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Introduction:

Siobhán McHugh is the 6th presenter of the Mary Durack Lecture.  She is an award winning writer and broadcaster, specialising in Australian social history.  Siobhán left Ireland, and her work with RTE in 1985 and soon was working for the ABC.  Her first production was ‘The Irish in Australia – Past & Present’.  In the Age Review, a critic commented that everyone from the Pope down should listen.  Most of you would have seen the recent television program  ‘The Irish Empire’, a  five hour documentary on the Irish Diaspora on which she was a co-writer.  She has written many varied works and you can read about that in this evening’s program.

Siobhán McHugh:

Thank you very much and it’s lovely to be here.  It’s my first time in Western Australia, it’s taken me 15 years to get here and I’m here at last.  And in a way it’s very appropriate that I might talk about The Irish Empire because The Irish Empire was the second production to be made under an agreement signed between the Irish and Australian Governments, a co-production agreement regarding film funding.  The first production to be made under that agreement was in fact the mini series ‘Kings in Grass Castles’, based of course on Mary Durack's book, so there’s quite an interesting link.  

My own link with the Duracks goes back a little bit further.  Some years back we had a wonderful week in Ireland, which was not so much a conference, I don’t know what you’d call it, maybe a Con Howard spectacular, for those people who know the extraordinary maverick former diplomat Con Howard.  He had organised three or four of the most prominent  Irish-Australian families to come over to Ireland and we all were sort of locked up in this coach and taken around Ireland to various odd and extraordinary places.  And I remember my knowledge of Australia was far more limited than it is now and I could never quite keep up with all these people Con was always introducing me to .  And there was this very pleasant, amiable gent in a grey suit, who looked like a public servant and I was racking my brains to think, now what did I hear about him while making polite conversation and eventually I said to him, I believe you paint, and he sort of had a small smile and said yes.  And we talked about the life in the West of Ireland and , anyway, he was Sidney Nolan (audience laughter).  So, I think that’s what they found so refreshing about Ireland, they certainly weren’t lionised in Ireland (audience laughter).

Anyway, two years ago, to this very day, on the 27th April I was sitting with eight other people in a splendid Kensington terrace, in London, and we were there with a mission.  Over the next five days we were to work out a blueprint for this five hour television series, which was attempting to do nothing less that chart the history of emigration from Ireland over the previous four hundred years.  It was a massive challenge and staggering in its scope, what with 70 million of Irish descent estimated to live around the world.  The irony was not lost on me anyway, that we were actually sitting there in London and that it was all coming from London and indeed that the very name The Irish Empire, was a contentious one.  It had been suggested on the basis that it was an empire of the hearts and mind and that Irishness had actually created a sort of presence that rivalled the military and economic might of the British Empire.  But all of these discussions lay ahead of us.  

We had a prospectus that had been put together and I recall, I looked at it again before coming here today, it basically said something, which happily has changed now.  "To be brought up in Ireland at almost any time within the last 400 years was to be prepared to leave it. " Emigration was so central to Irish history and the central question of the series was going to be: " how did the people of such a small, poor nation gain such strength in the world?  How had the Irish succeeded in gaining influence and prosperity without submerging their own identity in their host countries?  How did the Irish fit in?  How did their qualities shape their destinies and their place in society?" We were going to set out to make a "comprehensive, thought provoking exploration on how the Irish had triumphed over adversity, which would enlighten and entertain not only the tens of millions of men and women of Irish decent, but also those who live along side them." 

In considering this, we were enjoined by the series producer, to imagine and keep in our mind, a Japanese man in Boston and we had to make a series that would be of  as much of interest to this fictitious Japanese man in Boston as it would be to people of Irish decent.  This was going to keep us from becoming too parochial, too triumphalist and too maudlin, which so many series about the Irish have foundered on -  being overly sentimental.  This was not going to be like that, we were all determined that this was going to be different, this was going to be exceptional, and this was going to extend the boundaries of television.  We really had great ambitions.

The timing of course, was excellent.  The Celtic Tiger had already roared.  Riverdance had stormed the world and the Irish, much to the surprise of those of us who have known other days, were suddenly trendy (audience laughter).  So it wasn’t hard to get the funding up for a series like this.  By 1998, three million dollars had been raised, which was actually quite a sizeable budget.  It meant that each one hour program could be made for about half a million dollars, which is about twice what a normal documentary would expect to have in Australia.

There were three companies involved, an Irish one – Little Bird, a British one – Café and in Australia, Hilton Cordell, who made that excellent film on the Footscray football club, which you may have seen, ‘Year of the Dogs’.  There were three TV stations who had given the critical pre-sales, SBS in Australia, for whom it was their biggest ever venture, RTE and BBC Northern Ireland.

I suppose what I want to talk about is whether or not we measured up to the lofty aims we set for ourselves at that meeting.  We were absolutely determined, as Piaras McÉinrí said, he was one of the academic consultants, there were three academic consultants, and he said in early comments, he said, this must not be a simplistic whistle stop tour, a recital of "first we did this and then we went there and weren’t we grand entirely" (audience laughter).  I thought he said that very well.  The other consultants were Paddy Fitzgerald from the Folk Museum in Omagh in Ulster, I can’t recall his exact title.  Basically he was from across the border, it was very well balanced, there was a triangle.  There was Paddy a Protestant from the North, Piaras the sort of Gaelic speaking, representing the Catholic south and over in the UK, Patrick O’Sullivan, head of the Irish Diaspora research unit in Bradford.  Clearly, the political sensitivities were very great  with  a series like this and with the three co-producers who were involved.

The man from BBC Northern Ireland was constantly reminding us of the Protestant contribution and everybody was pushing their own barrow and determined that their people would be included.  We did of course consider Donald Harmond Akenson, who is one of the most eminent writers on the Irish Diaspora, the Canadian.  In the end he became a contributor to the series rather than a consultant.  David Fitzpatrick who is now at Trinity College, Dublin, sadly he declined to be in it for the very noble but somewhat unrealistic reason in the world of television - we wanted to include his wonderful book ‘Oceans of Consolation’, which is letters from Irish-Australians.  However, he stipulated that the letters could not be edited and this was a very idealistic but sadly unrealistic expectation in the world of television, so he wasn’t in it.

There were two writer/consultants, Fintan O’Toole in Dublin and me.  I had been contacted back around the previous Christmas, the producers here had got wind that I was researching another book on Irish-Australia.  I had done my radio series when I came here in 1985 and that led to a television series, ‘Echo of a Distant Drum’, which was quite a popular series and still stands up quite well actually, after all these years.  Again, there we looked at the Tully family who were related to the Duracks, they were descended from Sarah Durack, Patsy Durack’s sister.  That story in particular came across really well and partly it was because of the fact that the people representing the Tullys were so articulate, but also it was because the story had been very well researched.  The director had spent probably a year getting to know the family and getting so familiar will all the aspects of the story that he could devise sequences that would basically tell it to its best advantage.  This was the crucial element that was to prove to be lacking in The Irish Empire, time for research, it was something we just didn’t have and it’s something I eternally regret.  

When I was contacted, it was after about ten, twelve years of resolutely turning away from the story of the Irish for fear of becoming trapped as some kind of professional Irish Person in Australia.  I had gone off and done all kinds of weird and wonderful stories about Vietnamese and Samoan chiefs and all kinds of stuff.  But then, I suppose when my own children started to come along, I felt this terrible pain, realising that their primary loyalty was going to be to Australia and I suddenly realised that I had moved myself in that time from being an ex-pat, somebody who was just adventuring and travelling, to being an emigrant.  Those people who I had viewed, and I have to say it, cruelly, with a mixture of pity and contempt, lining the Patrick’s Day parades, Irish migrants who had come out twenty, thirty years before and I thought, how pathetic, why don’t they get on with being in a new country and suddenly I was one of them (audience laughter).  I was putting Irish T-shirts on my kids and I was even, when it would rain, and we’d be out in the park and all the other parents would be bundling up their kids, I’d say, we’re Irish, we don’t mind the rain (audience laughter). I would have them parroting this and to this day they think they have some genetic imperviousness to rain (audience laughter).

Anyway, I thought there was something very wrong and I’d better start re-examining this situation of the Irish in Australia and getting involved and that’s what I’m still working on, a book called ‘Rebels to Rulers’, which will be out someday, we hope.  

This could have worked as a symbiosis because I could provide the producers with some of the work that I’d been researching and they, I hoped, would provide me with the means to travel so some of the farther places that my budget wouldn’t allow me to go, under my own steam.  But it was really the scope of the project that fired my imagination and excited me.  And, I have to confess, the small matter of getting paid which is always a novelty for a writer, came into it as well, and the trip to London and being able to go over to Ireland.

So anyway, I agreed to get involved and they said they had five themes worked out at that point, this is January 1998.  One was ‘Fighting the Cause’, which was to be about war and politics. That was eventually ditched in favour of ‘The Scattering’, which was an overview of the demographics of emigration.  Two was what became ‘Building the World’, the stories of individual migration.  Three was ‘Keeping the Faith’ about religion and culture and all those different tensions.  Four was the rather inelegantly titled ‘Women on Top’, which was a hotly debated program, whether it was tokenistic to have a program about women, whether they shouldn’t be in there 50/50 through all the program.  But the actual nature of Irish female immigration was so distinctive that we felt it did merit a separate program and I’m actually glad in the end that we had it.  And the fifth was ‘Dreams of Home’, which was about the dynamic between home and abroad and myth and reality.

So they said they wanted five hours outlined for these five programs and I said grand, and I said when and they said in three weeks!  And I said that’s ridiculous, that can’t be done and they said it has to be done because everything is locked in.  So always being one to accept an impossible challenge, I said okay and that stage I hadn’t even got access to the Internet.  So I had three days per program, this was just a very rough outline but I still had to range across three or four continents and four hundred years and I had three days to do it in.  Luckily I had a big stash of Books Ireland magazines and Books Ireland is a great periodical  It lists virtually every book, prose, fiction, historical, all kinds of books on matters of Irish interest and I had a pile of them.

I went back through that and discovered academics lurking around the place who had done all kinds of eclectic studies and was able to follow up certain aspects through there.  You see in television you have to translate ideas and concepts into people and locations, otherwise it doesn’t work.  It’s a very limited medium, it’s not my favourite medium at all, I actually am a radio person, and I love radio because you actually have to imagine.

But this was television and of course what it does have is audience, it has much bigger reach.  So I had to think about people and luckily, again, fifteen years of being in Australia and doing all my odd things like Italians in the Riverina would suddenly yield, I’d remember an Irish guy who was on the land there, you know these things all yielded a fruit.  No to mention the interesting contacts I had built up from years of enthusiastic socialising at these sorts of conferences.  They all came in, I was able to tap into all that.

So anyway, I came up with a blueprint and the three Ps, the two Paddies and a Piaras, as we used to call them, the three Ps came up with theirs.  Among them, on that first day in London there was some fascinating ideas and here’s one quote Paddy Fitzgerald had from some 18th century archive.  “A turbulent, vibrant, leisure orientated people, with a propensity to laziness and disorder, given to prolific whiskey drinking and foul language”.  You might think that’s just another description of some traveller around Ireland or whatever, but in fact it’s referring to the Scots Presbyterians (audience laughter).  

We were fascinated at how these licentious sounding people had transmogrified into the sort of hatchet-faced wowsers that you get on the TV news bulletins today representing the people who had moved over to Ulster.  How had they been transformed?  What happened?  What were the influences that came to bear?  So one of the people that we did try to include from the beginning were the Ulster Scots Irish, the Scots Irish who then went to America and here’s an example of one of them.  

(Shows video clip of old man dancing in the Appalachians, Ep 1)

That voice-over was from Donald Akenson, Professor Donald Akenson and he was to provide one of the great surprises of the series.  His research had shown that of those Americans who identify as Irish, fifty to fifty eight per cent, as he said, were Protestant.  This was an extraordinary statistic because the whole image of Irish America is the St Patrick’s Day Parade, the green Catholic sort of image and that was another myth that we decided to look at.  How the image had been so successfully hijacked by the Catholic Irish and also why there was so many Protestant Irish.  Well , the reason was simple in one sense, they’d gone over much earlier and had had longer to be there whereas the great Catholic influence was post-famine.  But also it seemed to suggest that there had been a significant conversion element from Catholic to Protestant and that was another area that we were to get into.

Sadly, this is one of the many ideas that never got properly developed in the series.  Although we pointed out that when John F Kennedy came to be the President, that he was celebrated as the first Irish President, and in fact he was the eleventh Irish President, it’s just that the other ten had been Protestant Irish (audience laughter).
But John F Kennedy, who is arguably the greatest cliché in the whole of Irish Diaspora history because everything that can be said about him has been said, yet he comes up in the series not once but twice.  In the end, this was all about pandering to ratings and homogenising the product and satisfying the people who were paying for the series and this was the sort of sell-out, well the sort of compromise I’ll call it, that was so painful for those of us who were in at the creative end and weren’t worried about squaring the books or the business side, we were just trying to tell the story as best we could.

Indeed, one of the other surprises for us was that the series producer was a fellow with very rounded BBC vowels, he would be the person with whom the ultimate authority rested, and it was only during that first week he let slip some knowledge, a very intimate knowledge of the itinerary of the 46A bus and I was immediately suspicious - the 46A bus being a bus that plies along the southern part of Dublin.  Anyway, I questioned him on this and he turned out to be Irish.  So the series was actually being controlled by an Irishman masquerading as an Englishman (audience laughter), an Irishman in London, based in London, but an Irishman who is so insecure about his Irish identity that he had in fact completely denied it and turned himself virtually into an English person and was to betray that kind of thinking later when he would make little helpful suggestions about the narration.  

For instance we had a lovely man, a navvy, a fellow who had been working on the British motorways, William Brennan, and William Brennan was pointing out another of the myth breaking things that we wanted to show, the Irish were not only the exploited but we were also at times, the exploiter.  This was evident in the sub-contracting system of the British construction where you had subbies who would take on these uneducated Irish labourers and basically, rip them off.  It was very sad.  It’s very comfortable to think of ourselves as the victim, we are the goodies who are downtrodden and they are the baddies who were perpetrating all the injustice on us.  We can congratulate ourselves on being champions of justice but it’s not always as simple as that.  William Brennan was a wonderful figure, I can’t play him.  

Anyway, this fellow, this English-Irish man had written in the script, "he has nothing to show for his life of working", i.e. he is a failure, his life has been a failure, and I for one took exception to this and I said excuse me, the man has extraordinary dignity and as he says, "nobody ever owned me, I was me own boss."  That’s where his independence and his spirit lies.  It was as if, he, the BBC man, had been living so long in a different mindset that he was unable to understand these sorts of crucially Irish attitudes to authority.

We went on with our impossible schedule.  The Australian producer came up with a kind of bingo game where he worked out the number of shooting days per director per country.  This was before we had decided what we were going to film.  Like you know, you can have three days in the Caribbean, four in South America, two in Europe and a half in Ireland or whatever.  This was all back down to money and then we were supposed to come up with the stories to fit this mad schedule.  We were basically to have four weeks per program in the end, because we had four weeks to do, from the time we left London, to do a draft shooting script and then four weeks to make it final but we were doing two programs overlapping so it was essentially four weeks each.  So that was another bit of a worry.

We were talking about the design, we wanted it to look good, to look classy and indeed it does, I think we have to certainly have to agree on that. They did contract people to come in with ideas for  the look of the series.  One of the serious suggestions they had was from a very big London company where the woman suggested that to give a continuity to all the interviewees in all these different countries, we should film them all being interviewed in a blow-up green inflatable chair.  They would all sit in this green rubber chair and that we could subtitle their names with a little moving icon of statues of the Virgin Mary (audience laughs).  And this was a serious proposal from a serious designer! Needless to say we had a bit of a laugh about that.

Episodes one and five were done by a marvellous young Irish director called Alan Gilsenan, who is known for what they call his poetic documentaries.  I personally loved his style because it combines what I try and go for in my radio work, which is emotional power and intellectual depth.  It’s facts with feeling, I think both are the perfect balance.  I’ll play you another clip from him.  He went to Newfoundland and we found some old Irish descendants here in Newfoundland.  (Shows video clip - old man in Newfoundland cottage)
Just this image here, it could be the West of Ireland, you know, it could be a bachelor in the West of Ireland…

I just think Alan’s style there is so understated, there are so many things there.  Imagine this man over in Newfoundland, first of all he has this Irish accent and Irish idioms, it’s extraordinary, it’s uncanny and it’s been transmitted and we found this in lots of areas.  It’s in Australia, you can find it down in Killarney and Koroit and we had it in ‘ Echo of a Distant Drum'.  The last of those people are actually dying out here now.  I remember interviewing them fourteen years ago, people with actual idiom from the Irish language.  They’d say things like, "Ballyhurst is the name my father put on this house", which is a direct translation from the Irish language.

Anyway, we had people like that.  I just love Alan’s ability to leave that little reflective pause so that you can actually have time to take that in and to make those reflections yourself, which less sensitive directors wouldn’t have.

Now when we left London we did have guidelines.  We were to go for personal stories rather than experts.  We didn’t want wall -to-wall talking heads and if we had experts, they were to have a personal connection to the history.  A bit like Professor John Molony, who is the acknowledged expert on the Eureka Rebellion and he’s also a grandson of a miner who was rebelling there.  In the end of course we went out and interviewed him, we spent four hours with him and he, like so much else, ended up on the cutting room floor.  So we didn’t follow through on any of these guidelines.

We said we wanted surprises rather than cliches and yet in so many cases we didn’t get to do the surprises that we knew of.  A lot of that came down to the impossible schedule, which didn’t allow you, four weeks around the world!  I started off and I was on the phone, I think I’d start about 11.00 pm to Argentina and then by the time it got to about 1.00 am it was 9.00am  in Montserrat or something and so I would do a kind of an hour of talking to these people in the Carribean, in the West Indies

 They sent the director over on a six week shoot with a cameraman and a sound recordist, six weeks non-stop in four continents. You can’t even think where you are, let alone, how can you possibly get the best out of somebody in an interview when you are on that kind of a schedule and you are trying to be director and interviewer and camera assistant.  So despite all this money that we were supposed to have, like so much else, it just seemed to disappear and we never got an adequate understanding of what happened to it.  Even down to the fact that in the end we couldn’t even use the right music.  

There are so many wonderful songs of Irish lament and emigration that would have been so powerful ... So we have a story of children dying in a textile mill in Lawrence in the USA and we have this tinkly piano muzak, which is appallingly trivialising what the story is saying.  I had suggested using a really strong, naked lament on the fiddle to make it ache.  You know how it worked in the US Civil War series, that was fantastic, it brought tears to your eyes, I can still hear it in my head. We couldn’t get that because of budget and you know, I don’t understand where the money went but I blame the Irish-English man anyway (audience laughter).
Montserrat was a great story, for lots of reasons.  It was great because it wasn’t well known although we had heard about it a bit in Ireland.  Montserrat is the only country outside of Ireland that celebrated a national holiday on St. Patrick’s Day and the great thing about them was these Irish were black.  I rang and found all these people in Montserrat and they had the Emerald singers and dancers and it was a great story and then what happened was the volcano had erupted and we couldn’t go there because the whole country was under volcano ash, you know, we couldn’t get any of the filming done.  So we had to immediately shift to Barbados and luckily there was a similar story there, which is what’s in the film.

Basically the story was that the Irish were sent out there, to the West Indies in the seventeenth century, in a kind of early version of transportation where political undesirables and general rejects of society were sent out as indentured servants for seven years to work in the sugar plantations and when they came off there, most of them stayed on.  The interesting thing about that was that in the early years they formed alliances with the blacks, the African slaves, who were working on the plantations.  They actually had an uprising together against the plantation owners but then with classic Irish perversity, and this is always the bit that I like, I always like the exceptions and the contrariness, but television isn’t good about this.  What happened was that when some of the Irish became plantation owners, they then abandoned their opposition to plantations and they took slaves themselves.  So this is the kind of thing that we need to examine about ourselves rather than have this comfortable notion.

That story was marvellous and Argentina was even better.  Argentina was my passion.  I actually speak Spanish so that was a help but a lot of these people, the Irish Argentinians, again they have Westmeath accents.  They came from this little triangle of the Midlands in Ireland and they happened to coincide with, I mean there’s great stories all over South America.  We’ve heard of Bernardo O’Higgins the liberator of Chile and even Che Guevara descended from a Lynch from County Kerry (audience laughter), but we couldn’t get all that in.  The Irish in Argentina had arrived just as the country was opening up to sheep and then beef and their progress was facilitated by an extraordinary alliance between an Irish priest called Fr. Fahy, from Loughrea and a Protestant, he called himself a merchant, the British called him a smuggler, a Protestant fellow called Thomas Armstrong.  Fahy went to Buenos Aires and saw it as a great opportunity for the Irish to get on the land and also to get away from what he perceived as the depravity of the city.  So he was anxious to send the Irish out to occupy the land, which was then "available" in the euphemism of the day - what that meant was that they were killing all the Indians -  but basically you could have the land, white people were encouraged to settle it. 

 So the Irish went out there, Fr. Fahy would advise them on what land was good land, he would advise them on farming techniques, he would be their moral guardian and give them pastoral support, marry them, baptise them, he even match-made.  He would meet the ships when they came out and he would size up the women and he would organise a meeting with some nice Irish-Argentinian fellow and that was all designed to keep them away from intermarrying with either the Spanish or the Indigenous people and to keep the Catholicism strong - keeping the faith.  But the best thing of all was that he was also their banker because he would travel around.  He became known as the richest man in Argentina because on paper, he held all the money of every Irish person in Argentina and it was considerable.  They would give it to him because they could never get into the city and he would then pass it onto Thomas Armstrong, who by this time, was ensconced in the Banco Provincia in Buenos Aires, so for the two of them it was a very mutually beneficial relationship and an extraordinary one. 

 But then what happened was that the Duggan family, who had a great estancia, a big ranch, they employed 2,000 Irish.  It was almost like a feudal set up where they would keep people at a certain level, they would go back and personally recruit Irish from Ballymahon, a little townland near Longford and these people would be kept, in a very paternalistic way, and again I don’t offer judgement, you just put the story there and make the viewer decide for themselves what’s going on here.  What appeared to be happening was that they were selecting people who were not particularly spirited types, they were kind of docile, poor, unconnected Irish people in the workhouse in Ballymahon who would be brought out to Argentina, where they would work as virtual serfs on these estancias for the Duggan family who were fantastically rich.  

There were all kinds of marvellous elements to this story, the Duggans would provide Irish culture to keep their employees happy but they would dissuade them from doing other things like get too much education in case they might challenge the system.  It was just a lovely story and I would like to play you a little bit.  Just before we do, the other part of the story that was marvellous, there were three Irish brothers that went out and one of them came back and this is so rare in Irish emigration, unlike the Italians and the other Diasporas, we don’t return in great numbers. I love this story because he came back to marry his sweetheart, the three brothers had been evicted from their home and the fellow came back to marry his sweetheart and what I also love is that she wouldn’t have a bar of him when he came back (audience laughter).  She wasn’t a bit interested but she had a sister who was a lot more canny and she immediately said she’d go for it (audience laughter).  They got married and the great thing was that this fellow whose name was Foley, he bought out the landlord’s house and the descendants now live in that landlord’s house.  And it’s just such wonderful upending of the usual story, but anyway, I’ll play you a little bit and this is just a very rough edit so we’ll just play a bit about the Argentinian story.  This is Louisa Duggan, whose family were the richest Irish family in Argentina.

 (Shows video clip)
This actually ended up completely excised from the series, that’s why the editing is very loose and the narration is very ropey  - the whole segment on Argentina never got in.  It was compiled, it was there, it was ten minutes long or something but it was portrayed in simplistic terms.  It was like something out of a travel primer because our friend in London got hold of the narration, so it was something like, “the Irish were responsible for the world famous Argentinian beef industry”, it was ignoring all the ins and outs and the subtleties and the complexities of the story and most importantly, it was misrepresenting the truth.  So I objected.  There were fabulous bits that I knew we couldn’t get in, like the fact that the Irish like Louise Duggan, when they became so fantastically rich, had no template for being wealthy and upper class and they began to ape the habits of the British aristocracy to the point of sending their children to Protestant schools while subsidising the Catholic schools for the lower orders of Irish.  There were all kinds of amazing things that we learned.  

In the end because we couldn’t have it in in that simplistic way, it was just dumped and we ended up with nothing from a non-Anglophone part of the Diaspora as a result, which is a great loss.

But one of the other big surprises we had in the series was women.  Uniquely among European diasporas, Irish women emigrated in equal or even greater numbers than men.  This was one of the most fascinating aspects. As Piaras said, it was often because there was no place for them in Irish society and that’s why they left.  And also women workers were more significant in terms of sending back remittances in nearly all periods of modern Irish immigration.  So we did do women well, I do believe that was good. We had the story, very much unknown to me and the ordinary person I think, the Irish women in the textile industry in the States, where they were prominent in the union movement to stop child labour.  And again it was interesting, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn who was one of the rebel leaders, the union leaders, she actually ended up being imprisoned by another Irish person, Senator Joe McCarthy for her un-American activities.

We had the story of the domestic servant women.  We had the famine orphan girls.  That was a story I was very connected with, in fact I filmed the sequence out here in Australia.  I had been researching this and it is the story of four thousand odd orphan girls sent out here between 1848 and 1850 from the workhouses in Ireland.  They were aged between fourteen and eighteen and they became agents of assimilation in a way because they were of course seen as potential domestic servants but because of the gender imbalance they also tended to be future wives.  They married, perhaps because they had no family, across religion and across nationality, more than other Irish women.  About sixty per cent married people of other religions.  I had found marvellous examples of their descendants so we did  that story.  The reason we did it was not because it was a great story, it was because Mary McAleese was out and conveniently encapsulated the history in a speech at the Hyde Park Barracks which we were able to film.  This is what happens in television, the images dictate what goes in.  So luckily for us, she was there, she was brilliant, her speech was good and as soon as I got the speech from the Irish Embassy, I faxed it to London and I got the authorisation to go ahead and do the filming.

I remember the first girls came out on the Earl Grey and I remember she said in this very acid aside, in her Belfast voice, being a Belfast girl herself, she said "I shall have difficulty ever drinking that tea again" (audience laughter).  That’s in the film.

But there were breakdowns and frustrations operating at the other side of the world.  We were doing all this on email, I was operating as a remote control kind of director for that scene, answering to the generally excellent director of the episode, Dearbhla Walsh in Ireland.  I sent her the gist of the story and there was this wonderful woman, Joan Dwyer, and she likened the orphan girls to street kids of today.  She said, they may not have been the most pleasant spoken people or the most well mannered or the most respectable but given a bit of care and attention, they had the potential to become decent human beings who could make a contribution to society.  I thought that was a lovely way of bringing the past into the present so we teed this up and we filmed this marvellous bit of street kids lurking in doorways who were all friends of ours who were aged about thirteen or fourteen that were pressed into service for the thing.  We had this moody sequence at the end of Joan walking, thinking about the history that had brought Eliza Fraser out from Ireland, except that somewhere along the way, with the lack of contact, Dearbhla missed the significance of all this and the comment about the street kids was never included.  So we have this Dickensian sequence that nobody could possibly understand because the comment is dropped out.  

Likewise we couldn’t fit in the amazing facts like that in the Royal Melbourne Women’s Hospital in the 1860s, one in six of Irish women that went there to have their babies, and I find this the most harrowing thing I ever found out about the Famine, had pelvises that were stunted from malnutrition in the formative adolescent years.  So the awful, terrible irony was that their salvation in terms of coming to Australia was also to be their tragedy, because over here they could grow if you like, develop, healthy, normal foetuses, babies, but they couldn’t then give birth to them through these stunted pelvises and this is twenty-five years before caesarean section.  So what they had to do was a medical technique called craniotomy, which basically means you have to put in a forceps and dismember the baby in utero.  And one woman, Mrs M O’Sullivan, lost her sixth child that way.  This is the sort of thing that really is so powerful but to get that into something like television, you need a pause, you need music, you need to be able to reflect on the awfulness of that. We were just so pell-mell with so much stuff we couldn’t get that in.  But we did get some excellent  bits in and I’ll just play a clip about what we did get in.  It starts with Eavan Boland, the poet. (Shows video clip, Eavan Boland and Mary Williams, Ep 3)
That’s Mary Williams, she’s one of my favourite people in the series..  First of all her story is really interesting because she has about three or four different aspects to her life.  She goes over and becomes a domestic servant in America, as so many Irish women did and she’s very funny and very irreverent about how she didn’t know anything about what cutlery to put out and whatever.  Then she comes back so she has that unusual experience of being the returned Yank if you like and finding that she feels out of place with her see-through blouses that she’s taken to wearing, that are looked on askance in wherever she’s from and so she takes off again, she doesn’t fit back in.  She’s been changed by the experience of emigration. So she goes to England which was the most difficult place for Irish people to be, for fairly obvious reasons -   it’s the seat of the old colonial oppressor and therefore the place where you are least able to express your Irish identity or assume the identity of the host country, it’s the most fraught place.  It’s also an area I don’t think we grappled with satisfactorily.

But she goes there and become a clippie and she’s very funny, she adds something we didn’t have a lot of in this series, which is ridiculous given that we’re all Irish, and that was humour.  We didn’t have a lot of humour but she has humour aplenty.  She talks about how they used to go to be at night with the full whack of makeup on, ready for work in the morning because they’d always be late and so they’d just lie there with their eyes made up and the whole face done and whatever.  But she is also very poignant, because she says towards the end of the program, that she feels she’s lost her family, in two ways.  First, she lost her original family of birth by her leaving and now she feels she’s lost her children because they’ve become English.  They speak with English accents, they are culturally English  - it was a wonderfully illuminating comment that applies to so much and that’s what you are always looking for in television.  Those kind of big-picture statements but that can come from one individual and represent much more than just themselves.

So I suppose we certainly got a lot in that was good.  We left out the Irish in New Orleans when they were fighting the blacks for jobs.  That had been done in another series on the Irish in America, as had the Irish and the Eyrie Canal and all of that.  We had in things that to my mind, I can’t see how they are justified.  We had the story of Amy Castles who was put forward as the great rival to Nellie Melba.  She was a singer touted by the Sisters of Mercy nuns as the equal of Nellie Melba.  It was supposed to be a story that illustrated a sort of humorous angle on the sectarianism that happened in Australia but it didn’t really work and it took up valuable time. We had a long segment on sectarianism in Cumbria, which was far too long and again I think was a political decision.

We had Daniel Dennehy, now much as I like Daniel Dennehy, the man who spoke out against the bunyip aristocracy in Australia, I don’t think that he’s more important than a proper explanation of Eureka and we didn’t manage to do that.  We did do something on Eureka and I have a little clip on that but it was so disappointingly superficial compared to what we could have got into.

We had Peter Lalor who is the great-great-grandson of the original Peter Lalor.  We didn’t get into how the women made the flags by sewing their petticoats.  We didn’t get into the complexity of Peter Lalor himself, the man,  the rebel leader who then goes off to be elected by the miners in what is often put forward as the beginnings of  Australian democracy. The miners vote him in to represent them in Parliament, whereupon he then votes against giving them the vote.  It’s a wonderful turnaround but he’s a very complex man.  He’s no social climber, he’s no lackey of the establishment - he refused a knighthood.  There are all these fantastically interesting aspects to him but all we got was this. 

(Shows video clip: Peter Lalor at Ballarat/Eureka, Ep 2))
"Government sanctioned butchery", that’s what he said.  Then we got worried that we needed to offset the kind of romanticism of the portrayal so we wheeled in, at the last minute, Gerard Henderson who obligingly supplied the view that the Eureka revolt was nothing more than a tax whinge (audience laughter) and he was literally, it was last minute.  Frank Brennan, a marvellous person with lots of interesting views on reconciliation, on Irish missionaries, on issues of social justice - I had put him forward a year before in my original treatment, as I had put forward Jack Mundey who could have followed on from Eureka, in terms of a throw to the BLF who took over the use of the flag.  There were all kinds of images that were there.  Frank Brennan, literally the day before the final cut off date, suddenly it was, "quick, get Frank Brennan, get him to say something on A,B,C,D" and Frank Brennan, being a great professional media performer, he did.  But even though he gave beautifully modulated answers and he never loses the run of what he’s saying, which is wonderful for TV editing purposes, (it’s the Jesuit education you know) (audience laughter).  Anyway, tho he gave wonderful responses on everything we only used one or two grabs of him.  

Paul Keating who is such a huge figure in Irish-Australian political history, contemporary at least, we only used a very cliched version of him doing a sort of JFK, a sort of Ronald Reagan on his roots, whereas in fact, the interview with Paul Keating would make your hair stand on end.  I have the transcript here, he declares himself to be Australian, not Irish.  He says, "there is that cultural lingering loyalty because my name is Keating, why wouldn’t I feel a sense of connection with Ireland, but it doesn’t substitute"... (And I think this is a bit like the Duracks, what Mary Durack was expressing in her books, that the landscape actually transforms you in this country and makes you belong here.  The original Patsy Durack was Irish, his sons were very much of this country, as were the descendants.).  He says, "This is one of the oldest land masses on the earth, geologically, a very old place.  It doesn’t have mountains like Europe, they’ve all been ground down. You go through Australia, you can see the age of it everywhere.  The flora is different, the leaves hang down from the sun, they’re not deciduous, the fauna is different.  The Indigenes were here for forty thousand years, we’ve been given the right to inherit and shape this very old continent and it takes some of your life to get to know what you’ve been given.  But once you do know and you identify with it and understand that you are now part of it, all the residences of Australia, the light, the colour, the country, the topography, the history, the bad history, the lot is part of you.  You’re different."

I just think it’s wonderful, a kind of ringing statement of how an Irish person is transformed into an Australian. And that kind of stuff didn’t get in.  

But anyway, I suppose despite the regrets, there were a lot of positives.  We did raise certain things that hadn’t been dealt with before.  Themes of the Irish not just being the victim but also, for instance lately in Ireland, Ireland sadly is showing the Irish can be racist and the Irish can be uncompassionate towards other migrants, which is a terrible irony given that we would not have survived as a nation had not other countries embraced us when we had to leave.  

We got the stories of women in, from nuns to union leaders.  We got the story of the Fenians in Canada, that was a great story about Darcy Magee.  We did have a lot of commentators and experts but they were very high quality in the main and most of their musings on Irishness were quite thought provoking, like Luke Gibbons suggesting that culture has replaced religion as defining Irishness now.  That people actually define themselves through cultural music, literature and whatever.

There were lovely moments like the Irish Buddhist, I love him.  He was originally supposed to open the series and you were just going to see a landscape and then hear him coming out with something interestingly deep, I think he said something like, "you’ve got to travel to stay in one place" and this is typically philosophically Alan, and then you see, you hear the Irish accent and then you see saffron robes and the shaved head and my God, what’s this!  You know, he’s a Buddhist and it’s an Irish landscape.  

Shane McGowan, whom I love, not everybody loves that bit, but I think his very shamblingness, Shane McGowan of the Pogues, his very self-destructiveness is so articulate and emblematic of the sadness about the Irish in Britain and he shows a deep feeling for the Seamus Heaney poem that he does quote. Pity about his teeth.  

Apart from that we did have another regret in that we had an excellent team but in the end we weren’t allowed to exercise our individual talents.  We were overruled by commercial and political considerations.  So overall, I feel it was a good, though in the end, not a great, series.

Paddy O’Sullivan commented in a letter to me that he thought it wasn’t a waste of time, that it would have been a lot worse if we had not got involved and a lot better if there had been more time and money.  Personally, I had some great conversations.  I made more friendships than I had fights and I learned a lot about the Irish and the experience of immigration.  I like Paddy O’Sullivan’s other comment in the series where he says, "if somebody does something good, we always say it’s the Irish in him, but if somebody does something bad, we say, ah he wasn’t Irish enough" (audience laughter).  

We like to have it both ways and if there is one thing that comes up from all of this, a word that comes up about the Irish, about us all, I think that it would have to be that we are by nature, perverse.  I for one am very glad of that because it means that we will never be boring and it means that while the Celtic Tiger has happily meant the end of forced emigration from Ireland, that the streak of perversity will stop us becoming too complacent.  It will stop us from believing our own publicity.  Surely that can only be a good thing.  

Thank you very much.

Lecture ends.

 Siobhán McHugh 2000
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