we found a wonderful young childminder called Debbie and I headed back to work. Around two years later I decided Alannah needed a sister or brother. But I couldn’t get pregnant. By now I was a reporter on Newsnight with the BBC. At the Newsnight Christmas party in 1989 I was chatting to Peter Snow about Alannah, and he asked when I was going to have more children. Peter, one of the presenters, was a gorgeous, warm man with an infectious personality, and his question did not feel out of order in context. I told him the truth, which was that I was trying hard to have another baby but was failing to get pregnant and that it was becoming quite stressful.

Peter called over his wife, Ann MacMillan, a Canadian journalist running the London bureau of CBC. Peter said to Ann, ‘Miriam can’t get pregnant. What’s the name of our great baby doctor?’

‘Roger Clements,’ Ann replied. Turning to me, she said, ‘You have to go to him, he worked for us. I’ll give you his number.’

A few weeks later I was sitting in Dr Clements’s offices at 111 Harley Street and had a diagnosis of secondary infertility. That’s where you’ve had a successful pregnancy but then you either cannot get pregnant again or cannot carry a baby to full term. It’s more common than I realized and accounts for about 50 per cent of all infertility cases. I realized I was far from alone, and that reassured me.

The first thing Dr Clements told me to do was to take my temperature every day, to make sure I was ovulating. Then I was to find out on which day I was ovulating in my monthly cycle. I discovered that I was ovulating, but only every seven to eight weeks, which meant there were far fewer times in the year that I could get pregnant. Finding that out was a relief. I had been blaming myself up to now as I assumed failing to get pregnant again was down to disordered eating as a teenager having messed up my periods. ‘Not necessarily,’ said Dr Clements, though he said it probably hadn’t helped.

In the end, after months of tests, Dr Clements’s conclusion was that I had a mild form of polycystic ovarian syndrome (PCOS), a condition that is remarkably common, affecting around one in ten women, which would probably also explain my irregular periods. He repeated what he’d been saying for months: Relax and try to forget about trying to conceive. Any woman trying to get pregnant knows how tough that is. He reminded me that though I’d been seeing him for a year, I was still only thirty-one. But as I had now been trying for more than three years, he recommended I take a fertility drug called cyclofenil.

After four months I was pregnant. Alleluia! Gone were those heartbreaking moments when you go into the bathroom and realize you’re not pregnant – those moments are always awful.

The Newsnight team were all supportive when I announced my news, especially my obstetrics adviser Peter Snow. ‘I told you,’ he said happily. ‘Roger Clements is the man.’ I decided to go back to Queen Charlotte’s as they had been so wonderful with my first pregnancy. At thirty-one I was regarded as old in obstetric terms, so they did a blood test to assess my chances of having a baby with a chromosomal abnormality. The test was carried out and at my next antenatal I was given the odds of one in 240 of having a baby with Down’s Syndrome. For me it was an annoying test that I had never sought – frankly, it had never entered my head – but the possibility then preyed on my mind for the rest of the pregnancy.

I felt great again throughout the pregnancy and Alannah was super excited that she was getting a little baby brother or sister. The baby was due in February. As ever, I was working flat out, and I became quite ill just before Christmas 1991. Clearly, once again, I had been pushing my body too hard. After we came home to spend Christmas with my parents in Dublin, I ended up being hospitalized at the beginning of January 1992 with pleurisy and chronic haemorrhoids – a most unattractive side-effect of pregnancy.

As I was living in London and had no relationship with maternity services in Dublin, Anne, who was also pregnant and due two months after me, suggested I go to the hospital she was attending. They were terrific there and minded me well. But the birth was a scene straight out of a badly written hospital soap, and as I absolutely loathe confrontation, it probably had more effect on me than it should have as, objectively, the end result was wonderful. Anne’s doctor was on holiday when the baby decided to arrive, and a locum I’d never met was covering. The midwives decided to call in the locum around three in the morning. From the minute he walked into the delivery room I could see that he was stressed out. My instinct was to be sympathetic – I couldn’t imagine doing the hours obstetricians do, being called in at all hours – but the two midwives didn’t feel like that and were infuriated by his attitude.

I’m not sure what happened, since by this stage I was ten centimetres dilated, in dire pain and ready to give birth, but suddenly the doctor and one of the midwives got into a shouting match. She accused him of being rude and unprofessional, while he was annoyed at being called in too early. Every now and again I would get a contraction and have to push, encouraged by both midwives, but it barely interrupted the row. Tom did his best to try and calm the situation, but the doctor wasn’t for listening to reason.

When the rowing and shouting continued with no end in sight, I sat straight up in the delivery bed and said to the doctor, ‘Please be nice. You’re clearly shattered, but you’re here now and I just want my baby to be born safely.’ Then I lay back down. He seemed to listen, as he went quiet. But moments later he and one of the midwives had disappeared outside the delivery-room door to carry on their row and, despite the ever-stronger contractions, it was hard to ignore the commotion.

All of a sudden, they both returned, and the doctor was much calmer and nicer. Whatever that midwife said clearly worked, I thought to myself, between contractions. In the end, Clara arrived into the world without any help – no surprise there, as she’s still super efficient. ‘You’ve a beautiful baby girl,’ the midwife said, as I cried. I realized that it is possible to love your second baby just as much as your first because, as I held her in my arms, I fell hopelessly in love with my Clara May.

The next morning, the doctor came by my bed to check on me. He sat down, asked how I was, then said he wanted to apologize for his behaviour the night before. A senior hospital manager had already been around to check on me, so word had obviously spread about what had happened. I was so happy at that moment, and overjoyed with my baby being healthy, that I couldn’t have cared less what had happened in the delivery room the night before, so I told the manager that I was perfect.

All I said to the doctor, who in the bright morning light I noticed was especially handsome, though he did look tired and was clearly remorseful, was: ‘Thank you for bringing my baby daughter safely into the world with the help of the great midwives, but please get some rest. You’re clearly very tired and you might need to think about taking some time out.’ He nodded. We smiled at each other and said our goodbyes. I never saw him again. I hope he did take some rest.

Alannah was delighted with her new baby sister. I think, though I can’t say for sure, that I thought my having babies was done now – they had each other, and they had their lovely older siblings, Laoise and Ben. I was still only thirty-two, though, which gave me lots of time if I happened to change my mind.

Having a staff job with the BBC, I was entitled to maternity cover so, after ending up in hospital for weeks before Clara’s birth, I knew I needed to mind myself and took four months’ maternity leave. By now we had almost bought a house in Dublin as I had accepted a job with RTÉ, a prime-time presenting job for a new economics show called Marketplace that was launching in September.

The job had come about when the new show
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