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Had I the heavens’ embroidered cloths,


Enwrought with golden and silver light,


The blue and the dim and the dark cloths


Of night and light and the half-light,


I would spread the cloths under your feet:


But I, being poor, have only my dreams;


I have spread my dreams under your feet;


Tread softly because you tread on my


dreams.


‘Aedh Wishes for the Cloths of Heaven’


– W.B. Yeats









‘An exceptionally beautiful book – a blend of memoir, medicine and meditation. In Beneath the Surface, Harry brings us on a compelling odyssey that weaves his own life story with empathetic reflections on the lives of others.’


Ryan Tubridy


‘Harry’s incisive, empathetic and good-humoured commentary on life is turned to the seasons of his own life – to moments of joy, of grief and the days of calm in between … It is a real pleasure to join him for a tale well told.’


Dr Anne-Marie Creaven, Associate Professor in Psychology, University of Limerick


‘A beautifully inspirational and thought-provoking book which … provides unique insights into the life and work of one of Ireland’s most influential doctors. It is quite simply a remarkable story of a remarkable man.’


Sr Stan Kennedy


‘A luminous, powerful exploration of becoming, Beneath the Surface reminds us that the richest stories are often the quietest – and that understanding ourselves and listening to each other are the greatest adventures of all.’ 


Brendan Kelly, Professor of Psychiatry, Trinity College Dublin


‘Beneath the Surface is a testament to a life lived with courage and care. It reminds us that our greatest insights often come from our hardest moments, and that love, service and connection remain the truest guides in uncertain times.’


Dr Sabina Brennan, neuroscientist and author


‘A deep and powerful memoir, Beneath the Surface illuminates Harry Barry’s sheer depth of knowledge and awareness of the human condition. It explores his wisdom and guidance that have been a shining light for so many people over the years.’


Cathy Kelly









Introduction


Picture the scene. It was summertime and the sun was splitting the rocks. My wife Brenda and I were clambering over the grassy knolls down onto the rocks in Clogher Head, County Louth. We finally arrived at our destination, a depression set in the rocks facing out over the Irish Sea. Spreading out a blanket, we opened our picnic basket. There is nothing more satisfying than savouring a sandwich and a mug of tea out in the open air. 


I felt so much at peace. I had the person I loved most in the world beside me, and in one of my most favourite spots in the country. With our picnic over, Brenda settled down with her book and I lay back against a rock. I saw a seal pop its head out of the water to gaze at us, before suddenly diving under the waves. 


Those who know and love me constantly chide me for ‘living in my head’. They despair of those moments when I look off into the distance, musing about new concepts or ideas, or problem-solving some issues. On occasion, it can take some time for me to exit such reveries. Out on the headland that day I found myself entering this meditative space, reflecting on the fact that I had been on the earth for over seven decades. 


Questions flooded my mind: where had those seventy-years-plus gone? They seemed to have passed by in the blink of an eye. What had I achieved during this time? 


Who was I? Husband, lover and soulmate? Father of three wonderful children? Grandfather to three beautiful grandchildren? A doctor and healer? A mental health advocate? An author? A media commentator? How did all of these come to pass? 


What had become of my dreams? Had I been able to fulfil them? Was it time to reset them? 


What of the future? 


It also came to me on reflection that day that I had been on a lifelong quest over the decades, seeking answers to a number of questions. 


What was the essence of healing? Did it involve the whole person? 


What was wisdom and how did one acquire it? 


Most of all, how did one find meaning in a world so broken and splintered? Was I searching for the essence of being?


So many questions filled my mind. If I was to answer them honestly, it would mean revisiting various periods of my life. Each one of us has a story, a life less ordinary. Mine was no different. It was time to explore it further. 


I had to face the reality that I was getting tired, mentally and physically. It was as if sharing the burdens of so many people for so long was finally catching up with me. Maybe now was the time to tell my story, especially while I still had the energy to do so. 


And so my journey of rediscovery began.


In retrospect, what an amazing roller-coaster of a life it has been. Filled with adventure and romance. Soaked in the tears of grief and loss. There have been periods of joy and laughter, intermingled with those of sadness and pain. So many wonderful players who appeared regularly on the stage during the last seven decades have now left us. Most of what I have been fortunate to achieve has been built upon the shoulders of those giants who have gone before me.


Revisiting my life story brought me into the world of memories. What amazing, mysterious entities our memories are. Modern neuroscience has shed light on how every detail of our lives, both emotional and contextual, is being continuously formed, shaped, reshaped and encoded in our brain, often when we are asleep. Memories are always there for instant retrieval, ready to be brought back into our conscious minds, if required. Like it or not, we are our memories, whether joyful, painful or traumatic. 


Our personal memory of a situation, as I was to discover, may fundamentally differ to that of others. In this sense, our memory banks are unique to each one of us. There is also the question of space. The brain has a limited storage capacity so prioritises some memories over others. Some of our earliest memories are often subsumed under the many layers of new memories formed since. 


I have found revisiting so many memories to be an emotionally challenging experience. There were many times when I found myself in tears. On other occasions, I found myself uplifted, borne on the wings of those wonderful human beings who carried me when all seemed hopeless. I frequently found myself emotionally lost in the letters and documents from past times and in the many fact-checking interviews and conversations with family members, friends and colleagues. It was like revisiting a different world, and yet, increasingly, I felt it was important that the many voices that enriched my life with their wisdom and knowledge be heard. For this is not just my story, but the story of generations who have gone before me.


When I sat down to write, I discovered that some fascinating threads weaved their way through my rediscovery of the past. Here are just a few.


Dreams


I found myself reflecting on the idea, and the importance, of dreams as I wrote my story. Not so much the night-time ramblings of our subconscious mind, beloved of Freud and Jung. Rather, those conscious dreams all of us have, often beginning in childhood, that motivate and guide us in our lives, and help determine how our lives might evolve. The dreams that signify hope and potential: the romance and love we will find, the adventures we will have, the places we will visit, the people we will meet, the lives we will lead. Such dreams are like clouds, floating over the landscape of our lives. Earthbound, we experience the peaks and valleys of life with its joys and sorrows. Above, oblivious to these happenings, float our dreams. They may constantly change as we age, but without them and the sense of hope that they bring, our lives can become grey and meaningless. It was one of the great insights I had when writing this book. How all of us must have the courage to follow our dreams, no matter what others might think or say, no matter the cost or where they bring us to. In doing so, we are following our hearts. 


The Outsider


I have always believed myself to be an outsider – standing on the periphery, looking in. This encouraged me to remain fiercely independent throughout my life, refusing to allow my mind, in particular, to be pigeon-holed into any formal or fixed viewpoint or within the strait-jacket of conformity. I view myself as an observer, like a bird sitting high up in a tree, looking out over the landscape below. 


Being an outsider has afforded me the opportunity to see a broader picture of life, with its many different colours and hues. This is especially the case in my approach to mental health, where my objectivity and curiosity have allowed me to observe and analyse others, giving me a deeper understanding of issues and a strong desire to help. The outsider by nature will often be a loner – as I am – but this was a price I was happy to pay as long as it allowed me to help others. 


Empathy


I now realise that I inherited the gift of empathy early on in my life – of being able to sense the emotional landscape of another person and to make deep human connections with them as a consequence. This gift became honed and polished with the assistance of others and as the decades progressed. It became the cornerstone of my life of healing. 


Resilience


This is one of the most important life skills that any of us can develop – the ability to constantly adapt to whatever life throws at us. My story is a story of resilience and, at times, of pure survival. The fact that I am still here striving and thriving is a testimony to the power of resilience. It continues to form a fundamental part of my whole approach to mental health and wellbeing.


Service


It may seem an old-fashioned concept in our busy individualistic modern world. This idea of being there for each other. To go beyond ourselves for the betterment of others. To share our hearts and minds with each other. To be there for those who are most in need. Is this not love in its purest form?


The Feminine


On this journey of self-discovery, I have found that I am most comfortable in the feminine nature of being. All of us have a masculine and feminine side and I have come to realise that I am much more attracted to the latter. It represents a softer, warmer, empathetic, nurturing, pragmatic and often more intuitively deeper understanding of the human condition. 


Healing


I have been searching my whole life for a holistic understanding of both physical and mental health, where each is seen as interchangeable and essential for our optimal wellbeing. 


We have made such strides in the treatment of physical health, and I have been fortunate to witness the giant advances in combating sickness and disease throughout the decades. Advocating for such strides in mental healthcare is an ongoing battle, and there is still much to do. It lags significantly behind physical healthcare, but its importance to overall health and wellbeing should not be underestimated. 


Meaning


What is life all about? Where do we come from? Where are we going? These are the questions that I have been asking throughout my life. This story tells of how I finally came to my understanding of the essence of meaning. What a journey of discovery it has been.


These are just some of the threads running through this story. It is a tale of hope, of joy, of sorrow, of the deeper side of what it is that makes us human. It’s a story of an enduring love that wrapped up so many, including me, in its warm embrace. Everything has flowed from this fountain of nourishment.


To think that none of this might ever have happened. 


For this is where my story begins. 












PART ONE


Growing Up









CHAPTER 1


It Might Never Have Been


Deep down, at the core of our being, we all search to understand how we became the person who looks back at us in the mirror. Why have we developed certain traits? Why do we think and behave the way we do? 


Why have I always felt like an outsider? I have always been fiercely independent and an observer of others and life. Where did these traits come from? The answer to these questions, as I would discover, lay in my childhood. 


But maybe we should start at the beginning. For all of us, our origin stories are based on chance encounters and unforeseen circumstances. For me, I keenly remember how sobering it was to discover that I might never have been. Did the revelation of my origins lay the groundwork for what was to come? Maybe the seeds were sown from that moment onwards.


The story of my beginnings is a typically Irish story, and of course was shaped long before my birth. It is my mother and father’s story, and shows how simple twists of fate led to my existence. It’s a story full of romance and love, sadness and loss. It was told to me by my maternal granny when I was a medical student.


It all began when a vibrant young woman met a dashing doctor, and they fell in love. She had grown up in Glasnevin, Dublin, and was no stranger to tragedy, having lost her father to cancer when she was eleven. After she left school, she joined the bank. As evidenced by photos of the time, she was attractive and loved a good party. At her family home, it was routine to roll up the carpet and for the dancing to begin.


The doctor was involved in the radiological diagnosis of the dreaded illness tuberculosis, which was rampaging through Ireland at the time. He worked from the same rooms in Harcourt Street as Dr Noël Browne, who would later become minister for health. The couple were deeply in love. They got engaged and were busy organising their wedding. Rings were purchased, the wedding venue chosen, wedding outfits bought and a future house picked out. 


Then life intervened to shatter their plans. One fateful night, the woman was minding her fiancé’s surgery, waiting for him to arrive. He was late. When he finally appeared, he fell in through the door, covered in blood. He had been involved in a motorbike accident on the way to work. She accompanied him to the Mater Hospital in Eccles Street, where he was whisked off for routine tests, which included a chest X-ray. Little did they know what was in store.


Her fiancé’s X-ray revealed the classic snowy pattern of wide-spread miliary TB. Nowadays it’s considered to be a serious condition, but in the 1940s it was frequently a death sentence. As TB was a highly infectious disease, the doctor was immediately confined to a sanatorium for total isolation. On investigation it was discovered that the woman herself had early signs of pulmonary TB. 


What followed was a nightmare. She spent a significant time convalescing at home. Her fiancé, isolated in the sanatorium, alone and afraid, was pining for the woman he loved. On one occasion he even absconded from the sanatorium and made his way to his fiancée’s home. A terrible scene occurred on the doorstep, where the mother of the girl, with tears in her eyes, refused to let him in. He returned to the sanatorium in despair. Despite the best efforts of the medical and nursing teams, the doctor died.


His death tore a hole in the young woman’s heart. Her grief was all-consuming. Eventually she returned to work, where she endured the numbing routine of the job, only to go home every evening and head straight to her room to cry tears of pain and loneliness. Her whole world had imploded. She was not only grieving the loss of the person she loved, but also her future. The woman in question was my mother, and without doubt I would not be here if this unspeakable tragedy had not happened. She experienced so much loss for one so young. 


Bit by bit, my mother picked up the pieces of her life. She was now working as a personal secretary in the head office of the old National Bank of Ireland in College Green, opposite the Bank of Ireland building, near Trinity College. There she met a man called Harold Dominic Barry, who was doing relief work, covering for people who were off sick, at the time. He was from Limerick city and came from a large family of eight. He was a keen sportsman, playing rugby at junior level for Munster. Harry was no stranger to sadness and tragedy himself, having lost his younger sibling Jack to leukaemia in 1936, at the age of twenty-six, and his own father in 1941. Although he never spoke about the loss of his brother, it would haunt him for the rest of his days. 


Like my mother, he loved to socialise and was a great dancer. He was extremely charming. Charming enough to win the affections of my mother, and they began to date, before finally marrying in 1950. They had their reception in the Gresham Hotel in Dublin. To this day it remains one of my favourite places. They honeymooned in Wales, and in 1951 my brother Gerald was born. Two years later, my mother gave birth to a second son under the care of Professor Éamon de Valera at a clinic in Hatch Street in Dublin – me: Harold Patrick Peter Barry. She was determined that I was to be always known as Harold rather than Harry to distinguish me from my dad. I had arrived and our story begins.




For the first three years we lived in Moate, County Westmeath, where my parents had moved just after they married due to my father’s job. I have little memory of the time. I am reliably informed by some sources, including Gerald himself, that from the beginning my brother considered me a threat. He decided that putting a cat over my face might solve the problem, but alas this strategy failed. It did, however, leave me with a lifelong aversion to cats.


In 1956, my father was transferred to the bank in Dundalk and the family moved into a house on Faughart Terrace on St Mary’s Road. The house is still there, a lovely red-brick three-storey building with a large back garden. Across the road, behind an imposing stone wall, lay St Mary’s College, a school that was run by the Marist Fathers, which I would subsequently attend. This house would play a pivotal role in my early childhood years, and would be our family home for the next five. With two small children, it was a chaotic period of time for my parents, but they loved Dundalk and its people and settled in quickly to their new abode.


My memories of that time are fragmented. However, I do recall that my mother always seemed to be unwell, and this had a profound impact on me and our relationship. She had a number of serious medical issues, in particular a chronic peptic ulcer which concealed a more serious underlying gallbladder condition that remained undiagnosed for a considerable time. She had two difficult births with Gerald and myself, with resultant gynaecological issues. My recollection is of her being in hospital for significant periods of time, and this led to a struggle to bond with her emotionally. In 1958, despite her gynaecological difficulties and her illnesses, my mother became pregnant with my brother David. There was no contraception available at that time, so women had little control over their fertility. She apparently had a horrific birth. Her gynaecologist, Professor de Valera, informed her that she would never again have children. 


My mother, in retrospect, must have been deeply traumatised by these births and the seismic events which had occurred up to this stage in her life. She was also trying to care for my granny in Dublin. The accumulation of these life-altering experiences made it difficult for her to emotionally bond with us in a maternal way. This absence of natural nurturing must have impacted on us as children. Was it one of the reasons that I would assume my outsider status? She did her best to care for us all, but I never experienced that warm maternal affection, so vital and nourishing for each one of us. When she was well she looked after all of our practical needs. She was always a wonderful cook. What was missing were those hugs, those gestures of affection and security that all of us as children crave. She clearly loved us all deeply, but struggled to demonstrate this emotionally. Was this a symptom of the time, or was it the legacy of such difficult births, or was she scarred by her own traumatic past? It was probably a mixture of everything.


My father was very frazzled during this period and was extremely tough on Gerald and myself. His own mother, Marian, had died in 1955 and she had been of great assistance to both my parents. It was hard for my father. He had to look after my mother when she was unwell, while rearing two small unruly boys and also holding down a new job in an unfamiliar town. There must have been little time for any real form of emotional nurturing of us. 


Tough love was also the order of the day, especially for men and boys. Real men did not show their feelings. Real men ‘manned up’, did whatever was necessary for their families and reared their children, especially boys, to behave in a similar manner. My father, for all of these reasons, struggled to emotionally bond with us, but made up for this in so many other ways. I am immensely grateful to him for the many gifts he has left me. This did not mean that our relationship did not go through rocky periods.


My overriding memories of St Mary’s Road relate to my experiences of childhood asthma. In those days there were no magic inhalers or nebulisers available, and the condition was poorly understood. I recall having to ingest ephedrine tablets, the only treatment available. I hated the taste, and would gag and retch whenever I attempted to swallow them. The asthma led to persistent shortness of breath and a dry, irritant cough. This was exacerbated by the usual childhood infections, sore throats and upper respiratory tract infections, routine for a small child under eight but infinitely worse for an asthma sufferer like myself. Looking back on it now, this was another contributory factor to my lifelong feelings of being an outsider. Illness separates us from others, and childhood asthma certainly did so in my case.


I spent a substantial amount of time in bed following a serious bout of double pneumonia, which we now call bronchopneumonia. I passed the time reading books and listening to an old radio. These lonely times helped to cultivate my great lifelong love of reading. Once introduced, I never looked back. Books allowed me to escape into my head and to visit so many wonderful places. They fostered my curiosity and creativity. I became a voracious reader. 


However, I fell behind in my schooling. The superior of the Marist College used to visit me. He was very kind and on one occasion brought me over to the school, giving me some treats when I was feeling a little better. He encouraged my parents to involve me in playing sport as much as possible to manage my asthma. This was a turning point. I slowly recovered and began to take part in regular sports activities. 


Despite everything, I was happy in St Mary’s Road. We were close to the port and my father would often bring me down to see the ships docked there. I remember also those Christmas stockings, filled with many wonderful toys and games that were so exciting to a small child. 


At the age of seven, I made my First Communion. I remember there was a simple mass followed by a communion breakfast at the school. There is a photo, which I cherish, of myself and two other classmates, resplendent in our shorts, school blazers and ties, looking very holy indeed on the day. This picture was taken sixty-five years ago.


I vividly recall playing with other boys on the street, building go-carts from bits of wood and castor wheels. The fun we had, racing one another with our home-made, rickety vehicles. Then there were those two wonderful trees in the back garden, which my friends and I delighted in climbing. 


I took away some life lessons from these early days of childhood into my older years. I’m a believer that if you want small children to thrive and become resilient, give them plenty of time and space to play. Let them take risks. Teach them how to read. They will do the rest themselves.


When I was eight years old, we moved from Faughart’s Terrace to a new home on the Demesne Road in Dundalk. As a child, I actually moved house three times between 1956 and 1965 in Dundalk alone. If you include the move from Moate, we moved six times between 1953 and 1970. This constant movement made it difficult to set down roots anywhere. 


If you watch a bird, they are constantly flitting from branch to branch, from tree to tree, always watching, always observing, always on the move. This is how I felt from the beginning. There was never any feeling of constancy. I was already a very quiet child and socially shy. I feel that it was during this period that I developed my observational traits. However, I was also very stubborn, and coupled with a strong independent streak, I regularly got in trouble in school for speaking my mind. My competitive nature also began to shine through. These elements of my personality meant that I struggled to fit in socially, further enhancing my outsider status.


Why so many moves over such a short period of time? The answer lies in my father’s occupation. He worked initially in the family business in Limerick, but then joined the National Bank of Ireland, which at the time was regarded as the gentleman’s bank. Life was not easy for the bank official at that time. You were at the mercy of the bank’s head office. It was common for the bank official to be regularly uprooted and sent to a new village, town or city. It was not particularly well paid, especially for those on the bottom rung of the ladder. Few could afford to buy a home until much later in their lives, so rental and continuous movement were the norm. 


The bank was a fickle place to work. Depending on the economic circumstances of each era, it alternated between requiring their managerial staff to be outgoing extroverts and pull in new business, to being technocratic introverts, tasked with ensuring that every ‘t’ was crossed. My father belonged to the former group of bankers. As a result, he would find himself frequently trapped between these shifting tectonic plates. 


During the period spent on the Demesne Road, my parents seemed happier and more settled. My father loved to potter around in his shed, making things and tending to the garden, while my mother was busy rearing us. We became a more cohesive family unit, and both my parents enjoyed spending time with us. All of us became much closer as a result.


This was a time when Gerald and I were allowed to roam free during school holidays. I used to spend time with other local lads, clambering over wood piles in a local timber yard or playing and swapping marbles. I have vivid recollections of autumn and the great conker battles we would have. It was also a time when my father taught me how to ride a bicycle, as I was always afraid of falling off. I now realise, many years later, that I suffer from dyspraxia, which might explain my balance issues at the time – think Paddington Bear and you get the picture. Then one evening he quietly took his hand away and I was off. It was my first real taste of freedom.


Now that I could cycle, the world was at my feet. Gerald and I used to ride down the back roads into Faughart, the site of St Brigid’s Shrine. And then there was Halloween! In those days, fireworks were only available in Northern Ireland, so Gerald and I would cycle the thirteen kilometres into Jonesboro, a small rural village in County Armagh, to buy bangers, rockets, sparklers and Catherine wheels. Despite living in a border town, there was at this stage no real tension between North and South, and I always felt safe. Nevertheless, these roads were well patrolled, so on occasion the fireworks had to be dumped at the side of the road for pickup later. It was all part of the excitement. Then there was the barmbrack, with the ring inside, the hanging apples, the treasure hunts and the community firework displays. 


I always loved the puppet shows we put on for our friends and family. We would use old curtains and lots of imagination to create a show, where friends would have to pay an entrance fee. It was such innocent fun. My parents allowed us much latitude and put up with all of our antics, something for which I am eternally grateful to both. 


At other times, they would bring us to the sea, sometimes to Shelling Hill outside Dundalk and at other times to Clogher Head near Drogheda. It’s still one of my most favourite places to visit. These trips would include a picnic, the best part for any child. The soggy bananas (ugh!) from an old biscuit tin were standard, as were other goodies with the flask of tea. My father had a deep love of the sea and was a powerful swimmer. He developed this affection from his childhood days in Limerick, where the family would decamp to Kilkee for the summer. He was happiest when he was beside the ocean, and passed on this love of the sea to me. There is something elemental and wild about the ocean that seeps into our souls. He used to love walking the beach, and I also have fond memories of heading down with him to Greenore, close to Carlingford Lough, on summer evenings to watch the fishermen, rods embedded in the sand, busy reeling in their catch, with the big waves rolling in. Another favourite trip, often made with my mother, was to the woods in Ravensdale. There our attention was taken up with trying to dam a small stream with pieces of wood.


Music played an integral part in our growing up; it was a constant and enduring presence in our home. My parents loved classical music. My mother’s eyes would often fill with tears on listening to Gounod’s ‘Ave Maria’. The music seemed to resonate deeply with something inside her. I was gifted as a child with a powerful soprano voice. It meant that I was asked for years to sing solo at Christmas midnight mass in the Marist church, which I loved. I felt free when I sang, as if some inner force was being released. It is the same sense of freedom I feel when encountering Mother Nature: wild, raw, untamed and uncontaminated.


When I was ten my maternal grandmother, Granny Murray, who was affectionately known as Nellie and our only living grandparent, became ill. Her diagnosis was angina, and she stayed with us when she was recovering. I believe now that she (as did my own mother) suffered from Prinzmetal’s angina, a spasmodic form of chest pain, most likely triggered by anxiety and quite benign. This was a difficult period for my mother. She felt responsible for my granny, but found taking care of her quite challenging as she spent much of her time in bed. I remember my mother being more irritable during this period. Granny’s presence didn’t impact much on us as children, however; we simply accepted it as normal. She soon recovered and returned to life in Dublin, and order in our household was restored. 


Glimpses of my mother’s rebellious nature would come through at times, and one of these was when she was smuggling goods across the border. I think she loved the romance and adventure of it all, and these days brought out her mischievous character. It is hard to imagine how different a relationship we in the Republic had with Northern Ireland at that time. I was completely au fait with the Northern lilt, as I sauntered down the main streets of Dundalk. Dundalk was a prosperous town and had two big industries – Carroll’s cigarette factory and the Harp Lager brewery. Newry was also a wealthy town, but there always seemed to be a different feeling when we visited there. The people spoke differently, though they were always very friendly, even if they were more business-like in their dealings. There was an unspoken connection between both regions as the Troubles had yet to come.


At that time, butter, tea, bacon, eggs, clothes and tobacco were much cheaper in the North. My mother would regularly pack us into the car and head into Newry for a day of shopping, usually on a Thursday. Dilly, as my mum was affectionately known to her peers, was a madcap driver and remained so all her life. She never took a driving lesson or passed a driving test and was only given a full licence under an amnesty agreement in 1979. As kids we never noticed her lack of driving skills, and luckily, she never had an accident.


On our surreptitious shopping expeditions to Newry, we had to pass through two border posts, one on the Irish side, another on the Northern Irish side. One got accustomed to the inconvenience and, for us children, it was great fun. Having completed the relevant shopping in Newry, goodies such as Opal Fruit sweets often bought in Woolworths were the highlight of our visit.


The real fun began on the return journey, where the customs officials on the Irish side were on high alert for the ‘butter smugglers’ who dared to attempt to bring cheaper food back from the North. My mum was simply hilarious. She just had a way with people, and managed to escape, time after time, with the goods hidden in every possible corner of the vehicle. The poor officials were in the presence of a master, but never realised it!


Newry wasn’t the only place my unlicensed mother frequently drove us to. She also brought us to visit Granny Murray in Dublin, once she got better and moved home, and we were frequent visitors. 


Dublin played an integral part in my younger life, and I still hold a huge affection for the city. Even though so many memories of my childhood are patchy, lost in the annals of time, recollections of those magical trips to Dublin with my mum and Gerald are forever embedded in my mind.


The final destination for these trips was 91 Botanic Road, Glasnevin. What a road trip for a small child. In those days, there was no M1 motorway clogged with lorries and cars. This was a more interesting journey along winding country roads, through Castlebellingham, into the town of Drogheda. The latter stood out, for two reasons. The first was that we had to crawl through narrow, busy streets which seemed to go on forever. These streets were jammed with cars and people. The second was the sight of buckets filled with limestone and shale, high up in the air, passing over the tops of cars and into the cement factory. To us as children these were endlessly fascinating.


As we got closer to Dublin, I can recall the wonderfully ornate lamps that lined the streets. On arriving at Botanic Road, we had to then negotiate the back lanes to park. We were so excited to see Granny. She was a larger-than-life character to us as children and always so kind. Out would come the frying pan in the scullery and the pot of tea and, of course, the goodies. The second Gerald and I entered the house, we would scatter to explore the many rooms.


The main living space was the kitchen, where all of the food and conversations between Granny, uncle Paddy, if he was around, and Dilly would ensue. The front room and dining room were connected by a double door and this was usually my first port of call. This was where all of the dancing had taken place when my mother was a young girl. In the front room lay an old gramophone record player, with a few records. There was a broken record by the tenor John McCormack and I played it endlessly, fascinated by the scratchy needle and his wonderful voice. Upstairs at the top of the landing lay uncle Paddy’s room. He suffered from chronic asthma and was always slightly hoarse. I can still remember the musty odour that emanated from his room. It had an air of sickness about it, and I recall all the different devices used to manage his illness scattered on the bedroom table. 


Gerald and myself would frequently find ourselves in the back garden on the steps, busily playing shop. This serious game could go on for hours, providing endless entertainment. If uncle Paddy was around, we were in business. He would walk down with us to the local shop to buy some sweets. Then he would bring us into the Botanic Gardens, which were so exotic and exciting. The highlight was the glasshouses, with their hot tropical palms and earthy, floral smells. We had great fun running up and down these buildings. On other occasions he might bring us to see Glasnevin Cemetery, close to where they lived and where Grandfather Murray was buried. What a special place it was, and still is. Finally, some tired little lads would pile into the car and head back to Dundalk, our minds filled with the wonderful experiences of the day.












CHAPTER 2


The Promotion


My parents had made many friends in Dundalk by this stage and were gradually becoming natives. My mother was a great bridge player and a wonderful networker, happiest when socialising and mixing with others. Then the unthinkable happened. Assured that a further pregnancy was unlikely, even impossible, my mother became pregnant again. She delivered her fourth son, my brother Kevin, in 1964. She was just coming to terms with this latest arrival being yet another boy, when life once again intervened. The bank manager at the time, a lovely gentleman, retired, and my father was appointed to take his place. 


Becoming a bank manager was a major step up for a bank official at that time. You were now a very significant player within the community; you had the say on whether someone would get a loan or not. You also lived in the local bank house. This is how we found ourselves as a family uprooted again, and we moved into our third house in Dundalk, namely the National Bank of Ireland house in Roden Place. This was situated opposite the main parish church in the town, which locals called the cathedral. One unexpected consequence, however, of my father’s promotion was that it immediately set us apart as a family from the rest of the community. You were now treated differently, adding to my emerging feelings of being an outsider.


The rooms in the bank house were large and spacious and there was a lovely garden. The house was perfect for entertaining, and my mother loved to throw a party. There was a bank porter to help with maintaining the garden and other aspects of the building. For me personally, the move brought me closer to the local newsagent shop, Tempests, where I bought my weekly comic. I lived in the world of the Dandy, Beezer, Beano, Topper and other wonderful comics. As a child, that shop was a wondrous place. Every week I would head over to collect the latest edition. I can still remember the pulley system between the shop office and the floor, where money and receipts passed back and forth. It was the highlight of the week. 


My consumerism didn’t stop there, and I loved visiting the Saturday afternoon markets, where the fastest-talking men, usually from up North, would pull down packet after packet of tools or some other fascinating materials to a child, and arrive with the ‘price of all prices’ for the lot. I was learning the art of the salesman at the feet of the masters!


I remember wonderful summers, cycling out to the seawater pool in Blackrock, outside Dundalk. It was the place for young people to hang out, with the pop music hits of the summer blaring. I was initially afraid of getting out of my depth in the pool. I owe a lot to my dad, who was determined that I would learn to swim. He kept holding me afloat until one day he removed his hands and there I was, swimming and keeping afloat on my own. It was a joyous moment. I have never looked back, and I feel more at home in the waves of the sea than in chlorinated swimming pools. I loved that seawater pool in Blackrock and recall my bitter disappointment, many years later, on my return to County Louth to find it gone. I associated it with the happiest period of my childhood. 


But life has a way of throwing the unexpected into our path, and in 1965 when David was seven, he had a terrible accident that had lifelong consequences. He was a beautiful-looking child with blond curls and blue eyes. One day he was playing and swinging from the upstairs banisters in our house when he slipped and fell, landing with great force on the stone floor below. His face was badly damaged and his teeth were smashed in. I was not in the house at the time of the accident but I remember arriving home to the aftermath. David was bleeding heavily from his face and was extremely traumatised. The local GP had been called and organised for him to go to the accident and emergency room of the local hospital. He was fortunate not to sustain any severe head or spinal injuries in the fall. Although the physical injuries were to have lifelong effects, I wonder whether the trauma of the event left even greater psychological scars. 


My mother was devastated by the event, likely blaming herself for it as all mothers tend to do when something tragic happens to their child. This accident bound David and my mother together for life. After the fall, he made her promise that she would not send him away to boarding school. She agreed and was true to her promise. He was the only one of the four of us to avoid this awful fate. Sadly, the fall was not the last trauma David was to endure. 


Nothing would ever be the same after this accident. Life never stands still, and we were soon caught up in its swirling vortex. 


The powers that be in head office in College Green decided that my father’s trajectory was upwards. He was an old-fashioned banker, with the knack of attracting business from the wider community. A vacancy for a bank manager came up in Wexford in 1964. My dad agreed to leave Dundalk, and moved himself and his family to Wexford. It was a large, wealthy town at the time, and this role was seen as a major promotion. Such a move would completely disrupt everything my parents had built up in Dundalk. They had many friends, and we as children had settled in at school and socially. All this was about to change. For me, this move could not have come at a worse time developmentally. I was thirteen years old and entering that difficult phase of adolescence. Within a few months, everything I had known would be up in the air.


Gerald was just about to enter the Leaving Certificate cycle and I was about to enter the Intermediate Certificate (now known as the Junior Certificate) cycle. Big decisions had to be made. As was normal for the time, my parents did not consult either Gerald or me; they simply informed us that we would return as boarders to St Mary’s College in Dundalk. We had no say in the matter. I remember being upset that I would be away from home for the first time, but I was also relieved that Gerald would be with me. David was only eight years old, and my mother had a promise to uphold. It seemed only sensible that he would remain with my parents and Kevin and go to school in Wexford. This enforced separation may partially explain why I never became as close to David as I did to Gerald. 


I was sad to leave Wexford and return to St Mary’s after only just arriving in our new town. The Wexford people were warm and friendly. I felt at home very quickly, despite the town itself being so different from Dundalk. The bank house that we lived in was situated on the quay, overlooking the port. Wexford was a prosperous town, but less action-packed than Dundalk. I never really had a chance to gel with students my own age there, as I wasn’t attending the local school. I remember being lonely in Wexford for that reason. Adolescence is a time when we need our peer-group friends to help us grow and develop as human beings, and I was missing this connection. I believe that the destruction of such possible connections in my new home town consolidated my feelings of being an outsider. I simply did not feel that I fitted in anywhere any longer. I was emotionally anxious about all of these moves, so withdrew further into myself.


There were some benefits to the move. The weather was warmer in Wexford, with less of the east wind that whipped up during the spring months in Dundalk. There were wonderful beaches close by, including Curracloe, where my father, when he was single, used to rent a mobile home during the summer months. We grew to love Rosslare beach, with its unusual wooden palisades embedded into the sand. We swam on this beach many summer evenings. Beside the beach was the iconic Rosslare Golf Course, where Gerald and I would train it out from Wexford to play. I lost so many balls in those dunes that they must still be picking them up! Then there was the wild beach at Carne, where we would sometimes picnic. The event that stood out from this time was the Wexford opera festival. My parents were so excited during the weeks of the festival. They would be out every night with their new friends. One of the most frequent visitors to our home was Paddy Fitzpatrick, who was managing the Talbot Hotel in Wexford at that time. He became a very close friend of my parents and always expressed a desire to open his own place. Years later, when he opened Killiney Castle Hotel in Dublin, they were among his first invited guests.


But those halcyon days of our first summer in Wexford could not last forever, and Gerald and I had to leave the safety and security of our family and return as boarders to the Marist College in Dundalk. It is hard to explain the level of trauma of this upheaval, just as I was entering adolescence. This was one of the most difficult periods of my life.


In the Ireland of the fifties and sixties, church and state ruled with an iron fist. Children were to be seen, not heard. Discipline in the form of corporal punishment was viewed as the correct way to shape young men. Emotional and physical abuse were the norm. Parents assumed that getting into trouble at school meant that you were the problem, and not the school. It was a time of tough love.


I entered St Mary’s College as a four-year-old and remained there until I was fifteen, so it played a major role in my childhood. The college was founded in 1861 by the Marist Fathers and was a sister school of the Catholic University School (CUS) and Chanel College in Dublin. It had a long, proud tradition. The school was run by a combination of Catholic priests, brothers and lay teachers. Many of them were decent teachers, whilst others filled us with absolute fear and terror. I had one wonderful lay teacher, Mr Flanagan, who inspired us all. He was a classics scholar. I developed a great love of English and Latin from him. 


For the first nine years, up to the age of thirteen, I was a day pupil, and I had a great group of friends, and still count them as such to this day. I was happy at school, even if corporal punishment was a frequent by-product. Canes and straps, often tipped with embedded strips of metal, were standard forms of chastisement for any minor or major perceived misdemeanour. Some teachers preferred the use of the strap and cane as teaching methods, rather than assisting us to love the subjects they taught. That was the way of the time. We lived in a state of permanent fear that we would make some mistake and end up on the receiving end of a drubbing.


What made school exciting for me personally was the huge range of sports available. I loved playing every sport, even if I was not particularly good at anything. I loved running, especially sprinting, which made me feel as free as a bird. I also enjoyed basketball, tennis, Gaelic football, badminton and the long jump. I regularly represented the school in inter-school competitions.


All changed when Gerald and I were enrolled as boarders rather than day pupils. The two years which followed were hard on both of us. We were removed from our family. We felt trapped, unable to roam freely as before. The level of corporal punishment meted out to boarders was much worse. The level of bullying between students was also horrendous. Was there an underlying grudge towards day pupils, who had freedom, versus boarders, some of whom may have felt abandoned by their families? I believe there was. I lived in a state of constant fear and anxiety and only survived by throwing myself into academic studies, debating and every type of sport. I felt un-moored, lonely, missing my family and friends, and wondering if I would ever get out of jail.


Matters came to a head when, following a row over the distribution of food at the table, I was savagely head-butted by a psychopathic student who rejoiced in destroying the face of a fellow pupil. I sustained injuries to my nose, which over the years have led to four major surgeries. My front teeth were smashed in, with the loss of one tooth in particular, and my confidence was shattered. The superior asked me to reveal the name of the culprit, but in those days there was an omertà. If you broke this, you would be bullied even further. I believe that my brother and some friends had a quiet word with the culprit. I was learning first hand that life is not fair. On my next visit home I begged my parents not to send me back to St Mary’s when my brother Gerald was finished with his Leaving Cert, and thankfully they listened. 


There were some highlights during this period. Irene Quinn, who owned Ballymascanlon Hotel at the time, was very good to Gerald and me, and brought us out on a few occasions to feed us up. The McGuinness family were also very kind to us, often taking us out of the school for breaks. It was on a visit to see them that I decided to become a doctor. The father was a GP who cared deeply for his patients, and I was very affected by his obvious dedication. I have often reflected on what drove my decision to become a doctor. Was it because of my own experiences of childhood asthma? Was it because of my mother’s experiences with illness? But there is little doubt that my visits to this family were pivotal. The father was a quiet, caring man who was clearly devoted to his patients. He did not necessarily speak much about them, but something was triggered in me during my interactions with him. Maybe it prompted the first rustlings of an inner desire to help other people? Whatever the reason, he inspired something inside of me where I suddenly knew for certain that this was the path I wanted to follow.
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