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A LETTER FROM IRELAND

NEWS

A WARM IRISH WELCOME.
Welcome to this month's Issue of The Letter from Ireland Magazine!
by Mike Collins

(l to R) Carina & and Jayne at Monasterboice in County Louth.

C

éad Míle Fáilte - and
you are very welcome to the
first issue of The Letter from
Ireland Magazine for 2020!
One of our many highlights
in the Green Room was
visiting Australia - and we
had a chance to visit the
many iconic sites in Tasmania
associated with it's convict
past. In this issue we share
some of the pictures and
stories that we encountered
along the way.
DNA is always a hot topic just how useful is DNA
testing for Irish family history

research? We share a letter
that looks at the eternal
question - does your
"Irishness" come from "nature
or"nurture"? We then travel to
the "garden county" of
Wicklow on the trail of one of
our member's ancestors for a
"homelands" feature.
Have you ever visited an Irish
graveyard? We join one of our
in-house genealogist as we

" How useful is DNA
testing for Irish
family history
research?"

wander around one of the
most iconic sites in the country
- Monasterboice in County
Louth. Along with these special
features, you will find so much
more to help you connect even
more strongly with your Irish
Heritage.
We do hope you enjoy this
issue of the Letter from Ireland
Magazine. I know we enjoyed
putting it together for you!
Mike, Carina, Jayne and Pam.
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IRISH DNA IS YOUR
"IRISHNESS"
FROM
NATURE OR
NURTURE

A LETTER FROM IRELAND

LETTER

by Mike Collins

Is your Irish ancestry in your DNA? What
influences make up your cultural identity? Is it
the DNA you are born with (your nature), or is it
the way in which you were raised (or nurtured)?
In this letter, we will cover a common debate
about what factors make us Irish.
Céad Míle Fáilte – and welcome to your own Letter
from Ireland for this week. How are things going in
your part of the world today? It’s a bit of a dreary
day here – a gun metal sky but with the hope of
some sunshine later. Carina and myself are just
back from the city of San Sebastian in northern
Spain – located in the middle of what is known as
“Basque Country”. We travelled there as part of our
traveling the “Irish Ancestral Trail” – tracking the
places where the Irish originated, and the places
where we ended up!
It is said that the people of this Basque region share
a substantial DNA “thumbprint” with people from
the west of Ireland – so we were interested to see
their culture and people first hand. More of that
another week – today we will chat about DNA and
“Irishness”.

Kristin, one of our readers – recently underwent
DNA ancestry testing – and was VERY frustrated
with the results. Here is what she shared:
“I am 98% European: 65% Scandinavia, 27% British
Isles, 6% Southern Europe. Where is my Irish?? My
mother’s ancestors included the
names: Doherty, Riley, Roach, and Brady. But
Ireland is not even listed in my results, except under
British Isles!”
OK – let’s take this DNA bull by the horns and ask a
simple question:
IS YOUR "IRISHNESS" IN YOUR DNA?
The Irish surname Gleason/Gleeson comes from
a territory somewhere between the town of
Nenagh and Lough Derg in County Tipperary. For
many centuries, they were one of the chief
families of the area – but that started to change
in the 1200s with the arrival of the Normans.
A LETTER FROM IRELAND
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The name then spread to other parts, but mostly
stayed within the counties of Munster.
Lizzie Gleason was born on a farm in Indiana in 1861
to Michael Gleason and Mary Curtin. Her parents had
arrived as emigrants from Tipperary during the Irish
famine. She later moved to Chicago where she
married and started a family.
In 1962, her grandson – James Watson, was awarded a
Nobel prize for his co-discovery of the double-helix
structure of DNA. This is often considered the
greatest scientific discovery of the 20th century.On
the question of “Nature or Nurture” – does our DNA
predetermine our destiny, or is it a product of our
environment – Watson has the following to say:
“DNA is everywhere now in everyday life. People are
always wondering about Nature or Nurture, and what we
can learn from our hereditary genes. We don’t know, but
we should and I think we will. I think knowledge of DNA
will eventually encompass all medical knowledge about
it, but it will probably take years.”
James Watson has frequently got into trouble for
speaking his “rational scientist” mind – but here he is
clear that, at least in the medical field, we will make
significant breakthroughs as we grow the applications
of our DNA knowledge.
But, what about your “Irishness”? While we know
there is no cure for it (sorry, I couldn’t resist) – what
part does Nature or Nurture play in your cultural
makeup?

"People are always wondering about
Nature or Nurture, and what we can
learn from our hereditary genes. We
don’t know, but we should and I
think we will.".
THREE TESTS TO UNCOVER YOUR FAMILY TREE.
Nowadays, it is possible to take a DNA test to uncover
your ethnic mix, discover others who share your
ancestry and to help break through brick walls in your
research. Have you taken one of these tests yet?
There are three different types of DNA tests available
for ancestry research purposes. They are:
Y-DNA Test. This tests for the Y chromosome that
passes from father to son. As a result, it can only be
taken by males – it is a useful way to track your
paternal surname back through a large number of
generations.
Mitochondrial DNA Test. This tests for a
chromosome that is only passed on by females. As a
result, it can help you track back through a maternal
line for centuries – but this information can be
difficult to use due to a lack of surname clues.
Autosomal DNA Test. This tests for the remaining
DNA that is passed through both your male and
female lines. However, things spread out fairly
quickly, so it is often only useful for 3-4 generations
back. Also, this is the test that DNA companies are
pushing – it provides them with the quickest means
of increasing their database of DNA samples (oh,
cynical me!).
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OK – enough of the Science lessons/reminders! In
additions to Kristin’s comments at the top of the
letter, I often hear from readers saying:

“I’m a quarter Irish. My mother was a faithful member
of the Chicago Irish tribe. I have always followed my
Irish side.”

“I just got tested as only being 17% Irish – and my
name is Murphy, how could that be?”“There was
music, stories and a strong Irish ethos in our family,
and although we were only a quarter Irish – that is
the side that I grew up with the most!”

And that is what I have noticed in the hundreds of
conversations I have with people of Irish descent –
your Irish DNA may be a large, or small percentage
of your makeup. But that quantity of DNA is merely
a spark, it takes nurture to really bring your
Irishness to life.

So, do you need a large percentage of Irish DNA
to make you “Irish”? I personally think that the
“nurture” effect – especially within the Irish
female line, is the real secret weapon to
preserving the Irish identity within a family.
James Watson (good Scottish name that!) seems
to acknowledge this in his own experience:

And Kristin, just remember, while you are reading
this letter – you are 100% Irish! How about you? Do
you feel your “Irishness” is a result from the NATURE
of your DNA – or NURTURE from the special people,
places and community in your life. Do leave a
comment below and let me know. We hope you
have a great week.
Slán for now,
Mike and Carina.

"But that quantity of DNA is
merely a spark, it takes
nurture to really bring your
Irishness to life."

See more in the Green Room Research Wheel
here: BIT.LY/RESEARCHWHEEL
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MEET YOUR FELLOW MEMBERS!
Two Pages of Member Meetups, Hooleys and "Drop-ins" from around the World!
1

2

3

8

9

7

4

6

5

1. Pat Conwell, Fran Griffin, Jim Purcell & Barbara Griffin in New Jersey. 2. Alma Stafford and brother in
Limerick. 3. Sean Windsor outside his Wexford castle. 4. Mike, Carina & Jayne in Monasterboice, County
Louth. 5. Nancy Ní Costello in Galway. 6.Carina with Christine McDonnell in Dublin. 7. Jo Magness and
hubby meet Jayne in PRONI, Belfast. 8. Bertie & Mary Martin, Westmeath. 9. Carina & James Fogarty
Thurles, County Tipperary.
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1

6
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5

2

3

1. Des Dineen, Paddy & Margaret Kirwan, Anne Keating, Hazen, Dawn Lawry & penelope Power meet
up in Melbourne. 2. Ciaran Hogan in Spiddal, Galway. 3. Denise Brown meets Jayne McGarvey at
PRONI, Belfast. 4. Jayne & Carina - Monasterboice Round tower in the background. 5. Carina with
Anne Marie Diffley in Trinity Library, Dublin. 6.Carina meets JFK in New Ross, County Wexford.

Click to See More Pictures in the Green Room
Forum here: BIT.LY/GRGALLERY
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THE IRISH IN TASMANIA A CONVICT PAST
by Mike Collins

In 2018, Mike & Carina did a Green
Room "tour" of Australia - and one of
the most fascinating places on that
trip was the large island of Tasmania.

The island of Tasmania was first named “Van
Diemen’s Land” by the Dutch explorer Abel
Tasman in the mid 1600s. The British first
colonised and settled “Van Diemen’s Land” in 1803
– at the time it was a part of the larger colony of
New South Wales.

Where we traveled in Tasmania

A settlement was established – which later
became known as Hobart. The land needed
clearing and developing, so early settlers were
mostly convicts with their military guards. Over
the following decades, more convict settlements
and prisons were established across the island
including Port Arthur to the south-east and
Macquarie Harbour to the west.
While many free settlers arrived on the island
from 1816, it is estimated that about 160,000
British convicts were sent to the various colonies
of Australia between 1788 and 1868. The majority
of these convicts were transported for petty
offences (e.g. stealing a cloak) – more serious
offences were often capital offences back in the
United Kingdom.
By the end of the 1840s most convicts being sent
to Van Diemen’s Land were free to work for pay
while under sentence. By the mid 1850s – the
population of Van Diemen’s Land was about
69,000 – and every second islander was a convict
(many more descended from convicts).

Down by Hobart Docks

Ask The Genealogist Your Questions in the
A Replica of an early Hobart Ship
Green Room Forum here: BIT.LY/ASKJAYNE
A LETTER FROM IRELAND
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The proportion of male to female convicts was
about 7:1. Van Diemen’s Land became independent
from New South Wales in 1833 – a colony in its own
right. Convict transportation to Van Diemen’s Land
ended in the mid 1850s and Van Diemen’s Land
was renamed “Tasmania” after Abel Tasman.
For many generations afterwards, Tasmanians
turned their back on their “convict past” (born out
by many conversations we had with the locals) and
it is only in recent years that it has become
acceptable to talk about the convicts in your family
tree as well as seeing the growth tourism around
the subject – with many sites with a convict
association offering a fascinating insight into the
horrors of the time as well as the resilience of the
people in such circumstances.

The Colonial Architecture of Hobart

TASMANIA AND THE IRISH.
Today, it is estimated that of the current Tasmania
population of 500,000, about 25% are of Irish
descent. Most of the Irish in Tasmania before the
1840s were free settlers. In the 1840s,
transportation to New South Wales ended and
many of the Irish who were heading there were
instead sent to Van Diemen’s Land.
Between 1840 and the cessation of transportation
in 1853, about 7,000 Irish male and 4,000 female
convicts were recorded on arrival on the island. It
is estimated that many more were Irish who were
resident in England before transportation.

An Irish Memorial in Hobart

Another type of prisoner, known as “political
prisoner” formed a minority of the Irish convict
population. Following the failed Young Irelander
insurgency in 1848, many of the wealthy Irish
participants had their sentences commuted to
transportation. These included Thomas Francis
Meagher, William Smith O’Brien and John Mitchel
among others.
Ask The Genealogist Your
Questions
in the
A Chance
toGreen
Meet Room
GreenForum
Room here:
Members!
BIT.LY/ASKPAMHOLLAND
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"Port Arthur began life as
a timber station about 1830, but
from 1833 until 1853, it held the
most hardened of
convicted criminals"
THE CASCADES FEMALE FACTORY.
Before we arrived in Hobart, we had heard about
the “Cascades Female Factory” – a notorious site
that would have been the first “home” for most of
the female convicts that arrived in Van Diemen’s
Land.

The Cascades Women's Factory

Today, it has been brought back to life with
restored buildings, heritage tours and offers a
chance for both the locals and tourists to develop
an insight into the harsh realities of life for those
early female settlers in Van Diemen’s Land.

A VISIT TO PORT ARTHUR.
Port Arthur began life as a timber station about
1830, but from 1833 until 1853, it held the most
hardened of convicted criminals – often those who
reoffended after arriving as convicts in Australia.
As a result, it’s location had to provide strict
security. It remained a prison until 1877.

Building Ruins in Port Arthur

The site of Port Arthur is quite beautiful today – a
well-laid out settlement surrounded by still waters
(shark infested as the prisoners were told) and wild
land and mountains (impenetrable as the prisoners
were also told).
We took time to wander among the buildings of
what was effectively a fully-functioning town. We
came across the cottage of the Irish political
prisoner, William Smith O’Brien – who spent time
here as a “prisoner” from 1849 to 1854. O’Brien
was sent to Port Arthur where he met up with John
Mitchel, another Irish political prisoner who had
been transported before the Young Ireland
rebellion.

Ask The Genealogist Your
Questions in the Green Room Forum here:
A Fierce Dog Guards the Exit
BIT.LY/ASKPAMHOLLAND

A LETTER FROM IRELAND

MAGAZINE

| 10

A LETTER FROM IRELAND REGULAR

The Beautiful Surroundings of Port Arthur
In 1854, O’Brien was released on the condition he never
return to the United Kingdom. However, in 1856 he was
granted a pardon and returned to spend the rest of his days
in Ireland. We spent some time wandering around the home
of O’Brien where he spent those 5 years – a cottage that has
been preserved just as it would have appeared in the mid
1800s.
We hope you enjoyed that brief overview of just some of the
sights in Tasmania. After a couple of days we then headed
north to Tasmania’s second city – Launceston – to meet with
one of our Green Room members and to visit the places
where his Irish ancestors first lived after their arrival in
Australia.
If you do have a chance to visit Tasmania - we recommend
that you take some time away from the beautiful natural
sights that surround you on this most scenic of islands - and
explore the many places that have been developed over the
past 20 years coming to terms with its convict past. You will
not regret it!
We look forward to returning to this beautiful place some
day.
Mike.

The Door of William O'Brien's Cottage
See Our Irish Homelands Features in the Green
Room here: BIT.LY/GRHOMELANDS
A LETTER FROM IRELAND
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Are You Using ALL the Benefits of your Green Room
Membership?

Video-training on Irish Research tools and DNA testing - all organised on
our "Green Room Research Wheel".
Irish-based and US-based Genealogists for pointers and help with your
"brick walls" - have you started to ask YOUR questions?
BONUS free annual membership of JohnGrenham.com - Ireland's
foremost Genealogy record site.
Join us as we travel to different member's Irish Homelands to uncover
stories, pictures and surprises along the way.
Connect with over 3,100 other Green Room members who share your
passion, Irish surnames and heritage.

Not a Green Room member yet? Now's a great time to join us!
Click here to get your own subscription.
A LETTER FROM IRELAND
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ASK THE
GENEALOGIST
by Jayne McGarvey

Jayne McGarvey is our Irish-based Genealogist in The
Green Room. Each week she answers dozens of
member queries - here is just one recent conversation!

QUESTION:
Jayne,
My Irish ancestors came from County
Donegal in the mid 1700s. Somewhere
along the line, he or some of his
ancestors converted to Presbyterian. The
conversion would have occurred during
the 1600s or 1700s. I have been unable
to discover any material on religious
conversions other than to the Church of
Ireland in the histories. Are you aware of
any resources in existence that would
deal with such a conversion during that
time period?
Jim.
JAYNE:
There are the Catholic Convert Rolls at the
National Archives of Ireland NAI but these records
are as you say mostly RC to CoI.
Many of those that left Ireland in the mid to late1700s were Presbyterian and often Ulster Scots.
Significant numbers of Scottish Presbyterians had
come into Ireland as part of the Plantation of
Ulster, however many of the very early settlers
found that the Penal laws were almost as severe
for Presbyterians as they were for Roman
Catholics. Absence too of sufficient early
Presbyteries caused many to baptise and marry in
the Established Church (Church of Ireland)

Around the approximate time many of your
ancestors left Ireland considerable numbers of
Leases that had been created for over 3 lives had
also expired and “rent-racking” was causing many
families to consider alternatives such as emigration.
The best source for early Presbyterian histories and
records is the Presbyterian Historical Society of
Ireland, based in Belfast.
As well as an excellent library containing many early
histories, books, biographies, and early registers
they have an excellent book store.
Another couple of sources you may find very useful
are John Grenhams and William Roulstons books on
researching Irish ancestors.
John Grenham's website is available free through
your Green Room Membership and this can be very
helpful in narrowing down what major collections
survive within any given parish. William Roulston's
Researching Scots-Irish Ancestors is an excellent
compendium of many of the smaller collections,
papers and publications.
Jayne.

Ask The Genealogist Your Questions in the
Green Room Forum here: BIT.LY/ASKJAYNE
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PSST! ... HAVE YOU HEARD THE
"SPOKEN LETTER FROM IRELAND"?
The Letter from Ireland Show is a Podcast that goes out from our
cottage in Ireland - covering Irish stories, myths, family history,
surnames and much more! Here are just some of our member favourites
so far:

THE IRISH SCOTS – A TRIP TO GLASGOW IN SCOTLAND
Episode 503

THE IRISH FESTIVAL AT THE START OF A CELTIC SPRING
Episode 403

3 SIGNS YOU ARE MAKING PROGRESS AS AN IRISH FAMILY
HISTORY RESEARCHER
Episode 409

IRISH ANCESTRY – INTERVIEW WITH AN AMERICAN
GENEALOGIST ON TRACING YOUR IRISH ANCESTORS
Episode 406

OUR EXPERIENCES WITH IRISH ANCESTRY DNA
Episode 209

MEET JOHN GRENHAM - A CHAT ABOUT IRISH ANCESTRY RECORDS
Episode 207

And Many More.... Produced by Carina Collins.

See All Available Episodes of the
Letter from Ireland Show here:
BIT.LY/ALFISHOW
A LETTER FROM IRELAND
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This month, we are off to
the "garden county" of
Ireland. It's an area of
ancient monastic
settlements, beautiful
scenery - and lots of Viking
connections!

N

IRISH HOMELANDS COUNTY WICKLOW

Glendalough, County Wicklow.

owadays, County Wicklow is known as the
“Garden of Ireland” – but it’s probably more
appropriate to call it the “backgarden of Dublin”
as it is a beautiful mix of mountains, woodland,
sea and river offering some wonderful leisure to
the residents of our capital city.
However, things were not always this “bucolic”. In
fact, for hundreds of years, the “wild Gaels” who
hid in the mountains and forests of Wicklow were
a constant thorn in the side to the “civilised”
residents of Dublin. An enemy “inside the Pale”, if
you will.
Wicklow was the last county to be shired in
Ireland – in 1606 – in an effort to tame the
local O’Byrne and O’Toole chieftains of the area.
We started our trip to Wicklow in one of the most
beautiful spots in Ireland – the ancient monastic
city of Glendalough, associated with Saint Kevin –
maybe you have been here?
Kevin of Glendalough was born about the year
500 – and following his ordination, he went to the
remote region of Glendalough to escape his
followers. As you can tell, he was a holy man in
the hermit tradition! However, a group of
disciples were attracted to Kevin, and a walled
settlement was established by one of the lakes.
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Things grew from there – and many came to seek
Kevin’s guidance.
Over time Glendalough became a renowned seminary and
the parent of several other monasteries. Kevin presided
over this monastery until the end of his long life in 618.
Places like Glendalough were major places of pilgrimage in
Ireland, but were also independent towns of their own. In
fact, up to the 900s, few towns or villages existed in Ireland
outside these monastic settlements. By the 800s, such
settlements had come to the attention of a new band of
marauders in Europe – The Vikings. They were attracted by
the treasures, slaves, food and land held by these local
towns.
We settled into the town of Wicklow for two nights to do
our research and travel the county. Wicklow is a lovely sea
port about halfway down the county. It comes from the
Norse: “Víkingaló” (say it fast!) – and means “Viking’s
meadow”. When the county was eventually created in 1606,
they took on the name of this town for the county.
As we walked through the town, we noticed this
advertisement in the window of a shop – and it seems like
most locals have participated in this very popular show at
some stage.
So many of the towns and cities in Ireland were first settled
by the Norse – including the town of Wicklow. Like many of
the coastal Irish towns, it started as an over-winter haven
for groups of Norse Vikings. Over the decades, they settled
in the area – and intermarried with the local Irish. However,
they always maintained themselves as a fighting force –
going to battle with other Irish Norse, further Viking
invaders, the local Irish or a mixture of all three!
Following the Battle of Clontarf in the early 11th century,
the time of the Vikings had come to an end, and
the influence of the local Hiberno-Norse cities went
into decline. When the Normans (themselves of Viking
descent) arrived in Ireland in the late 1100s, they cleared
the cities of Wexford and Waterford of their Norse
populations – and took their place.
Our host in Wicklow town was a lady with the surname
of Doyle. This name comes from the Irish “O Dubhghaill”
(pronounced “Oh-Duv-Gyle”) and means “dark foreigner”, a
generic description the early Irish had for the HibernoNorse inhabitants of the cities of Leinster.
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Nowadays, you couldn’t throw a rock in this area but
it would hit a Doyle – bounce off them, and hit a
Byrne. Or so the locals like to say!
We finished off our walk around Wicklow town by
heading to the old Port area – a place where the
original Vikings would have sought shelter between
raids. An amazing sight caught our eyes – a number
of the Viking ships that were due to feature in series
5 of Vikings were sitting in the port. They were
waiting shipment overland to Poulaphouca
reservoir nearby, where the water scenes for the
popular TV series are shot. What luck! They had just
arrived and would ship out the next morning.
While the Vikings did not really leave any surnames
behind them (the age of the Viking had passed
before the introduction of many surnames), there
are still a lot of Irish surnames made up from Norse
personal names. These include:
Arthur, Beirne, Birney/Burney, Blacker, Bligh,
Bolan/Boland, Broder/Broderick, Caskey, Coll,
Coppinger, Cotter, Cottle, Dolphin, Doyle,
Gohery/Godfrey, Growder/Grudder, Harold, Henrick,
Hever, Kettle, McCorkell, McGetrick,
McIver/McIvor/McKeever, McLoughlin, McManus, Norris,
Seery, Skillen, McSorley, O’Rourke, Sugrue, Sweetman,
McSwiggan, Thunder, Toner and Tormey.
Are any of your Irish surnames included here?
Our next stop was at the top of the town where we
came across the ruins of Castle Black. This was built
by the Norman Fitzgeralds in the 1200s, but was
completely destroyed by the
local O’Byrnes and O’Tooles in the early 1300s.
Coincidentally, scenes from Castle Black in Game of
Thrones (are you a fan) were shot in a nearby studio
for the last season.
From the mid 1600s onwards, the English
administration had taken full control of County
Wicklow. Indeed, quite a few of Cromwell’s soldiers
and adventurers were granted lands in the south of
the county. However, our next stop was further to
the north – to Powerscourt house and gardens located near the village of Enniskerry and built over
Read more on this feature in the Green Room
an old castle from the 1200s – owned by the
here: BIT.LY/CORKNOVASCOTIA
Norman La Poer family.
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La Poer eventually became anglicised as Power – one
of the most numerous names in the south east of
Ireland today.
Powerscourt House is a typical estate (although a
superior version) from the ascendancy in the 1700s.
Today, it is open to the public and contains one of
the most beautiful gardens in the world.
It’s hard to travel around the southeast of Ireland
without coming across many reminders of the 1798
Rising – including a statue of a "Pikesman" in Wicklow
town (pictured above). We tracked the 1798 Rising
comprehensively in our County Wexford Homelands
feature.
If you got into trouble with the law in these parts, the
chances are that you would spend time in Wicklow
Gaol, shown alongside. Today, it is considered one of
the most haunted buildings in Ireland – but through
its tenure, the front gates were merely known as
“The Gates of Hell“. Today, there is a wonderful
“living exhibition” – bringing many of the characters
and stories of this infamous gaol to life.
Our journey along the rivers and valleys of Wicklow
finally took us to the lovely village of Avoca (pictured
alongside) – which achieved fame for a time as the
BBC TV village of “Ballykissangel“. That’s one thing
that strikes you about Wicklow – it is so photogenic
and wild in places, yet so near Dublin City. No
wonder we are seeing it more and more on our TV
screens and cinema masquerading as another part of
the world!
Well, I hope you enjoyed that trip around the sights
and history of County Wicklow. If you are a Green
Room member - you can see the full version of this
article (including lots of family history research
information) if you click on the green box below.
Mike.

See Our Irish Homelands Features in the Green
Room here: BIT.LY/GRHOMELANDS
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BILL OF IRISH ANCESTRY RIGHTS
Our Bill of Irish Ancestry Rights -in place since 2015 - Which Is the most Important to
You?

AS A PERSON OF IRISH DESCENT I HAVE
THE FOLLOWING RIGHTS:

1. TO KNOW WHICH OF THE SURNAMES IN MY FAMILY
TREE ARE IRISH.
2. TO KNOW WHAT EACH OF MY IRISH SURNAMES
MEAN AND THEIR POINT OF ORIGIN IN IRELAND.
3. TO KNOW THE SPECIFIC DETAILS OF THE IRISH
ANCESTORS IN MY FAMILY TREE AND KNOW WHERE
IN IRELAND EACH INDIVIDUAL CAME FROM.
4. TO KNOW WHAT LIFE WAS LIKE FOR MY IRISH
ANCESTORS.
5. TO SEE THE PLACES OF MY IRISH ANCESTORS
AND TO WALK THEIR LAND AND HOMESTEADS.
6. TO CONNECT WITH MY LIVING IRISH RELATIVES.

Which is The Most Important
to you?
Click
Styled Link
Box to
More in the Green
here to have
your
say:
Room to go here
BIT.LY/BILLOFANCESTRYRIGHTS
A LETTER FROM IRELAND
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CARINA'S
IRISH CORNER
by Carina Collins

Fáilte! Welcome,
Did you know that February 1st is a special day in Ireland?
We celebrate Lá Fhéile Bríde (Law Fail-ah Bree -da) St. Brigid’s
Day in honour of our greatest female saint. St Brigid has a
special place in the hearts of us Irish and her story and
traditions are passed down through the generations. Some
still in place to this day!
I loved the stories we were told as children about
this wonderful Saint. Born in County Louth around
455AD she was not your typical girl. She refused
marriage after hearing St Patrick preach and
decided to dedicate her life to God. To this end she
spent her life traveling around Ireland bringing the
Christian faith to Irish chieftains and their tribes.
One tale we were told as children tells
of how she outwitted a local chieftain to gain land
for her monastery in Kildare.
The chieftain promised her as much land as her
cloak would cover and as she laid her cloak down it
started to spread across the acres. With this land
she went on to establish possible Ireland’s oldest
monastery.
When I next remember Brigid coming into my life I
was a young teacher on my first posting. Would you
believe the teaching position was in Kildare town?
Strolling around the town I noticed the large Round
Tower. All that now remains of this great
ecclesiastical centre. Long gone was Brigid’s Abbey
from 470AD but I discovered another interesting fact
about this woman. Her monastery was co-ed. She
had monks and nuns educated here. As abbess she
held considerable power and had administrative
power equal to a Bishop. Now that was a woman
ahead of her time!
One of the traditions linked to Brigid was the making
of a St Brigid’s Cross , Crosóg Brigid (Cross -oh -ig
Brigid). This tradition was still kept alive in my
Kildare school. Being the teacher I had to quickly
master the art of cross making but luckily for me we
used wool instead of the traditional rushes.

We have many traditions in Ireland and so many linked
to Brigid. Long ago her Rush Crosses were hung in the
rafters of the home to ward off fire. Nowadays with
the absence of thatch roofs I still like to buy a St.
Brigid’s cross and hang it in my house over the door.
Brigid was also associated with healing and Holy Wells
dedicated to Brigid are numerous throughout the
country. For myself as my career took a turn from
teaching towards caring for others I liked to hang The
St. Brigid’s Cross in the room where I worked.
Perhaps St.Brigid is a christianised version of the Celtic
Goddess Bríd , the Goddess of Fire. Is it a coincidence
that St Brigid’s Day coincides with the coming of
Spring?
I’ll let you with a poem from 1735 about St. Brigid.
St. Brigid’s Cross hung over the door,
Which did the house from fire secure,
And though the dogs and servants slept,
By St. Brigid’s care the house was kept.
If you have a name in your family linked to Brigid or
remember any shared customs or stories linked to her
do let us know, we would love to hear from you!
Slán Carina.

Go to the Irish Language and Culture
section of The Green Room here:
BIT.LY/IRISHLANGUAGE

A LETTER FROM IRELAND

MAGAZINE

|

20

A WALK
THROUGH
AN IRISH
GRAVEYARD

H

ave you ever walked around an Irish
graveyard and wished you knew a little more
about what you were looking at? Join our Irish
Genealogist as we take you on a tour of a very
special historical site in County Louth in Ireland.
Carina: We are visiting a unique place in County
Louth. Here, the ancestral story is written in stone
at this unique graveyard or cemetery of
Monasterboice. Believe me, it is so much, much
more than a graveyard. Monasterboice is about
an hour’s drive north from Dublin City and lies a
few miles outside Drogheda.
It is said that Buite, a follower of St. Patrick,
founded the site here as a center of learning, way
back in the sixth century. To help us decipher all
that we see around us in Monasterboice, Mike
and I were very fortunate to be joined by our
Irish-based genealogist from the Green Room,
Jayne McGarvey. Now, Jayne visits graveyards
regularly, and we wanted to bring you behind the
scenes, and share with you what a genealogist
looks for in an Irish graveyard. What are the signs
they look out for? What pointers and markers are
they seeing? How would an Irish genealogist read
an Irish graveyard?

A LETTER FROM IRELAND FEATURE

Monasterboice, County Louth.
Mike: If you are planning to visit any cemetery, what sort
of things would you plan before you leave the house?
Jayne: Well, one of the things I do is a little bit of preresearch. Check whether there are any graveyard
records, whether there are plot numbers or a graveyard
map. And I prepare the boot (trunk) of my car: large
umbrella, welly boots, good shoes, camera, notepad or
iPad, and above all else, preferably a second person to
act as a sunblock.
Mike: You didn’t mention anything about items to clean
up stones - chalk, or grass, or anything like that.
Jayne: Any sort of rubbing can be corrosive and can
badly damage the stone. Usually, I’ll bring a bottle of
rainwater in a spray. Change the angle of the sun, and
you’ll get enough from a lot of photographs to piece
together the words. It’s a delicate mix, trying to find out
information without destroying for future generations.
Mike: Monasterboice is an example of an Irish cemetery,
but a special one. It’s in the center of a very ancient part
of what was the Kingdom of Meath, County Louth at this
point.
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It was a monastic settlement from the sixth century. Right
through to the present, you will find people actually being
buried there, even probably up to last week. Alongside that,
you’ve got these incredible high Celtic crosses, which I’m
very much looking forward to seeing, and a beautiful round
tower from the 900s, as well as two very old parish church
ruins.
Carina: It was time to head off. So we piled into the car,
and off we went to Monasterboice. It’s not every day that
you’re going to find a round tower, high crosses, and two
ruined churches in one graveyard. And I, for one, was very
excited to see Monasterboice through our genealogist’s
eyes.
Mike: We’ve made it to Monasterboice, just outside the
town of Drogheda, in County Louth. And Jayne, you wanted
to stop here for a moment to remind us what you typically
do when you arrive at a cemetery, an Irish cemetery, for the
first time.
Jayne: First thing I do, Mike, is take a photograph, showing
the gate and preferably the name.
Mike: What’s the purpose of that?
Jayne: Well, quite often, I can be doing two or three,
sometimes even four, cemeteries in one day, and there’s a
bit of traveling. Three years later and you want to go back
to that cemetery? Which cemetery? What date? Where was
it? It’s very easy to find if you’ve got the entrance names, or
the picture of the church, with the church name. Easy.
Mike: We’ve made it to the entrance now, where would you
go first to actually see what’s what?
Jayne: Depending on the size of the cemetery, I sometimes
head for the highest point or the best viewpoint, just to get
an idea of the size and the shape. I then just orientate
myself, get a look at where the sun is, where the shelter is,
if need be, whether I’m going to need a brolly to, not hide
from the rain, but block the sun to photograph a
headstone.
Mike: OK - maybe it’s time now to find that highest point.
Carina: We wandered slowly, up through the graveyards,
dodging the irregularly placed gravestones, to reach the
highest point of the cemetery. And here, we found
something very special, indeed. You could say we were
almost drawn towards this point from the minute we
entered Monasterboice. But why don’t I let Mike tell you
more about it?
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Mike: Folks, I just wish you could see this at the
moment. We’re sitting on the steps of the round
tower from the 900s. It would have been erected at a
time when it was still a monastic settlement and
before the coming of the Normans. It would, have
been raided by the Vikings.
From here, we can see the layout of the cemetery.
We can also see miles into the distance, which was
the purpose of having the round tower just here.
There are two old churches from the 1400s, and two
incredible Celtic High Crosses, one of which is about
25 foot tall. So Jayne, I guess this must be one of the
more unique high points when you go to a new
cemetery and have a look around?
Jayne: Absolutely. You don’t often find the highest
cross in Ireland in too many cemeteries.

You also commented earlier on the presence of so
many upright - as opposed to horizontal headstones.
Do you want to say a little bit more about that?
Jayne: There was a period towards end of the 1700s,
when there was a lot of body-snatching for medical
science. The law didn’t allow for your body to be left for
medical science - so graves were robbed. Over the
years, different techniques were put in place to try and
protect the recently buried.
Some might have guardsmen. For others, they would
lay the headstone flat on the grave. Some stones would
be put on columns because as you started to disturb
the ground, the column would collapse. And it was
much more difficult, to dig into the grave and remove
the body.

Mike: We are also in a cemetery here that’s used to
the present day.

One interesting fact is that when they stole the body
they stripped it of clothes, and put the clothes back into
the grave, and then took away the naked body.

Jayne: Indeed - such a mix of burials, old beside new.
Real higgledy-piggledy mix of designs, writing, Irish,
Latin, English. It’s just a pure mix of society.

The theft of clothes would have got you in trouble - and
you could have been transported. Other than that, you
were only carting a dead body, a much lesser offense.

Mike: Perhaps some people made special efforts
because they knew they were in a special place Read more on this feature in the Green Room
proud to have their family buried here.
here: BIT.LY/CORKNOVASCOTIA

Mike: So here’s a headstone, just maybe a hundred
yards from the round tower, and it’s one that
particularly grabbed our attention, Jayne.
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Jayne: It is, Mike. It has Old Irish, Latin, and English,
and dates back to 1799. Quite interestingly, in the
same plot, the burial comes forward to modern times
to 1983.

Jayne: For some families, a headstone was of incredible
importance, and they would’ve saved for 40 years,
sometimes longer, to pay for a headstone. Other families
just put no headstone up, and didn’t want one.

Mike: So you have a lot of people in this, what
appears to be a double burial area, dating from at
least 1799 to the present day.

Mike: How many years of burials do you think are in this
graveyard?

Jayne: You have, Mike, and we will get that in some
graveyards. You will get a grave, or a series graves,
that date back and will actually trace an entire line of
family history in one, small, square area.
Mike: Here we have James Gartland of Drogheda,
erected in 1799, over his family burial place. “Pray
that they may be met of favorable judgment, amen.”
And just above that a piece from the Bible in English,
Irish, and Latin. A regular Rosetta Stone.
Mike: And we’re onto another grave marker - so
different to the one we just left. Jayne, can … you
describe what’s in front of us here?
Jayne: It’s a small, stone marker, covered in moss, no
writing. It’s about a foot high.
Mike: Have you ever seen one of these markers
before in an Irish cemetery?
Jayne: Many times, Mike. They’re very, very prevalent
in a lot of particularly older cemeteries and a lot of
rural cemeteries as well.
Mike: So they’re, essentially, place markers. My
understanding is that different families used
different shaped stones to indicate their line.
We were talking earlier there about how a
descendant might head off to the US or Australia,
and then come back at a later date, find the stone
marker, and replace it with a full, marble tombstone.
Jayne: Yes. Or when their parent died, they would
have paid … sent money home to pay for the funeral
and to pay for a headstone. Sometimes, the stone
identified where the descendant had gone to as well.
Mike: In a lot of places, people really couldn’t
actually afford headstones, up to the introduction of
the credit union movement in the 1920s. Thereafter,
you saw the real introduction of the headstones.

Jayne: Well, I don’t know for certain, but given the date of
the round tower and the churches, there could be a
thousand years of burials here.
Mike: I’m just looking at a particular headstone - covered
with all sorts of lichen. It’s so difficult to actually read.
How would you go about extracting information from a
headstone like this one?
Jayne: I will usually try just soft rain water, sprayed from a
bottle. If you have to, chalk is the least corrosive - it’s
very, very soft. A lot of the rubbings can damage. I will try
to photograph it from different angles and spray
rainwater, not tap water, which I’ll have brought with me.
Carina: Did you hear Mike mention the High Crosses
earlier? Monasterboice was a very important religious
center from the late fifth century. It is most famous for
these spectacular sandstone High Crosses, which date
from around the 10th century. You could spend hours just
looking at all the scenes depicted on every inch of the
stone on these crosses.
Mike: Jayne, I understand that was your first visit to
Monasterboice. What impressions is it leaving you with?
Jayne: Fascinating, Mike. The graveyard is full of layers:
generations of names, of places, localities, families. It’s a
microcosm of the community at large, different values,
different layers of Christianity, with the different symbols.
I just find them fascinating!
Mike: Well, Jayne, thank you very much for your time. It
was fascinating to get your insight, there, as we wandered
around a very old Irish cemetery.
Jayne: You’re welcome, Mike.

See All Available Episodes of the
Letter from Ireland Show here:
BIT.LY/ALFISHOW
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SIMON'S SNUG
by Simon O'Flynn

Come in to "Simon's Snug" - Simon O'Flynn
that is - our resident Cork butcher - as he
shares a story or two from an Ireland of
long ago (and sometimes not so long ago!).

I

n Ireland, at this time, the mists gently cloak the landscape.
The harvest is over and the fields are already prepared for
winter crops. It’s a time of stillness. Quietness has
descended on us. This is a time to reflect.
Around my home the land is still green and only the
shortening days remind us of the season to come. A sense
of peacefulness prevails....However. Near my house is a
stone Celtic Cross. Chiseled onto the cross are the names of
six young men. I pass this monument every day and I am
reminded of the tragic incident that took place on our now
peaceful fields. In the early morning of March 3rd 1921
English troops (nicknamed the ‘’Black and Tans’’) surrounded
the home of local farmer Cornelius O’Keeffe.
After breaking the front door the soldiers entered the
house and locked Mr O’Keeffe and his family in one of the
bedrooms. While searching the farm outbuildings the troops
found six armed men sleeping in one of the sheds.

The young men were volunteers from ‘’C’’
Company First Cork Brigade’’. (Mr O’Keeffe’s
house was known to be a ‘’safe house’’) The six
were immediately shot by the soldiers and their
bodies were laid in a nearby field. Mr O’Keeffe
was brought to witness the bodies.This incident
took place at a time of great turmoil in Ireland.
Such stories are told on both sides of the conflict
for an ‘’Independent Ireland’’......However when I
look at our now peaceful landscape I cannot do
so without thinking of the fate of these six young
men.The incident became known as ‘’THE
AMBUSH AT BALLYCANNON’’.
Daniel Crowley aged 23
William Deasy aged 20
Thomas Dennehy aged 21
Daniel Murphy aged 24
Jeremiah O’Mullane aged 23
Michael O’Sullivan aged 20
May They Rest In Peace,
Simon.

Meet Simon and others in the Green
Room Snug here: BIT.LY/THESNUG

The unveiling of the Ballycannon Memorial.
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LIKE SOME MORE IRISH?
HERE ARE THE MANY WAYS YOU CAN
CONNECT WITH US:
LOGIN TO THE GREEN ROOM (OR JOIN US): BIT.LY/GRLOGIN
GET YOUR FREE LETTER FROM IRELAND: BIT.LY/ALFILETTER

LISTEN TO OUR PODCASTS: BIT.LY/ALFISHOW
LEARN FROM OUR FREE ARTICLES: BIT.LY/ALFIBLOG

FOLLOW US ON FACEBOOK: BIT.LY/ALFIFB

FOLLOW US ON INSTAGRAM: BIT.LY/ALFIINST
SEE OUR VIDEOS ON YOUTUBE: BIT.LY/ALFIYOUTUBE

FOLLOW US ON TWITTER: BIT.LY/ALFITWITTER

FOLLOW US ON PINTEREST: BIT.LY/ALFIPINT

