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Letter from  
the Editor

Fáilte! For our first issue as the official family history 
magazine of EPIC, we're back with all the dramatic history, 
culture and research tips you've come to expect from Irish 
Lives Remembered, rebranded with a stylish new look as 
Irish Lives courtesy of designer Niamh McArdle. 

Fiona Fitzsimons reveals urbane Broadway legend 
Nathan Lane's surprising roots among the impoverished 
fishing and farming folk of rural Kerry. To celebrate the 
Special Olympics Ireland Summer Games 2026, Deirdre 
Powell profiles founder Eunice Kennedy Shriver and the 
event's strong Irish connection. Genealogy expert Donna 
Rutherford talks you through possible clues to surprise 
results in DNA tests, folklore expert Eamonn “Ned” Kelly 
shares the lore behind a unique Galway saint of fishermen 
and his festival, while medievalist Dr. Katharine Simms 
explores Gaelic surnames that could tip you off that your 
ancestors were musicians, stonemasons or craftsmen.

This issue's Heritage Highlight profiles the Jeanie Johnston's 
immersive recreation of a famine ship. Our Culture Corner 
features a forgotten gem: 1970's The Molly Maguires, which 
sees Richard Harris and Sean Connery face off on opposite 
sides of the law Irish-American coal miners in 1870s 
Pennsylvania. To round things off, our genealogy Genie 
offers starting points for a survivor of the orphanage and 
industrial school system seeking to trace his birth mother.

With many thanks for your support to you, the readers who 
make this magazine possible. For our new readers, don't 
forget to check out the magazine's back catalogue on www.
epicchq.com/genealogy/irish-lives-remembered

Go raibh maith agaibh go léir!

What’s On? Over the next few months,  
EPIC has planned a packed  
line-up of new events and 
attractions for visitors. 

Dublin by Dusk 
LATE NIGHT ∙ CULTURE ∙ CITY WIDE 

Visitors can experience a different side to 
EPIC as part of Dublin by Dusk, a special 
late opening on the last Thursday of every 
month until November. Combining after-
hours access to the museum with the 
buzzing atmosphere of the illuminated 
Docklands’ thousand lights glittering off 
the shimmering waters of the River Liffey, 
Dublin by Dusk offers the perfect start 
to a city ramble as the summer evenings 
lengthen or an al fresco dining experience 
at the CHQ’s Urban Brewing restaurant 
and craft beer brewery.

right EPIC's latest exhibition addition Common Ground: 
Ireland and the EU explores how Ireland has shaped 
Europe, and how Europe has shaped Ireland.

Common Ground:  
Ireland and the EU 
MUSEUM ∙ EU & IRELAND ∙ HISTORY 

This new multimedia exhibition explores 
Ireland’s transformation from one of 
Western Europe’s poorest nations to an 
influential member of the European 
Union. Following membership in 1973, 
Ireland underwent profound economic, 
social and cultural change. Through 
immersive stories, media and artefacts, 
this exhibition examines how Ireland 
shaped Europe and how Europe helped 
shape modern Ireland.

Éire to Everywhere 
LITERATURE ∙ DISCUSSION ∙ EVENING 

Over the next few months, EPIC has 
planned a packed line-up of new 
events and attractions for visitors. 
Our popular book series, Éire to 
Everywhere: Stories Without Borders, 
offers a chance to connect with fellow 
book-lovers in a unique museum 
setting. Over the coming months, 
we will welcome in the likes of Theo 
Dorgan, Nicola Pierce and Katriona 
O’Sullivan for fascinating discussions 
inspired by themes of migration, 
identity and belonging.

For tickets, event listings, and more 
info on everything EPIC, please visit:  
www.epicchq.com/explore/whats-on 

left Author Theo Dorgan will be discussing his book 
Camarade on August 27th, tickets at epicchq.com.

Brigit McCone has been the editor of Irish 
Lives Remembered for four years. Now in its 
fourteenth year, this is the journal's first issue as 
Irish Lives, EPIC's official family history journal! 

––– Brigit McCone
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Down Memory Lane:  
Celebrating Producers 
Star Nathan Lane’s 
Irish Roots

By Fiona Fitzsimons

Nathan Lane is an American actor and 
comedian, beloved Tony-winner for 
Broadway hits A Funny Thing Happened on 

the Way to the Forum, The Producers and Angels in 
America, known for scene-stealing onscreen in The 
Birdcage and voicing wise-cracking meerkat Timon 
in the original Lion King. In 1999, in the aftermath 
of Matthew Shepard’s tragic murder, Lane made the 
decision to come out publicly as a gay man at a time 
when this was still rare in Hollywood. In 2015, he 
married his partner of 18 years, Devlin Elliot, and 
continues to advocate for LGBT rights. This Summer 
2026, Irish Lives marks Pride Month by celebrating 
the Irish connections of Mr. Nathan Lane.

Born Joseph Lane in New Jersey in 1956, he 
moved to New York City in 1975 and adopted the 
name “Nathan” after the character of Nathan 
Detroit in Guys and Dolls. Lane paid his dues in 
off-Broadway theatre and musical comedy before 
making his Broadway debut in 1982 in Noël 
Coward’s Present Laughter. A definitive collaborator 
with the late Stephen Sondheim, Lane revised and 
expanded Sondheim’s original script of The Frogs 
for its 2004 Broadway debut. His television credits 
include Frasier, 30 Rock, Curb Your Enthusiasm, 
Modern Family and more recently, Only Murders  
in the Building. 

Nathan Lane at the 
1998 Emmy Awards. 
Photo by Alan Light

A view of Coss Strand in Templenoe, County Kerry. This 
mountainous and boggy landscape is where Bartholomew 
and Mary Lane raised their children, including Nathan’s great-
grandfather, Bartholomew Jnr., ekeing a living from farming,  
fishing and seasonal labour. Photo by Angela Herlihy

This Summer 2026,  
Irish Lives marks Pride 
Month by celebrating the 
Irish connections of Mr. 
Nathan Lane.

With his public persona as an urbane city-slicker, 
natty dresser and patron of the arts, it is all the more 
surprising to learn the humble origins of Nathan’s 
Irish ancestors as impoverished farmers and 
fishermen on the Iveragh Peninsula in Kerry.

The Lane family of Templenoe, 
Kenmare 
Nathan Lane’s great-great-grandparents are 
Bartholomew and Mary Lane of Templenoe, Co. 
Kerry. Unfortunately, there are huge gaps in the 
records in this district. In 1848, the parish priest 
of Templenoe even recorded that he accidentally 
burnt the registers for the previous two years of an 
outlying chapel before he could transcribe them in 
the main register, at a period vital for tracing Famine 
emigrants. What follows is what we have been able 
to piece together.

Bartholomew “Batt” Lane was born around 
1808 in Kenmare, though we have no corresponding 
birthdate for Mary. Batt and Mary probably married 
in the second half of the 1830s and had at least four 
children that survived to adulthood: Nathan’s great-
grandfather Bartholomew Jnr. (b. ca. 1839); Michael, 
n.d.; Mary (b. ca. 1843) and Daniel (b. ca. 1845). 

Templenoe is a mountainous district that 

4 5

Irish Lives | Issue 65 – Summer 2026Cover Story



includes part of MacGillycuddy’s Reeks. The land is 
marginal, covered by blanket bogs and shallow acidic 
soils. Agriculture was largely confined to rough 
grazing for sheep. The mountains sweep down to the 
sea in Kenmare Bay. Although it is very beautiful,  
it is a harsh landscape and most smallholders 
couldn’t earn a living from farming alone. They 
supplemented their income with fishing. By the early 
1800s, the government in Ireland offered subsidies, 
known as fishery bounties, to encourage commercial 
fishing and fish-curing along the coast. 

In the 1830s, government policy shifted away 
from economic intervention to “free market” 
principles. The fishery bounties were withdrawn 
and many fishermen couldn’t afford to mend or 
replace their boats and nets. The Irish Fishery 
Board was dismantled and responsibility for 
coastal fisheries was transferred to the Directors 
of Inland Navigation of Ireland. These decisions 
had severe consequences for coastal districts such 
as Templenoe, where fishing was a key part of the 
local economy. The withdrawal of support exposed 
the fragility of communities already struggling. We 
found an 1831 petition sent in by local farmers and 
fishermen to the Kenmare Navigation Office. It was 
an early warning of how precariously balanced the 
local economy was. When one income source failed, 
there wasn’t much to fall back on: 

 
“That the distress of poor petitioners is likely to 

be much aggravated by the prospect of a great 
scarcity of potatoes which is not altogether 
attributed to a failure of last year’s crop, but 
rather to the failure of that of the year preceding 
[1829], which led to a consumption of a large 
portion of last year’s produce, before it was really 
fit for food, but poor petitioners had no other 
resources to save them from actual starvation.” 1

We find the Lanes among the petitioners’ names, as 
well as related families of Falvey and Hallisey. Even 
according to that era’s ideas of the “deserving” and 

“undeserving poor”, the small farmers and fishermen 
of Templenoe emerge as hardworking and 
resourceful, determined to provide for their families 
yet barely supplied with means to do so.

Property is often better documented than 
people, and we searched for the Lane family in 
the property and tax records. The Lane family 
don’t appear to have been “tied” to any one place. 
Between 1844 and 1852, we find Bartholomew Lane, 
Sr. registered at lot 7g in the townland of Gortagass, 
in the civil parish of Kenmare.2 He sublet a share of 
68.1.09 acres, roods and perches (ARP) and paid 5 

shillings annual rateable valuation (ARV) on  
his dwelling house. The fact there was no rateable 
valuation on the land itself suggests the land had 
little or no productive value. The 5s valuation on the 
house suggests a one-room cabin built of perishable 
materials, clay mixed with reeds or straw, with no 
windows, an open hearth and no chimney. The 
thatched roof was probably so low that an adult 
couldn’t stand upright. Smoke from the turf fire 
would have filled the room and clung to clothes  
and bedding.  

By 1865, the Lane family had settled in the 
townland of Dunkerron, in the adjoining parish 
of Templenoe. The fact that they weren’t anchored 
to any one place strongly suggests that they were 
cottiers, leasing a smallholding “at will”, paying 
their rent in kind by contracting their labour to the 
landlord or middle-man during planting and harvest, 
the busy times of the agricultural calendar. 

The years 1865-71 were a turning point for the 
Lane family. In 1865, Nathan’s great-grandfather 
Bartholomew Lane Jr. got married and moved to his 
wife Bridget’s small farm in Claddanure East, within 
the parish. In Irish tradition, this makes him a 
cliamhain (“son-in-law”), marrying into and taking 
over his wife’s smallholding. His brothers, Michael 
and Daniel, remained on the farm at Dunkerron 
with their father. This arrangement gave all three 
brothers a foothold to marry and raise their own 
families. In 1869, Michael Lane of Dunkerron 
married Bridget Finnegan3 and, in 1871, Daniel 
Lane married Abigail ‘Guby’ Neill.4

Nathan Lane and Matthew 
Broderick attend the 2024 
Drama Desk Awards at NYU 
Skirball Center in New York on 
June 10, 2024. Broderick is 
taking to Dublin's Abbey Theatre 
stage this summer in David 
Ireland's Ulster American.

above Once the 13th-century stronghold of the Norman Carew 
family, the ruin of Dunkerron Castle would have been a familiar 
sight to the Lane family on their smallholding at Dunkerron in the 
19th century. Photo by Mike Searle 

left Holy Cross Church in Kenmare was consecrated in 1864 and, 
the very next year, Father John O’Sullivan married Nathan’s great-
grandfather Bartholomew Jnr. to his great-grandmother Bridget 
Halissey here. Photo by Chris Gorringe
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No. Name Age Sex Occupation Country to which 
they severally 
belong

Intended  
destination  
or location

No. of 
pieces of  
baggage

Location of  
compartment or  
space occupied

[Sick or 
disabled]

[Died on 
voyage]

619 Balt (Bart / Bartholomew) Lane 40 M Labourer Ireland United States 2

This refers to where the 
passengers stayed on the 
ship. On the original record, 
these numbers are different 
suggesting the whole family 
was split up, but we cannot 
imagine this to be true.

620 Bridget 36 F Wife Ireland United States

621 [?] Mary (Minnie) 19 F [?] Servant Ireland United States

622 Jno (John) *the ancestor 17 M Labourer Ireland United States

623 [?] (Bridget) 13 F [?] Servant Ireland United States

624 Dan (Daniel) 11 M Child Ireland United States

625 Honora 6 F Child Ireland United States

626 Balt (Bart) 7 M Child Ireland United States

627 Denis Lane 36 M Labourer Ireland United States 4

628 Julia 33 F Wife Ireland United States

629 Dan 14 M Labourer Ireland United States

630 [?] 13 [?] [?] Servant Ireland United States

631 Jno (John) 6 M Child Ireland United States

632 [?] 5 [?] Child Ireland United States

633 Denis Lane 3 M Child Ireland United States

634 [?] 1 [?] Child Ireland United States

[1]

[2]

[3]

1865 Marriage of Bartholomew Lane 
to Bridget Halicy [Halissey] [1]

Bartholomew Lane, 26, Bachelor, labourer, resident 
in Dunkerron, son of Batt Lane, labourer to Bridget 
Halicy, 23, spinster, labourer, resident in Cladananure, 
daughter of Denis Halicy, farmer. Their witnesses were 
William Halicy and Jeremiah Halicy.

According to civil birth records (unusually,  
some baptismal records were missing), Bartholomew 
Lane Jr. and Bridget Lane née Hallisey of Cladanure 
townland had seven children:

1. Maria born 23rd Dec. 1865  
2. John born 29th Nov. 1867  
3. John, born 24th June 1869 (This is Nathan’s 
grandfather, John Joseph Lane. Two sons in a 
row baptized John may suggest that the first 
died in infancy). 
4. Bridget Lane, born 9th Feb. 1872 
5. Daniel Lane born 8th Aug. 1874 
6. Honora Lane born 12th April 1877 
7. Patrick born 8th May 1879

1871 Marriage of Daniel Leane  
to Gubby Neil, Kenmare [2]

Bartholomew Jnr’s younger brother Daniel Lane 
and Abigail ‘Gubby’ Neil had seven children: Mary 
(bap. 9th Nov. 1871), Julia (bap. 26th Sept. 1873), 
Bartholomew, (bap. 10th August 1875), Bridget 
(bap. 29th Jany. 1877), Abby (bap. 17th Feby. 1879), 
Johanna (b. 28th Dec. 1881) and Nanno, (b. 6th 
Jany. 1885). The name “Nanno” is a diminutive of 
Hanorah or Johanna, suggesting that the Johanna 
born in 1881 may have died in infancy. Interestingly, 
the priest in Templenoe recorded married women by 
their maiden names when they acted as godparents. 
The Irish custom was that married women were 
known by their maiden names in their own 
community until death. The reason usually given 
was that her birth name was her identity “in the 
eyes of God”. This custom survived longer in remote 
parishes on the western seaboard like Templenoe. 

By 1885, when Nano Lane was born in the 
Kenmare workhouse, her father Daniel Lane was 
already in America. He had gone to visit his older 
brother, Bartholomew, who had emigrated the 
previous year. The 1885 civil birth record therefore 
captures a moment in time, when the process 
of “chain migration” was set in motion for both 
brothers’ families.  

1883-84: The Year of “Free Emigration” 
From the earliest years of colonial America, the 
state promoted emigration as a solution to poverty 
in Ireland and Great Britain, a safety valve to reduce 
social tensions at home. Yet, even as politicians 
welcomed the opportunity to get rid of the “lubbers” 
or “clay-eaters”, they worried the loss of skilled 
workers would weaken the economy.5 During the 19th 
century, there were a few experimental programmes 
of government-assisted emigration, but less than one 
in ten emigrants received any state funding.

Local government in Ireland had a financial 
incentive to promote emigration. Every assisted 
passage reduced the pressure on the Poor Law 
Union and the cost borne by local taxpayers. In 1883 
and 1884, the Boards of Guardians in south Kerry 
organised assisted passages to America. The Poor 
Law Union Guardians chartered two steamships 
from the Anchor Steamship Line, the SS Belgravia 
and the SS Furnessia, to transport entire families 
from the Iveragh Peninsula across the Atlantic. In 
these years across Ireland, over 100,000 people 
availed of assisted passages, so that this became 
known as “the year of free emigration”.6 
We find Bridget and Bartholomew Lane Jr with their 
family on the manifest of the SS Furnessia, travelling 
with cousins Denis and Julia Lane and their family. 
Denis Lane was the son of Daniel Lane of Ballybog, 
in the neighbouring parish of Kilcrohane.

Ship’s Manifest: Furnessia SS,[3] 
arrived in New York on 5th June 1883
When the Irish Poor Law emigrants arrived in New 
York, they were met with suspicion and hostility. 
The New York Emigration Commission feared that 
Britain was using assisted emigration to offload its 
poor onto the United States. Officials worried that 

“From the earliest years of  
colonial America, the state 
promoted emigration as a solution 
to poverty in Ireland and Great 
Britain, a safety valve to reduce 
social tensions at home.” 

[1] Marriage certificate of 
Bartholomew Lane Jr. and 
Bridget Halissey, 28th Feb. 
1865, Roman Catholic Chapel 
of Kenmare, Registrar’s 
District of Kenmare, Co. Kerry. 

[2] Marriage certificate of 
Gobinta Neill of Direen and 
Daniel Lane of Dunkerron, 
12th Feb. 1871, at Kenmare 
Roman Catholic Church.

[3] The SS Furnessia’s 
manifest records Nathan 
Lane’s paternal grandfather 
John Joseph as seventeen 
years old and working as a 
labourer at the time of the 
family’s crossing to America.
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large numbers of impoverished newcomers would 
compete with the city’s own poor for jobs, housing 
and charitable support, creating social tension and 
unrest. The Commission moved to identify and 
deport what it called “pauper emigrants”.

The controversy soon faded and the Kerry 
emigrants were absorbed into American society’s 
melting pot, as generations of immigrants before 
and after them. The Irish emigrants who faced this 
scaremongering in New York were labourers, small 
farmers, fishermen and others. Most left because 
they had few opportunities at home. 

When Nathan Lane was presented with his 
family history, he reflected on what it meant to 
discover the people behind the records: “It’s a little 
overwhelming to look at all those people and know 
that you’re a part of them now, in a way that I never 
realised… This is what this country [America] is  
based on.”

[1] CSORP 1831/506, Kenmare Navigation Office to Dublin Castle, 
3rd March 1831

[2] Valuation Office, Tenure Book NAI, OL/6/241 MFGS/47/12 after 
1844. Griffith’s Valuation, Gortagass, parish of Kenmare, published 
23rd Aug. 1852. Findmypast.com, date accessed: Summer 2021

[3] Married 31st January 1869, Templenoe RC, Kerry. “Irish Roman 
Catholic parish registers” on Findmypast.com, date accessed: 15th 
June 2026

[4] Civil marriage: 12th Feb. 1871, Daniel Leane, 26, Bachelor, 
labourer, residing in Dunkerron, son of Batt Leane, labourer, and 
Gubby Neill, 24, spinster, [no occupation] residing in Dereen, 
daughter of Con Neill, tailor. Witnesses: Daniel and Con Neill, 
irishgenealogy.ie 

[5] Nancy Isenberg, White Trash: the 400-Year Untold History  
of Class in America, Penguin Books, 2016

[6] My Kerry Ancestors, blog by Kay Cabal, date accessed:  
12th June 2026

above Vintage photograph 
of the SS Furnessia, the ship 
that brought the Lanes to New 
York. Public domain

left An article in the 
Nottingham Evening Post, 
26th June 1883, reports on 
attempts by authorities in 
New York to crack down on 
assisted immigrants from Irish 
workhouses. John Joseph 
Lane came to America under 
this programme.

“It’s a little overwhelming to look at all 
those people and know that you’re a 
part of them now, in a way that I never 
realised... This is what this country 
[America] is based on.” ––– Nathan Lane
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Eunice Kennedy Shriver (1921–2009) 
was born into the Kennedy family 
in Brookline, Massachusetts, on 

July 10th, 1921, to Joseph P. Kennedy Sr. 
and Rose Fitzgerald. Mrs. Shriver, the 
fifth of nine children, was a sister of U.S. 
President John F. Kennedy, of U.S. senators 
Robert F. Kennedy and Edward Kennedy, 
and of Jean Kennedy Smith, who served 
as U.S. ambassador to Ireland from 1993 
until 1998. Her husband Sargent Shriver 
served as the U.S. ambassador to France 

from 1968 to 1970 and held a number of 
other high-profile positions. Eunice herself 
graduated from Stanford University in 1943 
with a B.Sc. degree in sociology. During 
her time at university, she participated in 
sports on the swimming and track and 
field teams. Following graduation, Eunice 
worked with the U.S. State Department as 
well as the U.S. Justice Department.

All eight of Eunice Kennedy Shriver’s 
great-grandparents were Irish Famine 
Emigrants, a heritage which the Kennedys 

and Fitzgeralds were openly proud of. 
The Fitzgerald family originated from a 
village called Bruff in rural Co. Limerick, 
migrating to the USA between 1846 and 
1855 to escape the devastating impacts of 
the Irish Potato Famine (An Gorta Mór, 
1845-52). Meanwhile, Patrick Kennedy,  
a cooper (barrel-maker), left his ancestral 
home in Dunganstown (Co. Wexford) 
and sailed for the U.S., arriving in 
Boston in 1849. The Fitzgeralds and the 
Kennedys worked as coopers, peddlers 

From the 18th to 21st June 2026, the Irish Summer Special Olympic 
Games took place in Dublin, Ireland’s largest inclusive sporting event 
with 1,200 athletes competing across twelve sports, building towards 
the 2027 Special Olympics World Summer Games in Santiago, Chile. 
All this was the brainchild of Irish-American philanthropist Eunice 
Kennedy Shriver, who organized the first national Special Olympic 
Games in the U.S. in 1968. Eunice was famously the sister of U.S. 
President John F. Kennedy, but who was the woman herself ? 

above Eunice Kennedy Shriver in 1982, accepting a 
$4,000,000 donation for the Special Olympics from 
Jacki Sorensen of Aerobic Dancing. Public domain

right The Fitzgerald-Kennedy political dynasty was 
founded in 19th-century Boston by state senators 
John Francis “Honey Fitz” Fitzgerald (left, 1863-1950) 
and Patrick Joseph Kennedy (right, 1858-1929), 
grandfathers of Eunice and JFK. Public domain

Eunice Kennedy 
Shriver: Founder of  
the Special Olympics

By Deirdre Powell
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Harold Jackson, “Eunice Kennedy Shriver — Obituary.” 
The Guardian, Aug 11th, 2009

Michael Farr, “One year ago: Eunice Kennedy Shriver.” 
Los Angeles Times, Aug 11th, 2010

Special Olympics – Official Site,  
www.specialolympics.org 

Special Olympics Ireland – Official site,  
www.irelandgames.ie 

John F. Kennedy: Presidential Library and Museum – 
Official site, “John F. Kennedy and Ireland”

Irish Heritage News, “Tracing John F. Kennedy’s 
Irish ancestry through Wexford, Limerick, Cork and 
Fermanagh” on www.irishheritagenews.ie

In 1995, the United States Mint issued the Special 
Olympics World Games silver dollar, featuring Eunice 
Kennedy Shriver’s portrait. Public domain

and common labourers, with later 
descendants becoming tavern owners, 
clerks and retailers. By the end of the 
century, members of the Fitzgerald and 
Kennedy families had become successful 
Boston politicians. Patrick Joseph Kennedy 
was elected to the Massachusetts House 
of Representatives in 1884 and John 
Francis “Honey Fitz” Fitzgerald became 
state senator in 1892 and the first Irish-
American Mayor of Boston in 1906. It was 
a mighty political dynasty built from the 
ground up.

In 1957, Mrs. Shriver became the 
executive vice president of the Joseph P. 
Kennedy Jr. Foundation, which eventually 
culminated in the Special Olympics 
movement. Shriver, whose sister Rosemary 
Kennedy was born with intellectual 
disabilities, became a lifelong advocate 
for children’s disability and health 
issues. In 1962, Eunice founded Camp 
Shriver at her Maryland farm, a summer 
day camp for children and adults with 
intellectual disabilities which explored 
their capabilities in a range of physical 
and sporting activities, addressing the 
concern that disabled children had little 
opportunity to take part in organised 
athletic events. The camp became an 
annual event and the Kennedy foundation 
awarded grants to community centres, 
recreation departments and universities 
to hold similar camps. These camps 
culminated in the first Special Olympic 

Games, held on 20th July 1968 at Soldier 
Field in Chicago, where around 1,000 
athletes from the U.S. and Canada 
competed in the one-day event.

Since that time, the Special Olympic 
Games have gone international. The first 
World Winter Games were held in 1977 
in Steamboat Spring, Colorado, with the 
first World Winter Games outside the 
U.S.A. taking place in Austria in 1993. 
Ireland had the honour to hold the first 
Summer Special Olympic Games to be held 
outside the U.S.A. in 2003. This summer, 
Dublin will host its own Special Olympic 
Games with over 1,200 athletes competing 
across 12 sports, including football, 
swimming, gymnastics and golf. Mary 
Davis of Dublin, Ireland, served as the 
organization’s first Chief Executive Officer 
(CEO) from outside the U.S. from 2016 to 
2025. Mary Davis was involved with the 
Special Olympic movement for 47 years, 
strengthening its ties to Ireland.

Eunice Kennedy Shriver received 
many awards for her work throughout 
her lifetime. Eunice received a papal 
knighthood from Pope Benedict XVI in 
2006 and was made a Dame of the Order of 
St. Gregory the Great. In 1950, her mother, 
Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy, had been created 
a papal countess by Pope Pius XII. In 1984, 
Eunice Kennedy Shriver was awarded 
the Presidential Medal of Freedom by 
President Ronald Reagan for her work on 
behalf of people with disabilities—the 
award constitutes the highest civilian 
honour in the U.S.

Mrs Shriver and her husband had five 
children and, at the time of her death in 
2009, she had nineteen grandchildren. She 
was buried at the St. Francis Xavier parish 
cemetery in Centerville, Massachusetts. 
After her death, President Barack Obama 
issued a written statement that she was 
“an extraordinary woman who, as much 
as anyone, taught our nation—and our 
world—that no physical or mental barrier 
can restrain the power of the human spirit”.

An International Affair

The logo of the Special Olympics is now 
internationally recognizable, with Ireland 
having hosted the first Summer Games 
outside of the USA and Chile set to host 
this 2027.

Culture Corner
This month we revisited a 1970s 
Box Office flop, and we’ve let 
you know if you should too.By Brigit McCone

Film Review:
The Molly Maguires (1970)

Early in director Martin Ritt’s 1970 
classic The Molly Maguires, a Welsh 
police captain declares to Irish Pinkerton 
Detective James McParlan “This gang is 
crazy, McParlan. They lost the strikes here 
and they think they can win what they lost 
with the gunpowder”, to which Richard 
Harris’ McParlan replies, “That’s not crazy. 
It’s only Irish”. From United Irishmen to 
Ribbonmen to Fenians to the IRA, the 
spectre of political violence looms large 
over Irish history. The violence of Ireland’s 
independence struggle is often justified by 
the claim that the nonviolent campaign 
had secured a democratic mandate for 

Oscar-nominated Richard Harris (1930-2002) as James 
McParlan in a still from The Molly Maguires and, right, 
the real McParlan ca. 1880s.

self-government which the British ignored. 
Similarly, in the brutal coalmines of 
1870s Pennsylvania, the suppression of 
nonviolent strikes by the Workingmen’s 
Benevolent Association (WBA) was the 
trigger for assassinations and sabotage 
by the Irish-American “Molly Maguires”, 
named after Irish vigilantes of the Great 
Famine.

Himself an Armagh Catholic, James 
McParlan’s infiltration of the “Molly 
Maguires” led to their arrest and mass 
hanging, becoming a divisive political 
litmus test. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, the 
Englishman of Irish Catholic descent 
who created apparently Irish supervillain 
Professor Moriarty, makes heroic Sherlock 
Holmes side with a fictionalized McParlan 
called “John McMurdo” in 1904’s The 

Valley of Fear. By contrast, this 1970 film 
is scripted by Walter Bernstein, blacklisted 
under McCarthyism, and is intended partly 
as a counter to McCarthy collaborator Elia 
Kazan’s positive portrayal of an informant 
against trade unionists in 1954’s On the 
Waterfront. Bernstein and director Ritt 
dwell on the exploitation of the coalminers 
while downplaying their atrocities, 
complicating McParlan’s collaboration 
with mine bosses as much as the Mollies’ 
violence. The informant McParlan’s 
motivation here is not abstract justice 
but poverty, seething resentment and the 
desire to look down on others instead 
of “always looking up”. The film flopped 
on release, but with beautifully textured, 
Oscar-winning sets by Darrell Silvera and 
a layered, soulful, morally ambiguous 
standout performance from Harris, it is 
well worth rediscovering.

Further Watching

If The Molly Maguires has whetted 
your cinematic appetite for Irish labour 
struggle, Brian O’Flaherty’s 2010 
documentary James Connolly: A Working 
Class Hero is available online, profiling 
the trade unionist who became one of 
the executed leaders of the 1916 Easter 
Rising. Great Britain’s pioneering Chartist 
movement (1838-1857), which petitioned 
for universal male suffrage and political 
representation for the working class, had 
Irish leadership as well: Cork’s Feargus 
O’Connor (1796-1855) and Longford’s 
James Bronterre O’Brien (1804-1864). 
Bronterre O’Brien’s “Labour’s wrongs 
and labour’s remedy” and O’Connor’s 
“The employer and employed; the 
Chambers’ philosophy refuted” are good 
introductions to their thought, available 
free on www.archive.org.
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Clues To A Future  
DNA Match Surprise

Experienced DNA researchers know that unexpected discoveries rarely 
arrive with a flashing warning sign. More often, they begin as a small 
inconsistency: a cluster of matches that doesn’t fit, a surname that 
seems to be missing or a relationship estimate that feels slightly off.

These clues do not automatically mean 
that there is a family secret waiting to be 
uncovered. However, recognising when 
something deserves a closer look is an 
important skill in DNA research. In this 
article, we’ll explore some common signs 
that may suggest your family story is  
more complicated than records alone 
would indicate. 

The Missing Surname
Perhaps you are researching your paternal 
(surname) line and expect to see dozens 
of matches carrying the same family 
name. Sometimes that doesn’t happen. 
A missing surname is not evidence of a 
problem. Surnames can disappear through 
daughters, migration, adoption, name 
changes, or may not appear simply because 
descendants who carry that surname have 
not tested. Some family lines may also 
be underrepresented in DNA databases, 
especially if they originate from regions 
where fewer people test. 

However, when an expected surname 
is completely absent despite a substantial 
number of DNA matches, it can be worth 
asking why. Look at the wider network of 

matches. Are the families you expected 
represented at all? Are there clusters 
of matches connected to a completely 
different family group? Sometimes this is 
the first clue that a deeper investigation 
may be worthwhile.

The Mystery Cluster
Among the most powerful tools available 
to genetic genealogists are shared matches 
and clustering. Whether you use Ancestry.
com’s “Match Clusters”, MyHeritage.com’s  

“AutoClusters”, the Leeds Method 
spreadsheet or simply “Shared Matches”, 
clusters allow you to group people who 
appear to descend from the same ancestral 
line.FIG. 2

Occasionally, a cluster appears that 
nobody can explain. The people within the 
cluster all match one another. They often 
share a geographical location, a collection 
of surnames or a common ancestral couple. 
Yet they don’t appear anywhere within 
your documented family tree. A mystery 
cluster doesn’t automatically indicate 

FIGURE 1 – In this hypothetical, DNA seems to reveal an unexpected cousin, Carol Joyce, absent from the Hawkins family 
tree, born to another mother after the tester’s uncle had his first children with her aunt. Has our tester stumbled on a 
family secret?
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an unexpected parentage event. Many 
researchers notice groups of relatively 
small matches, perhaps in the 20–25 cM 
range, who all match one another but 
cannot be connected to the documented 
family tree. These clusters often point to 
shared ancestors who lived before surviving 
records, particularly in areas where parish 
registers are incomplete or where multiple 
families remained in the same locality 
for generations. In Ireland especially, 
records can become sparse before the mid-
nineteenth century. A mystery cluster is a 
clue to investigate, not evidence that your 
family history is wrong. 

When All Your Strong Matches 
Come From One Side
Most testers have a mixture of maternal 
and paternal matches. If you find that 
nearly all your strongest matches belong 
to one side of the family, it is worth taking 
a closer look. There are many innocent 
explanations. One side of the family may 
have tested in greater numbers. Recent 
immigration can create imbalances. 
Smaller family sizes also reduce the 
number of detectable cousins

However, extreme imbalances 
occasionally point towards gaps in the 
documented family story. Focus on the 
evidence rather than assumptions. Are the 
expected family groups genuinely missing 
or simply under-represented?

Relationship Estimates That 
Don’t Quite Fit
Most surprises begin when a relationship 
estimate appears incompatible with the 
family tree.FIG. 3 DNA testing companies 
provide relationship predictions based on 
the amount of DNA shared between two 
people, remarkably useful but not exact. 
A match predicted as a second cousin 
could potentially be a half first cousin once 
removed, a first cousin twice removed, or 
another relationship within the same range.

Half-siblings, half-aunts, half-uncles, 
and half-first cousins share less DNA than 
their full equivalents, but often enough to 
stand out clearly within a match list. These 
relationships are not always obvious at first 
glance. Examining shared matches and 
family networks is often just as important 
as looking at centimorgans of genetic 
relatedness.

Unexpected half relationships are 
one of the most common indicators that 
a biological relationship differs from the 
documented family structure. Perhaps 
a match shares far too much DNA to fit 
where they have been placed. Perhaps 
several people who should be distant 
cousins appear much closer than expected. 
This is worth investigating, but learn to 
treat relationship predictions as clues 
rather than conclusions.

FIGURE 2 – Create a colour-coded group for a mystery 
cluster and build their trees to work out how they connect 
to each other.

FIGURE 3 – An example of an unexpected half-sibling 
result in a DNA database. Where do you go from here? 
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When the Paper Trail and 
DNA Disagree
Genealogists are accustomed to trusting 
records. Birth certificates, census entries, 
parish registers and wills form the 
foundation of traditional family history 
research. DNA adds a second source of 
evidence, but what if the two don’t agree?

It is tempting to assume that either 
the records or the DNA must be wrong. 
In reality, both sources may be telling part 
of the story. Perhaps a child was raised by 
relatives. Perhaps an informal adoption 
occurred. Perhaps a father was recorded on 
a birth certificate but was not the biological 
parent. The goal is not to choose one 
source over another but to understand why 
the evidence differs.

If the Clues Lead Somewhere 
Unexpected
Occasionally, however, DNA evidence may 
point towards an unexpected parentage 
event, an unknown close relative, an 
adoption or another discovery that feels 
personally significant. Many people find 
it helpful to talk things through with a 
trusted friend, family member, fellow 
researcher or support group. There are also 
specialist organisations and counsellors 
who have experience helping people 
process unexpected DNA discoveries. 
Looking after your own wellbeing is just as 
important as solving the research puzzle.

It is important to remember that you do 
not need to reach conclusions immediately. 
Patterns across many matches are usually 
far more informative than any single result.
FIG. 4 Taking time to reflect, gather additional 
evidence, and consider your next steps is 
entirely reasonable. Sometimes DNA does 
not shout, it whispers…

FIGURE 4 – An unexpected Regional Percentage result 
proves nothing on its own, as they are often just 
statistical noise or distant ancestry.
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Located on the south shore of the 
Connemara Gaeltacht (region 
where the Irish language is spoken), 

there is a broad peninsula called Iorras 
Aithneach, perhaps from the Gaelic for 
“stormy peninsula”. All of the cult sites 
associated with Saint MacDara are to 
be found here, or on islands directly 
offshore such as Saint MacDara’s Island 
(Gaelic: Cruagh Mhic Dara), Dinish Island 
(Daighinis) and Inishlackan Island (Inis 
Leacan). According to Lord Killanin, 
Moyrus parish church has “late 15th and 
16th century details on the door and east 
window” with a stone structure known 
as Lackshinnagh Altar (Leac Síothnach) 
closer to the beach, which disappeared 
prior to 1899.1 The 17th-century Galway 
historian Roderick O’Flaherty stated that 
this “altar stone” was that of MacDara, 
patron saint of Moyrus: “the saint’s proper 
name was Sinach, and patronically called 
Mac Dara, from his father Dara”.2 Dara 
means “oak” and O’Flaherty’s editor 
Hardiman proposed that Sinach was 
a corruption of the word “sionnach” 
meaning “fox”, an animal considered 
profoundly unlucky by fishermen. Tim 
Robinson credits Professor Angela Bourke 
with observing that the name “is not 
pronounced sionnach: it sounds more 
like Síonach or Síothnach which would 
associate the saint’s name with Síon, wind 
and stormy weather”.3 Saint MacDara 

is a benevolent saint unless insufficient 
respect is shown to him, in which case 
he sends violent gusts of wind to punish 
transgressors, such as the people of 
Letterard who profaned his feast day by 
gathering seaweed until the saint’s winds 
scattered their harvest.

On Iorras Aithneach at Coillín, there 
is a holy well dedicated to the saint in 
Gleann an Tobair (“Valley of the Well”).4 
A little northwards from Moyrus Church, 
another holy well is called Tobar Síothnach 
(“Síothnach’s well”) surrounded by 

penitential stations, by a stream called 
Sruthán Síothnach (“Síothnach’s little 
stream”). The island of Inishlackan (Inis 
Leacan) is located at the entrance to 
Bertraghboy Bay and on the foreshore, 
with a clear view southwards to Saint 
MacDara’s Island, there is a tidal well 
named after St. Macdara.5 On the coast of 
Dinish Island, at the mouth of Kilkieran 
Bay, there is a dyke of dark porphyry called 

Late medieval parish church of Saint MacDara in 
Moyrus, Co. Galway.

The Maritime 
Pilgrimage of Saint 
Síonach MacDara,  
Lord of Tempests

Bóthar na Naomh (“The Saint’s Road”) 
leading to Saint MacDara’s Island. Saint 
MacDara may also have established an 
earlier foundation in Co. Clare where 
a little ruined church at Oughtdarra is 
popularly attributed to him, with a holy 
well called Toberaneenagh.

On 16th July, the Feast of St. MacDara, 
boatloads of pilgrims descend on the 

monastery on Saint MacDara’s Island with 
its historic 10th-century stone church, a 
unique maritime Christian pilgrimage that 
has been recorded since the seventeenth 
century. The popular festival, held each 
summer, attracts families who bring food 
and drink to picnic on the island. A mass 
celebrated in the Irish language constitutes 
the central act of the proceedings, with 
prayer offerings at penitential stations 
and the Carna Regatta of traditional Irish 
boats (currachs and Bád Mór, Gleoiteog, 
Leathbhád and Púcán hookers). Music, 
dancing and singing, traders and pedlars 
all contribute to the festive atmosphere.

The saint is first mentioned in the 
late-12th-century Martyrology of Gorman 
in a brief reference to the feast day on 
28th September of “Sinach–from Cruach 
mic Daro”.6 Tim Robinson has proposed 
that the formidable saint Síonach, “the 
stormy one”, was in fact a “Celtic god of 
the winds in Christianized disguise”. An 
Daghda, the most prominent deity in the 

top American artist Frederick Arthur Bridgman’s  
“The Seaweed Gatherers” (1912) at Grohmann 
Museum, Milwaukee School of Engineering.

bottom The author visits Sionach’s holy well,  
Tobar Síothnach, in Moyrus, Co. Galway. Photo  
by Erin Gibbons

“Saint MacDara is 
a benevolent saint 
unless insufficient 
respect is shown to 
him, in which case he 
sends violent gusts 
of wind to punish 
transgressors.”

By Eamonn P Kelly
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pagan pantheon, was a sky god described 
as controlling the weather using the strings 
of his magical harp. Was it the cult of 
this deity that evolved into that of Saint 
MacDara after Ireland’s conversion to 
Christianity?

Tradition relates that a boat crew 
once took refuge from a storm on Saint 
MacDara’s Island and, while there, killed 
and ate a bull and a ram belonging to 
the saint. Finding themselves becalmed 
and it impossible thereafter to depart 
by boat, they built the stone chapel to 
atone for their crime. According to Mac 
Giollarnáth, a bull later swam over from 
the nearby island of Cruach Chaolainn 

(Croaghnakeela or Deer Island), coming 
ashore through a blowhole called Spout 
an Tairb (“The Bull’s Spout”), while a ram 
from Deer Island leaped across to Saint 
MacDara’s Island and left the imprint 
of its knees in the flat rock where it 
landed. This legend of sailors punished 
for devouring the saint’s bull and ram 
may have been influenced by Homer’s 
Odyssey, where Odysseus and his crew 
are punished by Zeus for eating the sun 
god’s cattle. In 1685, Galway historian 
and Gaelic aristocrat Roderick O’Flaherty 
uses the name “Ogygia” (the island where 
Odysseus stayed with Calypso) in reference 
to Ireland in his 1685 book, Ogygia: Or 
a Chronological Account of Irish Events, 
suggesting a mental connection with 
the Odyssey among the learned Gaelic 
aristocracy of the region. 

Francis J. Bigger reported a custom for 
boats passing between Mason Head and 
Saint MacDara’s Island to bow down their 
sails three times in reverence to the saint. 
Reportedly, in 1672, a certain captain of the 
garrison of Galway neglected the custom, 
and was struck by such a storm that he 
vowed he would never pass there again 
without paying respect, only to be castaway 
in a shipwreck soon after. It was also 
claimed that a Galway fisherman named 
Gill would not strike sail and a sudden gust 
of wind broke his mast, striking him dead.7 

Many patrons of Saint MacDara’s 

The pilgrimage fleet at anchor, St. MacDara’s Island, 
Lá Fhéile Mhic Dara (The Feast of St. MacDara).  
Photo by E.P. Kelly NMI

“Every year, on July 
16th, boatloads of 
pilgrims descend  
on the monastery on 
St. MacDara’s Island, 
a unique maritime 
Christian pilgrimage 
that has been 
recorded since  
the 17th century.”

above The island’s superb 10th-century church 
Teampail Mhic Dara (GA076-020001) was restored  
in 1976, but all stonework is original apart from the 
gable finials. Photo by Kelly NMI

top right An Irish postage stamp from the 1980s,  
depicting St. MacDara’s church as a Galway icon.  
From the collections of Galway City Museum

bottom right Mass Assembly at the island’s iconic  
church on Lá Fhéile Mhic Dara (“the Feast of St. 
MacDara”). Photo by E.P. Kelly NMI

pilgrimage were alarmed at a proposal to 
erect an offshore wind farm of 30 giant 
wind turbines southwest of the archipelago 
of monastic islands: Croaghnakeela, Saint 
MacDara’s Island, Mason Island and the 
great sea stack An Sceirde Mór (Skerdmore), 
which would create a maritime barrier 
between Saint MacDara’s Island and the 
Aran Islands, severing their centuries-old 
cultural unity. The developer withdrew the 
planning application at the end of 2025, 
citing severe currents and extreme wave 
heights in the locality, after examining the 
impacts of Storm Ashley (October 2024) 
and Storm Éowyn (January 2025). Locals 
who viewed the proposed wind farm 
as a desecration of the sacred maritime 
pilgrimage route were unsurprised that 
Síonach MacDara should send great storms 
to forestall the development and punish 
the perceived disrespect shown to the 
controller of tempests. 

[1] Lord Killanin, ‘Notes on some of the antiquities of 
the barony of Moycullen, Co. Galway’, Journal of the 
Galway Archaeological and Historical Society, Vol. 22 
(1947)

[2] Roderic O’Flaherty, A Chorographical Description 
of West or H-Iar Connaught, written A.D. 1684, James 
Hardiman, (ed.), Dublin: For the Irish Archaeological 
Society, 1846

[3] Tim Robinson, Connemara A Little Gaelic Kingdom, 
London: Penguin Books, 2012, p. 140

[4] Seán MacGiollarnáth, Conamara Chronicles: Tales 
from Iorras Aithneach, translated by Liam Mac Con 
Iomaire and Tim Robinson from 1941 Irish language 
original, Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2022

[5] Paul Gosling, Archaeological Inventory of County 
Galway, Volume 1: West Galway (including Connemara 
and the Aran Islands), Dublin: Stationery Office, 1995

[6] Whitley Stokes, The Martyrology of Gorman, 
London: Hattison & Sons, 1895, p. 197

[7] Francis Joseph Bigger, “Cruach Mac Dara, off 
the Coast of Connamara: With a Notice of Its Church, 
Crosses, and Antiquities”, The Journal of the Royal 
Society of Antiquaries of Ireland, Fifth Series, Vol. 6,  
No. 2 (July 1896), pp. 101-112
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Heritage 
Highlight

In this series, we shine a spotlight on the local 
institutions and tourist attractions of Ireland, 
their archives and potential interest to family 
history researchers. This issue, we look at the 
Jeanie Johnston, where visitors can explore an 
authentic replica of the ship which transported 
2,500 Irish emigrants to North America during 
the Great Irish Famine.

By Katy Thornton

The Jeanie Johnston 
Famine Ship: Voyage Into 
The Emigrant Experience 

The idea of a Jeanie Johnston replica 
ship was conceived in the late 1980s, 
although the project would not be 
completed until 2002. The ship was 
built in Tralee, County Kerry, and 
from there sailed to North America to 
commemorate the Famine Emigrants’ 
crossing, visiting different ports in the 
United States and Canada, attracting 
tens of thousands of visitors. In 2005, 
the Jeanie Johnston was purchased by 
the Dublin Docklands Development 
Authority and continued to sail while 
also operating as a visitor attraction for 
several years. In the years that followed, 
it was berthed at Custom House Quay 
on the River Liffey, directly outside 
EPIC The Irish Emigration Museum, 
where it gradually transitioned from an 
operational vessel into the museum and 
visitor experience seen today.

Voyage Into The Emigrant 
Experience
Visitors aboard the Jeanie Johnston Famine 
Ship receive a guided tour of the vessel, 
exploring the top-deck and below-deck 
quarters while learning about the lives of 
Irish emigrants who crossed the Atlantic 
during the Great Famine. Telling these 
stories in an environment which replicates 
what those fleeing the Famine actually 
experienced provokes thought and empathy 
for those who sailed under less than 
comfortable conditions. The Jeanie Johnston 
was a safer and more hygienic ship than 
most in operation through those difficult 
years, yet imagining the crowded conditions 
endured by their ancestors for voyages of 
more than a month’s duration on similar 
vessels is still an eye-opening insight for 
many. Visitors learn about the sanitary 

The Jeanie Johnston Famine Ship, anchored on a 
beautiful summer’s day on Dublin’s Custom House 
Quay, a far cry from the original ship’s harrowing past.

conditions and how the Jeanie Johnston’s 
captain fought to combat these challenges, 
the close living quarters, and the hopes of 
those leaving Ireland in search of a new life. 
The tour uses the ship itself as a museum 
of living history to bring the emigrant 
experience to life, spotlighting individual 
passengers and crew whose stories give a 
focus and personal face to the otherwise 
overwhelming tragedy of the Famine.
Learn how the “Miracle Ship” Jeanie 
Johnston, and her conscientious Captain 
James Attridge, were able to prevent loss 
of life on crowded voyages, in contrast 
to the notorious “Coffin Ships”. During 
the Famine, most vessels leaving Ireland 
were unhygienic and beyond capacity. It 
was not uncommon for around a third 

The majestic three-masted barque is an exact 
replica of the original Jeanie Johnston, making a 
commemorative sailing to tour North America after 
its construction in 2002. 

of those onboard to die of typhus and 
cholera. Understanding the steps that the 
exceptional Jeanie Johnston’s crew were 
able to take to avoid this calamity and carry 
passengers across the Atlantic without 
loss of life only underscores how tragically 
preventable many of the deaths on other 
sailings were. 

Dive Deeper
Family historians with a connection to 
Jeanie Johnston Famine Emigrants may 
be especially interested in the archival 
resources held by Kerry County Museum 
relating to the Jeanie Johnston and its 
passengers. These include passenger lists 
and other historical records compiled 
through extensive research by curator 
Helen O’Carroll. Although the archive is 
not yet available digitally, the museum 
welcomes individual research enquiries 
and can assist visitors in accessing relevant 

Book Your Visit Now

The Jeanie Johnston’s 50-minute tour is 
available from 10am to 4.30pm, 7 days a 
week. For more information and to book, 
visit www.jeaniejohnston.ie 

Visitors to EPIC The Irish Emigration 
Museum can purchase a discounted 
combination ticket to experience the 
famine ship and touch the reality behind 
the thousands of emigrant stories the 
museum displays.

materials that may help them trace 
connections to emigrants who travelled 
aboard the ship. For those with a wider 
interest in Famine sailings and Famine 
Emigrant ancestry, a free searchable online 
Irish Famine Emigrant Database has been 
compiled from Ship’s Passenger Manifests 
and is available at dunbrody.com.
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The MacCarwells and 
other Medieval Musical 
and Craft Families

Musicians in early Irish society 
were divided into “privileged” 
or “noble” musicians, who 

played the harp and psaltery or tympanum 
(a form of ancient brass-stringed zither, 
specialty of the Ó hAngluinn/Anglin/
Anglim clan), as distinct from players of 
the “non-noble” flute, violin, bodhrán 
drum and bagpipe. Some families, like 
the Ó Comhdhain (Cone, Cowen) were 
hereditary musicians. Harpists, like the 
Ó Longargain (Lonergan) harpers to the 
Kelly chiefs of Galway, could sue in court 
and had their own individual honour-
price, comparable to doctors, lawyers and 
landowners, but other minstrels depended 
for legal support on their employers. The 
point was apparently that both the harp 
and the psaltery were prestigious since 
they were used by the church and learned 
classes to accompany psalms, chants and 
bardic odes.1 

The MacCarwell/MacCarvill 
(MacCearbhaill) of Tipperary represented 
this link between privileged musicians 
and the church, with four medieval 
MacCarwell Archbishops of Cashel.2 

Archbishop David MacCarwell (d. 1289) 
restored the Irish Cistercian houses 
to Mellifont and spent four years in 
England attempting to persuade King 
Edward I to grant the native Irish equal 
status under English law.³ Legendary 
musician Maolruanaidh Caoch (‘the 
Blind’) MacCarwell (d. 1329) is called by 
the Annals of Ulster “the most choice 
timpanist of Ireland and of Scotland and 
of the whole world” and, by the Annals of 
Connacht, “the king of music-making, … 
and none knows if there ever was or ever 
will be so good a player on the timpe”. This 
great musician met a violent end, along 

with twenty of his students, when visiting 
Sir John de Bermingham, earl of Louth, 
as a mob of enraged locals slaughtered 
the earl and his followers, including 
the unfortunate musicians, in the 1329 
“Braganstown Massacre”.4

In 1357, the Annals of Ulster record 
the death of Donnsléibhe Mac Carwell, 
“noble master of melody, the person 
that was best in his own art in Ireland” 
and, in 1379, the Annals of the Four 
Masters eulogize “Blind” Maolruanaidh 
MacCarwell’s own son, William, as “the 
most eminent of the Irish in music”. 
More notorious was harpist Diarmaid 

MacCarbery (O’Carbery, Mag Cairbre,  
Ó Cairpre), rumoured to have been bribed 
by the MacDonald Lord of the Isles to 
assassinate his rebellious son Eoin Óg in 
1490 and dismembered by the young lord’s 
followers in the aftermath of this crime. 
The Annals of the Four Masters state that 
he was an Ulsterman, maybe related to the 
O’Carbery coarb of Clones (d. 1353) and 
the O’Carbery vicar of Aghalurcher  
(d. 1478). Other dynasties combining 
clerics and musicians include the Ó 

A harpist plays at MacSweeney’s Feast in this woodcut 
from John Derricke’s 1581 Image of Ireland.

above The exquisite metal-working on the Cumdach 
shrine of St. Columba’s psalter was made by Sitric 
Magee. Was he the same silversmith Magee whose 
sale of land is recorded in the Book of Kells?  
Photo by Wikimedia

below Sir John de Bermingham is believed buried in 
St. Martin’s Church, Birmingham, with this sculpted 
likeness on his tomb. He was killed with his household 
and visiting musicians in the 1329 Braganstown 
Massacre, including legendary timpanist Blind 
Maolruanaidh MacCarwell. Photo by Wikimedia

“Unlike Ancient 
Romans, the Irish 
did not distinguish 
between aristocratic 
liberal arts and slavish 
mechanical arts, since 
they considered each 
required both God-
given talent and years 
of apprenticeship.”

By Dr. Katharine Simms

Corcráin (Corkeran) and Mac Giolla 
Ruaidh (MacIlroy) of Fermanagh, 
Longford’s Ó Bardan (Barden) clan, the  
Ó Coinneagáin (Cunningham) of Sligo and 
Donegal, the Ó Connmhaigh (Conway) of 
Ballyconnoe, Co. Clare, and the Ó Finn 
(Finn) of Leitrim and Roscommon.

The art of the historian could include 
music as much as the cleric’s. When 
the church of Inis Mór on Lough Gill, 
county Sligo, was burnt down in 1416 
and the writing room of the historian Ó 
Cuirnín (Curneen/Courtney) destroyed, 
his reported losses included his great 
harp (cláirsech) and tympanum (timpán). 
County Clare’s MacCurtain hereditary 
historians (Mac Cruitín, lit. “son of a 
little harp/hunchback”) were frequently 
praised for their mastery of music as well 
as history. The earliest recorded member 
is Ceallach MacCurtain (d. 1376), called 
in the Annals of Ulster “ollam (master) of 
Thomond in history, a man of reputation 
without dispute”. His successor, Giolla 
Duibhín MacCurtain (d. 1405), was 
“ollam of Ua Briain, to wit, one eminent 
in music and in history and in [literary] 
distinction in lreland”, and the ollamh 
Seancha MacCurtain (d. 1434) appears 
in the Annals of the Four Masters as 
“general master of every art”. As late as 
the eighteenth century, well-known scribe 
and historian Aodh Buidhe Mac Cruitín 
(Hugh MacCurtin) kept up the family’s 
tradition of scholarship with 1717’s A Brief 
Discourse in Vindication of the Antiquity 

of Ireland. The Ó Braoin (Breen, O’Breen) 
minor chiefs, clerics, historians, judges and 
timpanists of Westmeath, Roscommon and 
Mayo rivalled the MacCurtains in their 
mastery of multiple arts.

Unlike Ancient Romans, the Irish 
did not distinguish between aristocratic 
“liberal arts” and slavish “mechanical 
arts”, since they considered each required 
both God-given talent and years of 
apprenticeship. The same word, ceard 
(craftsman), was used to describe both a 
learned poet and a silversmith. Among 
the eleventh-century charters entered 
into blank pages of the Book of Kells, the 
fifth records the purchase of a plot of land 
in the monastic settlement of Kells from 
Mac Aeda Cerd (“Magee the silversmith”). 
The ornamented cumdach shrine of 
the Cathach psalter of St Columba, 
commissioned by Donegal chief Cathbarr 
O’Donnell (d. 1106), bears an inscription 
requesting prayers for “Sitric mac Meic 
Áeda (Sitric Magee) who made the shrine”, 
perhaps the same “Magee the silversmith”.5 
In 1479, the Annals of Ulster record 
the death of Matha Ua Maoil Ruanaidh 
(Matthew Mulroney), described as “master 
of metalworking that held an open guest-
house for all, and an expert goldsmith (saí 
óircerda) besides” and, in 1491, eulogize 
Tadhg Ó Sirideáin (O’Sheridan) as “the 
best cerd in the north of Ireland”. 

Another class of craftsman celebrated 
in the annals was the saor (carpenter 
or stonemason). In 1230, the Annals of 
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Boyle Abbey, Roscommon, is a major landmark of 
early Irish Gothic architecture. Founded in 1161, could 
chief master of carpenters and stonemasons Donlevy 
Noonan have been among its architects? Photo by 
Joseph Mischyshyn

Mulroney Connection

Is the Irish-American actor Dermot 
Mulroney (My Best Friend’s Wedding, 
About Schmidt, Zodiac) descended from 
a medieval clan of hereditary Fermanagh 
goldsmiths? Photo: Wikimedia CC 3.0

Dear Genie recently received a letter 
from “MG”, an elderly Dublin man 
seeking help to trace his birth mother. 
He knows she is almost certainly long 
gone, but hopes to learn more about her 
and of himself. To protect his privacy, 
we’ve omitted identifying details. 

“MG” was born in Dublin before the 
outbreak of the Second World War. For 
the first three years of his life, he lived 
with his mother. At the age of three, 
he was taken from her and placed in 
an orphanage run by a religious order. 
Aged seven or eight, he was transferred 
to an Industrial School. In the late 1940s, 
he was fostered by a Dublin family who 
raised him alongside their own children. 
He took their surname and still uses 
it. As a young man, he tried to find out 
more about his birth origins. It was a 
different time, and he was advised not 
to pursue it.

Dear Genie
A Former Industrial 
School Pupil Seeks 
His Birth Mother

above St. Vincent’s Industrial School for girls in 
Goldenbridge, where campaigner Christine Buckley 
was sent. The Christine Buckley Centre continues to 
offer support at www.christineb.ie

He tried again after the death of his 
foster parents, but every enquiry led to 
a dead end. Now, with the recent death 
of the last member of his family, he 
feels time is running out. He would like 
to know who his birth mother was and 
more about his early childhood.

 
Dear MG, 

Thank you for your letters.
There is a long, well-documented 

history of children in Ireland raised outside 
their birth families. For many people 
born in these circumstances, tracing their 
origins is challenging. The first hurdle 
is finding relevant records; the second is 
reading and interpreting the evidence. The 
records capture mothers and their children 
at their most vulnerable. Fathers rarely 
feature. The consequences of separation 
often lasted a lifetime. Even before we 
start research, we know we’re going to find 
painful family histories.

For that reason, the first question 
that I ask anyone starting this journey is 
whether they have someone that they can 
lean on for support. I am glad to hear that 
your son is helping you.

The Department of Children has a 
central index to all records of children 
raised in institutional care, or by foster 
parents in private homes, between the 

1920s and the 1990s: AIRR (Access to 
Institutional and Related Records).  
Contact :+353 1 647 3000 or email  
foi@equality.gov.ie or sar@equality.gov.ie 

TUSLA (the Child and Family 
Agency) has a tracing service that includes 
records of infant hospitals, some mother-
and-baby homes, adoption societies and 
some registers of private nursing homes. 
Contact: +353 1 897 6858, www.tusla.ie. 
There is also a dedicated birth information 
and tracing team: +353 818 445500. All 
numbers are current.

At the moment, a person may apply 
to access their personal records, or as the 
living next-of-kin for a parent or other 
immediate family. TUSLA and AIRR have 
slightly different record sets, so always 
contact both. I hope that this helps and 
wish you the best of luck in your search.

Do you have a genealogy question or 
query you'd like answered? Write to us 
at: editor@irishlivesremembered.ie

Loch Cé record the death of Donnsleibhe 
Ó hInmhainén (Donlevy Noonan), monk 
and chief master of the carpenters and 
stonemasons of the monastery of Boyle 
Abbey, Co. Roscommon, suggesting that he 
may have been among the architects of this 
striking monument of the 12th-century 
transition from Romanesque to Gothic 
architecture.6 In 1425, the Annals of Ulster 
record the death of Eoghan Ó Diarmada 
(Owen Dermody), saor and canon of 
Lisgoole Abbey, Co. Fermanagh. We know 
that his profession was hereditary from 
a further obituary in 1443 for Solomon 
Ó Diarmada, also saor. Fermanagh’s Ó 
Carmaic (Cormack) clan also specialized 
in masons and architects.
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Custy Press, 2017
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10, 1960, pp. 111–27
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Archaeological Society, 19, 1977, pp. 5–16

[5] H.J. Lawlow, ‘The Cathach of St Columba’, 
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Would you like to write  
for Irish Lives?

We continually collaborate with  
both returning and new writers to fill 
each issue of Irish Lives with different 
perspectives on Irish genealogy. 

If you’d like to be featured in our next 
issue, we'd love to hear from you. Please 
send a brief proposal for your piece to: 
editor@irishlivesremembered.ie
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Explore your heritage with 
the Family History Service 
at the National Library of Ireland

For more information about our collections and our free 
consultation service see: www.nli.ie/family-history
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