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  Sir Terry Wogan has been a leading broadcaster on radio and TV since the 1960s. His chat show Wogan was essential viewing in the 1980s

  and, up until his retirement from the weekday breakfast show in 2009, his BBC Radio 2 programme Wake Up to Wogan boasted a regular eight million listeners (including the loyal TOGs –

  Terry’s Old Geezers), making him the most popular radio host in Europe. He now presents Radio 2’s Sunday morning show, Weekend Wogan.




  Terry Wogan is quite simply one of the most recognisable faces and voices in the British media and a national treasure.




  In the huge drawing office




  of Harland and Wolff, Belfast, once




  the world’s biggest shipbuilder
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  I’ve started…
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  The word ‘journey’ has become as abused as ‘celebrity’ so, if you’re coming on this trip with me, I’d rather

  you looked upon it as more of a meander, a dawdle if you will, over the four green fields of Erin. And, before we start, I don’t want any talk from those of you who may have enjoyed the

  delights of Ireland already. It’s a big little island and my clockwise tour – inspired by the BBC television programme Terry Wogan’s Ireland – is a

  circumnavigation, beginning and ending in the fair city of Dublin. Two hours of television will only skim the surface, but this book allows me the freedom to include reminiscences, from my boyhood

  and young adulthood, of other magical places – the Skelligs, Dingle Bay, the Clare coast, the Aran Islands and the rest – that we were unable to visit during filming.




  In the time we had making Terry Wogan’s Ireland, I stored up enough memories to last several lifetimes: Mícheál, the boatman of Clear Island, making everyone a cup

  of tea under the watchful gaze of the great Fastnet Lighthouse, on a mercifully calm Atlantic, shimmering like silk… Enniskerry, County Wicklow – one of

  Ireland’s prettiest villages – where my father was born in the shadow of Sugar Loaf Mountain. The Da ran away from it, at fifteen, for many reasons, among them ‘you couldn’t

  eat the scenery’.




  The great estate of Powerscourt, where his lordship lived in pomp and dug a sunken road along the front of the house so that he and his good lady might not be troubled by the sight of his

  labourers coming to work… The little harbours of Portmagee and Baltimore, a delight to the eye and the spirit as I pulled back my bedroom curtains… The grandeur of Killarney’s

  lakes, even more dramatic when shrouded in dark, lowering clouds… The swans on the Shannon at Limerick; the little house there where I spent my first fifteen years.




  The crossing of the border from the Republic into Northern Ireland… The only reason you know that you’ve crossed the line are the road signs changing from kilometres to miles. The

  armed soldiers and police are no more, the gun emplacements and the watchtowers replaced by ‘bureaux de change’ where Ireland’s euros may be exchanged for sterling.




  Belfast, a place I only visited in my youth for the purposes of being kicked around a rugby field, with that huge sad hole in the docks, where they built, and from where they launched, the

  unsinkable Titanic… Walking the walls of Derry in the driving rain while my friend, the broadcaster Gerry Anderson, explained that in Northern Ireland it wasn’t the side of

  the tracks you were born that made the difference but the side of the river… The sun shone on Lough Erne when Father Brian D’Arcy showed us the beauties of

  that great lake and told us of its place in Ireland’s history. A place for reflection… As they say here, ‘When God made time, he made plenty of it.’




  But we seemed to be always on the move – the Hill of Tara, walking the very land from where the High Kings of Ireland could survey the extent of their power from Dublin Bay in the south,

  to the Mountains of Mourne looking northward… The ancient burial mounds of Brú na Bóinne, perhaps older than the Pyramids…




  ‘Bóinne’ is the Irish for the Boyne, in which river’s valley the only significant battle in international terms ever fought on Irish soil ended in victory for William of

  Orange, and the defeat of James Stuart and the Catholic Jacobites. Hundreds of years later, they still march to the drums in Northern Ireland, in memory of the great Protestant victory.




  In Malahide, another pretty harbour town just outside Dublin, there is a castle that once belonged to the Wogan family, where, it is said, twelve men sat down to breakfast on the morning of the

  Battle of the Boyne. None ever returned…




  So many memories, and so much more: the brave naked ladies of Sligo; Galway’s Spanish past; meeting schoolmates of long ago… But here, if we’re going to make this

  ‘journey’ together, you’d better get on your walking boots, there’s lots to see. And bring a raincoat!




  I’ve started…
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  Holyhead to Dun Laoghaire
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  Dapper in Dublin. Strolling down O’Connell Street with my mother




  





  It was entirely right and proper that I begin my circumnavigation of Ireland from Holyhead in Anglesey, North Wales. A beautiful day, entirely

  appropriate to Snowdonia National Park, with its hills and valleys, its little rivers sparkling in the sunshine. Even more appropriately, I’m taking the Swedish ferry, luxurious successor to

  the rough old mail boat that plied for so many years, back and forth across the Irish Sea: Dun Laoghaire to Holyhead, Holyhead to Dun Laoghaire. That old mail boat carried hundreds of years of

  tears and sorrow, hopes and dreams of a better life, for hundreds of thousands of emigrating Irish men and women. Holyhead was their first view of a foreign shore. With what apprehension, and fear

  mixed with excitement, would they have first stepped on to the soil of Anglesey island?




  I made that journey once myself, when but a slip of a lad, in the early fifties, in order to see Ireland play England at Twickenham. A long, tedious journey, not helped by a rough Irish Sea causing me to throw up all over my new suede shoes. It wasn’t a journey I’d want to repeat in a hurry, and it’s taken fifty years for me to try it again.

  This time, I’m going in the opposite direction, leaving Holyhead and Anglesey on the first leg of my return to Ireland. I’ll confess to a frisson of excitement: what will I find there

  – a new Ireland, a country and its people changed from all I left behind forty years ago?




  There’s a historical precedent for my leaving for Ireland from here, too. Wogan is a Welsh name, derived from ‘Gwgn’, freely translated as ‘glum’. However morose my

  ancestors were, they prospered in the eleventh and twelfth centuries under their Norman conquerors. From the records, it appears that you couldn’t throw a stone in a Welsh country road

  without hitting a Wogan knight. And as we’ll see later on, if you’re still with me, chevaliers and barons in France also bore the proud Wogan name. How my great-grandfather plied his

  trade as a bootmaker and roofer hundreds of years on, we’ll also get to later…




  The first recorded Wogan in Irish history arrived, with a bunch of Norman roughnecks, in the middle of the twelfth century, at the invitation of the treacherous King of Leinster, who wanted

  their help to gain the kingship of Ireland. The Normans, as they proved not only in Britain but all over Europe, were not descended from the Vikings for nothing, and knocked seven bells out of

  everybody so successfully that in 1155 Pope Adrian granted the lordship of Ireland to Henry II of England, so that ‘he might bring the trust of the Christian faith to the ignorant and rude

  Irish’. This in flagrant disregard of the fact that it was the scholarship and missionary zeal of Irish monks that had, almost alone, kept the Christian faith, its

  art and literature, alive during the Dark Ages after the fall of the Roman Empire. Mind you, Adrian was the only English pope in history.




  It was Sir John Wogan who joined the Norman invaders, as ‘justiciar’, a role which seemed to cover everything from the law to the exchequer. In common with his fellow conquerors, he

  took what he wanted, building castles, one in Meath, Clongowes Wood, which became a distinguished Jesuit public school, and another by the sea near Dublin, at Malahide. And like the rest of the

  Normans, he eventually, as Irish history tells us, ‘became more Irish than the Irish themselves’.




  The huge ferry churns away from Holyhead, into a suspiciously calm, sunlit Irish Sea. We sail along with a smoothness unknown in the old mail boat, and at twice the speed. Then, we stop. The

  Irish Sea is not to be treated in this cavalier fashion, and it has responded with a sea mist. I’m reminded of the mythology of the Celtic sea god, Manannán mac Lir, who regularly

  protected his dominion with impenetrable fog, particularly his kingdom of Tír na nÓg, the Land of the Young, known nowadays as the Isle of Man, which still carries the great sea

  god’s name.




  The mist eventually lifts and, soon, there it stands before us – Dun Laoghaire harbour, and Ireland…




  Dun Laoghaire, pronounced ‘Done Leary’, looks more of a genteel English seaside town than anything Irish. The Edwardian houses sweep elegantly down to the harbour, there’s a promenade and a bandstand. And in prime position, the Royal Irish Yacht Club. Of course, the old place has changed, with the passing of the mail boat and the arrival of

  the huge ferries, but I detect echoes of the old order here still, the place where Queen Victoria first stepped on Irish soil. She was well received by the loyal Irish of Dublin, although W.B.

  Yeats deliberately turned his back on her carriage, and the rebel Maud Gonne MacBride pointedly wore a black veil. Which, you’ll agree, was certainly showing her. It’s not recorded

  whether Queen Victoria noticed.




  I spent a gentle two weeks in Dun Laoghaire in the early stages of my banking career, without throwing the accounts into too much confusion, and when the present Lady Wogan and I were first

  married, we lived in a little dormer bungalow on Killiney Hill, overlooking the harbour and Dublin Bay. If you walked to the top of Killiney Hill, a splendid view of the other side of the bay

  stretched before you, to the Wicklow Mountains and the imposing Sugar Loaf, but I’m getting ahead of myself – all of that, and my ancestral roots, lie before us, so don’t say that

  you haven’t been warned.




  When but a boy broadcaster with Irish radio, Radio Éireann, in the longueurs between continuity announcing and news-reading, a fellow tyro, Andy O’Mahony, and I would take the road

  from the studios in Henry Street, Dublin, in my trusty Morris Minor with the broken passenger seat, to walk the promenade at Dun Laoghaire. The alternative was to cross narrow Henry Street to

  Madigan’s pub, directly opposite the entrance to Radio Éireann, a well-beaten track. Andy and I, spoiled bank clerks both, preferred the bracing sea air to a

  pint of the black stuff, at least before lunch.




  One day, returning to the continuity suite, suitably fresh-faced, Andy opened the microphone, made an announcement, and carefully started a musical interlude with a record on one of the

  turntables on the desk. He then turned to me and we continued our erudite discourse. After a couple of minutes, obviously irritated by his thesis being interrupted by the music, he absent-mindedly

  turned, took the needle off the record and returned to our discussion. Ireland, or at least the part of it listening to the national radio station, was plunged into silence. God knows how many

  people all over the country thought that the end of the world was nigh, or at best, the electricity cut off. Or maybe they even threw their wirelesses at the wall in frustration, before I gently

  pointed out to Andy the error of his ways, and once again the plangent notes of the Tulla Céilí Band were heard throughout the land.
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  Dun Laoghaire to Dublin




  





  [image: ]




  Your man in The Gondoliers, Belvedere College, Dublin, when he and the world were young…




  





  From Dun Laoghaire it’s but a jaunt to the heart of Dublin city, although Dave, our doughty driver, spent the time bemoaning the dreadful

  traffic. I promised that one day I’d take him down Regent Street and Soho in London, and then, as an added bonus, for a restful half-day in the stationary chaos of the M25 motorway, if he

  really wanted to see traffic.




  St Stephen’s Green is a peaceful oasis, a park of trees and flowers and water at the top of Dublin’s most fashionable street, Grafton Street, ‘a wonderland’ according to

  the Irish actor Noel Purcell’s popular song of the fifties. And so it still is. The Ma and Da met while working in a grocery store, Leverett & Frye, in Grafton Street. He was behind the

  counter with the comestibles, she was in the cash. Their eyes met over the bacon slicer, he was offered the managership of the Limerick branch, they got married, and… but I’m racing

  ahead of myself again…




  Off Grafton Street is a much smaller thoroughfare, King Street. And on King Street is a lovely old music hall, the Gaiety Theatre. This theatre holds so many memories:

  as a member of the Rathmines and Rathgar Musical and Dramatic Society, I trod the boards here in not only a Gilbert and Sullivan operetta but Bitter Sweet, Love From Judy and many another

  crowd-pleasing musical extravaganza. Amateur dramatics was big in Ireland then. The Brother, Brian, for instance, was a fine actor. Unfortunately, there wasn’t enough professional acting work

  available to make it a career.




  Amid the rock ’n’ rolling of the fifties, a friend, Ken Daly – with whom I’d shared the sweat and tears of the Belvedere College rugby front row – and I somehow

  developed a love of opera. Every year in the Gaiety Theatre, the Dublin Grand Opera Society stages a season of Italian opera, flying in producers, conductors, designers and stars from the great

  Italian opera houses, while providing their own chorus and extras, or ‘supers’, as we were known. Because that’s how Ken and I got in for nothing to enjoy the finest operas

  – we signed on as waiters in La Traviata, casual Venetians in Otello, Assyrian slaves in Aida. We certainly got a better view than even the exalted customers in the

  Grand Circle, although in the case of Aida it did involve wearing a loincloth and smearing ourselves in some brown muck, as we were lashed by cruel oppressors. Talk about sacrificing

  yourself for your art…




  I have to admit that my performances were for one season only, having left a little to be desired in the eyes of the Italian producer. Perhaps it was my anachronistic wearing of suede shoes, as a waiter in the ‘Libiamo’ drinking scene of La Traviata, or, as a priest, enjoying a pint in the green room and failing to turn up for the

  Easter hymn procession in Cavalleria Rusticana – or was that Pagliacci? Either way, it signalled the end of my brief hour upon the grand opera stage, but far from the finish

  of my King Street days.




  It was in the Gaiety Theatre that I made my debut as a commentator at the Eurovision Song Contest. I’d barely begun to make any impression on the British listening public when BBC Radio

  asked me to return to Ireland in 1971 to do the Eurovision. Given the grandiose magnificence, the Himalayan heights to which the Song Contest has risen in the intervening years, it almost beggars

  belief that it was staged by Radio Telefís Éireann in a music hall that had room for fewer than a thousand people by the time you crammed in cameras, sound, lighting, stage crews,

  orchestra, commentary boxes and all the other paraphernalia for what was, even then, the major European Broadcasting Union event of the year. I have a vague recollection of Clodagh Rodgers singing

  her heart out for Le Royaume-Uni, but who sang for Ireland, and who won, is lost in the mists of time. Not that it makes too much difference today, either.




  And guess what’s about to open at the Gaiety Theatre, Dublin, this week? Only Riverdance! Riverdance, that extraordinary explosion of drum, pipe and the hammering of

  hard-shoe Irish dancing, the fiercely dramatic interlude in the 1994 Eurovision Song Contest that put all the competing nations and their songs in the shade, making everything else irrelevant, and creating the outstanding memory in the Song Contest’s history. I don’t think it’s too strong to say that it was with Riverdance that Ireland

  announced its place in Europe, that Riverdance was the first time the Celtic Tiger roared.




  Moya Doherty and John McColgan were two young people I’d met in London, when both were working in television there – Moya as presenter, John as producer. They went back to work for

  Irish television, Moya becoming a director/producer. And she’s the one who produced the 1994 Eurovision from the huge Point arena in Dublin and, of course, Riverdance. We sat in the

  Gaiety and talked of old times, and the extraordinary international success that this spectacle of Irish music and dance continues to enjoy all over the world. They’d just returned from a

  triumph in the Great Hall of the People in Tiananmen Square, Beijing. Riverdance might have just faded away into the mists of time, a memory of one fierce few minutes, without the masterly

  direction of Moya and John.




  That commitment, that constant attention to quality and detail, is what keeps the musical phenomenon fresh and alive. As evidence, Moya Doherty took me to Portmarnock, a Dublin suburb by the

  sea, and we enjoyed the toe-tapping brilliance of future Riverdancers. A revelation, just as the show was to those of us for whom Irish dancing was for sissies; rigid, formalised, with no upper

  body movement, arms stiffly held by the sides to hold down the short skirt, in case anybody should see your knickers.




  Portmarnock was where the Da would take us for a Sunday spin in the big Ford Consul. We didn’t have a car in Limerick, relying on the generosity of those better

  placed in life than ourselves. The Da having risen to dizzy heights, we graciously joined him, as he drove to Portmarnock’s lovely, great beach, and watched as he hurled a line into the sea,

  in the usually fruitless search for bass or flounder. Even if we caught one, it went back in the sea. The Ma didn’t do fish.
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  Ah, the Gaiety, where I tripped the light fantastic in amateur musical comedy and presented my first Eurovision Song Contest in 1971




  

    Portmarnock, or, to be more specific, the country club there, was where Helen and I had our wedding reception. Quite a drive from the church in Rathmines where the marriage took place, in the

    rain. This surprised nobody and certainly didn’t in any way upset the cheery attitude of the crowd who joined the wedding party inside the church and, standing on the seats and benches,

    cheered and applauded the happy, bemused couple as we made our way, man and wife, into a life together that has, so far, lasted forty-seven years. The rain cleared off for the reception, not that

    anyone noticed, well inoculated as they were by the free bar, a generous gesture by Helen’s father, Tim, who got his money’s worth by making at least three speeches at the wedding

    breakfast. One of them was in the middle of my own father’s speech, which didn’t go down too well as far as the Da was concerned, but was hardly noticed, in view of the fact that

    people seemed to be walking in off the street to add their few well-chosen words.


  




  One of the reasons for my making this pilgrimage was to see how much things had changed in Ireland since I’d been away. Portmarnock had certainly changed, in the way I was to find most

  Irish towns, big and small, had changed. The evidence of Ireland’s prosperity during the boom years, when the Tiger roared, is everywhere to be seen, with housing

  developments sprawling in all directions over what used to be green fields and seeming to choke what I remembered as quiet suburbs. Later, on my way through the rural county town, I would see far

  more depressing evidence of a property boom that went bust – rows of unfinished developments, housing estates half-built and abandoned as developers and builders ran out of money and the

  banks, too late, saw the error of their profligate lending ways. The unpaid workers had laid down their tools and left. A modern Irish tragedy, in a country that, historically, has had more than

  its share.
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  Dublin to Enniskerry
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  Powerscourt, the Great House in Enniskerry where great-grandfather Michael came to ply his trade




  





  Enniskerry is less than an hour from Dublin, at least at the speed Dave drives, and the Wicklow hills, in the shadow of Sugar Loaf Mountain, and

  enjoys a reputation as one of Ireland’s prettiest places. It was to this little town that Michael Wogan, my great-grandfather, came in the early nineteenth century, to try his luck as a

  bootmaker. Don’t ask how a descendant of knights, chevaliers, lords of the manor and French baronetcies ended up repairing boots – this is not a history lesson. I can tell you that the

  old boy abandoned the boot business in favour of roofing, but only because Oona Wogan, a distant relative – proud possessor of what she termed ‘the tall Wogan gene’ and chronicler

  of the family history, with particular reference to Enniskerry – told me so, and produced the old photographs to prove it. There’s a real beauty, taken in 1901, of Viscount Wingfield,

  Lord Powerscourt, his lady and his family, on the steps of Powerscourt House, with the Protestant vicar, the Catholic priest and his lordship’s tenants, the good

  burghers of Enniskerry. And there he is, third row from the front, Michael Wogan, bootmaker/roofer to the gentry, sporting a beard that rivals the good lord’s magnificent growth.
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