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For Murrough, my best story




Foreword

The surprise is not that Justine McCarthy’s newspaper columns are now published in book form, but that it took so long for it to happen.

Starting out in the 1980s, it was enough for women just to be there – observing, reporting, questioning, challenging. And Justine, well, she instinctively knew a story and she knew how to tell it.

A journalist, doing her job.

Back then in the smoky, testosterone-drenched clatter of the Irish Independent offices, it wasn’t about building a body of work to stand as a unique and compelling record of momentous times in recent Irish history. It was about telling the story.

Through four decades of societal change – mapping the movement, moods and occasional madness of modern Ireland – Justine has done both. With laughs along the way to leaven the mix. But nearly forty years? Really?

Idealism dims, memories fade, anger recedes. It’s easy to forget what life was like during that turbulent transitional period. Progress didn’t come on a plate.

For those of us around from the beginning, this collection jolts like jump-leads to the complacent heart. For the many who were not, dive into these columns from an Ireland of not so long ago. It’s an eye-opener.

It may be 2023 now but don’t get too comfortable. We are where we are and Justine fills us in on how we got here. It’s been some journey. You wouldn’t believe the half of it and you won’t want to believe the other half.

An Eye on Ireland opens in 1990 with Mary Robinson’s watershed election as Uachtarán na hÉireann and takes us up to the present day with broadcaster Ryan Tubridy’s spectacular fall from grace in RTÉ.

The President and The Presenter bookend a rich mix of political and social observation, reported with Justine’s trademark clarity and a colour writer’s quick eye for arresting detail.

In between, she chronicles the slowly loosening grip of the clerical hand which stifled generations. It’s the likes of women like Justine McCarthy who give the patriarchy a bad name. She champions the women shamed and punished by their church and is there for women again when they are institutionally let down by a patriarchal establishment.

The waning dominance of the Catholic hierarchy is entertainingly captured in Justine’s dash to New York to cover the breaking scandal of Bishop Eamonn Casey’s secret child, only for her to discover that the fleeing Prince of the Church is hiding upstairs and out of bounds in First Class on the same flight.

She reminds us of the horror and heartbreak of the Troubles, with stories of ordinary lives lived and torn apart. Fascinating vignettes are offered from darker days, such as a cross-border train trip to Belfast with uneasy fans to watch the Republic of Ireland play Northern Ireland in a World Cup qualifier.

We are transported back to the Planning Tribunal and the boom-bust times of the Noughties. We marvel at the chutzpah of politician Liam ‘I want to bring the same pioneering and entrepreneurial vision to Iraq that I brought to Dublin County’ Lawlor and at the hypocrisy of political ‘Holy Joes’ pontificating about sexual morals while chasing brown envelopes stuffed with developers’ cash.

The murder of Veronica Guerin. The death of Kelly Fitzgerald. The evil of George Gibney. The courage of Susie Long. The strength of Lavinia Kerwick. The bravery of the sex abuse survivors and the dissembling of the abusers and their powerful facilitators.

The struggles for hard-won and hard-fought referendums.

It’s all there, so we never forget.

Along with rollicking episodes like the curious case of Ben Dunne, Charlie Haughey and the bri-nylon shirts; an EU tourism ministers’ summit meeting in the West of Ireland. the appearance by the Virgin Mary on a tree stump in Limerick and the glory days of The Boys in Green.

Justine, my colleague and friend, prefaces her collection with an absorbing personal essay. She calls it ‘A Love Letter to Journalism’. This book is journalism’s unambiguous reply: a love requited.

– Miriam Lord




A Love Letter to Journalism

As a child, everything terrified me – darkness, the thought of being left alone, old Bill Slattery’s empty mansion across the road from our house. My antennae were always on the lookout for danger. The notion that this timorous mouse of a child would grow up to be a career witness to horrors and cruelties seems more fantastical than any bogey man.

After reading Lorna Doone, I dreamt recurrently that I was aflame in a burning building. Before succumbing to sleep at night, I tried to shrink myself smaller than a dot in my dormitory bed whenever an aeroplane roared in the sky above my school, convinced it was going to crash to earth and crush me. Little wonder that Sister Ursula pleaded with me, to no avail, not to take the honours English paper in the Leaving Cert because, she said, my imagination was ‘too vivid’.

School holidays brought no relief. Our house sat amid copses of evergreens atop a slope above the Bandon-to-Clonakilty road. Below was a bend so sharp it made even slow drivers slam their brakes. Every time I heard the screech of brakes, I knew my speed-addicted mother was driving that car, that she had failed to avoid hitting the wall and that she was lying dead down there in her cherished Sunbeam Rapier with its silver bird on the bonnet. I knew it for certain, until I heard our front door thud and her car keys tinkle on the hall table downstairs, and I allowed myself to breathe again.

It was on a winter’s day that one of my worst fears came true. I had been sent home from boarding school for a week, after a solitary head louse dropped ignominiously from my hair onto my copybook. My mother was at a funeral in Limerick and I was left alone. It was one of those days when the Man Above never switched on the light in the sky, foretelling a storm. I walked to town for the latest edition of Jackie magazine and a Mars bar in O’Farrell’s shop. It was dark when I got home. I drew the curtains around me in the window seat and nestled in for a spell of reading bliss. Then the lights went out. And they stayed out. I had never known such unadulterated terror. I screamed and screamed for someone to come and rescue me but the only response was the banshee-howl of the storm. I ran for my life from the house, through the groaning wood at the bottom of the garden, down New Road, into Market Street, past the cinema, along South Main Street, passing Mister Downing’s tailor dummies and the dead cows hanging in Mehigan’s butcher shop window, over the bridge, beyond the Munster Arms Hotel, and into Shannon Street, until I collapsed on Jean Crowley’s doorstep, a drenched and bawling fright.

Jean had lived with us until she married and made her own home on the other side of town but she continued to work in our furniture shop. Once she had got me soothed, she phoned my mother, who was, by then, in a state of near hysteria herself, having returned from the funeral to find the front door wide open, the lights on in the house, and me gone.

This tendency to catastrophic thinking was rooted in an earlier event, my father’s death when I was four years old. He was only forty-four when he died of a massive heart attack on his way home from work. I can recall very little from my childhood but I vividly remember that day. I was playing dolls on the landing with Adrienne, the sister closest in age to me, when two uncles appeared. Their demeanour was so sombre it seemed to block out all the light. They carried us to the kitchen where the men who made coffins in the backyard for my father’s undertaking business were silently lining the room, heads bowed. I can still see and hear myself following Birdie, who minded us, around the kitchen as she poured tea for the men, and probably something stronger from the bar on the other side of the wall. ‘But what does dead mean? When is daddy coming home?’ I kept asking her.

Although my mother lived to be eighty-five, she never truly recovered from her shock and grief. My oldest sister Berenice had had our father to herself for four years before Adrienne was born and everyone said she was ‘the apple of his eye’. Her truncated life would be shadowed forever by his loss. Gina, the youngest, was only a year and ten months. I was the one daughter who did not inherit our mother’s Spanish-hued good looks. With my fair hair and freckles, the consensus was that I was ‘pure McCarthy’.

As a young teenager, I envied my sisters’ resemblance to mum and felt a burden of having to carry the family’s torch lit by my father. As I came to learn from strangers about the many kindnesses he did in his life, I grew proud to carry his torch.

Decades later, a civil servant I had reason to call about something I was writing mentioned that he was from Bandon too. He suggested we meet for a cup of coffee. He had an ulterior motive. He wanted to tell me that one of his siblings had died as a small child more than thirty years earlier. His parents had returned from emigration to England but times in Ireland were hard and money was scarce. His mother had told him that, if he ever met me in Dublin, he was to tell me they were eternally grateful to my father for burying their child free of charge.

In the years after Dad’s death, Mum did her best to raise her four girls alone and prepare us for life, her motto being that a woman should always be able to provide for herself. Whenever adults used to ask me what I wanted to do after leaving school, I said I might be a dancer with Legs & Co. on Top of the Pops. Other than the risk of a sprained ankle, it seemed an unthreatening enough occupation and, besides, the costumes spangled enticingly. My answer changed one defining day when a gentleman visitor from Dublin quizzed me about my future. It was the summer I was 16, by which time I had realised that my doing the Funky Chicken for the BBC was more impossible than it was glamorous.

‘I don’t know,’ I admitted.

‘What do you like to do?’ he asked.

‘I love writing.’

‘Why don’t you become a journalist?’

‘What do they do?’

‘They write articles for newspapers.’

Right so, I resolved, that is what I will do. I will write lovely, flowery articles for a living.

That winter, I got my first byline when the Evening Echo published a poem I wrote inspired by Leonard Cohen’s ‘Bird on the Wire’ called ‘Nowhere Land’. It may have been utter doggerel but seeing my name in the newspaper made me dizzy with joy. The following summer, the visitor from Dublin returned and my mother insisted that I read aloud for him the essay I had written on ‘Why I Want to be a Journalist’ as part of my application for entrance to the two-year journalism course at the College of Commerce in Rathmines. I took my usual position in the window seat and read my purple prose about the magic that words can weave. The visitor told me it was marvellous. That was the first lie I would encounter in my odyssey as a journalist.

Soon, however, I was on my way with my mother driving along by the canal in Dublin, heading towards Rathmines for the aptitude test and interview to gain admission to the college course. My heart was pounding and my stomach was lurching in a malady of nerves. Mum stopped the car, broke in half one of the little blue tranquilisers she was prescribed forever after my father’s death, and handed me one half. ‘It’ll keep you calm,’ she said.

Had I not swallowed it, I might have bolted from the college as soon as I set foot in it. Everything about the place was intimidating, not least the other applicants. As we waited our turn on a bench outside the interview room, the boy beside me wore a pinstriped suit as unselfconsciously as if he had been born in it. The girl on my other side had the sort of glossy hair cut in a bob that spelled out self-assurance with every toss of her head. Eleven years in a convent boarding school had ill-prepared me for this introduction to Dubliners’ cosmopolitanism.

Nor had anything prepared me for the interview panel of four men and one woman, featuring Tim Pat Coogan, the already famous editor of The Irish Press, and Seán Egan, the course director who presented a regular Sunday-night religion programme on RTÉ television. It was the woman, a psychologist with the Vocational Education Committee, who asked the only question I remember.

‘If your boyfriend was playing a match, would you shout and jump up and down on the sidelines to support him?’

The picture she painted was so foreign to me it left me flummoxed. ‘I’d be more likely to be the one playing the match,’ I blurted. On the long drive home, I consoled myself it was a good answer because, not only had it asserted that I had a sporting existence of my own, thank you very much, but it dodged the embarrassing admission that I had never had a boyfriend.

The letter came at the end of August. ‘Thank you for your application, but …’ They say you can’t miss what you’ve never had. It’s not true. My dream of becoming a journalist was so deeply planted in me that in my mind, by the time the letter arrived, I already was one in all but qualification. Rathmines was the only academic institution in Ireland where you could study journalism in those days and so the rejection was tantamount to a death sentence. I cried for days on end. My tears could have filled the river Bandon and all its tributaries. Unable to bear my anguish a moment longer, my wonderful mother dug out the Dublin telephone directory from the cupboard under the stairs, found Seán Egan’s home number and rang him. I listened as she implored him to give me a chance. She told him she was a widow with four daughters and that I, her second youngest, was distraught because the only thing I wanted to be was a journalist. The kind man relented.

On the first morning of the course, he enumerated the realities of the life we had chosen. Ahead of us lay low social status with commensurately low pay, plus a disproportionately high incidence of alcoholism and the likelihood that we would die several years younger than the average person. ‘Do you still want to be journalists?’ he asked, as twenty-four young heads bobbed eagerly.

We were given our book list for classes in newspaper law, sub-editing, the New Journalism writings of Tom Wolfe, Norman Mailer and Truman Capote, statistics and shorthand, and got the afternoon off to go and buy them. While searching for Hanna’s bookshop, I shyly approached a woman in Dawson Street and asked her where Nausea Street was, mispronouncing its address. The stranger, who said she was from Mayo, took pity on me and invited me to Switzer’s café in Grafton Street for tea. She then escorted me to Hanna’s door. I never saw her again; never got to tell her how her kindness had steadied me that day when my overwhelming urge had been to flee back home.

For I was constantly afraid of being unmasked as a fraud. I have never suffered from imposter syndrome because I have always known I am an imposter. I told no one in college that I had failed the entrance interview and that only for the grace of my mother I would still be back in Bandon nursing my crushed dream while they were poring over Woodward and Bernstein’s All the President’s Men and learning the inverted pyramid style of news reporting. When classmates from Dublin chatted about seminal programmes they had seen on British TV or articles they had read through the years in The Guardian and The Observer, I acted as though it was normal, whereas my normality had been single-channel television – even RTÉ2 was inaccessible where we lived – and The Cork Examiner, or ‘De Paper’ as Corkonians called it.

If I had any talent for journalism it was the ability to fake composure. It is a trait that sustained me in Belfast while keeping pace with a running riot from City Hall to the Falls Road after Gerry Adams’s election as a Westminster MP; bunking down with Irish soldiers in Lebanon as the bellows of a nearby gun battle blared outside Camp Shamrock; alone in a building on the Shankill Road while interviewing a loyalist paramilitary who had murdered a Catholic woman just because she was a Catholic; skidding to a halt within inches of accidentally ramming an armed police checkpoint on a lonely road in County Tyrone during a snowstorm, having spent the day with the IRA commander Martin McGuinness. The night before interviewing him, I sat with a family I had never met before while they ate their dinner from plates perched on their laps in the sitting room of their Derry city home.

The RTÉ evening news was on the television, the news-reader’s words drawing a stream of vitriol about the Free State from the family in between mouthfuls of fried egg and chips. McGuinness’s people had given me the address of this house and told me to wait there until they would contact me. The news was still droning on when a pair of taciturn men arrived and drove me to a dingy flat – an IRA safe house, I presumed – in the Bogside. They drew the curtains on the window, put a cassette of rebel songs on a tape recorder and, to the anthemic lyrics of ‘The Men Behind the Wire’, they proceeded to interrogate me. Why did I want to interview Martin? they wanted to know. How could somebody from Cork have any understanding of what was going on in the North? Was the thunderously anti-Sinn Féin/IRA newspaper I worked for planning to do a hatchet job?

At such times, the scared mouse was still squealing inside me. She never left. She was there the night the Irish Independent sent me to scour the Louth–Armagh borderlands to bag an interview with the wife of the INLA terrorist Dessie O’Hare, known as the Border Fox, as he led gardaí on a countrywide chase with his kidnap victim John O’Grady while cutting off bits of the dentist’s dexterous fingers to accompany the ransom note. On that occasion, the photographer I was working with refused to budge from the car to accompany me up unlit lanes to isolated houses because, he said, he was near retirement and had every intention of surviving to enjoy it.

I’d begun having panic attacks in my early twenties. The first one was on a crowded bus crawling through O’Connell Street. I thought I could not breathe; I thought my heart was beating so fast it would give out. The attacks grew frequent and intense. At three o’clock one morning, Mum called the GP when she found me on the bathroom floor and I cried out with total conviction that I was dying.

After my son Murrough was born, the panic became linked with phobias. I became terrified of flying. When my editor told me I was going to Egypt to cover what was expected to be the final foreign trip by the globetrotting but now ailing Pope John Paul II, I booked an emergency appointment with the Aer Lingus Fearless Flying School at Dublin Airport the day before departing. I followed the advice to request an aisle seat, to concentrate on my breathing, and to keep rubbing my wrists with ice cubes to control my body temperature but every moment of the journey to Cairo and back was hellish.

Another time, I paid €300 to a neurolinguistic programming therapist who promised, in his splendid penthouse overlooking the Liffey, that he would cure me. Nothing worked. So, eventually, I stopped flying altogether, and using elevators, and made sure to arrange that any interviews I had to do would take place at ground level.

Five months after 2,753 people were killed in New York when terrorists deliberately crashed two airliners full of passengers into the World Trade Center, Vinnie Doyle, the pioneering Irish Independent editor, told me to drop everything and get to Baltimore, Maryland as quickly as possible. Naturally my fear of flying was intensified by the 9/11 events and flying to the States seemed completely terrifying to me.

News was breaking of a suspected $750m fraud at Allfirst Bank, a subsidiary of the Allied Irish Bank Group, and that an American employee, a foreign exchange trader called John Rusnak, had gone missing. I told Vinnie I couldn’t go and, for the first time, confessed that I was scared of flying. His response was to offer me ‘unlimited expenses to fill yourself with gin – just get on that plane and go’. In the split second when I decided I had no choice but to high-tail it to Baltimore, the adrenaline started pumping and I knew there was no other job I could love more, despite the fear. Journalism had made me dare to live. It kept shooting me out of my comfort zone.

As I was leaving the newsroom, I spotted a parcel in my postal pigeon-hole. I grabbed it and ran for a taxi, not thinking to open it until I reached the departure gate at the airport. Inside was a cover note from a publicist attached to a newly published book about overcoming the fear of flying. Each chapter addressed a specific scenario. So you think the engine will fail. Or the oxygen supply will run out. Or the plane will experience a sudden loss of altitude. When I reached the chapter that went ‘so you think hijackers will take over the plane and crash it’, I flung the book in the nearest bin, boarded the plane and begged the air steward for a large gin before takeoff.

My condition was eventually diagnosed at the Dublin Stress Clinic in St John of God’s as agoraphobia, which, to my lay-woman understanding, means being bloody scared of everything. I had a couple of treatment sessions in St John of God’s but never went back after I was made to stand in an unmoving elevator with the door open. Even that led to panic, at which stage I deemed myself beyond help. From early in life, I had perfected strategies to conceal the mouse inside me. Mostly, they involved bottling up my fears and feigning composure. I became so adept at this that my brilliant features editor in the Irish Independent, Jim Farrelly, extolled my ‘courage’ in covering the Troubles in Northern Ireland when he nominated me for a journalism award. No award could have provided a bigger confidence boost than that commendation.

During my first year in Rathmines, RTÉ had begun broadcasting a weekly CBS drama called Lou Grant. The eponymous Lou, played by Ed Asner, was the gruff but soft-hearted city editor of a Los Angeles daily newspaper. One of the newsroom staff was Billie Newman, a curly-haired reporter who shared her first name with my father and wrote stories about injustices that demanded action from the authorities.

In my imagination, I was Billie Newman. We shared more than a shock of curls. For as long as I can remember, injustice – or what I called ‘unfairness’ – enraged me and, contrary to my timorous nature, I impulsively railed against it. One of my most vivid childhood memories was of a Sunday night in school. My classmates and I were in the music hall, a cavern divided into 10 individual practice cells each furnished with an upright piano, a stool and a metronome, when a pair of white-faced nuns gathered us girls together to tell us that Catholic civilians peacefully marching in Derry that afternoon had been massacred by British soldiers. My instant reaction was not one of sorrow. It was fury. I was consumed by shocked rage that people walking the streets of their own city could be shot to death by their – purported – own army.

Years later, watching Billie Newman expose the inhumane conditions of homeless people and drug addicts in Los Angeles, I had an epiphany. What became clear to me was that writing for writing’s sake was a futile exercise. Writing must have a purpose and, though it smacks of a beauty queen cliché, the best purpose was to make a difference and, maybe, help make the world a better place. Fortunately, even my vivid imagination could not conceive how desperately our country needed improving.

I grew up in a political family. My grandfather had been a prisoner in the notorious Ballykinlar internment camp in County Down during the War of Independence and was subsequently elected an independent member of Cork County Council. His second son, my father, became a Fianna Fáil councillor and, at the time of his death, he had been expected to stand in the next Dáil elections. The party’s cumann meetings were held in a backroom of the public house on South Main Street that we lived above until he died. More than a decade afterwards, a Fianna Fáil delegation visited my mother and asked her to contest the local elections. I pestered her to acquiesce, until she did and, though she took to her bed from the outset of the campaign with a mysterious, symptom-free illness that might be classified as Second-Thoughts Syndrome, she came close to taking a seat.

Mum was the first feminist I met, not that it would have been evident to strangers, or even to her. She was a creature of remarkable beauty who knew how to maximise her impact. She had a custom of hitching her hemline higher when seated to show off her phenomenal legs. Mum often said I ought to write a book about her life. Born Bridget Mary McGrath into a farm family in Carrigtwohill, east of Cork city, she likened the ecstasy of her first kiss with our father to ‘being hit by a combine harvester’. She handed back the engagement ring another man had given her and my parents were married within four months of first setting eyes on each other. She was only thirty-nine when the husband she adored dropped dead without warning, making her a widow with four daughters aged from ten down to a year old. She told us the reason she decided to go on living was because we needed her. She made it her mission thereafter to ensure that none of us would repeat her mistake by ever allowing ourselves to be dependent on a man to look after us. ‘I couldn’t change a light bulb when Billy died,’ was her refrain when drumming into us the imperative that we should be self-reliant.

Mary Taaffe was Mum’s best friend. Her husband had died when she was still in her twenties, leaving her with three sons to rear in an era when married women, including widows, were officially prohibited from working in the public service and, unofficially, in much of the private sector too. The two women were each other’s bulwark. It was straight to Mary’s house in Bandon that Bride – as she was known to her friends – drove, still shaking, from a scheduled meeting in the Department of Finance in Dublin. She had been endeavouring to resolve an astronomical tax bill for several years after my father’s death. There were many days when my sisters and I would wait in the car on the South Mall in Cork for what felt like hours while she attended meetings with her accountant, returning red-eyed to us for the subdued journey home.

In desperation, she turned for help to her husband’s political party and to a colleague she had often met with him socially. By then Charles Haughey was the Minister for Finance and poised to become one of Ireland’s most loved and most loathed politicians. When the raven-haired and sallow-skinned Bride walked into his office that day, what the government minister saw was not a widow with a plight but an exquisite opportunity. He proceeded to pursue her around his desk until she fled, traumatised. Two decades later, I would be assigned to write a colour piece for the Irish Independent about the Taoiseach’s attendance at the annual Phoenix Park motor races one September Sunday which coincided with his birthday. Haughey, or The Boss, as the party cravenly called him, was seated imperiously at the top table in a marquee reserved for VIPs. Before him sat the sycophantic ranks of his acolytes. Rubens might have sketched the scene as his template for The Feast of Herod. When I approached Haughey with my notebook, the acolytes began a slow hand-clap, demanding that I ‘give him a kiss’ for his birthday. I scribbled a couple of quotes from him and, like my mother before me, I fled.

Mary Taaffe was a poultry instructress with a wardrobe of shapeless slacks and the gravelled voice of a smoker. She and Mum drank gallons of tea, puffed their cigarettes as productively as a pair of smoke machines – menthol Consulate for Mum, Carrolls Number 1 for Mary – and picked at the cold carcass of a roast chicken while debating politics and current affairs into the small hours. They encouraged us to pitch in too. Those nights were my finest education. Two young widows with seven children between them, one selling beds, carpets, wallpaper and settees, the other – restored to paid employment after the marriage bar was lifted in 1973 – schooling farmers in how to manage their chickens and eggs, taught me the rudiments of women’s struggles. Perhaps it is no coincidence that the first article I had published in a national newspaper was a freelance feature for The Irish Times concerning discrimination against women in Trinity College’s rowing club.

On one of those chicken-and-fag nights I thought I would explode with anger when Mum recounted the following tale.

After the first of us, Berenice, was born, the parish priest had required my parents to present themselves in St Patrick’s, the Catholic church high on the hill looking down on all the other churches in town. My father was directed to a seat in the centre aisle while my mother was brought to kneel at a side altar for a ‘churching’ ceremony to purify her after the sordid exertions of childbirth – or child conception, more like – before being despatched doctrine-bound to do it again and again, as often as God’s desire.

My parents left the church that day vowing to never participate in the demeaning stunt again. By the time our baby sister, Gina, came along, Mum must have been as irredeemable as Mary Magdalene before Jesus Christ rid her of her seven demons. Yet she never stopped attending church and, for a while in her declining years, she became a daily communicant. That too stopped after the early media reports that the Church had been covering up child sexual abuse by priests caused her to confide to a priest in confession that the revelations had shaken her faith. ‘If that’s how you feel,’ the holy man retorted, ‘maybe you should go and join another church.’

I left Rathmines after two years with a 180-words-a-minute proficiency in Gregg shorthand, an adequate typewriting speed and four staunch friends. We were all country girls who recognised ourselves in each other. Marese from County Sligo would go on to work for the Irish Independent and The Irish Times, Mary from County Tipperary went to RTÉ, Bernie from Connemara to the Connacht Tribune, and Anne from Ennis joined The Irish Press. Journalism was the umbilical cord that united us and the good hearts of those women have rendered that cord indestructible ever since. It is fashionable, especially in these days of misinformation when everyone fancies themselves as a ‘citizen journalist’, to demonise professional journalists as lazy mouthpieces for the establishment and, of course, there will always be some, but most of the ones I know are not cynical. On the contrary, they remain idealistic against the odds. In Rathmines, we had been taught that scepticism was essential in a journalist, echoing George Bernard Shaw’s observation that ‘the happiness of credulity is a cheap and dangerous quality’. Cynicism, on the other hand, was to be avoided.

It seems inconceivable that journalists given privileged insights into the hard lives of strangers who place their trust in us to tell their stories could remain indifferent or devoid of compassion. This sense of fraternity explains to me why many of my favourite people are journalists. Their veneer may be hard-bitten but, inside, they care. They care about truth and fairness and the underdog and the damage done by prejudice, deceit, deprivation and inequality. The added bonus is that they make scintillating company on a night out, fizzing with scandalous stories unfit to be told in public under Ireland’s censorious libel laws.

I came to work for the Irish Independent after taking the long way around via a trade magazine called Commercial Transport in Rathcoole, Co. Dublin where the apogee of my research was test-driving a forklift truck on a disused English cricket crease in Leighton Buzzard. My arrival in the Indo coincided with the economic depression of the early 1980s. Ireland was a joyless country. The staple news diet consisted of dole queues snaking across the grey wastelands of Ireland’s Republic and dazed blast victims stumbling among the rubble of bomb explosions north of the border.

The level of unemployment was vicious. Young people were emigrating in battalions, spawning stories about parishes so bereft of their youth they could not muster a Gaelic football team. The catchcry of the zeitgeist was ‘Will the last person to leave the country please turn off the lights?’ This was before independent radio and television were licensed or British newspapers started publishing Irish editions, and long before the technology age of mobile phones and their social media apps. News outlets were confined to RTÉ and The Irish Times, The Irish Press and the Irish Independent with their Sunday editions and evening papers, the Sunday World, and a plethora of provincial newspapers serving most counties. The limited choice of information sources mirrored the suffocating political system of ‘two-and-a-half parties’ comprising Fianna Fáil, Fine Gael and Labour. Ireland was rigidly Catholic, agricultural, poor, insular, patriarchal and deluded that it was a great place to bring up children.

Playboy magazine and The Joy of Sex by the appositely named Alex Comfort were banned. About ninety per cent of the population defined themselves as Catholics and just 6.2 per cent of all babies were born ‘illegitimate’, a status still on the statute books along with the death penalty. Over-the-counter sales of condoms were illegal. Sex between men was a criminal offence. The film censor banned Working Girls, which was about life in a Manhattan brothel, and one of the country’s most vocal lobby groups was called the League of Decency.

Heroin addiction was killing young people in Dublin’s inner city as the ravages of inter-generational poverty took hold. Divorce was illegal, forcing spouses who could no longer bear the sight of each other to stay living under the same roof behind a false façade of marital harmony. The country’s religiosity turned delirious the summer it was reported that the Virgin Mary statue had started moving in Ballinspittle, near Bandon, triggering a domino effect of similar sightings around the country.

These were the pietistic years after Pope John Paul II’s Irish visit in 1979, when one million people had gathered to see him in the Phoenix Park and, at a mass on a racecourse in Galway, he declared ‘young people of Ireland, I love you’, while flanked on the altar by the local bishop, Eamonn Casey, and Father Michael Cleary. The latter was Ireland’s original pop star priest. Despite the orthodox views on sexual morality that he preached, the Dubliner, never short of a yarn or a cigarette between his nicotine-stained fingers, was regarded as the modern face of the Church, having recorded two song albums and with his own late-night phone-in radio show. After he died in 1993, the sensational truth came out that Father Cleary, the ‘singing priest’, had been sharing his parochial bed with his housekeeper, Phyllis, with whom he had two children.

These bleak years were also before the advent of Ryanair, when one of the rare affordable ways to get off the island was to catch a flight to Castro’s Cuba on the USSR’s Aeroflot planes. These antiquated aircraft regularly stopped off at Shannon, occasionally disgorging some misguided Soviet citizen seeking asylum from the communist empire.

One spring morning in the years before my fear of flying, I was woken at home on a day off by the ringing of the phone. ‘Have you an American visa?’ my Indo editor asked. When I said I had, he told me to go straight to the airport where there would be a plane ticket to New York waiting for me at the Aer Lingus information desk. In the taxi, the car radio was apoplectic with the international news story that Eamonn Casey had fathered a child by a young American woman when he was the bishop of Kerry. My assignment was to interview the woman, Annie Murphy, by appointment at her home in Connecticut the next day. The flight to the US made its compulsory stop-over at Shannon Airport, when we passengers were shepherded into the duty-free shop in the expectation of filling its tills before re-boarding and heading onward across the Atlantic.

More than 30,000 feet above the ocean, Kathy Bates was unleashing road rage in Fried Green Tomatoes at the Whistle Stop Café on the in-flight movie when an announcement was made asking Justine McCarthy of the Irish Independent to make herself known to a member of the cabin crew. I pressed the call button and an air hostess, as they were called then, told me a message had been received in the cockpit from my office notifying me that ‘the person you’re interviewing is on board’. Guessing the news desk’s cryptic reference was to Casey rather than to Murphy, I asked if the bishop of Galway was on the plane. The air hostess said no and walked away.

I happened to be seated among a delegation of Cork doctors who were on their way to a medical conference in San Francisco. One of them asked what the message was about. When I explained that I needed to find the fleeing bishop, they volunteered to help. And so, up and down the Boeing cabin we trooped, scrutinising every passenger without luck. The aircraft was one of those double-decker ones with the upstairs reserved for first-class passengers. As I started up the steps, my way was blocked by two crew members who informed me my steerage-class ticket did not allow me access. No, they assured me, Bishop Casey was not up there. But he was, of course, as history records.

While we passengers had been corralled at Shannon, he had been whisked to the State-owned airliner and smuggled on board. On arriving at Kennedy Airport, another car collected him from the door of the plane and magicked him straight off to New Jersey, to the chagrin of waiting American journalists who had been tipped off that the Irish prelate was winging his way to New York. When the Sunday Tribune tracked him down eighteen months later, the bishop triumphantly told the newspaper he had eluded an Irish journalist who had ‘chased’ him across the Atlantic the day he fled Ireland.

In those early years, older colleagues reminisced that when the pope came to Ireland they had made a point of not going to see him because of Catholicism’s stranglehold on the country’s social and sexual mores. They were the radical minority. In many ways, Ireland became even more puritanical after the papal visit, especially for women. Within two years, the Pro-Life Amendment Campaign was founded with the aim of securing the eighth amendment. The period around the referendum campaign the lobby secured, culminating in the 1983 constitutional ban on abortion, was a frightful time to be female in Ireland. ‘Expert’ men, who would have crossed a supermarket aisle to avoid making eye contact with a shelf of sanitary towels, pontificated on the national airwaves about uteruses, menstruation and their preferred method of contraception, otherwise known as cross-your-legs, ladies. One of the most farcical arguments advanced revolved around St Aquinas’s theory that a male embryo is divinely furnished with a soul at an earlier stage of development than its female counterpart. It was mad stuff. And, if you were a fertile female, it was horrifying.

Inevitably, there were tragic consequences of the constitutional ban, as exemplified by the X Case when the State prevented a 14-year-old schoolgirl who was pregnant by rape from travelling to Britain for an abortion. The widespread trepidation caused by the case was captured by Martyn Turner’s iconic Irish Times cartoon depicting the Ayatollah’s morality police inspecting outward-bound female passengers for tell-tale tummy bumps at Dublin Airport.

The repercussions of the legal case, which went all the way to the Supreme Court, meant the female half of the population no longer had the same unfettered freedom to travel abroad as their fathers, brothers, husbands and sons, or to obtain information about abortion services in other jurisdictions – not even from their doctors. The climate became so suspicious it was proposed that British telephone directories should be confiscated from public phone boxes, causing girls and women to think twice before dialling directory inquiries for fear someone might think we were seeking the number for an abortion clinic. The Irish edition of Cosmopolitan magazine arrived on these shores with whole pages left blank where, in the UK editions, there were advertisements for Marie Stopes clinics and other pregnancy termination services.

In my early years in the Indo, we wrote our stories on golf ball typewriters that made an exhilarating clatter, using carbon paper to make ‘blacks’ – duplicates – which ‘copy boys’ then carried to the printers. Sexism was so ingrained that women reporters were not allowed down to the basement where the monster presses churned out our work in case we would distract the printers and delay the edition hitting the street.

Journalism was an unapologetic man’s world. Pictures of pretty girls routinely adorned the news pages. Editors preferred to report on the annual Calor Kosangas Housewife of the Year than on the fact that, in 1989, the average female industrial wage was sixty-nine per cent of what men got. There had never been a woman editor of a national newspaper at that stage and female journalists were still stereotyped as ‘lifestyle’ writers.

Under Vinnie Doyle’s editorship, the Indo had recently abandoned its ‘women’s page’ but, as yet, there was not a single female photographer on the staff nor female editors on the news desk or in the business, farming or sport sections. There was no woman among the political, industrial affairs, health, education, religion, economics or agriculture correspondents, and all the heavyweight columnists were men. Girls with notebooks were quite the novelty for the lads. One night, I was covering an event in the city when a senior, over-rated and over-paid colleague who was there for his leisure offered to drive me back to the Indo. Rushing to meet a deadline, I gladly accepted. He drove me in his Mercedes car to the back door of the office in Prince’s Street, reached across to grab the door handle, and insisted I kiss him.

He was a decidedly unattractive specimen and I would have sooner kissed a cactus marinated in Ian Paisley’s bile but I was so utterly conditioned to be polite and to not hurt anybody’s feelings that I gave him a peck on the cheek and went back to work. Another day, I was walking along a corridor in Independent House on my way to the expenses hatch when another male colleague, whom I knew only to see, opined behind me: ‘Justine, you’ve a good figure but you’ve no arse.’ I said nothing, just went on walking. He went on to ascend to the middle ranks of a trade union.

Vinnie Doyle and the features editor, Michael Brophy, introduced colour-writing to the Indo’s news pages in the mid-1980s. With the utmost patience, Michael taught Liz Ryan – a talented writer and future novelist – and me how to hone the descriptive-reporting style and despatched us to capture the atmosphere at everything from horse fairs to general election campaigns. We had a ball covering the best ‘markings’ (events) and getting prominent space in the paper, complete with big picture bylines that enhanced our profile with readers.

We were conscious that some colleagues resented us, and understandably so, but the counterbalance was that they were on the four-day-week payroll with a staff pension scheme, guaranteed holidays and paid sick leave whereas we, as freelancers, had no such security. We were also conscious that our being female was partly the cause of their irritation. The crux came when the Indo chapel of the National Union of Journalists passed a motion barring freelancers from working in Independent House. We were no longer allowed work in the building that housed our desks and typewriters. Neither were we allowed to attend the chapel meetings because we were not on the staff, even though we were union members. Liz and I never learned what exactly was said about us when the motion was passed, only that, ostensibly, the ban was imposed – and lasted for about six months before petering out – to prove to management that additional permanent jobs were needed in the newsroom.

I never did understand how forcing us to work from home and, having to physically deliver our copy into the office by deadline, could establish that case. To both our minds, the motion banning us was hostility disguised by a veil of workers’ rights.

When I had first resolved to become a journalist, reporters were regarded as muckrakers lurking on street corners in upturned raincoat collars and a press pass jammed in the hatband, barely able to scrape together the price for a pint in the early-hours dockers’ bars down on the quays. Being scorned by the establishment was part of the allure. Journalism had its own unique ecology, its own lingo and way of life. The smell of the newsprint and the cacophony of the newsroom were intoxicating.

In the days before LinkedIn and the Freedom of Information Act, telephone operators, postmistresses and postmasters in towns and villages dotted all over the country were primary sources of reliable information. Ours was a boisterous world filled with shouts of ‘copy’, ‘reverse ferret’ and unprintable catchphrases.

Now those corybantic rhythms have been stilled by the hush of emails, texts, computer keyboards and dodgy Wikipedia sourcing. Technology delivers information in the blink of an eye, accelerating the news cycle. In the late twentieth century, yesterday’s news was deemed only fit to wrap today’s fish-n-chips. Now yesterday’s news is ancient history.

The arrival of Google and social media, of camera phones and roaming Wi-Fi, of online publications and newspaper apps has increased journalists’ workload and the public scrutiny of the job we do. The benefit is that it has made the trade more professional, necessitating stricter ethical rules and fact-checking standards. The Press Council, the Ombudsman and the Broadcasting Authority of Ireland are all keeping a beady eye and new academic courses are providing alternative routes into journalism for some stunningly smart graduates.

All of this is good. But it has its disadvantages too. The immediacy of news has intensified the competition for sensational scoops, generated an insatiable appetite for celebrity tittle-tattle and popularised clickbait, contributing to a general dumbing-down of society. Journalism has come to be seen by some school-leavers as a stepping stone to fame and an entrée to the social whirl of movie premieres and the in-crowd. Some journalists fancy themselves as players in their chosen fields of specialism. Others expect to become television presenters or war correspondents overnight but it is those graduates with that indefinable thing in their genes that makes them just want to be journalists who tend to stay the course.

Though its razzle-dazzle had not been the attraction for me, journalism has brought me to places and to people beyond the frontiers of my dreams. When Mary Robinson made the first official visit by an Irish president to Buckingham Palace and the Irish Guards regiment played ‘Amhrán na bhFiann’ in the courtyard, I looked across at the Tánaiste, Dick Spring, and when I saw his chin tremble with emotion, the hairs stood up on my neck.

During the Somalian famine, while Robinson was visiting an orphanage in Baidoa, I watched as an emaciated man lay slumped beneath a tree and realised he was dying. Vincent Browne, whose passionate soapbox appearances on The Late Late Show years before had convinced me I was right to want to be a journalist, told me I could not help the dying man but that my job was to write about what was happening in that wretched country, with its omnipresent stench of human decay.

In Rome for the 1990 World Cup draw, when 1,100 journalists from all over the globe, except me, had their laminate press passes, I wangled a seat in the sponsors’ section beside a businessman from Naples who elbowed me excitedly in the ribs every time the still-smouldering Sophia Loren mentioned his home city from the stage.

I was back in the Eternal City a few years later for the beatification of the Christian Brothers founder Edmund Rice. During our homeward-bound flight, an electrical storm rocked our plane so ferociously that the bishops up front with the politicians led the first-class passengers in a rendition of ‘Nearer, My God, to Thee’. At the foot of Mount Sinai where Moses found the Ten Commandments, it rained in the desert for the first time in fifteen years, so the locals said. I had been reporting on Pope John Paul II’s visit to Egypt.

In New York, I accompanied Marion Serravalli, the purchasing manager for a New Jersey paper mill, on a shopping expedition to buy kohl eyeliner for her first visit as his wife to her erstwhile pen pal, Paul Hill, having married the Belfast man, who was wrongly convicted of the Guildford pub bombings, in England’s Long Lartin jail.

In Berlin, I hired a hammer and chisel from a hawker to carve a piece from the wall as it was coming down to bring home to my mother and then followed the sound of singing to a square off a side-street where about a hundred East Germans were celebrating a religious feast day in the open for the first time in their lives. Their liberation from behind the Iron Curtain wetted their cheeks as they sang hymns of praise.

In Israel, I waited out the Jewish Sabbath in a grotty hotel on the border until I could obtain a press pass to cross into Lebanon. My assignment to write a feature about Irish peace-keeping soldiers had begun ominously when my luggage failed to arrive with me on the British Airways flight to Jerusalem. My wait was interrupted by the arrival of a dashing Irish captain at the hotel, complete with a plastic carrier bag filled with toothpaste, toothbrush, deodorant, several pairs of hideous bloomers, a pair of 501 denim jeans and an oversized, shocking-pink t-shirt saying ‘Don’t Let the Bastards Get you Down’.

In Tenerife, an Aer Lingus executive treated me to lunch on a yacht while I tried to extract answers from him about the then State airline’s ‘white elephant’ purchase of a banana plantation that was causing political ructions at home. In Finland, I declined an invitation to join a group taking a naked sauna followed by a roll in the snow, explaining that I was an Irish Catholic and it was against my religion.

In Belgrade, NATO-bombed buildings gnawed the skyline in the background of the daily vigils at twilight celebrating the Serbian war criminals Slobodan Milošević and Radovan Karadžić, the latter still on the run from the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia. On a flight to London during the 1987 general election campaign to cover Garret FitzGerald’s appearance on the BBC’s Wogan show, the outgoing Taoiseach sipped a Buck’s Fizz because it was his birthday and promptly spilled the rest of it over his stockinged feet. ‘Please don’t write that,’ he asked. ‘It’s bad enough everybody knows I wear odd shoes.’

A distractingly bare-chested Pierce Brosnan consented to an impromptu interview on a blazing summer day in the Wicklow mountains before he was James Bond and during a break while he was filming Taffin, a movie destined to bomb at the box office. In Hollywood, I interviewed Tom Selleck, Ted Danson and Steve Guttenberg when Three Men and a Baby went on release in cinemas.

I met writers whose fiction I had devoured. John McGahern showed me the spartan room in his lakeside Leitrim cottage where he wrote That They May Face the Rising Sun. Over tea in the Shelbourne Hotel, Belfast native Brian Moore described his new life in the Malibu sunshine, a stark contrast to the unremitting greyness suffusing The Lonely Passion of Judith Hearne. In Manchester, another Belfast man, the footballer George Best, sat beside his latest girlfriend on a hotel sofa and said, this time, he had found true love. I interviewed the still-handsome Seán O Faoláin in the nursing home where he lived out the end of his life and I have the late Harry Belafonte’s number in my phone contacts since interviewing the singer, movie star and activist in his role as a UNICEF goodwill ambassador. In Sandymount, I interviewed Paul Durcan about his poetry and his blood connection with one of the Easter Rising leaders, John MacBride.

It wasn’t lost on me that the overwhelming preponderance of politicians, artists, business representatives and famous people I interviewed were men. That’s the nature of patriarchy. Yet the most transformative stories of the times were all about women and girls.

There was the High Court’s upholding of Eileen Flynn’s sacking from the teaching staff of a Wexford convent school over her love life with a married man. Joanne Hayes was hauled before a tribunal and proverbially stoned over her love life with Jeremiah Locke, another married man, in the landmark Kerry Babies case. Ann Lovett died at the age of fifteen after giving birth at a holy grotto to a son who never lived a day. For anyone who did not experience that Ireland, the momentousness of Mary Robinson’s election in 1990 as the State’s first woman president is hard to appreciate. A searingly smart lawyer who had doggedly established various rights for women in the courts, she bowed to no man. Her election slogan was ‘a woman’s place is in the Park’ and when the count confirmed she had won that place in Áras an Uachtaráin, euphoria erupted in homes and hearts and minds where tapers of discontent had flickered for generations of women. ‘The hand that rocked the cradle has rocked the system,’ Robinson declared. Women celebrated and feminist men bought them red roses, both as a reflection of her Labour Party’s emblem and as a gesture of ‘welcome to our world’. That was the turning point.

Seeing was believing. Other women started speaking out. Christine Buckley poured out her soul on Gay Byrne’s radio show about the abuse she suffered as a child in Goldenbridge orphanage. Louise O’Keeffe beat the State in the European Court of Human Rights in her quest for redress after being sexually abused when she was a child by Leo Hickey, her school principal in Dunderrow, County Cork. Teenager Lavinia Kerwick met the Minister for Justice to demand law reform after she became the first rape survivor to abandon her anonymity.

Vicky Phelan refused to sign a gagging agreement so she could warn other women with terminal cervical cancer that the authorities had withheld information about their health from them. Miss D won her case in the High Court when the Health Service Executive impeded her from going to England for an abortion after she and her boyfriend were informed that their hoped-for baby would not survive after birth. Post-symphysiotomy sufferers gave account after account of the excruciating pain they endured until the United Nations called for a criminal inquiry into the practice and the establishment of a compensation scheme. Philomena Lee helped make a movie about how her baby son was snatched from her in Roscrea’s Sean Ross Abbey and exported to adoptive parents in America.

Catherine Corless was proved correct when she claimed that 796 children who died in a Tuam mother and baby home had been buried in a part of a sewerage system. Former residents of the Magdalene Laundries for ‘fallen women’ wept as they recalled being deprived of their names and given numbers instead and how their children were used without their consent for vaccine trials for rich pharmaceutical companies. On and on it went, girls and women telling their stories of the injustices, cruelties, abuses and violence perpetrated against them until the momentum reached a point of no return. Women’s stories dragged Ireland kicking and screaming into a better future.

If an ability to fake it had been my passport to journalism, luck’s intervention kept me going. One of our trade’s secrets is that the best scoops happen by chance. It was one of these vagaries that led me to the young woman at the centre of the Kilkenny incest case in March 1993. As the criminal courts were packing up at the end of another day, news emerged that a forty-eight-year-old man had been sentenced to seven years’ imprisonment for repeatedly raping and assaulting his daughter for fifteen years. A photographer and I were despatched from the Indo to go and find the woman, equipped only with the knowledge that the family resided somewhere in County Kilkenny. It was already dark when we left Dublin.

We drove from village to village but nobody knew anything. Growing hopeless, we stopped at a roadside chipper for something to eat. I asked the girl behind the counter if, by any chance, she knew where the woman in the court case might be. ‘Why do you want to know?’ she asked. I said I was a journalist and I was hoping to interview her. ‘Wait here,’ the girl said and left the chipper. Moments later, she returned. She led me to a nondescript building and up steep stairs into a room beneath the rafters. ‘Come in,’ said a pale, young woman. In the gloomy light, a bundle was discernible on the bed in the corner. It was her child, swaddled in her overcoat. She told me the little boy had learned only that evening that his grandfather was his father.

I thanked the woman for talking to me and went to a nearby pub to phone in my story to the Indo. When I was finished, the copy-taker told me to hold on because the acting editor wanted to talk to me. He came on the phone and said I was to return to the woman and offer her money – I do not remember the specific sum he mentioned – for an exclusive interview on the record, including pictures, for Saturday’s paper. I refused, arguing that it would ruin both her life and her child’s. He insisted. He said it was an order. I returned to the room beneath the rafters and told the woman I had been ordered by my editor to offer her the stated sum of money for an interview which would identify her and her son. ‘Now I’ve made you the offer,’ I said, ‘I’m advising you not to do it because you and your son will always be known for this.’

‘I’m going to do the interview,’ the woman said and my heart fell, before she added, ‘but I don’t want the money and I don’t want to be named. Come back in the morning and we’ll do it.’

I went back the next morning and she talked for nearly two hours about the savagery her father had subjected her to since she was a young child, her pregnancy and the birth, her frequent admissions to hospital with her injuries, her failed attempts to run away and how nobody in authority raised the alarm. At the door, as we were saying our goodbyes, she said: ‘Do you know why I decided to talk to you?’

‘No, why?’ I asked.

‘Because my son said you’ve hair like the girl in Days of Thunder. He loves that film.’

There is no accounting for serendipity. It struck again in February 1996. Ed O’Brien, a twenty-one-year-old IRA man with the open face of a child, blew himself up with a bomb he was carrying on the Aldwych bus in London. A posse of international media immediately set up camp outside his parents’ home in Gorey, County Wexford in pursuit of an interview.

I was among them, when a local man called me aside. ‘You work for the Irish Independent, don’t you?’ he said. Instead of the barracking I was braced for, he told me he was close to the O’Brien family and he would tell them they could trust me. Soon after, he reappeared and beckoned me inside the house. The dead man’s parents were sitting side by side on the couch in their living room forming a tableau of grief.

They said they knew their son used to sell An Phoblacht in the town but they had been oblivious to how deeply involved he was in the IRA until a garda appeared on their doorstep to tell them he was dead. The couple brought out their photo albums and were recounting memory snatches of their child’s life when we all heard a noise and looked up to see a Sky television sound boom poking through a small window in their front room.

The ever-quotable G.B. Shaw said that patriotism is the conviction that your country is superior to all others because you were born in it and, for me, there is a grain of truth in that. Reporting and commenting on Ireland has been a particular pleasure because I love my country. It’s home. It’s where I belong: that instinct to make connections with others; the scathing humour to lighten the load; those beautiful West Cork peninsulas; the richness of the spoken and written language; the all-togetherness in good times and bad.

During more than four decades as a journalist, I never stopped loving my country, nor detesting it constructively. That work of construction will never be completed. I look at the Ireland we have now and not only do I love it, I like it enormously. But there are many threats to its continuing better mood.

Peace in the North will remain on shaky ground as long as political parties can shut down Stormont on a whim.
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