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Living in the shadows of ancestral heritage
LIZ CURTIS reports on the experience of children whose parents are national heroes.
What is it like to be the child of a national hero? Ancestral Shadows was the title of a recent gathering at Belfast’s Linen Hall Library, addressed by five people whose parents fought for Irish freedom between 1916 and 1922. 
The speakers were Joseph McCullough, whose father Denis was a leader of the secret Irish Republican Brotherhood; Una O’Higgins-O’Malley, daughter of Kevin O’Higgins, a Free State minister assassinated by republicans in 1927; Máire MacSwiney Brugha, daughter of Terence MacSwiney, who died on hunger strike in 1920; her husband Ruairí Brugha, son of Cathal Brugha, who fought in the Easter Rising and died fighting on the anti-Treaty side in 1922; and former Fine Gael leader Garret FitzGerald, whose father and mother were in the GPO in 1916.

The event was organised by the Irish Association, founded in 1938 by unionists and nationalists to create “a non-party association of men and women of goodwill drawn from both North and South” to maintain cultural, economic and social links across the border. It attracts people from academia, business and politics, and the 200-strong audience for Ancestral Shadows included many middle-class Protestants.
Opening the session, Professor Paul Bew of Queen’s University pointed out the unusual importance of name and family in Irish politics. Dáil Éireann is entirely unlike any other European parliament, in that around a quarter of its current members are close descendants of previous members. 

Joseph McCullough’s father Denis was born into a strongly nationalist family who owned a pub in Belfast. Denis was a piano-tuner who became a successful businessman. He played a key role in re-invigorating the Irish Republican Brotherhood, the secret heart of militant nationalism.

In 1904 he recruited Bulmer Hobson, and they founded the Dungannon Clubs, which in turn co-founded Sinn Féin. Denis also recruited Seán MacDermott, whom he regarded as the “key man”. MacDermott became national organiser of the IRB in Dublin, and was executed in 1916. Denis was imprisoned six times, and married Agnes Ryan, a teacher who was also active in the nationalist movement.

Denis saw the 1916 Rising as “lunatic”, especially in Belfast, and went out only from a sense of duty. When the Treaty came, “his heart was against it but his head told him otherwise,” said Joseph. He added that when his father and his colleagues looked back on those years, they expressed “great surprise that they had actually achieved something they had never expected they would get near to achieving.” 
Una O’Higgins-O’Malley said her father had “an inside knowledge of Belfast”, as he had spent five months in Crumlin Road jail for making a seditious speech during the 1918 general election campaign. As Free State Minister for Home Affairs, he was party to the decision to execute four republicans in 1922, and was himself assassinated in 1927.
Kevin O’Higgins had been very keen on the idea of a dual monarchy, which would mean the monarch of England being separately crowned as the monarch of Ireland. In the past, Una had found this idea “so embarrassing as to be incredible”, but the violence of recent decades had changed her thinking.
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Undoubtedly Máire MacSwiney Brugha’s childhood was the most difficult. She spoke proudly of how her father Terence MacSwiney was brought before a military court in Cork and announced: “I, as the Lord Mayor of the city of Cork and chief magistrate, declare this court illegal”.

“The British made a tactical error by bringing him to Brixton prison,” she said. “The world’s press were in London, so his death and funeral became a world event.” She is proud that he inspired Gandhi’s movement in India, and emerging nations around the world.

Máire’s mother Muriel was from a very wealthy family who disapproved strongly of her marriage. After Terence’s death, she took little Máire to Germany, where she left the screaming child in a progressive school.

“I couldn’t speak German, but I was very happy,” she said. “They called me Spatz, which means sparrow - I didn’t know my own name.”
After four or five years, her mother moved her to Heidelberg, and then to Bavaria. When she was 13, her mother wanted to move her again. Máire refused, and in a dramatic adventure she fled the country with an aunt, travelling via Austria, France and England to Cork, where she arrived speaking no English or Irish, and ignorant of her family history.
A custody case followed between her aunt and her mother. The judge accepted her wish to stay with her aunt, who was the redoubtable Mary MacSwiney, schoolteacher and anti-Treatyite TD. “She was the most wonderful person I ever met,” said Máire.
Ruairí Brugha said his father Cathal was so badly wounded in 1916 that he was regarded as a “write-off”. Strongly opposed to the Treaty, he was killed in June 1922 at the start of the Civil War, when Ruairí was four. “We were six children, five girls and a boy. My mother was very strong. She refused to take a pension, and set up a menswear business in O’Connell Street.” 

Ruairí was himself interned in the Curragh during World War II, with upwards of 700 other prisoners, “probably as innocent as I was”. Later he joined Seán MacBride’s Clann na Poblachta and then Fianna Fáil, becoming a senator, then a TD, then an MEP.
Garret FitzGerald’s father Desmond was born to Irish emigrants in London, and became a poet and politician. His mother, Mabel McConnell, was from a Northern Unionist Presbyterian business family, but became a republican, a socialist and a suffragette. Studying in London, she met Desmond and they later eloped. Both joined the 1916 Rising: “My mother dragged my father into it,” said Garret. Both were in the GPO. 
His parents took opposite sides in the civil war - his mother was a republican - leading to meal-time remarks such as, “Pass the salt, you bloody traitor!” As children, he and his Northern Protestant cousins used to stay with each other, but when he was young he did not know his mother was a Protestant, nor was he told about the civil war.
“I was a mixed-up kid, but anyway I’m here,” he smiled.


To contact the Irish Association write to Jeffrey Dudgeon, 56 Mount Prospect Park, Belfast BT9 7BG, email jeffreydudgeon@hotmail.com; or Stephen MacWhite, 36 Royal Terrace West, Dun Laoghaire, Co. Dublin. Website www.irish-association.ie.
  
	 




	


