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Dear Members, 
Welcome to our final Comhnasc of 2021. This edition 
includes the usual mix of news items, members’ writing, and 
a range of interesting feature articles. The edition also 
includes a profile of the association’s president and proud 
Limerick man, Brian Mangan. 

Branch AGMs 
The Government announced at the end of August that 
restrictions on indoor meetings would be lifted in two stages 
(September 20 and October 22). This was welcome news for 
the association as it allowed for the resumption of our 
indoor meetings and activities after an 18-month long 
period of suspension. 

On November 2, branch secretaries gathered in the 
Gresham Hotel to make arrangements for the holding of the 
32 branch meetings, which take place in November and 
December each year. It was emphasised that caution and 
safety would underpin all our planning and that RTAI indoor 
meetings would go ahead – albeit strictly on the basis that 
Covid Vaccine Certificates and photo ID would be required 
from those in attendance. Subsequently, a number of meet-
ings scheduled for November went ahead successfully. As 
anticipated, attendance was slightly lower than normal, but 
there was a joyous atmosphere and a sense of optimism that 
normal routines were once more possible. 

Unfortunately, sustaining this positive start wasn’t possi-
ble. Increasing Covid case numbers with each passing week 
throughout November led to our health experts urging 
members of the public to reduce their social contacts and to 

be selective regarding their attendance at discretionary 
events. At the time of writing, it appears that many events 
planned for December will be curtailed or cancelled. While 
this is a disappointing set back to our reopening plan, we 
believe that it is necessary and prudent to adapt our plans. 
The association must err on the side of caution when it 
comes to the welfare of members. 

Pension Increase 
Pensions increased by 1% on October 1 last. This increase 
was reflected in the payment of November 11 (backdated to 
October 1, 2021). This is the first increase in gross pension 
for all members in over 12 years, and while the amount is 
minimal it is welcome news that pension increases have 
recommenced for retired public service employees. The 
Building Momentum pay deal provides for a further 1% 
increase on October 1, 2022. 

Nollaig Shona 
Despite the recent challenges we have faced individually and 
collectively, another year has gone by quickly. The booster 
vaccination is now available to us, and this gives us renewed 
optimism and confidence for the year ahead. Here’s to posi-
tivity in all areas of our lives – let us welcome in the good and 
wave goodbye to the bad. 

On behalf of the NEC, I would like to wish all our members 
an enjoyable and safe Christmas and New Year. 

With best wishes.
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Free travel 
Ask anyone out there about the benefits available to older 
people and they will almost inevitably mention free travel. 
It’s not actually confined just to older people (younger 
people in receipt of carer’s allowance, disability allowance, 
blind pension or invalidity pension also qualify) but it is 
synonymous with retirement and is a valuable support. It 
allows people over the age of 66 to travel for free through-
out the State (and Northern Ireland) on all public transport 
– Irish Rail, Bus Éireann, the DART, Luas and Dublin Bus 
(apart, strangely, from its Airlink service), local bus services 
in other cities, some ferries and, for residents of the Aran 
and Tory islands, free flights to and from the islands. 

It is also accepted by several private coach operators 
(for instance, the Aircoach Blue Bus group) though you will 
need to check with your local private provider, or the 
Department of Social Protection, before you travel to 
make sure they are part of the scheme. If you are married 
or cohabiting with someone, they are entitled to accom-
pany you on your travel pass. This will be marked ‘FT+S’ 
(although that does not apply to transport within 
Northern Ireland). If you cannot travel alone for medical 
reasons, your pass will be marked FT+C, and anyone over 

the age of 16 can accompany you. Otherwise, the pass will 
be marked FT-P, which means only you are entitled to 
travel free. 

The free travel pass will be issued to you automatically 
once you reach the age of 66 as long as you are getting a 
pension from the Department of Social Protection and 
have a public services card. You will need to apply for a 
Senior SmartPass if you wish to use your card in Northern 
Ireland (and complete the paper form FTNI1, which is 
available at your local Intreo Centre or Social Welfare 
office). Free travel, however, is far from the only benefit 
available to older people.  

Lower tax 
The tax system has several elements designed to reduce 
the burden on older people. First among these is the 
income exemption limit, which means that people with 
income below a certain level pay no income tax. The 
exemption is available to anyone aged 65 or older and, for 
an individual, is €18,000. If you are married or in a civil 
partnership, and your income is jointly assessed, the 
exemption is available to the family if one of you is 65 or 
older. For couples, the threshold is doubled to €36,000. If 

Silver 
linings 
on the 

horizon

Retirement may be a time to step off the treadmill, but it also means accepting reduced 
financial resources. With mortgages (hopefully) paid, children reared, and some State 
support, fiscal pressures are also reduced. But what exactly are older people entitled 
to – and how can they ensure they don’t lose out? Dominic Coyle reports.
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you have dependent children (under 18 or, if older, in full-
time education or occupational training) the exemption 
rises by €575 for the first child and by €830 for every other 
qualifying child. This applies also to dependent children 
who were incapacitated before the age of 21. 

If you are liable for tax, you continue to have an annual 
personal tax credit (€1,650 for a single person and €3,300 
for jointly assessed couples) and a PAYE or earned income 
tax credit (€1,650), but you are also entitled to an age tax 
credit once you or your spouse/partner turns 65. It is worth 
an additional €245 for an individual and €490 for a couple. 

Apart from income tax, people over the pensionable 
age (currently 66) do not pay PRSI on their income. A 
report before Government on the future of state pensions 
advises that this exemption should be abolished. We may 
know more about that by mid-2022, but for now PRSI is 
not an issue for most people over the age of 65. Of course, 
if the State pension age rises (as planned later this decade), 
the age at which PRSI is no longer paid will also rise. 

The last part of what we generally consider the 
personal taxation troika – universal social charge (USC) – is 
also subject to some relief for older people. But it does 
not kick in at retirement age: in this instance, you must be 
over the age of 70, unless you hold a full medical card. You 
still pay 0.5% on the first €12,012 of income, and the rate 
rises to 2% on income above this. However, unlike younger 
people who see their USC rate jump to 4.5% on income 
above €20,687, 2% is the upper limit on USC for most 
older people.  

If your income is above €60,000 in the year, you will not 
qualify for the reduced rate, regardless of age. However, all 
welfare payments, including the State pension, are 
exempt from USC. If you are not yet 70 but hold a medical 
card, contact the Revenue Commissioners to let them 
know so that they don’t overcharge you. And speaking of 
medical cards and older people… 

Medical cards 
It used to be the case that everyone in Ireland over the age 
of 70 was entitled to a medical card. Given that health 
issues are generally more prevalent in older people, this 
was possibly the most valuable benefit the State provided 
in retirement. However, it was discontinued as an auto-
matic right in 2009. To qualify now, you need to pass a 
means test. This is not as strict as the means test for 
younger applicants, but it is still restrictive. Essentially, if 
your income is above €550 a week for an individual, or 
€1,050 for a couple, you will not qualify. 

So how do they measure your means? All gross cash 
income is taken into account (i.e. before tax). Then they 
turn to savings or investments. The first €36,000 of these 
are excluded (€72,000 for a couple). Thereafter, you will be 
assessed as having €1 in weekly income for each €1,000 

up to €10,000, or a total of €10. On the next €10,000, you 
will be assessed at €2 a week of means per €1,000 – a total 
of €20. On anything above this, you will be seen as having 
€4 a week in income per €1,000. This can be distorting, 
however, especially in the current environment where 
little or no interest is available on savings. To allow for this, 
the HSE will apply the actual rate of return that you are 
getting if you provide a ‘certificate of interest’ from each 
institution for the past year. The test also does not assess 
property, unless you are earning an income from it (even if 
it is a holiday home). If after this assessment your income 
is deemed above the limits, the normal means test can 
also be applied. Though the income limits are lower, there 
is a hardship provision that can get people across the line. 

If you are not entitled to a medical card, you will auto-
matically qualify for a free GP Visit card. This covers any 
visits to your GP, including out of hours services. In such 
circumstances, you should also apply for the Drugs 
Payment Scheme, which caps the monthly cost of 
prescription drugs. This is currently €114 a month but is 
due to come down to €100 a month next year. 

Lastly, if you are ineligible for the medical card, you can 
claim medical costs not covered elsewhere (such as by 
any private health insurance you may have) against your 
income tax by filling out an income tax return. You used to 
have to file a separate Med1 form for each year but not 
anymore. However, you do still need to fill out a Med2 
form for qualifying dental expenses. If you haven’t done so 
until now, and think you may have qualifying expenses, 
you can claim back for four years before the current tax 
year. With year-end looming, that means it is urgent to act 
now on any claims you may have for 2017.  

Household Benefits Package 
Finally, people over the age of 70 also qualify for what is 
called the household benefits package. This is also avail-
able to those over the age of 66 in receipt of certain State 
benefits, including the State pension. With everyone worry-
ing about rocketing energy costs, it can help with financial 
peace of mind. The household benefits package has two 
elements. The first is entitlement to a free TV license. The 
second is a monthly payment of €35 towards the cost of 
either your electricity or gas bills. You get to choose which 
when you fill out form HB1 (available online and through 
Intreo and Social Welfare offices) to apply for the benefits 
package. (It used to include help with phone bills as well, 

but that was discontinued in 2014.) If you 
are 70 and have not yet applied for the 
household benefits package, you can get 
the payment backdated as long as you 
turned 70 less than six months ago. 

Dominic Coyle is Deputy Business 
Editor of the Irish Times 
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Cardiovascular disease (CVD) is classified as a lifestyle 
disease and as such it is a modifiable condition that can 
be prevented, and its outcomes improved. CVD refers to 
disease of the heart and blood vessels, and the entire 
vascular system. When people think of the body's circula-
tory system, the first thing that usually comes to mind is 
the heart, but the heart couldn't do its job without blood 
vessels: a vast system of elastic tubes made of muscle. 

This network of vessels carries blood to every part of the 
body, ensuring that the heart, brain, 
lungs and all vital organs receive the 
oxygen and nutrients they need. 
Every day, the heart pumps about 
1,800 gallons of blood through the 
blood vessels. To fight the onset of 
CVD, a heart-healthy diet is the best 
weapon you have. Unfortunately, there is a lot of noise and 
confusion around what constitutes a healthy diet. 
Historically, poor public health messaging has added to 
this confliction by demonising all fats. 

According to the World Health Organisation, ‘Heart 
disease has remained the leading cause of death at a 
global level for the last 20 years’. Cardiovascular disease is 
the number one cause of death in Ireland, with 8,744 lives 

lost in 2020. Many of these lives have been lost prema-
turely, with the incidence of men being slightly higher than 
women (4612 and 4132, respectively). 

Shape counts 
The aetiology of CVD is multi-factorial. It is widely 
accepted that Inflammation is the overarching cause due 
to diet and lifestyle choices made over many years. High 
undiagnosed and uncontrolled blood pressure, diabetes, 

smoking, poor oral health and 
gum disease, cholesterol, alco-
hol, overweight, calcification of 
arteries, stress and depression 
are the more prominent players 
in its manifestation. This article 
will focus on some of these 

factors only. Being overweight or obese, for example, takes 
a toll on the blood vessels. It is estimated that every 
pound of fat requires about one extra mile of blood 
vessels, which means more work for the heart. This 
increases the risk for blockages inside the vessels. 

However, shape counts, and where the fat is carried on 
the body is important. Excess fat around the middle 
advances inflammation in the adjoining organs. White fat 

Your heart in your hands
In the first of a two-part series, nutritionist Gaye Godkin focuses on what is presently 

driving the epidemic of heart disease.

‘It is estimated that every pound 
of fat requires about one extra 

mile of blood vessels, which 
means more work for the heart’
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cells become enlarged and dysregulated and expel toxic 
metabolites and proteins causing cellular damage. Carrying 
weight around the hips (often referred to as being pear-
shaped) is less concerning. Trans fats, sugars and processed 
foods feed the fat cells, which in turn become toxic. 

A vicious cycle 
The liver is the largest organ of the body – it receives 30% 
of the blood flow from the heart. It is often a forgotten 
part of the vascular system, yet it has such an important 
part to play in the development of CVD for many reasons. 
Glucose is the fuel of the body, and the liver is heavily 
involved in the control and management of circulating 
glucose. Currently, we have an epidemic of Type 2 
diabetes (this is also referred to as Adult Onset Diabetes). 
Not to confuse this with Type 1 
diabetes, this disease manifests in 
poor diet, mainly high sugar foods, 
high glucose, high fructose, high 
processed foods and high alcohol consumption. It is 
silently smouldering in the body for years as the 
endocrine system struggles to manage blood glucose 
control. 

Eventually, the cell membranes of the body (which 
uptake glucose for energy) become blocked and resistant 
to the hormone insulin; insulin resistance ensues, and this 
is how Type 2 diabetes takes hold. It is a vicious cycle as 
the body continues to pump out insulin, which exhausts 
the pancreas. The double whammy of this is that insulin is 
a fat storage hormone, meaning its increased circulation 
enhances the storage of fat around the middle. This is 
currently one of the greatest risk factors for all vascular 
health, including brain health. It is now accepted – and 
verified by research – that Vascular Dementia has its aeti-
ology in poor glucose control and is referred to as Type 3 
diabetes. 

Liver detoxification 
Non-Alcoholic Fatty Liver Disease (NAFLD) is known as the 
‘Silent Epidemic’. It is not regularly screened for as its 
prevalence has only gained notice in the past ten years or 
so due to the western diet. It can progress and cause 
cirrhosis of the liver in the same way as Alcoholic Fatty 
Liver Disease (AFLD). It is estimated that 70% of patients 
with Type 2 diabetes have NAFLD. There is no treatment 
for it apart from a strict diet, with the removal of 
processed foods, sugars, alcohol and fructose, which will 
lead to improved glucose management and weight loss. 

These diseases are a sure sign that the liver has 
become overwhelmed with excess carbohydrates and 
which it must somehow manage. The liver has a great abil-
ity to regenerate itself when it is not under pressure. 
Hydrating on warming drinks such as black, white or green 

tea helps to clear the liver. Good quality coffee is also a 
great liver support. Aim to have coffee after breakfast as it 
contains certain antioxidants that protect liver cells. 
Cruciferous vegetables such as broccoli, cauliflower, 
sprouts, cabbage, onions, leeks and garlic also support 
liver detoxification. 

Increase daily exercise 
The liver is responsible for the production of 80% of circu-
lating cholesterol, with the remaining 20% of cholesterol 
ingested across the gut wall from diet. This conflicts with 
the belief that eating saturated fats produce all choles-
terol and are responsible for CVD. So what is cholesterol 
and is it the demon it is portrayed to be? 

Cholesterol is simply a blood marker. Most people that 
come to see me are hugely 
concerned if their blood choles-
terol is more than five. The 
number five, however, is not 

where we need to focus as it is the composition of the 
total cholesterol that matters. Blood cholesterol is made 
up of HDL (high density lipoprotein), LDL (low density 
lipoprotein) and Triglycerides. HDL and LDL are simply 
carrier proteins that the liver attaches fats to carry choles-
terol around in the blood. The liver decides which protein 
it makes more of, so if your diet is high in sugar, excess 
carbohydrates, processed foods and soft drinks (includ-
ing diet drinks, alcohol, fructose) the liver is most likely to 
produce more LDL and triglycerides. 

HDL is what is known as the ‘good guy’. To understand 
your blood cholesterol level and assess how good it is, the 
best marker is to divide the total cholesterol by the HDL 
level. This calculation is a more accurate way to evaluate 
whether there’s an issue or not. Having a high HDL over 
two is good and shown to be cardio protective. HDL can 
be increased by eating more oily fish and increasing daily 
exercise (this exercise should be strenuous and frequent). 
Lifting weights or walking swiftly, playing tennis or jogging, 
can also enhance the HDL production. 

Good quality omega 3 
Cholesterol is not necessarily a ‘bad guy’. It is an 
important fatty substance produced by the body and 
incorporated into every cell membrane. It is a vital 
component in the production of sex hormones and the 
immune system. Vitamin D production is dependent on 
adequate cholesterol in the body (as does bile acid 
production to aid digestion and to facilitate the absorption 
of fat-soluble vitamins). It becomes an issue when the liver 
is overloaded with junk food, glucose, carbohydrates, 
alcohol and fructose because it can’t safely store these 
by-products of ingestion. 

At that stage, the liver is left with a few options: store 

‘The belief that genetics are your 
destiny is a fallacy’
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fats and make fatty liver, package fats with a cholesterol 
carrier protein or lay the fats as triglycerides around the 
middle. Currently, it is poorly understood how the liver 
makes this decision. Low fat foods such as low-fat dairy 
products have not been shown to be effective at increas-
ing HDL or lowering cholesterol. These foods should be 
completely avoided. Heart-healthy fats such as olive oil or 
avocado oil are the best options. Consuming oily fish or 
taking a good quality omega 3 supplement is cardio 
protective. 

A gene is static 
Prolonged exposure to toxic stress and depression is one 
of the major risk factors for the development of CVD. 
Across all continents, the World Health Organisation 
conducted a study – The Monica Heart Study – that found 
the greatest risk factor for the onset of CVD was stress and 
psychosocial factors. When the body becomes stressed 
and remains in a high state of stress, high levels of the 
hormones cortisol and adrenaline (from the adrenal 
glands) are circulating. These hormones place the 
immune system under strain and the inflammatory 

process starts. This is how inflammation can get out of 
control and damage the arteries and veins. 

Getting outdoors every day and working through situa-
tions to reduce this strain on the body is what is needed 
to get beyond the stressors. Food frequency, constantly 
snacking and over doing alcohol also puts the physical 
body under stress. This in turn has the same impact as 
mental strain. Foods high in magnesium (cheese, nuts, 
green vegetables) help to replenish the adrenal glands. 
Vitamin C is also a co-factor to support the body during 
periods of stress.  

CVD is a very complex disease that can be prevented. 
The belief that genetics are your destiny is a fallacy. A gene 
is static and needs to be switched on. Genetics may load 
the gun, but the environment pulls the trigger. Change the 
environment and the outcome changes. 

Consultant nutritionist Gaye Godkin offers a one to 
one personalised nutrition service dealing with a 

broad range of lifestyle conditions. Her consultations 
are now delivered via platforms such as Zoom and 

Skype. Gaye can be contacted at www.gayegodkin.ie or 
086 6072110

Every Sunday morning at eleven o clock the telephone 
rings 

Uncle Mickey, phoning from the telephone box outside 
the church 

before going in to 11.30 Mass. 
His link with the outside world  
From his quiet little village of three focal points,  
The church, school and post office.  
Uncle Mickey, dressed in his best suit 
And highly polished shoes.  
After Mass, meeting neighbours and friends in the post 

office,  
exchanging news,  
Inquiring about health, 
discussing crops and farming business,  
No great hurry to purchase the various odd and ends 

required,  
the Sunday papers, sausages or bacon, a pot of jam,  
box of matches.  
On Friday, Uncle Mickey visits the post office again.  
Pension day.  
Old friends meet up, or perhaps not every time.  
 

The friendly postmistress passes on the news.  
Johnny was here earlier, had to hurry home, the vet was 

coming,  
Mary Ellen’s mother is in hospital, 
Had a fall on Wednesday and broke her hip.  

The Friday visit to the post office  
Was often the only social outing  
For elderly people in isolated areas.  
Then came the blow.  
The post office is closing 
Relocating to the next village, seven miles away. 

Too far to walk.  
A kind neighbour offers to collect the pension  
On his way home from work on Friday evenings.  
But the pension was not the main concern. 
It was the loss of contact with friends  
That caused the greatest pain. 
No more Friday gatherings,  
The weekly social outing for my uncle 
And many others in that local-

ity.

The Rural Post Office

Moira Gallagher

Moira Gallagher taught in St. Patrick's N.S. Murlog, Lifford 
for 38 years, the last 12 years as Principal. She retired in 2009.



When you think about it, the older 
you get, the more younger people 
start to look at you that little bit 
differently. Family members aside, it 
seems that as soon as grey hairs start 
to sprout and facial lines start to 
appear – and especially when you hit 
the ‘zero’ birthday figures of 50, 60, 
70, 80 and beyond – you are viewed 
as being no longer part of the crowd 
that likes (or wants) to be active. 

I remember getting annoyed at 
those ‘over-50’ adverts on televi-
sion and the way they would 
group together that demographic 
(which includes this writer) and 
firmly insinuate that just because I 
had jumped from my 40s into my 50s 
that I was no longer able to go to 
Electric Picnic or Vicar Street. Or that I 
didn’t have the energy for a few visits 
to the gym. And so on. 

There was (or did I imagine it?) an 
arrogant tone to the adverts that just 

didn’t sit well with me or any of my 
similarly aged friends. The sense (am I 
allowed to use the word ‘vibe’ now 
that I’m over 50?) we received from 
them was that, although they were 
directed towards people of my age 
and older, the concepts were 
conceived by marketers in their 20s 
or 30s. Remember what I said about 
younger people looking at you that 

little bit differently? Was it with 
sympathy? Condescension? 
Bewilderment? Or a blend of all 
three? 

Sense of the exaggerated 
Regardless, it got me thinking about 
the way the older demographic is 

viewed by marketing companies or 
agencies. A common practice among 
many agencies in their marketing to 
‘seniors’ (for want of a better word) is 
to increase the font size of the text 
(because, of course, we’re all close to 
being blind, aren’t we?) and use stock 
images of people in our age group 
(because, of course, we never associ-
ate with younger people, do we?). 

As for the text style and the 
inherent message, it makes sense 
to speak directly. In other words, 
there’s little point in using trendy 
jargon or teenage slang, and 
whatever you do, avoid drama. 

Millennials tend to gorge on an ampli-
fied sense of the exaggerated – think 
of all the exclamatory OMG and WTF 
text messages out there (and if you’re 
not aware of what exactly WTF stands 
for, I unreservedly apologise in 
advance). Us ‘seniors’, on the other 
hand, really just want to know how 
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Seniors 
at your 
service

Is technology making life easier for us or is it obstructing the way we would ideally like 
to live? And is it, asks Tony Clayton-Lea, increasingly marketed towards a younger 
and more instinctively engaged demographic?

‘There’s little point in using trendy 
jargon or teenage slang, and 

whatever you do, avoid drama’



our lives are going to be improved by 
whatever it is we’re being sold in a 
language we don’t need to decipher.  

Familiarity is important 
Some might claim that such an approach 
is staid or banal (which is, arguably, 
correct) but that doesn’t mean to say it 
can’t be clever and/or smart (and humor-
ous – so many marketers forget that 
people over the age of 50 actually have a 
good sense of humour!). Selling is as much 
about the message as the product, and so 
you are more inclined to veer towards a 
message that is succinct and doesn’t 
patronise. Another point is familiarity. 
People are instinctively drawn to what they 
recognise, and this synchronises with what 
is perhaps a flaw in getting older: a reluc-
tance to embrace the new. 

All of us over a certain age can easily 
remember when a telephone was noth-
ing more than just a telephone. It was 
really a simple procedure: you dialled or 
pressed a sequence of numbers, you got 
connected (then and now, the how and why of such a 
process never mattered) and you began to talk with the 
other person at the end of the line. Phones these days are, 
by and large, of the ‘smart’ variety and are becoming 
increasingly (deliberately so, in my opinion) marketed 
towards a younger demographic. 

Difficult to negotiate 
You only have to see how banking institutions currently 
operate to understand this. When they’re not closing rural 
bank facilities, they are extolling the benefits of online 
banking. But to what end? If you don’t have a smartphone, 
and if you don’t download the requisite apps onto it, when 
it comes to having any control over your bank accounts 
(via what is known as the recently introduced anti-scam 
procedure of ‘two-step authentication’) how on earth are 
you going to manage? 

It’s the same with booking flights via any airline you 
care to name – if you don’t have a smartphone with  the 
branded apps, then you have little choice but to travel 
around Ireland for the rest of your life. In short, not only 
are some marketers and companies/businesses conde-
scending but they are also not even bothering to ensure a 
section of the population can easily engage with their 
products. They are doing this by making the engagement 
process (aka, the user interface) so difficult to negotiate 
that only the most instinctive tech savvy customer can get 
through the maze.  

An anti-‘seniors’ stance? 
To personalise it, this writer’s mother-in-law is a sassy, 
sharp-witted 83-year-old who has reared three children, 
travelled the world, watches TV shows like The Sopranos, 
Breaking Bad, and Ozark (three of the most nitty-gritty 
television shows you’re ever likely to see) and who gets her 
hair ‘done’ every week. Yet because present-day marketers 
operate the way they do – which is essentially, an anti-
‘seniors’ stance – she cannot jump through the myriad of 
technological hoops to check her bank accounts let alone 
book a flight to the Canaries. 

Without getting too highfalutin about it, if technologi-
cal advances are making (by and large, very important) 
matters difficult for a certain demographic, then we need 
to rethink the way we’re doing things, don’t we? The over-
60s/70s/80s aren’t going to go away anytime soon 
(indeed, the natural order of things dictates they’re never 
going to go away), so why not address the issue sooner 
rather than later? In perhaps crass terms, the ‘grey’ euro is 
a market that can be tapped into with ease. Why deliber-
ately push it away and consciously disenfranchise a 
section of society just because they’re not native digital 
experts? 

And now, if you’ll excuse me, while we’re answering 
these burning questions about hot topics, can someone 
please put the kettle on? I’d kill for a cuppa and a Kit-Kat – 
and for a much more simplified way to check how much 
money I have in my offshore accounts.

10 RTAI Comhnasc

‘If you don’t have a smartphone with branded apps, 
you have little choice but to travel around Ireland for 

the rest of your life’
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The Christy Moore song goes ‘I 
dreamt a dream the other night, I 
couldn’t sleep a wink’, and so it is for 
many whose sleep has been truly 
disturbed. We are weary of Covid-19 
and what it has brought: worry, 
concern, sickness, disconnection, 
and its impact on individuals, fami-
lies and society. Covid fatigue is 
pervasive, and if you are spending 
too much time looking back at BC 
(Before Covid) or looking forward to 
AC (After Covid) then you, too, will 
likely be further stuck. The reality is 
that we are WC (With Covid) and 
because of that, acceptance is the 
order of the day. With acceptance we 
can be realistic and acknowledge 
where we are at.  

Re-Entry Anxiety 
Sean and Mary, two retired teachers 
that I know, were talking to me about 
feeling very anxious and depressed 
for the last few weeks, having never 
felt this way before. Also present is 
the negative impact of isolation and 
loneliness. Loneliness is a serious 
issue and prolonged periods of 
cocooning and limiting social contact 
and conversations is corrosive. Both 
said they feel vulnerable to Covid-19 
all the time, so even a trip to the 
shops leaves them feeling worried 
and overwhelmed. This has been 
dubbed re-entry anxiety. 

There are there are two distinct 
types of re-entry anxiety. Some 
people are anxious because they 

have an underlying fear of catching 
the virus, while others have fallen out 
of practice socialising and are finding 
it difficult to resume. Both types of 
anxiety are driven by uncertainty and 
a fear of unknown harm. Some anxi-
ety helps as it keeps us alert, but not 
when it overwhelms.  

Go To Where Covid Isn’t 
Now is the time to go to where Covid-
19 isn’t: the forest, the sea, music, 
poetry, friendships, art, cinema. I call it 
the ‘Healing Power of Blue and Green’, 
which essentially is engaging in 
nature to enhance our well-being. 
One nature-based intervention is the 
practice that the Japanese call shin-
rin-yoku, or ‘forest bathing’, which 

Your prescription 
for 2022

Our challenge in 2022 is to 
recognise the small and 
beautiful things that happen 
in our lives. 
Dr Eddie Murphy outlines 
the right way to tackle 
obstacles and defeat them.
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involves soaking up the atmosphere 
in a forest or woodland, moving 
slowly, calmly and mindfully. 

A host of studies show that 
ecotherapy or nature-based interven-
tions such as these can significantly 
improve our psychological health, 
reducing feelings of depression, anxi-
ety and stress. Of considerable beauty 
are the native woodlands of Ireland. 
However, today foresters perceive 
native woodlands differently and now 
recognise their importance as inher-
ently important aspects of our 
eco-system and for native biodiver-
sity. They are now being better 
managed to conserve and enhance 
their unique habitats, with an active 
programme of rehabilitation of exist-
ing native woodlands and the planting 
of new woodlands underway.  

Connect to your senses 
Experiencing first-hand the interde-
pendency of a woodland and how it 
changes through the season can 
remind us a little about our own lives. 
Stepping into a woodland allows our 
busy minds to settle, and reminds us 
that we actually do have the option of 
detaching from the relentless drill of a 
hectic life. Once there, I encourage 
you to connect to your senses, 
connect with your breathing and to 
engage mindfully with the natural 
environment. The woodlands can be 
used by all people at all times as a 
valuable tool for lowering levels of 
stress, anxiety and troublesome 
moods. 

Resilience 
We need to remind ourselves that we 
have lived with Covid-19 for almost 
two years, and that we have done the 
right things; vaccinations, masks, 
washing of hands, and so on. We 
know that we can live with this. We 
might not have faced a pandemic 
before, but we have faced adversity 
and overcame it. It stands to reason 
that we will rise above this and 
become more adaptable. We need to 
slow things down, be present and still, 
and not be fuelled by a storm. I’ll say it 
once more: slow down. It’s crucial to 
remember that Covid-19 didn’t take 
away compassion, curiosity, friend-
ships, neighbourliness, love, nature, 
spirituality. The challenge in 2022 is to 
recognise the small and beautiful 
things that happen in our lives. The 
focus for 2022 is our well-being.  

Deep Engagement  
We can enhance our well-being via 
deep engagement in activities such 
as hobbies or sports that require a lot 
of skill and where mastery of these 
activities brings satisfaction. This 
experience of doing an absorbing 
activity, that challenges us to use our 
skills to the limit of our ability, is called 
flow. You may experience flow, for 
example, playing music, golf, tennis, 
doing gardening, or whatever skilled 
activities you really enjoy to the limit 
of your ability. When we experience 
flow, often we are unaware of 
ourselves or our emotional state, but 
afterwards we enjoy the warm after-

glow of the flow experience. A laptop, 
tablet, or mobile phone are tools that 
can allow us to learn, connect and 
create. 

Mindfulness and Spiritual 
Connection 
Mindfulness is such a buzz word, but 
it just means being in the present. It is 
used by CEOs, elite sports stars and 
teams for a reason – it works. If you 
have a ‘smart’ device, you can down-
load any number of mindfulness 
apps, start with short time breaks and 
train yourself for more. Also, grab a 
few minutes and pause throughout 
the day to slow down your mind, 
simply through being aware of the 
moment. For some people, connect-
ing with their spirituality helps to 
centre them, to relax, inspire hope, 
hone insight and discernment, 
receive comfort, and strengthen inner 
peace. 

Neuroscience shows us that when 
we volunteer or do something bene-
ficial for someone, our ‘feel good’ 
neurochemicals are stimulated. 
Dopamine (motivation), serotonin 
(sleep, digestion, appetite, learning 
and memory) and oxytocin (bonding, 
trust, empathy, reduction of social 
fear) increase in production and 
improve our mood. 

My prescription for you in 2022? 
Go to where Covid isn’t – the wood-
lands, the boglands, the sea, the 
lakes. Engage and soak up nature, and 
leave your worries there along with 
your footprints. 

       TOP 5 TIPS 
TO COMBATING 
RE-ENTRY 
ANXIETY 

Start Now  
We can get out of the habit 
of socialisation. Add this to 
your goal setting as social 
isolation will only impact 
more on your low mood.  

Take baby steps 
Getting out is important as 
avoidance will always keep 
anxiety going. Little by 
little, set progressive small 
goals that will get you 
closer to what you want to 
do – shopping at quieter 
times, taking public trans-
port at off-peak hours, 
meeting people in a well 
ventilated room.  

Breathe 
If you do feel yourself 
getting pulled into an anxi-
ety spiral, focus on your 
breathing. The simplest 
way to pull yourself back 
from that anxiety is to fully 
concentrate on taking 
controlled, slow, deep 
breaths.  

Ask the hard 
question 
If you are remaining more 
isolated than necessary 
because of re-entry anxi-
ety, ask yourself this 
question: ‘Is this the life 
that I want to live indefi-
nitely?’ Confronting this 
question and having a that 
moment of awareness can 
motivate you to start 
taking small steps back 
toward normal.  

Support  
Addressing fear and reduc-
ing re-entry anxiety is 
easier with someone that 
can both support you and 
hold you accountable. 
Getting a partner or a 
friend on board – they also 
may be struggling with re-
entry anxiety – will make 
it easier. 
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It is true to say that many are called but few are chosen, 
but when you apply this maxim to the teaching profession 
it is truer still. As an example, take Limerick man Brian 
Mangan, who (following 
a year as Vice-President 
2020/2021) was 
appointed RTAI 
President in April of this 
year. He took over the 
reins, so to speak, 
from Mary Kyne. In an 
interview with Mary last 
year, she informed 
Comhnasc that by 
sending out positive 
messages to RTAI 
members and making 
them “feel valued within 
the organisation,” she 
would have achieved 
something significant 
in her year as RTAI 
President. 

Brian Mangan feels 
the same, of course, but 
a different president 
undoubtedly has 
different aims and 
aspirations. Brian senses 
that, perhaps like Mary 
Kyne before him, he is 
facing something of an 
uphill struggle. He 
knows his year as 
president has been, 
effectively, truncated 
because it is only in the 
past month or two that things have been starting, moving, 
and gaining all-important traction. 

A cautious attitude towards Covid-19 
Because of Covid-19 (which, like an eerie presence, 
remains as constant as ever in the background), most if 

not all the “usual 
outings, including our 
annual convention 
and executive meet-
ings” have been 
conducted online. 
When asked what he 
would most like to 
achieve between now 
and April 2022, Brian’s 
answer is direct and 
assured: “to get our 
membership back 
moving again.” 

There were, he 
adds, “no conven-
tions, no meetings 
and virtually none of 
the ordinary things 
that we would usually 
organise such as 
weekends away, days 
out, theatre visits, 
book clubs and many 
other things like 
these. They all 
stopped, and when 
you stop something, 
it isn’t always easy to 
get the momentum 
going again.” 

There is, he says, a 
cautious attitude 
towards the preva-

lence of Covid-19, “but in the reopening of Ireland we still 
want to be very careful and conscious about the safety of 

Meeting Challenges 
Face-To-Face 

RTAI President Brian Mangan talks to Tony Clayton-Lea about his career, his thoughts 
on teacher-pupil rapport, and what his plans are for the remainder of 2021 and the 

first quarter of 2022.
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our members, so we want the branches and the branch 
secretaries to try to organise activities with this in mind.” 

A few hours each week 
It’s a long way from teacher training college to being 
chosen as RTAI President. I talked with Brian during his 
birthday week. It so happens that the big day (he cele-
brated reaching the age of 66 on Tuesday, November 2nd) 
coincided with the presentation of the RTAI Presidential 
chain. He has a particular reason, therefore, to not only be 
as happy as a sandboy but also be that same sandboy 
who has honour and responsibility bestowed upon him. 
After graduating from Limerick’s Mary Immaculate College 
of Education in 1975, he started his teaching career at St. 
Joseph’s CBS, Drogheda, County Louth. but returned to his 
home city to teach first at St. Senan’s CBS, Island Road (“a 
lovely school”) and from there to Scoil Íde, Corbally, at 
which he taught for 18 years. 

“In 1997,” he says, “I was appointed Principal of Scoil 
Mháthair Dé, South Circular Road, Limerick. I finished my 
career there as the Administrative Principal, and retired in 
2010, at the age of 55. And in my early career, I also spent 
many summers teaching in Coláiste Bhréanainn, 
Ballybunion.” Since his retirement, Brian has worked as 
Independent Assessor with St. Senan’s Education Office, 
and he also continues to put in a few hours each week 
with Mary Immaculate College. Alongside these and his 
family life (his daughter and two granddaughters live in 
South Kerry, and he is now able to visit them following 
months of Covid-related travel restrictions), there has 
clearly been little or no slowing down for Brian Mangan. 

A good relationship with pupils 
“I am enjoying it very much,” replies Brian, when asked if 
he has been appreciating all the hours, days, weeks, 
months and years since his retirement. He says that in the 
first year after he left teaching, he “felt I had nowhere to go 
or had nothing to do, but then I went back and started a 
little bit of work, giving tutorials on the process of teach-
ing. And then I became involved with RTAI.” He remembers 
his first meeting. “I think I was the youngest person at that 
meeting because I had retired at 55.” He jokes that 
because he was the youngest, he was strong-armed into 
taking the job of Chairman of the RTAI Limerick branch. 
There have been no regrets from then on. It was, he 
remarks, with emphasis, “the best thing I ever did.” 

In a lifetime of working at the coalface of the teaching 
profession, when he looks back over his career, he says 
that what he most liked about it was “always having a 
good relationship with my pupils. I think the relationship 
between a teacher and a child is probably more important 
than the curriculum. If a teacher can get through to a child 
and get them to have a love of working on the school 

subjects – to the best of their ability, of course, because all 
children have different levels of ability – then you are 
halfway there. If the teacher can inspire the child, then I 
think that’s wonderful.” 

You must be happy to be teaching 
Brian recalls being aware of such a teacher-pupil dynamic 
from Gerry Dukes, his lecturer in English at Mary 
Immaculate College. “He was ahead of his time,” he says 
with respect, “and in my book, he has been proven right.” 
Talking about way back when prompts a question: has he 
good memories of his career as a teacher? “Oh, I have 
great and happy memories of school, but I suppose I got a 
bit lonely when I stopped teaching. I missed the pupils, I 
think. I remember when I was teaching at Scoil Íde – when I 
became Administrative Principal, I didn’t have much inter-
action with the pupils.” 

It was, he reasons (and, in fairness, the job title is a give-
away) more of an office job, but you can tell by his answer 
that Brian Mangan respects the instinctive nature of 
teaching. When I ask him what he considers to be the 
most important constituent part of being a good teacher, 
he immediately replies that, first and foremost, “you must 
love the job, and you must be happy to be teaching.” 

He says at certain points during his career, he has 
encountered teachers that “weren’t happy, and so the job 
wasn’t for them.” He agrees that if teachers are not happy 
in their work, then everyone around them is negatively 
affected. Unlike many other jobs, however, those affected 
include many vulnerable and impressionable youngsters. 
Responsibility and the ownership of it, he implies, is 
crucial. 

The importance of safety 
Speaking of responsibility drags the topic of conversation 
right into the present. As he has previously noted, Brian 
knows that the remainder of this year and the first quarter 
of 2022 isn’t going to be easy for many people. Getting, as 
he has said, “our membership back moving again” will take 
a lot of work. Alongside issues such as the raising of the 
State ‘old age pension’ and benchmarking discussions, 
there is the ever ready and thorny matter of the pandemic.  

Within the context of his position as RTAI President, 
how does he think it can be managed? Spreading the 
message to members on the importance of safety and 
encouraging everyone to get vaccinated are, he says, the 
twin defences. 

“I don’t know how many of our members aren’t vacci-
nated,” he comments, “but I think because of the age 
breakdown of our members, we are vulnerable. We need 
all our colleagues to do everything they can to keep every-
one safe. That’s going to be a challenge, but I’m absolutely 
up for it, and I will meet it head-on.”



Notices

Universal Social Charge (USC) 
A slight adjustment to one of the USC bands for 2022 
is being introduced. 

USC rates & bands   2021                                        2022 
First €12,012                       0.5%        First €12,012               0.5% 
Next €8,675                         2.0%        Next €9,283                 2.0% 
Next €49,357                      4.5%        Next €48,749               4.5% 
Balance                                 8.0%        Balance                         8.0% 
• Incomes of €13,000 or less are exempt. Once 

income is over this limit the relevant rate of USC is 
applied on all income. 

• Medical card holders whose aggregate income 
does not exceed €60,000 and individuals aged 70 
and over whose aggregate income does not exceed 
€60,000 pay a maximum USC rate of 2%. 

Income Tax  
Tax bands will be widened in in 2022; tax rates are 
unchanged. 

Tax Rates & Bands  2021                         2022 
Single, widowed,            €35,300 @20%          €36,800 @ 20% 
surviving single               balance @40%           balance @ 40%      
partner                               
Married, civil                    €44,300 @ 20%          €45,800 @ 20% 
partner (1 income)         balance @ 40%          balance @ 40% 
Married, civil partner     €44,300 @ 20%          €45,800 @ 20% 
(2 incomes)                      With an increase of  With an increase of  
                                            €26,300 max*            €27,800 max* 
                                            balance @ 40%          balance @ 40% 
                                       *or to the income of the spouse/civil 
                                             partner with the lower income 
 
Exemption Limits: The exemption limits for persons 
aged 65 years and over remain unchanged: €18,000 
(single/widowed/surviving civil partner) and €36,000 
(married/civil partner).

 

Main Tax Credits  
An increase of €50 will apply to some tax credits in 2022. 

Tax Credits                                                2021          2022 
Single person                                                        €1,650           1,700 
Married/Civil Partner                                          €3,300           3,400 
PAYE Tax credit                                                      €1,650           1,700 
Age Credit (from 65) 

Single, Widowed, surviving civil partner    €245              €245 
Married, civil partner                                       €490              €490 

Other Budget Measures 
• €5 increase in the maximum rate of social welfare 

payments including Widow(er)s pension and State 
Pension from Jan 2022. 

• The living alone increase will rise by €3 per week 
from €19 to €22 from Jan 2022. 

• The additional payment at Christmas (Bonus) will 
be paid in 2021. 

• The qualifying age for the State Pension will remain 
at age 66. 

• The monthly threshold for the drugs payment 
scheme will reduce from €114 to €100. 

• No change in Capital Gains Tax (CGT) or Capital 
Acquisition Tax (CAT)  

• The Over 70 medical card eligibility limits remain 
unchanged: 
€550 gross per week for a single person and €1,050 
gross per week for couples who are married, cohab-
iting or in a civil partnership.
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Primary School 
Curriculum Books 
The Primary School Curriculum is now available to 
teachers online. We are occasionally contacted by 
student teachers in search of a ‘hard copy’ of the 
curriculum books that were previously issued. If you 
have a set lying around that you would like to pass on 
to a student teacher, please let us know at: 
info@rtaireland.ie 
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RTAI Notices

RTAI activities resume 
Members of the National Executive Committee met 
branch secretaries from around the country in the 
Gresham Hotel, Dublin on 2 November last. This meet-
ing was the first face to face meeting of the 
association’s officers in 18 months. 

The meeting was held to mark and celebrate the 
restart of the Association’s social programme which has 
been suspended since March of 2020 and to plan for 
the holding of branch AGMs in the run up to Christmas. 

Before RTAI President Brian Mangan opened 
proceedings, he was presented with the chain of office 
by former President Mary Kyne. Although Brian became 
President at last March’s annual convention, he wasn’t 
presented with the chain as the event was held online. 

Addressing the meeting the president said that over 
the past eighteen months the key consideration was for 
the association to act prudently. “We couldn’t take any 
action that would put members in more danger than 
which existed already in everyday life.” However, he said 
that the time had now arrived to begin a cautious and 
gradual return to normal activities. “We have to strike a 
balance between letting the association wither through 
inactivity and moving on cautiously, keeping the safety 
of our members to the forefront.” 

Creating a safe indoor environment 
General Secretary Billy Sheehan stated that all RTAI 

events would be conducted in strict compliance with 
government regulations and guidelines and that 
creating a safe and welcoming environment for indoor 
meetings was the key priority. In practise, this may 
require relocating some of our meetings and events to 
larger and better ventilated venues and shortening 
the duration of meetings. 

He also stated that all indoor meetings will be 
planned on the basis that the members participating 
are fully vaccinated and that Covid Vaccine Certificates 
and photo ID would be required from those attending. 

Branch Secretaries’ Conference

Mr Brian Mangan President 2021/2022 belatedly 
receives the chain of office from his predecessor 

Ms Mary Kyne 

District 2 representative 
Ms Máire Ni Chuinneagáin with 
her predecessor Ms Mary Kyne

Mr Matt Reville receives a 
presentation from Ms Eileen 

McAuliffe who took over as the 
NEC representative for District  8

Mr Mick Finn receives a 
presentation from Mr John 

Conroy his successor as the NEC 
representative for District 7
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“Members are asked in light of their own 
personal circumstances to exercise judgement 
regarding their attendance at any event and they 
will be welcome to re-engage with RTAI activities 
whenever they choose,” he said. 

Special Guests 
The terms of office of four members of the 
National Executive Committee concluded at last 
April’s online convention. Mr. Joe Cashin (District 5), 
Mr Mick Finn (District 7), Mr Matt Reville (District 8) 
and former President Mary Kyne each served the 
maximum term of eight years. Mr Brian Mangan 
made a presentation to each of these colleagues in 
acknowledgement of their outstanding commit-
ment to the RTAI and their work on behalf of the 
welfare of members at local and national level.  

Mr Cashin was unable to be present at the event.

Ms Mary Kelly, 
Cathaoirleach 
Roscommon 

branch 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ms Rosaleen Dolan, 
Rúnaí, Leitrim 

branch 

The age at which citizens become 
eligible for the State Pension (previ-
ously the old age pension) is not 
directly relevant, at this point, to 
most retired teachers who receive 
their pension from the Department 
of Education only. However, over 
the coming years this issue will be 
of great importance. 

Public sector employees, includ-
ing teachers recruited since April of 
1995, pay the higher Class A PRSI. 
Because of this the State Pension 
will form part of their income in 
retirement. Therefore, the age at 
which this portion of their pension 
is paid will be hugely significant for 
future generations of public service 
employees. 

Following the 2020 General 
Election, the Government decided 
to establish a Commission on 
Pensions to examine eligibility and 
sustainability issues with the State 
Pension. The Government also 

committed that, pending the 
Commission’s report the State 
Pension age would remain at 66 
years and that the proposed 
increase to 67 years would be 
deferred.  

The Pension Commission has 
recently issued a detailed report on 
the sustainability of the State 
Pension in terms of pension age, 
eligibility criteria, PRSI contribution 
rates and pension payment rates. 

In relation to the qualifying age 
for the State Pension the 
Commission is recommending 
that the age would remain at age 
66 until 2027; that from 2028 
onwards the age would increase by 
3 months each year until reaching 
age 67 in 2031; with further 
increases of 3 months every 
second year until the qualifying age 
will reach age 68 in 2039. 

The Commission has also 
recommended that in advance of 

any increase in the State Pension 
age that the retirement age in 
employment contracts be aligned 
with the State Pension Age i.e., 
employees should not be forced to 
retire on a compulsory basis before 
they reach the qualifying age for 
the State Pension. The 
Commission is also recommend-
ing increases in PRSI contributions 
from employers and employees 
will be required to make the cost of 
the State Pension sustainable. 

The Government has 
announced that it will take time to 
consider the options put forward 
before deciding on the recommen-
dations in March 2022. 

While the proposal to increase 
the qualifying age for the State 
Pension is now delayed for several 
years, this issue will have a very 
direct bearing for future genera-
tions of teacher retirees, including 
most teachers currently in service.

State Pension age to increase
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Working as a 
substitute? 
Welcome change to 
abatement rules 

Earlier this year the Department of 
Education issued Circular 3/2021 which 
stated that the first 50 days worked by 
a retired teacher, in a calendar year, 
would not impact on the retiree’s 
pension. However, the circular stated 
that from day 51 of employment 
onwards, there was a potential, subject 
to certain earning thresholds being 
breached, that the teacher’s pension 
could be reduced or abated. 

The DE announced on 23 Nov that 
to boost the supply of substitute 
teachers, retired teachers returning to 
classrooms until the end of the current 
school term will not have their 
pensions reduced or abated. 

Arrangements for the 2022 calendar 
year are not addressed in this 
announcement. Further details will be 
available on the RTAI website when 
available.

Cumann na 
mBunscol, plea 
for photos 
Ciarán Crowe and Joe Lyons are compiling a history 
of Cumann na mBunscol which was founded in 1971. 
The working title is Cumann na mBunscol, Caoga 
Bliain ag Fás. Due to Covid restrictions, the 
publication has been delayed until 2022.  

The authors have received very valuable historical 
information from all county Coistí. However, they are 
making a plea to readers of Comhnasc: Have you, or 
do you know a former colleague who has photos of 
former pupils in a Cumann na mBunscol team or 
context, e.g., accepting a trophy/ medal, playing in a 
school team etc?  

Please do not confine this to boys and girls who 
went on to achieve fame on the playing field. Maybe 
some are now entertainers, artists, golfers, 
Olympians, even politicians! Every child in the 
country attended primary school and many enjoyed 
playing on their school team. 

Ciarán and Joe would greatly appreciate receiving 
any photos with captions which can be scanned to 
cumannnambunscol50th@gmail.com

Paid on 11 Nov  
Under the terms of the current 
public service pay agreement, 
Building Momentum, salaries in the 
public service increased by 1% on 1 
October 2021. This 1% increase 
also applies to public service 
pensions. The increase was 
reflected in the pension payment 
of 11 November and backdated to 
1 October 2021 

A further 1% is due to be paid on 
1 October 2022 which will also 
apply to pensions. 

Increase in substitute rate of 
payment 
The increase in pay rates from 1 
October 2021 also results in a 
modest rise in the daily and hourly 
rates of payment for substitute and 
part-time teachers. 

• Daily rate €176.04, plus holiday 
pay of €21.76, total €197.80 

• Hourly rate €35.21, plus holiday 
pay of €4.35, total €39.56 
(Holiday pay is paid retrospec-

tively, generally at Christmas, Easter, 
and Summer vacation.) 
 
Full details of the changes to the 
teachers’ salary scale are carried in 
DES Circular 56/2021.

Pension increase from 1 October 2021
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Despite the disruption caused by Covid 19 many 
members continue to engage in further academic 
study and adult education courses and classes as 
many of these programmes can be delivered remotely. 

Accordingly, the RTAI will continue its annual Bursary 
Awards in 2022.  

Applications are therefore invited from members of 
the Association who wish to be considered for one of 
our 2022 bursaries. Bursaries will be awarded in two 
categories: 

Category 1 Undergraduate/Post Graduate 
Studies  
Three bursaries of €1,500 will be awarded to members 
of the Association who are enrolled in the 2021/2022 
academic year as students in a degree programme, in a 
College or University recognised as an awarding body 
for such degrees.  

Proof of registration as students and the payment 
of college fees will be required.  

An external assessor will select the winner(s) in this 
category.  

Category 2 Other courses of study  
Six bursaries of up to €500 each will be awarded to 
members of the Association, who in the course of 
2021/2022 are engaged in a course of learning, though 
not pursuing a formal academic qualification to degree 

level. This is a broad category designed to support the 
wide range of pursuits and interests of our members. 
We will be flexible in applying our assessment criteria 
to acknowledge the creative ways that members have 
continued with their self-development opportunities 
during the pandemic. 

As the bursary is to assist with the financial costs 
involved applicants will have to show evidence of 
spending on course costs. 

The winners of the bursaries in this category will be 
selected by lottery.  

Application form  
To request an application form please contact: 
info@rtaireland.ie  

Completed application forms and supporting docu-
mentation should be returned to the General 
Secretary, RTAI, 35 Parnell Square, Dublin 1 by 28 
February 2022. 
 
Note 1: If all bursaries in a category are not awarded 
the funding in the other category may be correspond-
ingly increased. 
 
Note 2: Only retired teachers who are members of the 
RTAI will be eligible for consideration. In addition, if 
oversubscribed, preference will be given to members 
who have not previously received an RTAI bursary.
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Turlough Hill, The Burren, September 2021
Yes, it is all here 
Quiet rain 
And the silence of stone 
Ages of rock 
Dwarfing the tough trees 
Weathered oneness 
Of rock and rain 

My eyes are visitors 
Becoming acquainted 
With a place  
Totally sufficient 

onto itself 
Its hospitality  

circumspect …. 

Fields of stone and stone 
Grey green barren 

at first glance 
And by degrees 
Hues of blue 

gold and purple 
Caught in a sudden sharp  

burst of sunlight 
While clouds regroup 

So 
I am learning 
Of steadfastness 

in shadows 
And the taciturn grace 
Of this elemental offering.

Caitríona Boyle

Caitríona  Boyle retired in 2019 following a teaching 
career mostly spent in Killinarden, Tallaght, Dublin.
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“This project began when my daughter, Bróna, went as a 
volunteer to teach in a primary school in Onwe, Ghana in 
2018,” says Bernie Walsh. “She was appalled at the condi-
tions in the school and the lack of basic educational 
equipment. Her host, Agyei Emmanuel Darko, who taught 
in a primary school in the remote village of Boayase, 
invited her to visit this school. Conditions in Boayase were 
far worse than in Onwe. Of the three school buildings, 
only one was in use. The children sat on the floor as there 
was no furniture, and in places the concrete had turned to 
rubble. The teachers had to download curricular content 
on their phones and write it on the blackboard. There 
were no books, copies or teaching aids of any kind, but 

worst of all there were no toilet facilities or running water.” 
Bróna, who heads the project, sent photos and descrip-

tions of conditions in the school to her mother, who 
shared the details with family and friends. “Thanks to their 
great generosity,” continues Bernie, “we raised enough 
money to start our project. With help from Agyei, we 
managed to re-concrete the floors, furnish the class-
rooms, construct a computer lab and install five 
computers, build walls in the second school to render it 
usable and also build toilets. Bróna and I continued to 
fundraise for this project, and in the summer of 2019, I 
accompanied her to Ghana to oversee the reconstruction 
of the third and final school building.” 

Solidarity Fund assistance 
The RTAI grant for the project couldn't have come at a 
better time for the villagers of Boayase, concludes Bernie. 
“We were in a position to tell Agyei that the next phase of 
our project would be the construction of a village well. 
They were overjoyed and very grateful. On behalf of every-
body in Boayase I would like to say a huge thank you to the 
RTAI. The money we have received will have such a positive 
impact on the lives of everybody in the village, but espe-
cially the children.” 

RTAI sponsor 
Bernie Walsh (Waterford).

                Solidarity Fund 
Here To Help 

Last year the RTAI Solidarity Fund provided financial assistance to nine education 
projects. Five projects were featured in the summer issue and the remaining four are 

featured in this edition. 

Boayase Education Project 
Onwe, Ghana

INTO 
Solidarity 
Fund

The RTAI Solidarity Fund 
supports projects that 
benefit children of pre-
school and primary school 
age. The projects selected 
are all sponsored by 
members of the 
association or have a 

member directly involved 
in the delivery of the 
project.  

The members of the 
RTAI  Solidarity Committee 
are Mr Pádraig S Ó Conaill, 
Vice-President, Ms Marian 
Ryan, Kilkenny and Ms 

Marjorie Murphy, Dublin 
North 

The assessment criteria 
and application form are 
available from 
info@rtaireland.ie.
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This project, based in Mary Immaculate Primary 
School, Kitale, Kenya started during Eileen Parke-
Grier’s three years teaching contract with VMM 
(Voluntary Missionary Movement) 2010 – 2013. 
“During this time,” Eileen explains, “INTO spon-
sored the part-building of a classroom that was 
up to window level when I left in 2013. Local 
funding was then used to complete the class-
room. I returned to the school in the summer of 
2019 and was delighted to see that all the work 
was completed. The finished classroom 
was now to be their computer room. 
They had started the project but could 
not raise sufficient funds to continue 
with the project. When I returned to 
Ireland, I discovered that RTAI had a soli-
darity fund.” 

Solidarity Fund assistance 
The RTAI funds assisted the project by 
enabling the school to furnish the class-
room, install circuit breakers, buy ten 
computers and pay all labour costs.

Computer Equipment for primary school 
Onwe Kitale, Kenya

Maintain Hope 
Kenya

Maintain Hope is a community-based organisation that 
works to alleviate educational disadvantage and poverty 
in Kenya. Currently, it works with primary schools in 
Ngong, Matasia and Kiserian, a cluster of townships 40 km 
outside Nairobi. From 2005, Maintain Hope has utilised a 
balance of Irish volunteer and paid local labour, has built 
schools, sanitation infrastructure, and accommodation. 
Working with local authorities and through Rays of Hope, 
a community-based organi-
sation, the project aims to 
reunite children with their 
families and communities 
and to prevent family disin-
tegration because of poverty 
and child trafficking. 

Solidarity Fund 
assistance 
The grant from the RTAI 
Solidarity Fund enabled us to 
provide outdoor learning 
spaces and equipment for 

children in four primary schools. These spaces are also 
used to host Homework Clubs. Staffed by local Kenyan 
volunteers, these clubs provide a meal and a structured 
environment for children to study as well as a safe place to 
play. A key element of our work is ensuring that children 
attend school and complete their education. We sponsor 
children through primary, secondary and third level. 
Currently, two of our children are at teacher training 

college. 

RTAI sponsor 
Maintain Hope is a regis-
tered charity and a 
signatory of the Comhlamh 
Code of Good Practice. Our 
trustees are Esther Reddy 
and David Dempsey, two 
INTO members still in 
harness, and Gerry 
O’Donoghue, a member of 
RTAI Kildare Branch. 
www.maintainhope.org



Hatontola Basic School is situated in a deprived rural area, 
50 km from the nearest main town of Pemba. Vehicle 
access is difficult because of dense forests, streams and 
stumps along the main road. There are 625 children in 
attendance. Most of the children are orphans and either 
stay with grandparents or take care of themselves. The 
local community is made up of small farmers who barely 
manage to survive. Until recently, there were very few 
schoolbooks available to the children and teachers. 
Student performance was very poor as a result. There was 
no sports equipment for the 625 children to use at play-
time. On June 21st this year, our Zambian partners made a 
very welcome delivery to the school. The books were 
sorted and distributed among the teachers for the various 
classes. The children immediately dressed up in the 
jerseys and set about playing football. Most were playing 
in their bare feet as they had no shoes, but this did not in 
any way dampen their high spirits. 

Solidarity Fund assistance 
The RTAI funds enabled Hatontola school to provide 
schoolbooks and sports equipment. The availability of 
guidebooks for the teachers and textbooks for the children 
will greatly assist the teaching and learning process, and it is 

expected that over time student performance will be very 
much enhanced. The availability of basic sports equipment 
will help improve fitness levels and general health as well as 
encourage team spirit and enhance social skills.  

RTAI sponsor 
Maura Beggy, Kildare RTAI, retired as principal teacher in 
Kentstown NS, Co. Meath in 2012. She has been involved 
in fund-raising since 2006 to support the education of 
orphaned children in Zambia through her involvement 
with the Spiritan Zambia Orphan Fund 
(www.ovozambia.com). This organization has charity 
status and operates fully on a voluntary basis. 
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School books for Zambian school
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Léirmheas 
Bheadh an leabhar seo suimiúil do mhuintir Mhaigh Eo, do 
dhaoine a bhfuil suim acu sa Ghaeilge, sa bhfilíocht agus 
san amhránaíocht, agus do dhaoine ar suim leo stair 
shóisialta na n-imirceach as Éirinn. Déanann an t-údar 
Fionnuala Uí Fhlannagáin cur síos ar shaol seisir a rugadh i 
Maigh Eo sa naoú céad déag ach a chuaigh ar imirce go 
Meiriceá Thuaidh tar éis an ghorta mhóir. Chaith siad uile a 
gcuid fuinnimh le saothrú na Gaeilge chomh maith lena 
gcuid cúraimí oibre agus clainne. Is iad an seisear atá i 
gceist: Anthony Lally (1840-1902) Béal an Mhuirthead, 
Dillon J. McCormick (1832-1913) Iorras, Patrick A. 
Dougher (1846-1907) Baile na hEaglaise, John F. Lavelle 
(1859-1928) Acaill, Martin P. Ward (1846-1920) Oileán 
Éadaí, agus Martin J. Henehan (1857-1934) Tuar Mhic 
Éadaigh. Seans go bhfuil sliocht leo fós i Maigh Eo! 

Ba chainteoirí dúchais Gaeilge an seisear cé go raibh 
Béarla acu go léir. Ba léir suim san oideachas ag a muintir. 
Déanann an t-údar tagairt do na scoileanna náisiúnta agus 
na scoileanna príobháideacha sna ceantair ina rugadh an 
seisear agus gur dócha gur fhreastail siad orthu. Tugann sí 
cur síos freisin ar an gcúlra feirmeoireachta a bhí ag a 
muintir in Éirinn. 

Ní léir go raibh aithne acu ar a chéile cé go ndéantar 
tagairt sna haistí éagsúla do ‘An Gaodhal’, iris dháthean-
gach a bhunaigh an Gaillimheach Míchéal Ó Lócháin i Nua 
Eabhrach in 1881. Ba scríbhneoirí triúr den seisear – 
Anthony Lally, Dillon J. McCormick agus Patrick Dougher. 
Tugann an t-údar blaiseadh den fhilíocht a chumadar don 
léitheoir. Ba bhailitheoir amhrán agus dánta a fuair sé i 
Maigh Eo den chuid is mó, é Martin P. Ward. Tá scéal roinnt 

de na hamhráin seo 
agus sleachta astu 
mar chuid den aiste. 
Cháiligh John F. 
Lavelle mar mhúin-
teoir bunscoile sula ndeachaigh sé ar 
imirce. Chaith sé seal ag múineadh i Meiriceá chomh 
maith le seal a chaitheamh leis an bpolaitíocht. D’éirigh go 
maith sa ghnó le Martin J. Heneghan a bhí gníomhach 
freisin i mbunú agus in eagrú chumainn ghaelacha. 

Seisear éagsúil ach go raibh suim acu go léir sa 
Ghaeilge, cuid acu a mhúin an Ghaeilge, agus cuid eile gafa 
le heagraíochtaí Gaeilge agus Éireannacha. Déantar tagairt 
do Dúbhghlas de hÍde agus an fháilte a cuireadh roimhe 
nuair a thug sé cuairt ar Mheiriceá agus tá tagairt do thuras 
Parnell agus do thuras Michael Devoy ar Mheiriceá in aistí 
eile. Ba cheannairí áitiúla an seisear ina mbealaigh féin. Iad 
siúd a phós, is sliocht na hÉireann a phós siad. 

Má tá locht ar an leabhar is é go bhféadfaí níos mó fo-
theidil a bheith sna haistí chun cabhrú leis an léitheoir. Tá 
inneács agus liosta foinsí tugtha ag cúl an leabhair. Is léir 
gur chaith an t-údar dua leis an taighde agus tá sí le 
moladh dá bharr. Tá leabhairCOMHAR le moladh as an 
leabhar a fhoilsiú. 

Deirbhile Nic Craith, 
Samhain 2021
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Nár Fhág Ariamh 
mo Chuimhne 
Seisear Caomhnóirí Gaeilge as Maigh Eo 
Fionnuala Uí Fhlannagáin

Cuimhneachán Náisiúnta 
ar an nGorta Mór, Muraisc, 
Co Mhaigh Eo. 
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The Teachers’ Car Insurance Scheme available through Cornmarket is underwritten by RSA Insurance Ireland DAC. RSA Insurance Ireland DAC is regulated by the Central Bank 
of Ireland. *Source: 206 out of 230 customers surveyed from January to November 2020. **The online discount is only available to new customers taking out a car insurance 
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Retired Teachers, take out  
Car Insurance you can trust! 

Save up to 15% with our Teacher Car 
Insurance Discount when you buy online**
**Offer applies for new customers who buy online and whose policy starts between 01.10.21  
& 31.12.21. Maximum discount is €100. Underwriter T&C’s apply.

Call us on (01) 408 6203 or
SEARCH        Cornmarket Teachers Car Insurance

90% of customers 
surveyed would  
recommend a car 
insurance policy 
through Cornmarket*

A range of different  
cover levels

✔

Fantastic benefits ✔

Great value  
& exclusive discount

✔
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   In August 1972 we went west to County Clare. We were on 
our way to Scarriff, a small town in which Scoil Samhraidh 
Merriman was about to begin. We didn't realise at the 
time that we would make this same journey, year after 
year, until 2016 when Scoil Samhraidh folded up. We had 
by then attended forty-five schools. 

Scoil Samhraidh became the highlight of our summer. 
Each year, we set out with the same anticipation of more 
interesting talks, lectures, and engaging social encounters. 
We would meet up with hundreds of other like-minded 
people, including professors, lecturers, poets, journalists, 
all of us filling up the hotels and guest houses of numer-
ous small towns in County Clare. The weather always 
seemed to be sunny, the locals were welcoming, the craic 
in the pubs was great. We made lots of friends. 

The timetable was very full – 10am to10pm, Monday to 
Saturday, followed by the club until 1am. On Sunday it was 
11am to 1pm. There were 
lectures, seminars, poetry read-
ings, book launches, set-dancing 
classes. The attendance varied 
and grew as time went on. It was 
mostly of mature students except 
for the occasional foreign students who were on scholar-
ship. When any one of the crowd-pullers (people like 
Nuala Ó Faoláin, Maeve Binchy, Nell McCafferty) was listed 
the locals came as well as many people that travelled from 
neighbouring towns. The venues were packed. 

While the official programme was always very impres-
sive, what was most delightful was the spontaneous 
events such as the singing in the bars. I remember one 
time planning a lovely sunny afternoon on the beach in 
Lahinch. On our way, as we passed by a pub, we heard 
Professor John A Murphy intoning the beautiful sad song 

The Boys of Bárr na Sráide. We couldn't resist, so our plans 
went out the window. We exchanged a sunny afternoon 
on the beach for a smoke-filled dark interior where we 
listened to some of the best ballad and sean-nós singers 
in Ireland. It was a fair swap! On another occasion, we 
slipped into a café for a quick coffee and sandwich, but 
when we were drawn into a loud disputatious group 
discussing the morning's seminar, we emerged two hours 
later. It was, you might say, a spontaneous tutorial. 

Colourful descriptions of revelry 
Scoil Merriman was the brainchild of Clare man and diplo-
mat, Con Howard. Con, I assume, was influenced by the 
Yeats Summer School, which was established in 1961 to 
commemorate W.B. Yeats. Con was thinking of the great 
Brian Merriman, who died in 1805, leaving us Cúirt a 
Mhean Oíche, possibly the last great poem as Ghaeilge 

since the suppression of Irish 
poets in penal times. 

Con approached academia. 
Poets, professors and academics 
were interested, as were the 
media, including Seán Mac 

Réamonn and Ciarán Mac Mathúna from RTÉ and Dónal 
Foley from the Irish Times. Donal Foley was News Editor of 
the Irish Times, and such was his enthusiasm that for the 
first several years of Scoil Merriman, the newspaper 
carried full-page reports every day during Merriman week 
– critiques, appreciations of events and sometimes very 
colourful descriptions of late-night revelry. 

Scoil Merriman, however, didn't mirror the Yeats 
Summer School. Its two objectives were to commemo-
rate Brian Merriman and to promote an interest in Irish 
culture and Irish institutions – the literature, the archaeol-

The Marvels of Merriman 
Treasa McManus recalls the importance of Scoil Samhraidh Merriman, where a 

quick coffee and sandwich in a café could turn into a spontaneous two-hour tutorial.

A view of Lough Derg near 
Killaloe, Co Clare

‘Poetry was very well catered for at 
Merriman. All the great Irish poets 

… came to read.’
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ogy, the history, the church, the pastimes, the music. The 
location, too, changed: Ennis, Ennistymon, Lahinch, 
Lisdoonvarna, Ballyvaughan, Scarrif and Kilkee each 
hosted the event. It was also bi-lingual, as a seminar in Irish 
ran parallel to the seminar in English. A Scoil Gheimhridh 
was also set up – an annual event on the last weekend in 
January that still continues. 

Heaney visited more than once 
The Club with lively local Irish music was very enjoyable. 
The highlight of the evening was when the floor was 
cleared so that we could watch the locals dance a Clare 
set. It was like watching Riverdance for the first time. Such 
was the delight and interest that there was a demand for 
classes, and from 1985 set dancing became part of the 
programme for more than twenty years. Connie Ryan was 
the brilliant dancing master. 

Poetry, also, was very well catered for at Merriman. All 
the great Irish poets, including Heaney, Kinsella, Montague 
came to read their poems. So, too, did the Irish language 
poets Máirtín Ó Direáin and Seán Ó Riordáin. Heaney 
visited more than once, sometimes to read a paper. And 
when President Hillary died, Heaney became patron of the 
school. The Sunday event (11am-1pm) was always very 
special when Seán Mac Réamoinn escorted two other 
readers in a 90-minute marathon of poetry, based on the 
theme of the school. There seemed to be no limit to the 
imagination of the readers, and we all parted company in 
a calm, reflective mood after a busy, hurly-burly week. 

Scholarship and conviviality 
I was disappointed there were so few primary teachers 
attending. There was just me and Mary White. I thought 
that was a pity because never was learning such fun. I 
wrote to the Dept. of Education, asking if Scoil Samhraidh 
Merriman could be included on the list of courses that 
qualify for personal leave. I included a copy of the weekly 
programme. No, it couldn't be considered, I was informed. 
The timetable seemed to be the problem, as it should 
conform to the usual school day, 9.30am-3pm, Monday to 
Friday. Otherwise, it couldn't be monitored! It's possible, 
of course, that the Department had been aware of reports 
on the late-night revelry and considered it was unsuitable. 
However, in one of her accounts, The Irish Times journalist 
Maev Kennedy said that one of the marvels of Merriman 
was its ability to combine “scholarship with conviviality”. 

Sometime in the 1980s, Seósamh Ó Méalóid and his 
wife Madeleine, both primary teachers from Mullagh, 
County Cavan, became regular attendees. They were great 
company. Seósamh was reared in the Rath Chairn 
Ghaeltacht and on one occasion gave a very interesting 
talk on the transit of his family and 30 other families from 
Connemara to Co. Meath in the 1930s. He was a great 

sean-nós singer and was very generous with his talent. We 
loved listening to him. 

Literature, history, biography 
While there may have been few attendees, several primary 
school teachers contributed to the programme. Úna Uí 
Chuinn, from Westport, did trojan work on the organising 
committee for more than twenty years. Mairéad Dunleavy, 
from Donegal, was the director of the school ‘Ireland and 
Spain’ in 1988. Mairéad taught in Mount Anville N.S. for 
some years before further study and a post as curator of 
the Hunt Museum. Clare man Dr John Coolahan 
contributed an interesting paper with the theme 
'Education in Ireland'. Tadg Mac Dhonagáin, from 
Kiltimagh, is a man of many parts – primary teacher, writer, 
musician, composer of songs for children. He retired from 
teaching to concentrate on other activities. On quite a few 
occasions he entertained us, playing the guitar and 
singing some of his wittier compositions as ghaeilge. 

Alan Titley qualified as a primary teacher in 1968, 
although I’m not sure if he ever taught in a primary school. 
At the time we got to know him he was already working in 
third-level education. He was invited several times to 
speak at the Scoil Gheimridh. His presentation was always 
a veritable tour-de-force. Stiofáin Ó h-Annracáin, a lecturer 
in St Patrick's Training College and later registrar in DCU, 
was a great friend of Merriman. Over the years, Merriman 
produced about forty books, scholarly academic work on 
literature, history, biography. Stiofáin was the publisher 
and produced books of a very high professional quality. 
He used to say it was a labour of love for him. 

A very moving experience 
There were many memorable events at Merriman – the 
field trips, the guided walks on the Burren, for example. 
However, one stands out. Sometime in the ‘70s, a poetry 
reading by Seamus Heaney was scheduled for a Sunday 
morning in the County Clare Library which at that time 
was housed in the restored Presbyterian church in Ennis. 

We sat on the floor on beanbags admiring the lovely 
space, the gothic arches and the sunlight streaming in 
through the stained-glass windows of the old church. 
While at the time, Northern Ireland itself was riven by 
violent dissent, Heaney’s reading included several of his 
powerful political poems – Requiem for the Croppies, A 
Constable Calls, The Ministry of Fear and many more from 
his book, North. It was a very moving experience and the 
setting in the restored church on a Sunday morning added 
a sense of reverence to the occasion. I will never forget it. 
Treasa McManus graduated from Carysfort College in 

1953. After a number of years working abroad, she 
joined the staff of the Central Remedial Clinic in 1967 

where she worked until her retirement in 1994. 
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In the early summer of 1963, those of 
us in the St. Patrick’s, Drumcondra, 
Class of 1963, went our separate ways 
out into the big, bad world. During 
our two years in the Teacher Training 
College, we had formed a strong 
bond between us, with that same 
bond being a little stronger in the 
case of those of us who had also been 
together through second level educa-
tion. Our various paths through life 
after that brought us into a myriad of 
locations and experiences, with most 
of us staying in the Primary sector, 
some joining the Inspectorate, some 
moving to Second and Third level, 
some leaving the education field alto-
gether, and a small number going to 
live abroad. In the early years, we all 
kept in loose touch with some of our 
colleagues. Inevitably, with the 
passage of time, these contacts 
became fewer and fewer. 

A unique class 
Our first formal get-together since 
our graduation was the 25th anniver-
sary of that event, which occurred in 
1988 in the college. On that occasion, 
68 of us attended. Like all such 
events, it was a mixture of happiness 
and sadness as the joy of meeting up 
again was tempered by the news that 
a number of our colleagues had 
passed away. Each group needs its 
natural leaders to organise such an 
event, and we were blessed to have 
two Clare men, Flan Garvey and Tom 
McCarrick, who were more than will-
ing to take on the task. Indeed, they 
continued to take on this role for all 

further reunions. 
 Our class was somewhat unique in 

the sense that we didn’t just meet up 
for the major anniversaries but were 
quite willing to come together as 
often as possible. Thus, we continued 
to have reunions in 1993, when 23 of 
us gathered in Birr; in 2003, when 20 
of us assembled in Ennistymon; and 
again, the following year, in 2004, 
when 14 of us met up, somewhat 
informally, in Newlands Cross, Dublin. 

Two significant decisions 
The next reunion was a major one – in 
2013, we were marking the 50th 

anniversary of our graduation. We 
had an excellent attendance of 33 on 
this occasion, which, like all previous 
ones, was most enjoyable. As ever, 
there was also a tinge of sadness 
linked to the event, since more of our 
colleagues had passed away. We had 
Mass and a reception in the college, 
before retiring to what was to 
become our permanent home for 
future reunions, the Dergvale Hotel, 
Dublin. At this gathering, we made 
two significant decisions. The first 
was to set up our own website, and 
the second was to meet up every year 
after that. It was an ambitious objec-

Members of the St. Patrick’s Class of 1963 at their 2019 Reunion

Still in touch 
after all these years 

Leo Finnegan documents the seemingly never ending friendship, resilience and 
character of St. Pat’s Class of 1963.
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Class of 74 
Foireann Mhuimhneach – gan Déiseach – 
Do ghlaodh chun traenála 
Thar dhá scór bliain ó shin. 
Ní gan smál a bhíodar, 
Fir óga, acmhaineacha, fós daonna. 
Dian oilte, muiníneach, 
Scaipeadar agus athscaipeadh roinnt. 
Ach phréamhadar, thall agus abhus, 
Ag a’ baile agus as; 
 Ar deoraíocht ar feadh scaithimh  
Go dtí go n-aithníodar 
A ndúchas altrama. 
Chothaíodar páistí, 
Mhúnlaíodar glúinte, 
Shaibhríodar pobail; 
Mhaireadar seal,  
Thíos agus thuas. 
Ina mblianta liatha  
Bhuaileadar le chéile; 
Chuardaíodar cuimhní 
Is d’aiséiríodar taibhsí, 
D’óladar deoch  
Is d’itheadar greim. 
Cheiliúradar a mbeathaibh. 
Léiríodar fós sain-tréithe 
Na bhfear óg a thriall 
Ar Mary I blianta fada ó shin, 
Is a d’fhill arís inniu. 
Ba léir a suaimhneas 
Sa seanchomhluadar. 
Iontas éigin - agus áthas - orthu  
Go rabhadar chomh nádúrtha, 
Compórdach i dteannta a chéile. 
Iad fós anois, mar a bhí fadó, 
Ina gcairde. 

Le Gerard Neville

tive, which nonetheless was followed through in 2014, 
with 17 of us present; in 2015, again with 17 of us present; 
in 2016, when we had an excellent attendance of 21; in 
2017, when 19 of us assembled; in 2018, when the atten-
dance was 14; and finally in 2019, when the attendance 
jumped to an outstanding 22. When we were all heading 
for home after this gathering, our plan was to meet, as 
usual, the following year, 2020. 

Considerable donations made 
Little did we realise the major upheaval the world was 
about to face in the form of the Covid-19 pandemic, 
which, since its arrival in Ireland in February 2020, has 
caused so many problems in every aspect of living. We, 
the class of 1963, were fortunate in that just after our 
2019 meeting, we set up our own WhatsApp group. This 
has proved invaluable in the past 22 months, as we have 
been able to keep in contact with each other, to discuss 
many and varied topics, including sport and current 
affairs, and to share with each other so much banter, fun, 
mischief, and, most important, photos and stories of our 
children and grandchildren. We even share our health 
issues and offer support and backing to each other. 
Among the many ventures upon which we embarked 
were fun competitions, usually based on forecasting the 
outcome of sporting events. In addition to enjoying the 
fun of these events, we also linked them to a voluntary 
fundraising venture, by giving the winners of these events 
the opportunity to nominate a favourite charity. As a 
result of this, we were able to make considerable dona-
tions to Sightsavers Ireland, Motor Neurone Ireland and 
Brother Kevin’s Capuchin Charity for Homeless People. 

Still in regular contact  
Not surprisingly, due to the pandemic, we didn't have a 
reunion in 2020. With the recent opening up of many 
sections of society, we had planned to have a reunion in 
late October 2021. However, due to the deteriorating 
situation regarding the pandemic figures at that time, we 
decided to postpone this event until Spring 2022. 

It is lovely to think that a group of colleagues that have 
known each other for 60 years (and, in some cases, even 
longer) are still in regular contact with each other and can 
still interact with each other in a manner not at all dissimilar 
to how it was back in our student days of the distant past. 

Nár Laga Dia Sibh agus Go Raibh Fada Buan Sibh, a 
Chairde. 

 
Leo Finnegan started his career in Camcloon N.S. 

Moore, County Roscommon before returning to his 
home parish of Williamstown in Co. Galway in 1965. 

He taught in Farm N.S. until 1974 and spent the rest of 
his career in Williamstown N.S. Leo retired in 2004. 

Rugadh Gearóid i Lios Tuathail i gContae Chiarraí. Bhí sé 
ina phríomhoide ar feadh dhá bhliain is tríocha i Scoil 
Náisiúnta Gaile, scoil dhá oide faoín tuath, i gContae 

Tiobraid Árann. D’éirigh sé as an múinteoireacht i 2009.
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Kate says it’s easy. All you must do is pucker up your lips. 
Push them out like a duck’s bill. Squeeze together tight. 
Then suck the air in slowly, like drinking through a straw. 
That’s kissing. 

I want to kiss Lauren. Her red lips. Her hair, black as 
empty space, when you look between the stars. Long and 
straight and tied back with a pink velvet band. I like velvet. 
The feel of it on your hand, smooth and soft as a gerbil’s 
coat. And pink is a good 
colour for me. Red, too. Not 
like green. I hate green. The 
alien in charge of second 
year wears green: green 
jumpers, green ties, green 
jackets. I wish he’d go back 
to whatever planet he came 
from.  

Lauren said hello to me 
on Thursday on the bus 
after swimming. It made me 
feel all funny inside. You get 
these feelings when you like 
someone. It’s called attrac-
tion. When we’re attracted 
to someone, we experience 
emotion. 

I’m learning about 
emotions. Joy is a primary 
emotion. Then there’s anger, 
fear and hatred. Kate says it’s 
from these primary 
emotions that all the other 
more complex emotions 
branch out. It’s easy for me 
to learn the facts about 
emotions because I’m very 
good at facts. Like I’ve no trouble understanding 
Pythagoras’s theorem that in a right-angled triangle the 
square of the hypotenuse is equal to the sum of the 
squares of the two other sides. That’s not a problem for 
me. But knowing what I’m feeling is difficult. Which is why I 
have to be taught how to relate to people. For example, I 
have to learn how to relate to Lauren. And I’m practising 
how to kiss, too. Just in case.  

Kate says the reason why people like me have a prob-
lem with feelings is maybe because there’s something 

wrong deep in the brain, in the amygdala. The amygdala is 
so good at detecting emotion, she says, it responds auto-
matically even before the conscious part of the brain has 
worked out what is happening. Like if you see someone’s 
eyes wide, showing lots of white, then you know they’re 
scared and you should watch out, too. 

Because my amygdala is more than likely switched off 
most of the time, I don’t know for sure if Lauren likes me 

or not. Take last Thursday on 
the bus on the way home. 
There I was telling her all about 
my new telescope and how 
when you point it to the night 
sky you can see Venus. I told 
her how I was going to be a 
scientist when I grow up, like 
Einstein, who was the greatest 
genius that ever lived. And how 
I sometimes imagine he’s talk-
ing to me when I’m trying to 
figure out why nothing travels 
faster than light. How he first 
came up with the idea when 
he wondered what would 
happen if a man travelled 
alongside a light beam with a 
mirror in his hand and got the 
insight that there would be no 
reflection in the mirror. 

I look in the mirror now. 
Pucker up the lips. Push them 
out like a duck’s bill. Squeeze 
them together tight. Suck the 
air in slowly. Just practising. 

Kate says it’s important to 
look at eyes. That’s how I 

noticed that the snake’s eyes were green. Usually, I don’t 
look at eyes. I’m far more interested in noses or mouths. I 
would like to kiss Lauren on the mouth. John Paul 
Connolly says when you kiss a girl, you’re supposed to 
stick your tongue down her throat. I wondered about all 
the millions of germs we would share if we did that, so I 
asked Kate about it. She says best just stay with the lips for 
the moment to see how things go.  

I pucker up the lips. Push them out like a duck’s bill. 
Suck air in slowly. I can see my reflection in the mirror 

Green 
A short story by Maureen Gallagher



30 RTAI Comhnasc

Tusa on Gaeltacht an ea? 
Máiréad Ni Dhochartaigh 

Rugadh agus tógadh mé i mBaile Átha Cliath, agus, mar 
pháistí sa bhaile, rinneamar gach iarracht caighdeán an-ard 
a bhaint amach san oideachas. Bhiodh na múinteoirí sa 
bhunscoil i gcónaí ag caint as Gaeilge, sna ranganna and 
lasmuigh. Níor labhair mé Gaeilge sa bhaile, ach gach oíche, 
mhúin mo Mham an litriú agus mo Dhaid scéaltaí agus 
Mata dúinn. Ní raibh an dara rogha againn ach obair 

iontach a dhéanamh. 
Sa Mheánscoil, bhí múinteoir againn, Ciarraíoch, agus níor 

labhair sí riamh focal Béarla sa rang. Mhúin sí Bullaí Mháirtain, 
Peig, an tOileánach, agus Réchúrsa Gramadaí, agus muna raibh 

siad ar eolas againn, bhíodh ri rá agus ruaile buaile agus gach 
trioblóid ar domhan. 
Bronnadh deontas orm dul go dtí UCD, agus bhí imní orm ag dul 

isteach sa Teanglann, chun cleachtadh ar an téipeanna. Tar éis cúpla 
seisiún, d’oscail an leachtóir mo dhoras. Ni raibh fhios agam cad a bhi ar siúl. 

D’fhéach sé orm, “tusa ón nGaeltacht, an ea?” a dúirt sé. In Ainm Dé, ní raibh mé 
riamh chomh bródúil. Ni hea, a dúirt mé, as Bleá Cliath. 
Ar an mbomaite, smaoinigh mé ar an múinteoir as Ciarraí, agus Bullaí Mhártain, Peig, 

an tOileánach, Ré Chúrsa Gramadaí, agus ghabh mé buíochas léi. 
Nior chuala mé riamh, ag an am, faoi Ghaelscoil. Meánscoil bunúsach i lár na cathrach, gnáth 

pháistí, sna seascaidí agus sna seachtóidí, ach múinteoirí thar barr a bhí againn. 
Go raibh maith agaibh go léir do na múinteoirí sa scoil, Sráid Hallaí an Rí, don mhúinteoir as Ciarraí, Eibhlín Ní 

Fhiannachta, ach go speisialta do mo thuismitheoirí, a leag síos na rialacha ón tosach. Ní bheidh a leithéidí ann arís. 
Thosaigh Máiréad ag múineadh i Scoil Mhuire gan Smál, Darndale, Baile Átha Cliath, sa bhlian 1979. Chaith 

sí fiche bliain sa scoil agus tar éis sin, bhí sí ag múineadh ar feadh trí bliana déag i Scoil Mhuire na 
Freastógála, Baile Átha Cliath 12. D’eirigh sí as an múinteoireacht i Mí na Samhna, 2013.

because the light bounces from my face onto it. It takes 
the light, travelling at one hundred and eighty-six thou-
sand miles a second, eight minutes to reach my face from 
the sun. My mouth is open wide now and turned up at the 
corners, which means I’m happy. Like the happy face on 
one of Kate’s flashcards. When I 
think about relativity, space-time, 
and black holes I’m happy. 
Sometimes I wonder why we must 
bother with emotions at all when 
thinking makes us happy. But Kate 
says it’s because being human doesn’t only mean think-
ing. We are also emotional beings and it’s important to get 
the balance between the two. She says scientists have 
produced computers now that are able to beat humans at 
chess, so very soon the only thing that will make us unique 
as humans will be our emotions. That’s a worry because 
I’m very good at chess.  

On Thursday, after I had done explaining the theory of 
special relativity to Lauren, I noticed she had her back 
turned to me. There she was leaning across the aisle, talk-
ing to Liam Keogh. Keogh has green eyes like a boa 
constrictor. I don’t like constrictors and if I saw one on a 

dark night, I’d tear it apart with my 
bare hands. Kate says that’s jeal-
ousy. 

Maureen Gallagher is a retired 
teacher living in Galway. 

Maureen has had stories, poetry 
and literary criticism published widely in magazines 

and journals, including The Cork Literary Review, The 
Stinging Fly, and New Irish Writing. Her short story, 

‘Green’, recently won the F(r)iction Flash Fiction 2021 
Award. Maureen’s debut novel, Limbo, is forthcoming 

from Poolbeg Press. For further information visit 
www.maureen-gallagher.com

“… knowing what I’m feeling is 
difficult. Which is why I have to be 
taught how to relate to people.”
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The gable window of the school was a vantage point 
affording a view of Eyrephort beach, the embarkation 
port for the island. It was a lookout post where I could 
monitor the arrival of any expected visitors to the 
island. Anyone who sets foot on Inishturk has to come 
by water. The primroses were forming clusters in the 
corner of the schoolyard when Mr Carey, the school’s 
inspector, heralded his intention to visit Inishturk’s 
school. On learning of his impending visit, I became 
very apprehensive. What was it about inspectors? The 
thought of an inspector’s visit shook the very founda-
tion of my spirit. Was it something of a tradition that 
inspectors should influence the minds of teachers so 
much, or was this how they were supposed to behave? I 
would soon learn for myself. I waited for the day of his 
arrival. It was a good day. Joe Burke rowed across in his 
currach to the mainland to collect him, landing him 
safely on the strand not far from the school. 

They raised their eyes only momentarily 
Arriving at the school door, I welcomed Mr Carey to the 
school. He was a well-built, middle-aged man with 
receding hair and a pleasant disposition. An accepting 
tone rang in his voice. The children proceeded to stand 
to order, and in unison and in subdued voices they 
uttered, ‘Fáilte romhat, a dhuine uasail.‘ 

‘Go raibh maith agaibh’ a dúirt sé. 
‘Suígi síos a pháistí, Suígí síos’, a dúirt sé. 
Depositing his briefcase on the table, the inspector 

moved with a distinguished gait about the classroom, 
talking to the pupils, who were starry and wide-eyed at 
the presence of a powerful stranger in their midst. 
Although unused to visitors, they were not alarmed and 
felt comfortable with his questioning. Patting the 
breast pocket of his jacket, he produced a biro, asking 
to see the roll and daily attendance books, which I had 
prepared for his inspection. 

‘Lean ar aghaidh a Mháistreas,' a dúirt sé liom.’ With 
this instruction, I settled my little charges to draw their 
favourite pictures, an easy task, which they liked. 
Without a word to each other and with heads bent, they 
raised their eyes only momentarily to glance at the man 
at the teacher’s table. By the time children reach the 
infant class standard, they are well on their way to 
establishing a vocabulary of lines and forms, which are 
the building blocks of a descriptive language, and this in 
turn leads to their ability to create something of the 
world in which they live. 

My role was thus seen in a new light 
Island children identify more closely with the main 
features of their environment, the sea, currachs, birds 

How are things 
in Connemara?

Since her 
retirement, 
Bernadette Conroy  
has written about 
a teacher’s life in the 
late 1970s on Inishturk. 
In this extract from her book, 
Waves on the Shore, she writes about 
the impending visit of a school inspector.
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and fish, which are no doubt important to them and 
perhaps the primary vehicle of expression and valuable 
seeds of later creative mastery. At the other end of the 
classroom and standing beside the blackboard, the older 
pupils were engaged in finding a solution to a mathemati-
cal problem for which they sought help and advice. I went 
to their assistance, and we eventually found the solution. 
It was solved on the blackboard using talk and chalk.  

‘I’m finished, Miss!’ said John. ‘What’ll I do now?’ Eager 
to please, I suggested that he get out a workbook and do 
the next page. All sorted again!  

When the record books had been inspected and his 
autograph duly applied, the inspector directed his atten-
tion to the mathematical concepts that were being 
applied at the blackboard. The inspector reiterated the 
need for the pupils to ‘learn through their own discoveries 
rather than through information imparted by the teacher.’ 
My role was thus seen in a new light, as a guide and 
consultant to the pupils, drawing on the environment in 
which we lived to prepare for such activities. To enforce 
many of the mathematical concepts, there was a constant 
need for equipment, not necessarily expensive commer-
cial brands but simple pieces that could be acquired 
locally or were even washed ashore on the island, such as 
shells, bottles, cartons, boxes, buckets and containers, of 
every size, sort and measure. Many of the objects that had 
been collected by the pupils at different stages and times 
were displayed on a table at the back of the classroom.  

Mary was pleased, her eyes gleaming 
Several new teaching methods now being implemented 
were the result of research carried out some years previ-
ously by the Swiss developmental psychologist and 
philosopher Professor Jean Piaget. His research into chil-
dren’s ways of learning had led to significant discoveries 
with regard to concept formation in young children. Many 
of these approaches were now part of the curriculum and 
were to influence the teaching of mathematics even in the 
remotest schools in the remotest corners of Ireland. Mary 
Burke was at this time a senior class pupil, and to test her 
knowledge of the Irish language and her writing ability, she 
was asked by the inspector to write an essay entitled Mo 
Mhála Scoile (My School Bag). Mary, without hesitation, 
applied herself to the task and after a short time 
produced her masterpiece.  

‘Go han mhaith, go han mhaith.’ a dúirt an cigire. Mary 
was pleased, her eyes gleaming, and a glow came to her 
cheeks.  

The deilbhíní (figurines) for the Irish conversation 
lesson or Cómhrá Gaeilge were affixed using sandpaper to 
a black nylon cloth covering a large piece of cardboard. 
The lesson plan for this week, Saol ar an Oileain, had been 
specially chosen for the occasion of the inspector’s visit. In 

the following week’s lesson, a new set of figurines would 
be cut out and used in a similar fashion. But, for the pres-
ent, the topic was ‘life on the island’.  

Many decades later, things were changing 
The inspector continued to assess the children’s abilities 
in all the other areas of the new curriculum. In fairness, this 
evaluation was tailored to the school conditions and, 
more importantly, to the lack of amenities and resources 
available. The new curricular change was a marked 
contrast to the days when the infamous payment-by-
results system was in place, between 1872 and 1900. This 
was an era that witnessed an almost total concentration 
on reading, writing and ‘rithmetic, also known as the 3Rs. 
These obligatory subjects constituted the main elements 
of the curriculum. While the system was rigid and took no 
account of students’ different abilities it did set out a mini-
mum standard for each student to achieve. 

But now, many decades later, things were changing, 
with education being viewed and thought of in terms of 
the long term, as a means of growth and, in turn, as a 
continuous process for as long as life lasts. However, 
despite the demise of the gruesome practices of the past, 
remnants of this approach seem to have filtered through 
and are still anchored in the minds of teachers when it 
comes to inspectors’ visits. 

How beautifully the children sang 
The usual recommendations and advice for the teacher 
followed. Next, the final task of the day called for a song. 
The children without hesitation gave a wonderful rendi-
tion of the Connemara Cradle Song, carefully enunciating 
every word and adding expression to their singing:  

O winds of the night, may your fury be crossed, May no 
one who’s dear to our island be lost. 

Blow the winds gently, calm be the foam. 
Shine the light brightly and guide them back home.’  
A moment of pride had taken over. How beautifully the 

children sang. Signalling his departure, the inspector 
addressed the pupils in Irish: ‘Slán agaibh a pháistí,’ a dúirt sé. 

‘Slán leat a dhuine usail' a dúirt siad, le chéile.’ Leaving 
the school, the inspector gripped my hand in a manner 
that affirmed and confirmed his satisfaction with the visit. 
‘Slán agat a Mháistreas,’ a dúirt sé liom.’ 

 
Bernadette Conroy commenced her career in Inishturk 

NS in 1972 and transferred with the pupils to 
Kingstown when the island school closed. She 
subsequently worked in Ballyconneely before 

spending the last 20 years of her career in her native 
Claddaghduff. Bernadette has published two books 
about Connemara islands, Strands of Omey’s Story 

(2016) and Waves on the Shore (2019).
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In July 2010, after many years of war, South Sudan 
gained its independence and became the newest 
country in the world. In February 2012, I was on my way 

there as a member of a team working to improve its 
education system. We were the first VSO (Voluntary 
Services Overseas) volunteers in the country.  

I had previously been in Africa on a couple of occasions 
and had taken the opportunity to visit a few schools. It 
was obvious that teachers and managers there needed a 
lot of help, and I thought my experience after 42 years 
teaching – 26 of them as principal in Newport N.S., Co. 
Mayo – might be of use. When I retired in 2010, I applied to 
VSO and was duly offered the position of education advi-
sor in Yambio, South Sudan, for one year. Our team’s job 
description included the up-skilling of staff in the local 
education offices, and the training of teachers, head-
teachers, inspectors and parent-teacher associations. 

Changing traditional teaching methods 
South Sudan is one of the poorest and least-developed 
countries in the world, with more than 80% of its people 
living on less than $1 per day. It has massive illiteracy and 
the highest maternal mortality in the world. School 
resources are very basic. While there are some good struc-
tures, many school buildings are basically large tents, with 

a scarcity of school furniture and books. Many classes are 
outdoors, in the shade of trees, with pupils sitting on logs. 
Average class size is about seventy. Teaching aids are, typi-
cally, blackboard and chalk. Amid all of this, we were trying 
to change the traditional teaching method of rote learning 
to a more child-centered education. To say it was challeng-
ing would be a gross understatement. We had, however, 
been well-prepared by VSO and knew what to expect.  

I got around by walking or on my 150cc motorbike 
(which I had no trouble in using, due to my experience of 
driving around Dublin on my Honda 50 in my early teach-
ing days). For longer journeys, we had the use of 4x4 
vehicles. Journeys were very bumpy on the rutted roads, 
but we soon got used to it. 

Efforts much appreciated 
At training sessions, we shared words in different 
languages for cooperation and self-help. This provided an 
opportunity for emphasizing the importance of commu-
nity, language and culture, especially in a new country. 
They were very interested to hear about the recent history 
of Ireland, with our independence from colonial power 
only 100 years before.  

An Irish 
Volunteer 
Abroad 
Padraic McKeown, a former principal of Newport N.S., County Mayo, outlines some 
of his experiences as a Voluntary Services Overseas volunteer in South Sudan.
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On my school visits, I found it heart-warming to 
observe school assemblies where, after raising the coun-
try’s flag, the teachers got the pupils to sing their national 
anthem with tremendous energy and obvious pride. We 
were warmly welcomed, and our efforts were much 
appreciated. We made sure to identify local education 
leaders. These people would set up networks and, hope-
fully, provide continuity to our work after we had left. 

Colourful choir shirt 
The dowry tradition is very strong in South Sudan, and 
early marriages and pregnancies mean that only a minority 
of females continue school. Because of this, we were asked 
to emphasise the importance of girls’ education. I was 
proud to give the examples of recent Irish female presi-
dents and other prominent women. I had also been asked 
to promote positive discipline and 
to try to eliminate corporal 
punishment. This proved to be 
difficult as I repeatedly came up 
against attitudes along the lines of 
‘spare the rod and spoil the child’. Again, I could relate to 
the Irish experience of overcoming such difficulties. 

Having been involved in music for many years, I was 
delighted to be invited to join the local church choir 
(known as ‘The International Choir’ because they sang 
hymns in different languages, including English). They said 
they would now be a genuine international choir as they 
had a white man with them! I went to their next rehearsal, 
received my colourful choir shirt, and made my ‘interna-
tional’ debut the following Sunday. I had already been 
asked by the local education officer to give a talk at Mass 
the same day to impress on parents the importance of 
girls’ education. The priest introduced me before my talk 
at Mass and explained my role there. The locals got to 
know all about me that Sunday, and after that I was often 
greeted by name on the street. This made it a lot easier for 
me in my school visits, and in dealing with local teachers 
and parent-teacher association members. 

Alleviating the lives of the poor 
Another helpful factor was my residing in the Christian 
Brothers compound. The Brothers were very well regarded 
and respected, as they had displayed tremendous 
courage and loyalty to the locals over many years, even 
during times of conflict. One example of their great work 
was the Star Group, which provided tremendous support 
for Aids/HIV victims and their families, looking after them 
in life and death. 

I developed great admiration for the people that had 
chosen to devote their adult lives to the hard task of allevi-
ating the lives of the poor in the tropics. ‘Solidarity with 
South Sudan’ works in educating and training teachers, 

nurses, midwives, farmers and community leaders. It is 
supported by over 200 Catholic congregations and several 
donor agencies. Farmer training is carried out in Yambio by 
Caritas Network personnel, some of whom we got to know. 

Peace talks continue 
The potential of the South Sudanese is immense from 
many points of view. Linguistically, many speak English 
and Swahili, some speak French, while they also have their 
language (Zande) and local dialects. Their innate music 
intelligence and natural rhythm enables them to pick up 
new songs and airs readily. Their natural athleticism 
means they can become adept at many games and physi-
cal activities. I took some opportunities to introduce them 
to Irish rounders and the basic skills of Gaelic football, 
which they enjoyed. 

‘The Lost Boys of Sudan’ is the 
name given to groups of over 
3,000 young people, displaced 
and/or orphaned during their civil 
war, and who escaped and were 

resettled through partnership of the US with the United 
Nations in the US. They were offered educational oppor-
tunities, and most turned out very well. Some athletes even 
represented their adopted country in the London 
Olympics of 2012. 

In recent times, many areas of South Sudan have, sadly, 
slipped into conflict, although Yambio County remains rela-
tively safe. Peace talks are continuing, and we can only hope 
and pray that the good people there can achieve peace and 
relative prosperity for themselves and their country. 

A deep appreciation 
In 2014, I completed a four-month VSO posting in 
Myanmar (formerly Burma). This was at a very interesting 
time in their history, as the government there sought to 
emerge from military rule to open democracy. In 2016, I 
worked in Uganda with others (including two recently 
retired Irish primary teachers) in a VSO/Irish Aid 
programme that aimed to improve education facilities in 
the impoverished north-eastern part of the country. I was 
fortunate to partake in these programmes, which I found 
very fulfilling. South Sudan, however, remains for me most 
rewarding of all. I grew very fond of the people and have a 
deep appreciation of their resilience and humour, despite 
their many difficulties. 

From Mayo to Yambio, by Padraic McKeown, is 
available from Duffy’s Bookshop, Bridge Street, 

Westport, Co. Mayo, and Castle Book Centre, Castle 
Street, Castlebar, Co. Mayo. Alternately, you can 

contact the author directly via email: 
padraicmckeon@gmail.com The book sells at €20 (plus 
€5 p&p). All profits will go to the Star Group in Yambio.

 ‘In recent times, many areas of 
South Sudan have, sadly, slipped 

into conflict’
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Davy Mulligan, at 49, is more than content to be single. His 
mother, Charlotte, was widowed some 20 years ago and 
Davy, being the unmarried one of the Mulligan family, was 
persuaded to vacate his rented flat in town and return to 
live in the family nest. Davy has, since his move, enjoyed a 
very comfortable and relatively uncomplicated life. 

By displaying benign indifference, Davy has managed to 
bring to naught marriage plans made for him over the 
years by his well-meaning only brother, Terry, a civil 
servant who lives in Dublin. The opinions and advice of 
Terry, who is two years younger, have usually been disre-
garded by Davy, and Terry in turn has come to regard his 
older sibling as a good natured, lazy stick in the mud. 
Mutual tolerance would be a fair description of relations 
between the two brothers. 

His latest pet project 
 As a clever and inventive plumber, Davy makes a comfort-
able living for himself and his mother. Some years ago, 
Davy turned an old out-building into a workshop, and it 
has become the cradle of his many projects and inven-
tions. Terry has been known to comment that his brother 
“just dabbles, things never come to anything with him.” 
For the past four years, Davy and his mother have looked 
forward to the annual visit of Terry, his wife Sadie, and their 
son, Sam, to the family home to spend a few days with 
them after Christmas.  

In truth, their yearly return to the old home has been 
for the sake of Charlotte herself. Last year’s homecoming 
event promised to be no better or worse than previous 
years. But a long shadow was looming and about to fall 
across that post-Christmas family get together. Wine was 
the shadow. Davy had made gallons of sloe wine. It was his 
latest pet project and it promised to be a great success! 

He assured himself that homemade wine, specially 
made by himself, would be a lovely surprise for his guests, 
a real treat. He boasted to his admiring mother, more than 
once, how superior his product would be to the stuff you 
buy in shops. At least we know what’s in the wine that I 
make, he assured her. 

Evening Glow 
The idea of making his own wine had been on Davy’s mind 
for some years. As preparation for eventual wine making, 
he decided in late autumn two years ago to pick a great 
stock of sloes from blackthorn bushes in nearby lanes and 
by-roads. He stored the berries in his freezer through the 
winter. He was eventually spurred into action when he 
picked up a book in the local library called Your Wine, Why 
Not? He read the chapter on making sloe wine, made 
notes, and then with great confidence and enthusiasm he 
set to work.  

After some months of being guided through the wine 
making process by his library book, an impatient Davy 

The Bottle

In a seasonal short story, Brendan Power tells the tale of a Christmas holiday family 
visit that doesn’t go according to plan.
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decided that the wine must be ready. He bottled the prod-
uct and proudly stuck a label of his own design on each 
bottle displaying the homely title ‘Evening Glow’. He 
stored dozens of bottles of Evening Glow in his garage in 
readiness for his guests next Christmas! 

The fiery liquid 
Three days after Christmas Day, as in previous years, Terry 
and family arrived from Dublin. They were warmly 
welcomed at the front door by Charlotte with hugs and 
kisses, and then solemnly directed to armchairs in the 
sitting room by Davy. But instead of a traditional glass of 
mulled wine, a full tumbler of Davy’s Evening Glow was 
proudly presented by the winemaker himself to each of 
the adults. Sam was given some sort of fruit drink – a fruit 
of Davy’s industry, no doubt, joked Terry, the wit. 

Terry and Sadie inspected the full glasses of red liquid 
they held in their hands and uttered moderated cries of 
appreciation. “Made it myself,” explained Davy to his 
wondering visitors. Evening Glow made a very strong 
impression, especially on livers and windpipes. Dealing 
with the fiery liquid entailed some coughing, wheezing, 
throat clearing and shaking of the head by Terry and Sadie. 
Of course, the need for peace and goodwill at Christmas 
time ensured that the visitors’ thoughts were kept to 
themselves. 

One bottle was uncorked 
In a spirit of festive cheer, Davy let it be known that he was 
on hand to immediately refill glasses from his litre bottles 
of Evening Glow. The embattled imbibers were forced to 
plead for restraint and assure Davy that they liked to just 
sip the wine slowly, to savour its bouquet! “Aren’t ye stay-
ing the night? Sure, no one is driving home,” Charlotte 
cheerfully encouraged Terry and Sadie. “Ah, drink up, for 
God’s sake!” urged Davy. “Sure, it’s Christmas time and 
there’s plenty more where that came from.” 

Around midday the guests made their tipsy way to the 
dining room for lunch. They discreetly forgot to bring their 
glasses of Evening Glow with them. The centre of the 
Christmas table was occupied by three bottles of Evening 
Glow, each seasonably wrapped in multicoloured 
Christmas paper and a sprig of holly glued to its side. One 
bottle was uncorked ready for action! 

The healthiest drink you could have 
“D’you know,” proclaimed Davy to his guests as they 
settled themselves at the decorated delectable dining 
table, and he began to pour wine into their crystal glasses, 
“D’you know, you can make wine out of anything.”  

“I can well believe it,’ muttered Terry, a man of some 
judgement in wine matters as he moodily watched his 
glass being filled to the brim. He caught the eye of wife, 

Sadie, who simply looked straight into his face, in case he 
opened his mouth and said what they were both thinking. 

Granny Mulligan assured her guests that Davy’s wine 
was the healthiest drink you could have. Wasn’t it made 
from natural ingredients? “It’ll go perfect with the turkey,” 
she assured her guests. Charlotte and her daily help then 
retired to the kitchen to organise the food. 

Six gallons! 
“Davy, what is in this?” enquired Sadie pointedly, narrow-
ing her eyes, as she lifted her glass of Evening Glow and 
tried to focus on its rich red colour. “What’s it made from?” 
asked her husband Terry impatiently, by way of clarifying 
his wife’s question. 

“Only the best ingredients, Terry boy, in this case, 
sloes,” announced Davy evasively, as if he was disclosing a 
trade secret to a competitor in the trade. “I know that,” 
countered Terry brusquely. “But what else is in it?” “Ah, 
‘twould be too complicated to go into all that now,” 
responded Davy in a condescending manner. Terry 
decided not to bother pursuing the matter further. “I 
suppose you have a fair amount of this made,” ventured 
Terry, wearily perusing his almost full wine glass, fearing 
the answer he would get. 

“Aye, we’ve had a couple of good years for sloes. I 
managed to make six gallons!” said Davy with quiet pride. 
“Oh,” exclaimed Terry and Sadie, and they put down their 
glasses of wine on the table and pondered the implica-
tions of Davy’s admission. 

A short tour of the hedgerows 
Charlotte and her daily help then emerged from the 
kitchen and served everybody at table with great efficiency 
and good humour. The lunch was, as expected, a triumph 
and a splendid example of Charlotte’s high-class cuisine. 
Evening Glow was treated with great caution and circum-
spection by the wary guests. They took it in minute sips. 

After lunch, as winter’s yellow sun was throwing very 
long shadows and slowly disappearing below the horizon, 
Davy brought the visitors and his mother out for a drive in 
his ancient Mercedes. A short tour of the hedgerows, he 
promised his passengers. Sam, a lanky 15-year-old, 
thought that that would be a big bore. He threw himself 
into an easy chair to watch television.  

Davy drove doggedly up and down some back roads and 
slowed down the car once or twice so that all could admire 
the hedgerows where the best sloes had been sourced. 

An empty bottle 
As darkness was closing in, they all returned to the 
Mulligan house. They seemed to be in better spirits, 
brought on, no doubt, by the crisp winter air. They found 
Sam sound asleep, sprawled awkwardly in his easy chair 
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before a noisy television, its jumping pictures throwing 
ghostly light on the walls of the dark sitting room. 
Charlotte switched on the wall lights and Sadie closed the 
thick curtains. Everyone regarded the unconscious 
teenager with tolerant amusement.  

“The programmes must have been boring,” whispered 
Charlotte good-humouredly to all. “Sam!” called his 
mother, “get up and let Granny have her armchair.” “Ah, 
leave the poor lad alone,” urged his grandmother. There 
was no response from Sam, except a loud snort, and then 
a deep sigh. 

His mother shook him vigorously and got a deeper 
grunt. “I think there is something wrong with him,” 
exclaimed Sadie in sudden alarm. Terry spotted an empty 
bottle on the floor beside the chair. He quickly took 
possession of it, spotted the label Evening Glow and bran-
dished the empty bottle aloft like a trophy. 

A good quality wine 
 “It’s your wine,” Terry shouted at Davy. “It’s empty!” “Sure, I 
can see that,” snapped Davy. “My God! Sam is after drink-
ing a whole bottle!” gasped Sadie. “Sam drank that stuff!” 
she exclaimed in horror. “Can’t ye see he’s only drunk!” 
exclaimed Davy sharply. “He’s poisoned, you mean,” 
retorted his brother. “That’s a good quality wine, made 
from the best ingredients,” countered Davy indignantly. 
“He should never have touched it. A good job ‘twas only a 
half empty bottle he got hold of.” 

“That stuff should have a ‘Danger’ label stuck on it,” 
declared Terry. “And put with the weed killer in the garden 
shed,” added Sadie with passion. “To tell you the truth, I 
don’t feel too good myself.” “My head is lifting since lunch 
time,” growled Terry, supporting his wife. “You never know 
where to stop, Davy, do you? That stuff isn’t fit for drinking 
and won’t be for another six months at least!” 

He briskly left the room 
“I’ve had enough of this,” retorted Davy, but his mother cut 
across him. “Now, now, you’re all exhausted from the trav-
elling and the rushing about this time of the year,” 
soothed Charlotte. “Look, can’t ye have a light supper and 
go to bed early, in the name of God.” “And, what about this 
poor child here?” demanded Sadie glaring at Davy and his 
mother. “Yerra, can’t he sleep it off,” advised Davy curtly. 
“I’ll put a duvet around him, Sadie, and he can stay there till 
he wakes up,” cooed his grandmother softly. “I’m never in 
bed before midnight, anyway.” 

But Terry wasn’t going to be mollified so easily. “You’re 
trying to poison us, boy, you’re dangerous,” accused Terry, 
flashing his eyes at his older brother. “I never heard 
anyone complain about my wine,” declared Davy loftily. 
“We had visitors here Christmas Eve and they had a few 
glasses, and they were praising Evening Glow to the sky.” 

Then suddenly he snapped, “Ah, I have enough of this!” 
With that he briskly left the room and went out to his 
workshop. 

Bottles remained unopened 
“I’ll tell you one thing, mother,” declared Terry, his voice 
shaking with anger, “we’re not coming here anymore if we 
have to drink his diesel concoctions and experiments. 
We’re like guinea pigs!” “He’s lucky he hasn’t a murder 
charge to face,” declared wife Sadie, her face red with fear 
and fury. “Ah, there’s no need for all this fuss at all,” coaxed 
Mrs Mulligan quietly. “Sam shouldn’t have touched any of 
that wine. It’s very strong, Davy tells me.” 

Reluctantly the visitors went to bed, and Charlotte 
wrapped a duvet around Sam and kept vigil by her grand-
son until the small hours of the morning... For the rest of 
the holiday, Davy’s bottles of Evening Glow remained 
unopened and wine from the takeaway reigned supreme 
on the dinner table. A sullen but correct atmosphere 
prevailed until the day the visitors departed.  

Her annual cheerful invitation 
“God, there’s no pleasing some people,” whined Davy as 
he and Charlotte waved goodbye and watched their visi-
tors’ car speed down the avenue and disappear around 
the bend. His mother was all compassion and sympathy 
for Davy and his unappreciated efforts. “What do they 
know about wine, anyway!” Davy complained as Charlotte 
closed the front door. “Good wine is wasted on that 
crowd.” 

“Don’t mind them, Davy. Sure, Terry and Sadie live in a 
world of their own above in Dublin.” In the kitchen, Davy 
brooded on a solitary bottle of Evening Glow standing 
defiantly on a windowsill. He suddenly brightened up, 
he came alive. “D’you know, mother, I have just thought 
of a treat for next year.” Charlotte’s eyes widened with 
admiration as Davy explained his plan for the next time. 

Much heartened by Davy’s enthusiasm for his new 
project for next Christmas, Granny Mulligan asserted 
strongly that she will, of course, send her usual Christmas 
card to Terry and family next year with her annual 
cheerful invitation: ‘We look forward to seeing you all 
after Christmas as usual,’ but she 
assures Davy that she will, this time, add 
a little postscript on his behalf saying 
that ‘Davy will have two dozen pots of 
special sloe jam with a secret ingredient, 
made by himself, and in the freezer, for 
your visit after Christmas.’ 

 
Brendan Power retired as principal of Knockavilla NS 

Co. Cork in 1999. He is Cathaoirleach of RTAI 
Iarchorcaí. 
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Name: 

Address:

Winners of Crossword 
No. 32 

The three winners are: 

Jim Supple, Limerick 

Eileen Moynihan, 
Tarmonbarry 

Bríd Bates, Clonmel

Across 
1     One of the four grammatical 

cases in English (6) 

4    Could be a bit of a bucolic 

swain? (6) 

8    Slander (7) 

9    An expression of praise (7) 

11  A kind of a posh date (10) 

12  To make warm (4) 

13  Maybe a place of 

unpleasantness (5) 

14   Insane (8) 

16  Develop a chronic sore (8) 

18  Suitably (5) 

20  Build (4) 

21  Not a lot! (10) 

23  A book collection (7) 

24  Sounds like D’unbelievables 

are setting restrictions (7) 

25  Cultural movement of the 70s 

(3,3) 

26  In a new way (6)) 

Down 
1    Hang casually (5) 

2    Roll along (7) 

3    South American country (9) 

5    Not very pretty fruits (5) 

6    Make it stronger (7) 

7    Sounds like a young bird’s 

trickery (9) 

10  Top honour (4,5) 

13  Deliverance from harm (9) 

15  The dish that defines the 

English (5,4) 

17  Raised or plucked (7) 

19  Type of plant eating insect 

(7) 

21  Dismissive gesture (5) 

22  Sounds like the horse says ‘no’ 

(5)
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Across

1. There’s enjoyment to 
be had, frying up nice 
starters. (3)

3. Character-forming 
skill! (11)

8. It may signify that 
the sly mob has 
reformed. (6)

9. The old king’s 
legislation regarding 
some salad. (8)

10. De昀nitely not a 
rural papal name. (5)

11. The Tempest 
features in either Holst 
or Mahler. (5)

13. Garden dweller 
showing no mercy, in 
part. (5)

15. Sad procession 
when fuel ran out. (7)

16. That clown made 
the jetty decompose! 
(7)

20. The sycophant 
might be upset today. 
(5)

21. Some grappa 
risotto? Capital! (5)

23. Having drunk 
excessively, return to 
the storage facility. (5)

24. How could 
Daisy opt for such a 
wretched existence? (8)

25. Write your name, 
or 昀nd an Italian man 
(6)

26. A handsome, 
benevolent monarch of 
convenience. (4-7)

27 & 19d. “New Tory 
sheep!” (the conjurors’ 
cry). (3,6)

Down

1. Practise this, and 
you’re for the high 
jump! (7,4)

2. Bin mania has moved 
from part of South West 
Africa. (8)

3. Many admit this 
person is funny. (5)

4. City in India where 
one can make a fortune 
at present. (7)

5. The coral here has 
broken free, cardinal. (5)

6. Quiet everyone, or 
wanness will be evident! 
(6)

7. Longbows from this 
furnished young English 
warriors, from the start. 
(3)

12 & 18d. This deals 
with one problem of 
motorists on so many 
levels! (5-6,3,4)

13. Subvention 
provided by actor 
Hugh. (5)

14. Ms. Bronte is the 
one you 昀nd in a town 
in Tipperary. (5)

17. Drink with a strange 
‘hit’? (3,5)

18. See 12 down.

19. See 27 across.

22. Piece of furniture 
made with a southern 
implement. (5)

23. Performing a dingo 
dissection. (5)

24. Use a spade in part 
of Verdi Gardens. (3)
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Across 

1. Fun  3. Calligraphy  8. Symbol  9. Coleslaw  10. Urban  11. Storm  13. Gnome  15. 
Funeral  16. Pierrot  20. Toady  21. Paris  23. Depot  24. Dystopia  25. Signor  26. Good-
looking  27. Hey presto
Down

1. Fosbury 昀op  2. Namibian  3. Clown  4. Lucknow  5. Reefs  6. Pallor  7. Yew  12. Multi-
storey car park  13. Grant  14. Emily  17. Rum punch  22. Stool  23. Doing  24. Dig
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