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Dedication







I dedicate this book to my father and mother and the legacy they left behind.
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Prologue





People have asked me many, many times if I would ever write the story of my life and my answer has always been the same: maybe someday. I do believe there is a book in every single person but not everyone chooses to tell their life story to the world. That was my feeling too. My journey through life is mine and no-one knows how to live that journey but me. However, I am now approaching fifty golden years in the music business and because of that I feel a little inspired to share some of my private and public moments, high times and low times, good times and bad.


My story will be difficult for me to tell. I have to write it the way it happened. And that means it will be like confessing and also facing some sad, bad and unhappy times in my life. My feeling is that it has to be the truth, otherwise it would be worthless. I have been told over the years by various people that my story has helped them in different ways and if this book helps just one other person along the way then I will be glad I put pen to paper.


Being a successful singer and so much in the public eye means, of course, that my private life is so much more on display and a matter for discussion than if I were the ordinary girl from Kincasslagh who had never gone on stage. But that is part of the show-business life. However, that’s not to say that I am immune to rumour and gossip. Many parts of my private life have been up for discussion over the years, sometimes giving rise to ridiculous claims about me. At the end of the day, no one really knows me but me. Unless, as the saying goes, ‘you have walked in my shoes’ you can’t know the true me. I feel the time has come to set the record straight.


It has not all been about smelling the roses, and there are parts of my life that I have hesitated to talk about, but in order to let you into my life as I have lived it, I must tell it. Many times I stumbled but I managed to get back up on my feet again and continue on life’s journey. During those dark days I would always see a faint flicker of light that made me reach out and go forward; my will to succeed was always greater than any failure.


I have been blessed that my singing career has taken me to so many places; each has special memories for me that time can never erase. I have sung on many huge stages with so many legends of Country music and I feel I have achieved all the accolades there are and I have done all that I wanted to do. Of course I have regrets, too – a major one is not having children – although some rumours over the years say different! I wish those rumours were true.


Will I stop singing? Not as long as people want me to sing. Although health issues prevent me from touring the way I used to, I am still performing and still meeting all those wonderful people who have been so loyal to me throughout the years. Every day I thank God for the special gift I was given and what it has enabled me to achieve. As I look back over my life and all the events that were part of it I seem to have been learning all along the way. Learning from the experiences, both good and bad, that have shaped who I am today. Even now, when there is such contentment in my life, I still feel there is a lot to learn.


Because I started singing at such a young age – I was only thirteen when I joined the Keynotes – I suppose it was inevitable that my naiveté and inexperience would be exploited. Many times I trusted people and many times I have been disappointed. Many times I have helped others who then turn around and mistreated me later. I have been hurt by some close to me who should have been most concerned for my welfare.


Life has come full circle for me. Donegal will always be where I am from and no-one will ever know how proud I am of that, but that part of my life is gone. I will always be proud of my heritage. Now my home is where I am happiest and ‘where I hang my hat’. I have a few close friends whom I treasure and the wonderful fans who still come to see me and who are part of my extended family.


I am very aware of what I have written in this book and I want people to know that no matter what has happened to me in my life I do not feel bitterness towards anyone or anything – but I had to deal with extreme hurt and I will always have this hurt in the back of my mind. My counsellor always advised me to get rid of anger but not to forget, that way I will not go down the road of hurt again. My first No 1 record was suitably called ‘I’ll Forgive and I’ll Try to Forget’; there’s just one word there that doesn’t fit; the word is ‘try’, because I can never. But I have never felt jealous of anyone, hence I have true contentment within.


Writing this book has brought both joy and sorrow as I relive the experiences of a full life, both in and out of the spotlight. I hope that all of you who read it will feel that you know a little bit more about Margo/Margaret O’Donnell. I thank you for always being there. I became Margo after I joined the Keynotes. We were booked to play in the Mulroy Ballroom in Kerrykeel, County Donegal. The hall was owned by John Kerr, a balladeer, and when we arrived, we saw a poster with the words: ‘Appearing tonight, Margo and The Keynotes’ – and that’s how Margaret O’Donnell became Margo!


The title of my book: The Promise and the Dream, is based on a pledge I made to my father on the day of his death, a promise I took so seriously it almost destroyed me – not the promise itself but the way in which I handled it. I felt I had to honour it, but I went beyond what was expected of me. ‘The Dream’ in the title refers to a dream I had for me and my family: that we would achieve security, happiness and success in our lives and that I would do all in my power to realise that dream for them all. Sometimes what we want and dream about does not work out as we would like it to, but it is all part of God’s plan. The great things I achieved were what was intended in my life. I feel we are only given what we can handle and someone else takes over and brings it further. The dream started with me, Margo, and was definitely brought to another level by my brother Daniel, so you see both the promise and the dream have been fulfilled. 


A SPECIAL NOTE: MY MOTHER



My, how time can change the story of one’s life. Time has changed the story of my autobiography too. I completed it last year and it is now coming close to publication in autumn 2014. I have to bring my life story up to date. We lost two special people this year. Mam’s brother, Owen McGonagle, who lived in Carlisle, in England, passed away on 15 January; he was the youngest of the McGonagle siblings. Then Mam herself, who would have celebrated her ninety-fifth birthday in July, was called home by God on 18 May. I was looking forward so much to giving my mam the first signed copy of my book, but now that cannot be. However, I am so happy that before she passed away I read for her every word I wrote in the book. I wanted her blessing on it all and I got that from her, and for that I’m grateful.


Mam and I came through many happy and sad times together. After Dad passed away things and times were tough, but we rallied together and we made it through. Our first-ever home was a beautiful council cottage which we moved into in 1967 and we were all so happy; then tragedy had struck on 16 August 1968 when we lost Dad, but in the early seventies I was able to buy the cottage outright for my mam and that made her feel secure. I was able to help Mam financially through the years and we never went without. And even though Dad had passed away, I felt he was always watching over us.


My mother was a strong person and I was always amazed at how she could adapt to the changes life brought. Mam loved the spotlight and loved all the fame life bestowed on her. She could chat to both Daniel’s and my fans as if they were her friends too, but she was equally proud of her children John Bosco, James and Kathleen. As the years went by, Mam confided in me about everything and we grew closer. Before she died I spoke to her about going to Dad and God in Heaven. I also told her she was all I had as I didn’t have a partner, but that I didn’t want her to be afraid of dying. When she passed I lost a very dear friend and it broke my heart to lose her. But to my mam I gave my all and, thankfully, I don’t have any regrets. May she rest in peace.


FROM MY MOTHER:



I am really happy that Margaret has written her book and I know everyone who reads it will enjoy it. Since Margaret started with the Keynotes back in 1964 she has not had it easy and life has been very difficult for her. Margaret has always helped me, especially when her Dad died in 1968 and has always been there for me when I needed her. I am so proud of Margaret and I want to thank her for all she has been to me down through the years. Margaret has read her book for me and I know everyone will enjoy it just as much as I have.


Love you always,


Mammy 








To My Mother







As I sat and watched your last few days


Many memories I recalled


My tears of loss and special thoughts


Of times long past and gone







The legacy you left behind is there for all to see


But most of all, dear Mother, I thought of you and me


Times we had together and many hills we climbed


Somehow we managed every one


Taking one step at a time







I hope I made you happy and didn’t cause you too much pain


Then I can say with hand on heart my love for you was not in vain







I know you are with Dad right now and God is close to you


So watch over me and keep me safe in all I have to do


I love you both with all my heart and I’ll always hold you near


Though when I recall the times we shared I know I’ll shed a tear







Give a kiss to Dad for me, tell him I love him so


Dear Mam, I’ll always love you more than you could ever know


Rest with God, dear parents, you deserve to be together


The love you share no one can touch and it will last for ever.




























Chapter 1


My Humble Beginnings





My childhood memories are really precious. Today I listen to stories of the miserable childhoods of some children and I realise how blessed I was and the simple things that made my life complete. We were so happy and carefree. I had my family, neighbours and close friends around me. I was safe at all times. I was important to all I came in contact with. Most of the friendships I formed then have lasted a lifetime. There were no sleepless nights or bad dreams. I would play hard all day like all children and lie in bed at night in a peaceful sleep. I had no fear of anything in my life and I felt so privileged to have so much love around me.


My story began in Donegal Town Community Hospital on 6 February 1951 and, apparently, even in those early days I had a great set of lungs! I was named Margaret Catherine O’Donnell, after both grandmothers, Margaret on my mother’s side and Catherine on my father’s. I have been told that I was poorly as a new baby and had to be christened in the hospital rather than going to a church for the ceremony. For the same reason my godparents were not family or close friends. My godfather was a man from Glencolmcille by the name of Breslin, who was visiting his wife in the hospital. I recently spoke to one of his daughters, Kathleen Meehan, and she shared some lovely stories about him. My godmother was sixteen-year-old Mary McDaid, who was a patient in the hospital getting her appendix out and had befriended my mother. Mary moved to England in later life and many years later I was singing with the Keynotes in the Buffalo Ballroom in Camden Town in London, when after the dance a man came up to speak to me. He told me his sister was godmother to a Margaret O’Donnell from my area and asked me if I knew her. I realised I was that girl; how strange life is! Through her brother I made contact with Mary and we remained close until her death some years ago. She always called me ‘Maggie Moe’.


When I left hospital I was brought back to Acres in Burtonport – my father’s home place. We lived with his mother for the first six months of my life before heading, like so many people from our area, to Scotland. When I was about three years of age we moved from Scotland back to Acres once again. It’s funny the little things you remember as you look back on your life. I have a vague memory from those days of going to Mass with my mam, and a man by the name of Jimmy O’Donnell being very kind and giving me a threepenny bit every time he saw me outside the chapel.


After a short time living in Acres we were on the move again, this time to my mother’s Uncle Ned’s house in Kincasslagh, where we lived until 1967. I have wonderful memories of this house. It was a two-storey building but we only used the downstairs as I think at that time upstairs was not habitable. It had a beautiful, big, open fire with an old crane and crook and the kettle hanging from it. There was no bathroom, just a dry toilet down across the road in the little garden, but that was not uncommon for the time. The house was a real home with a warm personality. The memories, oh the memories are just wonderful. Even back then there were always visitors – a lot of fishermen from the islands would come and stay as they were often stranded on the mainland and wouldn’t be able to get back to their homes. Maybe because my mother was an island woman, they knew that there would always be a bed for them in our home. Of course, when the fishermen were staying it was bad news for my brother John (also called John Bosco) and myself as we would have to sleep on the floor on a mattress.


All the people I came in contact with as a young girl were good, honest, hardworking folk; everyone helped each other, no matter what. Maybe people who owned their own business had a little more than others, but on the whole we were all the same. I really don’t remember anyone being jealous of anyone else and no one ever went without. Fun in those days was simple, but then life itself was simple back then. There wasn’t a car at every door, there were no computers or even a telephone, no modern-day gadgets like we have today. In our little village the public phone was in a corner of the post office. If you needed to place a call to, say, Scotland, you had to book the call in the morning for a given time in the evening.


I remember being in Dungloe on an Easter Sunday and there was a band competition; my dad played the flute at that time with the Mullaghduff Band. The pipe and flute bands marched on St Patrick’s Day and the parade was held on Easter Sunday. This particular year stays in my memory more than any other. The Mullaghduff Band had just won 1st prize in the competition and I went with my dad to Cannon’s Bar at the bottom of the town, where the men were having a drink to celebrate. I was about eight or nine years of age and really should not have been in the bar, but I was with my father, so I guess it was okay. Someone asked Dad to sing and he sang ‘A Mother’s Last Goodbye’. When he had finished they wanted more, but he declined and lifted me up on a high bar stool and said, ‘This is my wee girl, Margaret, she will sing for you.’ Well, I felt ten feet tall. I started singing, and the more I sang the more they clapped. A friend of my dad’s, Barney Doherty, took somebody’s cap and passed it around and everyone put money into it for me. When Dad and I headed for home we counted the money and we had nineteen shillings and eight pence. I looked up at my dad and he smiled and said, ‘Mam will be proud of you.’ I knew we could get into trouble for being late but we knew the money would get us off the hook!


Even as a child I was always very easily offended. If Mam and I had words over something – now, I am talking of when I was aged four to six – if we fell out, I would head for my bedroom, get a little brown cardboard case I had, and throw a pair of knickers, socks, vest and a nightdress into it. Then I’d put on my coat and announce that I was leaving home. Off I would go over behind the hill, where I’d sit, hoping and waiting for her to need me and come and get me. One evening, our neighbour Biddy Tague saw me and she said, ‘Oh dear, have you left home again, Margaret?’ I would wait but Mam would not come. I didn’t know it, but she was keeping a quiet eye on me. When darkness fell I’d have to swallow my pride, and, with case in hand, frozen and hungry, I’d return home until we fell out again.


I guess the only thing that shadowed the happiness of our home in Kincasslagh during those years was my dad having to go away to work. It was always sad when he had to go. There was very little work in our area unless you were fishing on a boat and Dad was no fisherman, although he did work a couple of winters curing the fish. Sadly, most of the time it was to Scotland he had to go for work. He would come home a few times in the year, mainly at Christmas and, of course, in the summer, though not for a holiday but to cut the turf and to set the potatoes and vegetables for us.


I remember my Aunty Nappy (her real name was Bella) and her husband Jim Ward, they would come from Edinburgh each year with their families, and one year it was decided that my eldest brother John would go back with them to Edinburgh for a holiday. The day before John was to leave, Jim said to me, ‘Would you like to come too?’ And I did. It was a great adventure and, better still, I was going to get to see my dad. He didn’t know that I was coming; he thought it was just John. I remember my aunt keeping me in the room when he arrived at their house. He was fussing around John and as he opened the kitchen door I walked in. I remember him saying to my Uncle Jim, ‘You shouldn’t do that, you’ll give a man a heart attack.’


When I look back on my dad’s absences when I was a child I can see that at the time I didn’t understand it fully. I thought he was living just like us but in a different country. I didn’t realise until I got older and heard stories of the hardship he endured with his brothers, what sacrifices he made for each and every one of his family. He lived with my uncles in an old, damp caravan on the site of wherever they were working. There was no hot water, no warm fire to come home to at night, no cooked dinner awaiting him after a hard day’s work. The only comfort my father had was at the weekends when he would go to his brothers or sisters in Edinburgh and later to see my granny who lived in her later years with my Aunty Nappy. I remember my grandmother well. Everyone called her Gaga – today we hear of the singer Lady Gaga, but my grandmother was famous long before her! I loved Gaga, and, sadly, she lived longer than my dad. I know her heart was broken when she lost her youngest son. The sadness of losing one of your own children at such a young age must be unbearable.


My father was a talented, loyal and steadfast man. Every two weeks a registered letter would come from Scotland to my mother with money in it. I still have those letters and I often read them. He would give my mother and ourselves all the news, any advice we needed, and an explanation if the money was less or more each fortnight. In the note to Mam he would write a little line with a separate kiss for John, me, Kathleen, James and Daniel, and normally include the message: ‘Be good to one another and don’t forget to say your prayers.’


He was a good provider and we didn’t want for anything. He loved us and he loved my mother unconditionally. He was a wonderful, wonderful father.


Dad was a great storyteller, a simple man with a warm sense of humour. You can probably tell by how much I speak of my father that I was engrossed with him, so much so that I even used to watch him shave. I remember fondly one day he was shaving and I piped up and asked him, ‘Dad, where did you find me?’ He replied, ‘Andrew Dinny [Andrew Bonner, father of Packie Bonner, Ireland and Celtic goalkeeper, who was a great mate of my father’s] and myself heard there was a baby up at Trianagh strand. Me and your Mammy wanted a wee girl, so Andrew and myself headed away up and we were looking down the strand and Andrew said, “Do you see that winkle down there, Francie, I think she is under it.” So I took off. I took the cap off and I started to run as there was a tinker man running from the opposite direction to try and get to you before me, but I got you before he did.’ Wasn’t it some story? I believed every word as if my life depended on it. As I look back on it now I had eaten plenty of winkles when I was little and should have realised from the size of them that they wouldn’t hide a baby, no matter how wee, but I have always held that story close to me, even to this day.


Other memories of my early years are of the day my sister Kathleen was born in the house where we lived at that time. At that stage I thought that mothers had to go to the hospital to get a baby and, come to think of it, my mother must have worn looser clothes then because I didn’t even realise she was pregnant. I guess it is fair to say that I didn’t have that type of imagination in those days and you weren’t ever told that you were going to have a little brother or sister.


Anyway, on the day Kathleen was to make her debut into this world, my brother John, Biddy McGonagle and her brother Neil and myself were there with my dad, who, as you know, played the flute. Dad went down to the end of the garden and cut four little sticks which we called sally rods. He carved out little note holes in them and gave them to us. We marched up and down from the house to the pier and back and forth with our ‘flutes’, thinking we were the bee’s knees. Every time we would come back up to the house my dad would go inside and we were told to stand outside. He would soon return and we would set off for the pier again as if we were in the band. Then on this one occasion when we returned he told us to come in, and we saw this baby. I remember looking at her and my mam telling us that the baby was a girl. I recall being very proud and my brother John asking, ‘Is she really ours?’ I was so proud because at last I had a sister.


Another episode that involved Kathleen was when she was four or five years of age. We used to get milk from Neil Sharkey from Lower Cruit who had a house on the mountain, about thirty or forty minutes’ walk from our home. Our post office sold sweets, ice cream and various other things like that. The craze at the time was for lucky bags. My brother John and Neil McGonagle had acquired a pack of five Woodbine cigarettes and we thought the little toy cigarette plastic holders that were in the lucky bags would help keep the smell of the cigarettes away. Biddy McGonagle (Neil’s sister), who was also in on the act, and myself had to buy the lucky bags and we had to feel them before we bought them to make sure we got two with the cigarette holders in them. This we did, but on the morning of the adventure both John and I fell out with Kathleen and for punishment our mam made us take her along, and our plan was destroyed. The only thing we could do was make Kathleen smoke with us. We picked up our milk and headed into a wee sort of dyke near the side of the road for our adventure. We all smoked and then we made Kathleen smoke. It was hilarious – sure we were all dizzy but we thought by smoking we were like grown ups. It was mine, John’s, Neil’s and Biddy’s secret – and now it included Kathleen. A week went by and all was well until Kathleen again fell out with John and me and said she was going to tell about the smoking. We were sitting by the fire and didn’t know Mam was at the front door and she could hear everything. Mam came in and asked, ‘What smoking?’ Well, Kathleen confessed and John and I were left with little red marks on our bums afterwards. How innocent we all were back then.


Scotland played an important part in my early years and I just loved it; it was like a second home to me. I used to go to my Aunty Nappy in Lewis Terrace and she was such a special and warm-hearted woman. I remember how my cousins, the Wards, would lift me up and sit me on the fridge and I would sing for them. I was putting on concerts for them as soon as I was able to talk; I guess that’s the reason I have a special bond with them even to this day. John would sing too and we used to do duets together when we were little.


Which brings me to the question I am most often asked: when did I first begin to sing? Well, the simple answer is that I was probably singing from when I was three or four. I don’t really remember a time when I didn’t sing. I remember being a small girl listening to my local choir at Mass and being amazed at the wonderful sounds and music that came from them. Molly Sharkey, the choir mistress, had heard that I could sing and she asked me to join them. I must have been the smallest singer in the choir.


I was on stage a few years later! There were no dances held in the local village halls during the period of Lent, but they were replaced by little dramas or plays. In my area there were many halls and each one put on these little plays. I used to attend them all. During one of the intervals between drama sketches there would be music and song. It was there that I sang on a stage for the first time. I can still recall it as if it was yesterday. I sang ‘The Road by the River’, which I later recorded and it became a big hit for me. As I finished one of the verses, a local woman, Sarah Melly, shouted up to me, ‘Good on you, my girl.’ I looked down and was so distracted I forgot the start of the next verse, and I just stood there. I didn’t even have the sense to walk off – the local parish priest, Father Deegan, came onto the stage and carried me off. That was my first case of stage fright, and the end of my debut, so to speak.


Plays like that were an annual event and from that night onwards I became part of the furniture on the local scene, singing a song during the intervals, or, if there was anything big happening in the area, I would be asked to sing. My mother was the driving force and always encouraged me to sing.


Another place that was important to me as a young child was Owey Island where my mother was from and where we went on holidays to see my grandparents. Every house on Owey had a cow and a donkey. I remember the beautiful long hot summers and the lovely dinners, which were always around one o’clock in the day, not in the evening like nowadays. Afterwards, all of us young ones would take the cows and go out to the mountains until late evening. This was called herding, and while the cows grazed we would entertain ourselves playing games and telling stories.


My mother’s brother, James, was also someone who was special in my life. He lived on Owey Island but in his later years he moved with his wife Peggy and family and lived quite near us in Kincasslagh. While my grandparents lived on Owey, Uncle James was our means of transport to and from the island and he always rode the waves and weather with a smile to make us feel safe. The excitement of going to Owey Island was something special. Owey played a huge part in my singing career. At night time there people would meet at the school and sit on the steps or the wall and my mother would say, ‘Margaret, sing’, and I would. I guess I was like a remote-controlled performer! I would sing every sort of Irish ballad and even folksy songs. I couldn’t read yet so my mother taught me the words. She didn’t sing herself although I remember her father, my grandfather, singing a song called ‘Skibbereen’. Uncle Owen, one of my mother’s brothers, had a lovely voice and would sing songs such as ‘The Galway Shawl’ and ‘The Old Bog Road’. He lived in Carlisle in England with his wife, Muriel, and only died very recently, making my mother the last of that family left alive until her death in May 2014. Uncle Edward, who lived close by in Donegal, and Aunt Margaret, who emigrated to New York as a war bride, died some years ago. Owey Island is a very different place today. I visited there with my mam and uncle a few years ago. But the memories from the old days are just wonderful and will always be with me.


On my father’s side of the family there was an outpouring of music and there still is to this day; all of my cousins sing. I think my love for music and my love for the old airs can be credited to my father. Dad used to teach me the airs of songs. I remember him teaching me ‘False-hearted Sweetheart’ over in the old house. It was a song I didn’t record until around ten years ago as it was filled with too many memories of him. Even then it was very difficult for me to record and I might have given up but for the encouragement of my musical director, Clive Culbertson, who helped me to get over my nerves in the recording studio.





OEBPS/title_image_1_online.png
The Promise and the Dream

MARGARET O’DONNELL

aD
D

THE O'BRIEN PRESS
DUBLIN





OEBPS/9781847177025_cover_epub.jpg
S Serien]

MARGARET O’DONNELL






