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Heartbreak: Michael and Roslyn with a painting of Kevin
OSLYN McElhinney was 16 years old when she
first bumped into Michael Doyle in 1975, outside
a Wellworth shop in Waterloo Place in Derry city
centre. At the time, Michael was going out with
another girl, and was waiting to walk her home
after she finished working her shift in the shop.

R

But the pair got talking and, as they now shyly confess, they
seemed to ‘just hit it off’. It didn’t take too long for Michael to break
it off with his girlfriend. He’s been with Roslyn ever since.
From the start they knew they
had a lot in common, a common
sense of humour and from similar
working-class, Catholic backgrounds. It wasn’t until they had
met a few times that they realised
they had another, far darker connection — the Bloody Sunday
massacre, which had happened
three years previously.
One of Michael’s schoolfriends,
John Young, a boy he had sat next
to in class, was one of the 13 people killed by the British Army on
January 30, 1972, while taking part
in a civil rights march. The 17year-old was shot in the head as
he sought shelter at a rubble barricade on Rossville Street.
‘I knew him quite well, I sat
beside him in school,’ says
Michael. ‘He worked in a clothes
shop and he was always very
dapper, very good with the ladies.
He was a man about town. He was
also just a really nice boy; it was
horrendous that he was shot.’
Roslyn’s loss that day was more
acute. Her older brother Kevin ended shortly after 4pm at Free
was also just 17 years old when he Derry Corner in the Bogside area
shot from behind as he tried to of the city.
The crowd was standing, waiting
crawl away from the barricade to
the safety of a doorway at the to listen to an anti-internment
Rossville Flats. Two eyewitnesses, speech by justice campaigner
including a priest, would later Bernadette Devlin, when shots
began to ring out.
testify that he was unarmed.
In the space of ten minutes,
‘We talked about it, of course,’
says Michael. ‘But it took a while members of the 1st battalion (1
before we got involved in any kind Para) of the British Army’s Paraof campaign for justice. You see, chute Regiment shot dead 13 boys
back then in Derry, there was a and men. They also wounded 15
feeling that we’d never get any others — one of them, John
justice. That there was no point Johnston, would die four months
going up against the British gov- later of his injuries.
There were no British Army
ernment or the establishment,
that they’d already told all these casualties.
An initial investigation, the
lies and what was the point?’
Indeed, it took until the 1990s Widgery Tribunal, by the British
before the families of the victims government into the killings,
of Bloody Sunday began to organ- found the soldiers’ actions
ise themselves into a campaign ‘bordering on the reckless’, but
group. And even at that stage accepted their testimony that
they were met with resistance they had shot at gunmen and
from governments and politicians, bomb-throwers. The report was
declared to be a whitewash by
across both Britain and Ireland.
‘The entire community was those who had been there that
affected and for a long time there day and witnessed what had
was a dark cloud over Derry,’ says happened.
But it took until June 2010, with
Roslyn. ‘There were people who
thought we were all terrorists and the publication of the Saville
Report, for the truth to be offithought we deserved it.
‘When [the victims] were all cially accepted. The investigation,
declared innocent in the Saville which was established in 1998,
Report, that was the first chink of found that the British paratrooplight, I think. Until then that dark ers had ‘lost control’ and fatally
shot fleeing, unarmed civilians
cloud hung over the whole city.’
Next weekend marks the 50th and those who tried to aid the
anniversary of Bloody Sunday, one wounded.
It also stated that soldiers had
of the North’s deadliest and most
controversial atrocities. It’s esti- concocted lies in their attempt to
mated that between 15,000 and hide their acts and it concluded
20,000 people took part in the pro- that the killings were ‘unjustified’
test march, organised by the and ‘unjustifiable’.
The then British prime minister,
Northern Ireland Civil Rights
Association (NICRA), and which David Cameron, made a formal
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It’s almost half a
century since the
Bloody Sunday
atrocity, but far from
the families giving
up, they still have
hope that one day
someone will be held
accountable. 50 years
on, they still want...

JUST
apology on behalf of Britain. But
despite a murder investigation
into the massacre by the legacy
branch of the PSNI, only one
former paratrooper, Solider F, was
charged with murder and
attempted murder. His case, however, was later dropped when evidence was deemed inadmissible.
It has been an extraordinarily
long and rocky road to get to even
this point, where the Bloody
Sunday victims are now officially
recognised to have been
completely innocent of any wrongdoing but where no one has faced
any kind of punishment for their
unlawful deaths. But those
campaigning for justice are still
refusing to give up.
In the hallway of Roslyn and
Michael’s home in Derry, there is a
large gold-framed chalk drawing
of Kevin McElhinney. It’s a shock
to see just how young he still
looked at the time of his death.

His cheeks still slightly chubby, he
never got the chance to fully
mature.
He came in the middle of five
children, and while his father

‘I saw his new
pair of brown
boots beside
a body’
worked nights as a fitter for
Ulsterbus, his mother was still
recovering at home from major
heart surgery.
‘There was Jean, Cahil, Kevin,
Joyce and then me,’ explains

Roslyn. ‘Cahil was in England and
Jean was in Canada, so Kevin was
the oldest child in the house at
the time. Daddy always worked
night shifts, so Kevin did most of
the housework with my mammy
being so unwell.’
The youngster had a job stacking shelves in the nearby Lipton’s
supermarket. His main passion in
life was music and any spare
money he had went on buying
albums.
‘He loved the band T-Rex, the
last album he bought was Electric
Warrior,’ says Roslyn. ‘It’s well
wrapped up and we keep it safe in
the attic.’
At that time, the McElhinney
family was not political. They lived
on a street that was a good
mixture of both religions and got
on well with their Protestant
neighbours. Kevin was the only
one in the family to go on the civil
rights marches, which were
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A family torn apart: Main, Kevin McElhinney aged 17; Top aged
nine in a white shirt beside Roslyn on a family picnic; and,
above, aged six with siblings Joyce, Jean and Cahil

TICE
regularly taking place in the early
1970s to protest at the unfair conditions Catholics in the city were
experiencing.
‘He went because all his mates
were going,’ says Roslyn. ‘Our parents would never have asked him
not to go, they weren’t seen as a
dangerous thing in those days.
‘You have to understand, people
went on marches in Derry in those
days for craic and to meet girls,’
says Michael.
Roslyn, who was then 13, only
vaguely remembers her brother
going out that Sunday afternoon.
‘We would have had dinner and
away he would have went,’ she
says. ‘Somebody called for him.’
Later in the day her mother went
across the street to chat to a
neighbour.
‘I went over to her to ask her
something and a wee woman
called Granny Campbell who lived
on the street, said to me, “is that

right? Your Kevin was shot
today?” Mammy was like, “not at
all, what are you on about?” but
then she thought about it and
said, “I better go over here and
see what’s happening.”’
Friends of Kevin’s who had been
on the march with him began to
call at their door to check if he’d
arrived home.
‘But it was when one of his other
friends from down the street,
Frankie, came home,’ says Roslyn.
‘His father asked him had he seen
Kevin. “I think I did,” he said. “I
was coming through the high flats
and there was a new pair of brown
boots beside a body. Kevin had
just got new brown boots and I
was 100 per cent they were
the boots.”’
It was a horrific way to discover
that Kevin had been killed. It took
a long time for the family to learn
the exact circumstances of his
death. ‘There was a rubble barri-

cade across from the high flats,’
explains Michael. ‘Three young
men were shot dead at that barricade by the army. Kevin must
have been at the rubble barricade
when he started to crawl from
there to the door of the flats.
‘If you got in through the door
you were safe, but Kevin was just
at the door, within a yard of safety,
when he was shot in the
backside.’
The bullet travelled up through
his body and exited near his
shoulder.
‘There was just a pinhole in his
trousers,’ says Roslyn.
‘The people there tried to save
him,’ says Michael. ‘They dragged
him into the flats. During the
inquiry one of the soldiers said
they thought Kevin was crawling
along the ground with a rifle.
But he was crawling away from
the soldiers and away to safety.
They were all fleeing.’

‘I was young when it happened,
so I don’t really remember when
the details came out,’ says Roslyn.
‘In the weeks afterwards a lot of
people made statements, and it
was by putting bits and pieces
together that my mammy and
daddy got an idea of what had
happened.’
What Roslyn does remember is
the chaos in their home in the
hours after Kevin’s death.
‘Daddy was in bed for a few
hours’ sleep, he was going out to

‘My mother
washed his
clothes until the
blood came out’
work that night at 10pm,’ she says.
‘We got him up and the house was
pandemonium, with everyone trying to find out if Kevin had been
shot or was he dead.’
Her father and uncle went to the
morgue later that night.
‘It was when they got home to
us, that’s when we knew for sure
then, that Kevin was dead.’
The grief and trauma of that day,
and the events afterwards, are still
raw for both Roslyn and Michael.
Several times during our interview
they break down in tears. Heartbreak for the lives lost, anger and
frustration at the unfairness of the
subsequent investigations.
The funerals of 11 of the 13 victims were held together at St
Mary’s Church in Creggan on
Wednesday, February 2, 1972.
‘A couple of nights before the
funeral, the British Army set up a
checkpoint on the street at the
back of our house,’ says Roslyn.
‘The soldiers were out there singing, There’s Going to be a

Wedding in the Morning. I heard
my mother saying it to my father,
they were taunting us.’
The crowds were so huge on the
day that family members of the
victims were given special passes
to get into the church. While
Roslyn was inside with her family,
Michael was outside, mourning
his school friend.
‘In Creggan that day, there was
torrential rain, it was horrendous,’
says Michael, before quietly breaking down in tears at the memory
of the collective grief.
Roslyn’s parents rarely spoke
again about the events of Bloody
Sunday.
‘Once Kevin’s clothes came back
to us, my mother washed them in
cold water and salt every day until
all the blood came out of them,’
she says. ‘I think it broke my
parents. We have two boys ourselves and I can’t even imagine if
it happened to one of them, how
you would actually feel.’
Getting any kind of justice for
Kevin in the immediate aftermath
was impossible for her parents to
fathom at the time, she thinks.
‘There was nothing they felt they
could do, it happened and that
was it,’ she explains. ‘There were
so many other atrocities,
Ballymurphy [where nine civilians
were killed by 1 Para in Belfast
between August 9-11, 1971] had
happened six months before with
the same soldiers.
‘My mother died in 1991 and
Daddy died 2011 and Bloody
Sunday was never spoken about. I
was the only one here in Derry for
a long time, all the others moved
away. But it wasn’t until I was
about 30 when I got into the
campaign.
‘Mickey McKinney [whose
brother William was shot dead]
called in and said, “Roslyn do you
want to come up, we’re going to
see if we can organise ourselves to
see what we can get done.”
‘That was the catalyst, when
people like Mickey and John
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Innocent: Michael’s friend John Young
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both his Franciscan habit and
his priestly collar.
As a young priest, he
travelled back and forth to
England, where some of his
older brothers had pubs.
‘People often asked me if
I met a woman, if that’s why
I left the priesthood, but no.
I would go over to my brothers
in England, and could see how
they were living – they had
families, they had a different
life to me,’ he says.
‘It wasn’t that I was unhappy
in the Franciscans, I really
wasn’t unhappy, but I wanted
a family and that lifestyle
I saw in England, and
thought I could serve God in
other ways.’
After leaving the priesthood
aged 25, he bought and sold
pubs all over the midlands,
from Tullamore to Mullingar,
often performing healings
within the pubs, but behind
a discreet curtain.
It was while in a pub in
Tullamore five years ago that
he first performed an exorcism
– a change to his healing sessions that frightened him.
‘It was a very nice Polish
woman, I had known her
before from healings but this
time, it was something very
different,’ he recalls. ‘She
brought her husband into the
pub. He was making these
dark, growling sounds and he
looked like he had been overtaken by some spirit. I told
her I would do it upstairs.
‘There happened to be a
priest there at the time and I
asked him if he wanted to join
us and he said he wouldn’t. He

seemed scared and
he said he’d leave
me to it. So we
went and I prayed
with this woman
and with this
man. It was a terrifying experience
for him, and for
her. He was alright
in the end and
I have continued
to do exorcisms
when people ask
me to.’
Outside the
house, the wind
picks up and the
smell of peat
blows across the
canal. The bogs
have brought
people to this
area for thousands of years.
Even the altar in the nearby
St Mary’s church is made from
dark bog oak pulled from the
ground by turf cutters.
There is something about
the barren, ancient landscape
that adds tradition to Joe’s
healing sessions.
Just the day before, a New
York attorney visiting family
in Antrim had travelled all the
way down to Pullough after

‘An intercession’: Joe helping John O’Reilly, who was
suffering from a sore back, and, main, little Ellie Buckley
reading about Joe in The New
York Times, and more and
more visitors are coming from
abroad to see him.
There is a knock on the door.
A young woman comes in
with a skin complaint. Joe’s
daughter, Joy, looks concerned
and points me to the door to

‘I wanted to be out playing
with the other children
but I’d be called inside’

the living room. As Joy had
predicted, the young woman,
who has been to Joe before,
doesn’t want to be interviewed
or photographed, so we
retreat to the next room for
tea and biscuits with Joy and
her mother.
We can hear the prayer being
uttered from the other room
and, after a few minutes, the
young woman leaves through
the front door.
I ask Joe how he would
describe his healing powers.
‘As a way, an intercession, he
says. ‘Anyone who thinks I’m
performing miracles is wrong.
‘I’m simply praying with
people, and letting God do
his work.’

Kelly [his brother Michael was killed] and
Tony Doherty [whose father Paddy was killed]
started to think we should get together and
try something.
‘I thought I’d do a couple of meetings and
see how I got on. I started to meet the other
families and everyone was in the same
boat, all of us had lost someone. We
became friends.’
They have been careful, however, not
to allow the campaign to completely
consume them.
‘You have to get on with life as well,’ says
Roslyn. ‘We have three kids.’
They also had to get used to the disappointments as well as the victories.
‘How did they come to the
conclusion that 28 people were shot that
day,’ says Roslyn, shaking her head, ‘14 of
them died but only one person, Solider F,
was brought in?’
They are also conscious of the amount of
attention Bloody Sunday gets.
‘There were a lot of single victims [of the
Troubles],’ says Michael, who seems to be
able to name most of them. ‘But they don’t
get the publicity Bloody Sunday gets, because
it was so many at the one time. You feel bad,
because those people, they didn’t get any
kind of justice at all.’
The rest of Kevin’s family will return to
Derry to help mark the anniversary next
weekend, along with all the other families.
There will be a remembrance walk and a
series of talks.
‘There’s also a play running in The Guildhall
for a week, The White Handkerchief,’ says
Michael. ‘We’ve seen excerpts and it’s
brilliant, very emotional.’
While it’s still intensely difficult to revisit
these memories, both Roslyn and Michael
want people to know about Kevin, and all the
victims of the Troubles, to remember them
and know what happened.
‘There are people in the town who know
nothing about Bloody Sunday, young people,’ says Michael. ‘Obviously all the
relatives know, but some young people don’t
know the details about what happened.
They’re 17 now, the age Kevin and many of
the others were killed.’
‘That’s why something like the Museum of
Free Derry is so important,’ says Roslyn. ‘And
the murals in the Bogside. When you drive
through you see murals of Kevin and the
others, it brings people into the area to see
them, it teaches them.
‘There’s something a journalist said once,
about how campaigns like ours are handled
by the British government — deny, delay and
death. That’s what they did, they denied it,
then delayed the investigations and now
it’s 50 years later and we’re getting to the
death stage.
‘But we do have younger people behind us,
willing to fight on.’

NEXT SATURDAY
MORE FAMILIES
ON WHY THE
FIGHT ISN’T OVER
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E’VE just trooped into
a small field in Breandrum, a lush townland
in north Cavan, and
within moments a
white-faced calf is straight over and
nuzzling her face into my handbag.
Finding nothing of interest, she
then gently bumps her head against
my leg, not unlike a friendly dog
seeking a bit of attention.

As unused as I am to getting this close to
a cow, there’s something irresistible about
this baby Hereford and I find myself
rubbing her head.
‘Oh that’s Abbey,’ says William Woods,
with a small roll of his eyes. ‘She’ll go to
anyone because she’s only looking for food.
She’s my brother Andrew’s calf, the only
reason she’s letting you pet her is because
she thinks you have meal in your bag.’
It’s a little disappointing to learn I’m
getting all this attention simply because
Abbey is hungry. But William clearly knows
his stuff when it comes to cows and their
intentions — he’s the ten-year-old Cavan
boy who charmed the country after he
featured in an RTE video this week to tell of
his passion for his small herd of calves.
Within a few days the video had racked up
more than a third of a million views and got
a retweet from Ireland’s favourite astronaut, Chris Hadfield.
‘The fella that walked on the moon, he
flipping retweeted it, I could not believe it,’
says an incredulous William. ‘And the one
that’s doing Liveline this week on the radio
(Katie Hannon), she said she loved it. Now,
she didn’t say: “Come on the show.” But she
retweeted it.’
Not even a teenager yet, William already
has the gestures and stance of a seasoned
farmer, holding his hands behind his back

‘I would have
bought every calf
in the place’

He’s just ten
years old but
already has a
herd of cattle.
After his viral
video charmed
the nation,
William Woods
reveals why ...

IT’S A FAR
LIFE FOR

as he strolls among his animals, or folded
tightly across his chest as he stands and
explains what it takes to look after them.
It’s not surprising the short newsreel he
featured in got so much attention — his
enthusiasm and commitment are a joy to
behold. Also, there can’t be many ten-yearolds who would decide to spend a surprise
windfall on buying their own cows.
But after winning €1,000 in a local credit
union raffle last Christmas, it took the
youngster less than an hour to settle on
what he wanted to spend it on.
‘I thought maybe I might save it,’ he says.
‘And I had a notion of maybe buying land,
but then, after talking to Daddy I decided
on calves.’
In early April he went with his father,
Adam, to a mart in Co Leitrim.
‘Daddy had showed me what to look out
for when it came to picking them out,’ he
says. ‘I would have bought every calf in the
place but Daddy helped show me which
way to go. You’re allowed to go in and look
at them between 10 and 11 o’clock, you pick
out your calves and then you bid online.
‘I was checking their navels to
make sure they didn’t have pneu- could get sick or die, you have look
monia, and checked their tails to after them.’
The second eldest of four boys
make sure they didn’t have scour. I
also checked their ears for sleeky — his brothers are James, 12,
hair, it’s when the hair goes down Andrew, 8, and four year old Robstraight and has no real fluff to it. ert — William’s family home is less
The fluff looks better to me, I just than a ten minute drive south from
the village of Ballyconnell in Co.
don’t like sleeky hair.
‘There were about 400 calves in Cavan. His father Adam, the beef
the mart, so I wrote down the correspondent with The Farmer’s
numbers of eight to ten calves I Journal, is also a first generation
liked, then we came home and I farmer and has a herd of about 30
did the bidding on the phone. I’d sucklers.
‘Daddy got it (farming) from his
set a budget of €250 per calf, with
the ones I got it ended up averag- uncle in Longford,’ says William.
‘He would have gone up there to
ing out at €248 each.’
Does he think he got a good stay and help out. Since I was two
years old I’ve been going out (on
deal?
‘Ah sure you could never know for the farm) with Daddy, he’d be carsure,’ he replies. ‘It depends on rying me when I was very young.
‘There’s a photo of me in the
what way they turn out. There’s a
bit of luck involved, any of them house holding a trophy at a (agri-

cultural) show, I have a little cap
on.’
‘The boys have always been good,
if there’s any help needed on the
farm they always come out,’ says
dad Adam. ‘And when lockdown
happened and they were at home,
with nothing going on and then
William won the raffle, we thought
we’d use the time to rear some
calves.
‘It’s great to give them a bit of
responsibility, a bit of love for
nature, love for animals and a bit
of a work ethic. When you’re farming, it’s in you that you want the
next generation to come along and
take it on. It was instilled in me as
a young person, and I think it’s a
good thing. There’s no feeling like
it in the world when you assist a
cow at calving. That first breath

and the buzz you get from that.’
‘I’ve seen it loads of times,’ says
William. ‘The blowing into the nose
to get them to breathe and then
they shake the head to get the
water out of their ears. After that

‘How could
you not love
that face?’
they’re up on their legs in two minutes, it’s so cute. Calves are my
favourite animal, then sheep, then
lambs.’
As if on cue, one of his calves

makes a beeline for us again.
‘I mean, come on,’ grins William.
‘How could you not love that
face?’
There are ten calves in total, six
that William bought, his brother
Andrew, who is eight years old,
owns two, and dad Adam bought
two more to help fill out the
group.
‘William’s calves cost about
€1,500, we had to put a little bit
along with it,’ says Adam. ‘But the
deal is, whenever these are sold I’ll
get the money back that I loaned
him.’
‘That’s right,’ says William,
emphatically. ‘And all the money
spent on the meal and stuff, whatever he loaned me I’ll pay back and
take the profits. I’ve no clue about
the market will be like in two years’
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A mooving story: (Main)
William with his herd, (above)
with his dad and two brothers
and (left) in his younger days
with the prize-winning bull

RMER’S
ME
but I won’t
let my cows
become
burgers

time, not even a month from now.
‘But doing well, you might make
between €100 and €200 per animal.
I’ll buy more then and I won’t need
to borrow off Daddy, I’ll be
independent.’
When it came to naming them,
William turned to his favourite
television show.
‘The first two names, when we
bought them there was a show on
RTÉ called All Creatures Great
and Small ( a series about vets in
Yorkshire set in the 1950s), it’s the
new version,’ says William. ‘So I
called them Audrey and Helen,
which are two of the characters.
‘We already have a bull up in the
other field called Siegfried, he’s the
vet. I love that show, I always have
to be back in the house by 7.30pm
on a Sunday when it was on to see

it. I have a James Herriot (the
British vet who wrote the novels on
which the TV programs are based)
book at home as well.
‘My other calves are called
Hannah, Rebecca, Toff and Trixie.
My brother Andrew called his
Lainey and Abbey. But we don’t
have names for Daddy’s calves.
He’s too boring.’
William is certain that the
animals now recognise him, which
is hardly surprising given how
much attention he’s paid them
over the last three months or so.
‘I got them when they were about
four to six weeks old, and they’ve
already grown a lot,’ he says.
In the beginning they were on a
milk supplement diet.
‘I bought ten bags of powdered
milk, €40 for 10kg, it was a good

price,’ says William. ‘Each calf gets
about three litres a day. Dad had
an old calf feeder and we went
down to Fane Valley stores, which
is a great place to shop, and got a
whisk and two buckets, we also got
the perfect teats there for the old
calf feeder.
‘For the first three or four weeks,
they fed on the supplement twice a
day. Then when you’re getting
closer to taking them off the milk
you put more powder in, and after
a week we started them on meal
and hay, because hay is very good
for their stomach.’
He is also keeping a close eye on
the business side of things.
‘I’m trying to keep a track on
costs, so that the end of it all I’ll
know what went out and what’s
coming in,’ he says. ‘I have a piece

of paper stuck with Blu Tack above
my bed and I track how many bags
of meal they’re going through and
I write down the dates.
‘When they started off as baby
calves and they were in the shed, I
had to make sure there was clean
straw underneath them all the
time. It was €35 for a bale of straw,
I didn’t like that, it was very dear I
thought.’
As well as picking up knowledge
from his father, William has spent
time on his own swotting up on
what makes a good farmer.
‘I have an iPad, I got it as a birthday present, so I’ve been doing
searches on what you need to do,’
he says. ‘About four weeks ago we
dosed them for Black Leg and
worms.’
William is also lucky that he has a
friend nearby, James, who is also
deeply interested in how to rear
cows.
‘They have a dairy farm so I can
talk to him about all this stuff

‘I will definitely
do this as
an adult’
because he raises his own cows
too,’ says William. ‘Although he’s
dairy, so he’d have the kind of farm
where these cows would be born
and then be sold on in a mart, like
the one where I bought these
guys.’
You’d have to wonder how hugely
attached William will become, if he
isn’t already, to his herd.
‘One is friendlier than the others,
but she’s Andrew’s,’ he says. ‘I
really like the two Angus calves,
Audrey and Hannah. ‘
How difficult will it be to say
goodbye to them in two years,
when it will be time for them to
move on?
‘I know how a farm works,’ he
says. ‘Mind you when I think about
15 May, it still almost brings me to
tears. We had this bull, Tom, you

could pet him and scratch him, but
he had to go. And do you know
what? He got the second best price
of the sale that day, €4,200, a really
good price, which does make it
easier. But I was crying.
‘He went to a good farm, we
dropped him off there and it was a
good place. It’s the way of life,
you’re going to have to let go of
things you don’t want to let go of.’
One thing is for certain, however,
William is determined that when it
comes time for his animals to be
sold, they will be heading to
another farm to live out their
lives.
‘They will not go for burgers, I will
make sure of that,’ he declares.
‘Two years from now, they won’t go
to the factory. They’ll go on to be
suckler cows on another farm and
live a great life.’
He considers himself lucky that
he had the distraction of researching, buying and looking after his
own herd in the middle of a pandemic when families were stuck in
their houses home-schooling.
‘I think every child in Ireland had
it really hard,’ he says. ‘I’d never
want any child to go through that
experience again, it just didn’t
work out for anyone. We had the
cows in the sheds up near the
house until April and I would have
spent loads of time popping over
to them.
‘I also got a 7ft snooker table for
Christmas, so when the weather
was pretty grim I practised a lot.
I’m good enough now — not as
good as Ronnie O’Sullivan now,
but not bad.’
Another positive, he says, has
been the quick lesson he’s learned
about social media after the RTE
video went viral.
‘As well as all the nice stuff, there
were a couple of negative comments,’ he says. ‘One woman
started off by saying; “lovely child,
lovely attitude, but as a mother in
the city I would not recommend
any child to buy calves as you need
an acre of land, fences and gates.”
‘But sure, I wouldn’t have bought
them if I didn’t have all that stuff!’
For William, who is set to start
fifth class in primary school this
September, this is just the beginning of his farming career.
‘I will definitely do this as an
adult,’ he says. ‘I’d love to be a vet,
I am smart, but you have to get
straight As to study to be a vet. So
it’s good to have the farming to fall
back on if that doesn’t work out.
And it nice to be able to do it with
Daddy and Andrew. The four year
old is into it as well, my older
brother James prefers sheep.’
So would he recommend this
kind of life for other kids?
‘I would if you have the acre of
land and the fences,’ he grins
before ending on a serious note:
‘You learn that you need to work to
get something out of life, and I
think you need to be passionate
about something in life. That’s
what I’ve learned so far.’
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HARLIE Bird points
a slightly shaky finger
at a very tempting
looking glazed Danish
pastry, which is sitting on a plate beside us on
the table. ‘I mean, I would
love that right now,’ he says.
‘But I can’t have it, I might
get a coughing fit.

‘That’s the real difficulty for me
right now, eating. Breakfast, dinner
and supper are all a challenge, it
takes such a long time.’
I know that he said all this
because his wife Claire understands him a bit better than I can
and she’s repeating a lot of what he
says for my benefit. The effects of
motor neurone disease, the terminal illness Charlie was diagnosed
with last October, are robbing him
of his ability to speak clearly.
His voice is now set at a low sort
of growl. It helps watching his lips
as he talks but still, it’s a fairly frustrating process for him, not helped
by the noise going on around us in
the basement restaurant of Dunnes
Stores in the St Stephen’s Green
shopping centre in Dublin.
We’ve met here because the
supermarket chain has added its
support to the Climb with Charlie
campaign. Each of its stores will be
asking customers to add an extra
€2 to their shopping bill and all
donations will go straight to Charlie’s chosen charities, the Irish
Motor Neurone Disease Association and Pieta House.
Charlie and Claire have come up
from their home in Co Wicklow to
officially launch the campaign,

‘I don’t know
how long
I have left’
which will culminate on April 2
with them hiking up Croagh Patrick
in Co Mayo. The support the event
has attracted is pretty extraordinary: U2’s Bono has released a special song, aptly called Crazy Mountain; Daniel O’Donnell has said
he’ll join Charlie on his climb;
singer Damien Dempsey has
offered to come and play for Charlie and Claire in their kitchen; other
well-known names like Imelda May,
Gabriel Byrne, Vicky Phelan and
Dermot Bannon have all publicly
offered their support — the list
goes on and on.
It’s a testament to how much of a
familiar and well-loved figure Charlie Bird has been to generations of
Irish people who paid even a cursory amount of attention to the
news. For decades he was always
there, reporting from the scenes of
some of the greatest tragedies,
scandals and events this country
has ever seen.
As RTÉ’s chief news correspondent he also got to travel the globe,
covering stories like the Haiti
earthquake, the 9/11 attacks and
the Indian Ocean St Stephen’s Day
tsunami. There was also a short
s t i n t a s t h e Wa s h i n g t o n
correspondent.
He retired from the State broadcaster in 2012, but Charlie has
remained an instantly recognisable
figure in Irish life. So when he
revealed on Twitter in late October
that he had been diagnosed with
MND, there was an immediate outpouring of support and affection.
He has since appeared on The
Late Late Show and given several
interviews describing how MND is

Charlie Bird says his MND diagnosis
was a bolt from the blue, and while he’s
determined to stay upbeat to help
others, he’s come to a stark realisation...

I’M DYING.
I WISH I
WASN’T,
BUT I AM
affecting him, both physically and
mentally. His honesty and vulnerability have at times been difficult
to witness, but Charlie has never
feared being open about his
emotions.
‘He’s the kindest human ever,’
smiles Claire. ‘He cries a lot — he’s
always been very emotional.’
‘I don’t mind crying,’ says Charlie.
This openness about his illness has
led thousands of people to contact
him to offer support in any way
they can. Indeed, he’s been so
blown away by the kindness he’s
been shown, it’s inspired him to try
and raise awareness and funds for
charity. It is also helping to take his
mind off what he is now dealing
with on a day-to-day basis and
what lies ahead.
‘Oh, this is definitely a distraction,’ nods Claire. ‘You can get into
a really dark place, so this is a distraction. He has such a passion to
help people, it’s just in his nature.’
It’s also in his nature to tell you
exactly how he’s feeling at any
given moment — there’s no glossing over the facts with Charlie
when discussing his condition.
‘I don’t resent talking about it, I
have no alternative. Nothing can

change,’ he says. ‘There’s no cure
for MND.’
When I ask if he feels awkward
that people around us in this busy
café might be staring at him, knowing his situation and wondering
how he is, he replies: ‘I’m selfconscious yeah. I mean, this is not
me.
‘I’m dying,’ he adds, with an
intensity that is unsettling yet not
self-pitying. ‘I’m dying, in front of
you. I wish I wasn’t, but I am. I
don’t know how long I have left,
and the idea of choking to death, it
scares the s**t out of me.’
Does it bother him, coming out to
a crowded public place like this,
where people can see how he is
deteriorating?
‘No, it doesn’t,’ he says, shaking
his head. ‘I’m on a mission now, I’m
reaching out my hand to people,
doing what I can to get other people the help they might need.’
Born and raised in Sandymount,
south Dublin, Charlie initially got
involved in politics after leaving
school. In the early 1970s he joined
Official Sinn Féin (later renamed
the Workers’ Party) and was the
director of elections for a time.
He then joined RTÉ as a reporter

and has said many times before
that while he was never academically bright, he was always highly
driven.
‘I would have walked over absolutely anyone to get a story,’ he
once explained. ‘I had to use my
fingernails to make up for lack of
talent.’
For many years he was the only
RTÉ person the Provisional IRA

‘I’m reaching
out my hand
to people’
would deal with. There were also
some historic scoops along the way,
including the NIB tax evasion
scandal in 1998 and his 2010 doorstepping of David Drumm at the
former Anglo Irish Bank chief ’s
home in America.
Since retiring almost a decade
ago, he popped up a couple of
times hosting Vincent Browne’s
show on TV3, and there was a book

in 2016, A Day in May, a collection
of personal testimonials of gay, lesbian and transgender people whose
lives were deeply affected by the
same-sex marriage referendum.
The rest of the time he’s been
spending with his wife Claire, who
he met in RTÉ. They married in
2016 after ten years together, their
shared passion is hillwalking near
their home in Co Wicklow.
There are also his two daughters,
Orla and Nessa, from his first marriage, and his five grandchildren
who have been keeping him busy.
Around St Patrick’s Day last year,
he noticed a change in his voice
and went straight to his doctor.
Something in his gut told him it
should not be ignored.
‘Years ago, I lost my voice encouraging fans to cheer after Ireland
beat Malta in football, but this was
different. I knew there was something wrong,’ he explained to this
paper in October. ‘The doctor sent
me to a neurologist, but by May or
June, I knew it was something serious. I had my fears it was something that wasn’t manageable or
couldn’t be sorted out.’
It took several months and a
battery of tests to get his diagnosis
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Hiking for others: Charlie wants to raise funds

Strong
together:
Charlie Bird
and his wife
Claire outside
their home

dinary. But neither is it a perfect
solution. It doesn’t replace a normal conversation, it doesn’t speak
as you type, you must hit enter
after each sentence. But it does
massively help.
‘It’s really important that anyone
who has Parkinson’s, MS, had a
stroke, anything brain-related
where they’re finding it hard to
talk, that they have access to this,’
says Charlie. ‘That’s what I want to
happen, that anyone who needs
this, gets it.’
It has helped that Claire works as
a promo and trailer producer for
RTÉ and understands audio technology. She’s been able to help
gather examples of his voice from
down through the years.
‘I still understand him most of
the time,’ she says. ‘If you’re living
with someone you understand
them. He can stand there and have
a full conversation with you, but it
takes a lot out of him.’
Claire is clearly a hugely positive
force in Charlie’s life. Warm and
friendly, she makes light of how difficult things have been, focusing

Children have
sent their
pocket money

of MND, a progressive neurological
condition that attacks the motor
neurons (nerves) in the brain and
spinal cord.
It strikes people of all ages; the
cause is unknown and currently
there is no cure. There are more
than 420 living with MND in Ireland and there are around 150 new
diagnoses every year. The symptoms and effects can vary hugely
from person to person. The kind
that Charlie has is known as ‘bulbar onset’, and so, initially, it’s
affecting the nerves supplying his
muscles for speech and swallow.
From the beginning he has spoken openly about the devastation
he has felt at slowly losing his voice,
the thing he possibly depended on
most during his career. A couple of
weeks ago he found he had reached
the point he had been dreading,

where he could no longer depend
on his own voice being
understood.
Since then, he has been using
‘voice bank’ technology to communicate. This ‘voice substitute’ is
based on existing software that has
been custom developed for Charlie
by Keith Davey, founder of Marino
Software, and Trevor Vaugh, assistant professor at the Department of
Design Innovation in NUI
Maynooth.
Using examples of Charlie’s voice,
of which there is plenty thanks to
the RTÉ archives, he can now use
an app on his iPad. He types in a
sentence, and it plays it back in a
cloned voice that is eerily like
Charlie’s.
He plays a statement about
today’s launch for me, one that he
wrote earlier and pre-typed into

his iPad. ‘Last autumn I realised
my voice was beginning to act
strangely and that something radical was happening to me,’ the message says. ‘Then in late October I
was finally diagnosed with MND, in
the last two weeks I have finally
had to use my voice bank, this
being developed by a cutting-edge
s o f t w a r e c o m p a n y, M a r i n o
Technology.
‘In the grim situation I’m in, not
knowing when my life is going to
end. This technology devised by an
Irish company has given me hope
and a new lease of life.’
When I listen back to it later,
without the din of the restaurant in
the background, I can’t distinguish
between the cloned voice and the
one I remember so well from listening and watching Charlie on the
news for so many years. It’s extraor-

instead on the many kindnesses
that have been shown to them
since Charlie went public with his
terminal illness.
‘There’s a school in Westport,
Scoil Phadraig, they sent a song,
that one, I would walk 500 miles
[by The Proclaimers], and they’d
rewritten the lyrics,’ she says. ‘It is
the sweetest thing you could ever
hear, and when we turned up at
this school, they sang it for Charlie.
It was unreal.
‘And all the people who’ve got on
board to help, Gabriel Byrne, Daniel O’Donnell, Bono — and Damien
Dempsey has offered to come over
to our house and sing in the
kitchen, I’d love that!’
Already almost €500,000 has been
raised for Charlie’s Climb Croagh
Patrick event. They’re asking that
people climb hills, mountains and
peaks in their own locations, rather
than all descending on the Reek.
‘It wouldn’t work, everyone coming to Mayo,’ Claire explains. ‘So
far, there are 77 different locations
where people are going to climb,
it’s incredible.
‘It’s not just about raising money
either, it’s about reaching out
the hand of friendship, solidarity,
people coming together.’
To Claire, Charlie is Bird, the
name she always refers to him as.
‘Every day Bird is getting hun-

dreds of letters, and he sits down
and responds to every single person,’ she says. ‘Kids have given us
their Christmas money, we got this
letter from an eight-year-old girl,
and in it was a fiver, she was giving
it to Bird, in the post. It’s all been
so special, we put up all the cards
and letters.’
While his voice may be failing,
Charlie is still ‘fit as a fiddle’.
‘He can walk 14km a day, not a
bother,’ says Claire. ‘It helped
hugely that he was very fit before
this hit him, he’ll be ahead of the
posse going up Croagh Patrick. As
I keep saying to Bird, it’s better
that he’s mobile. But either way
it’s desperate.’
Indeed, the couple are learning to
deal with the different elements of
Charlie’s condition as best they
can. ‘It is affecting his swallow, he
can still eat, he eats everything, he
has a massive appetite,’ says Claire,
who has taken some time off work
to help with the campaign. ‘But it
takes a lot longer, and I suppose
we’re getting our heads around it.’
One of the small cruelties is how
the medications Charlie is taking
have changed the taste of some
things for him.
‘I’m a Guinness man,’ he explains.
‘Always have been, but I can’t drink
it any more, the taste has gone
funny for me, it’s like drinking poison now.’
They have, however, been experimenting with alternatives.
‘He can drink gin!’ laughs Claire.
‘We’ve discovered he likes gin, oh
and cider as well, so that’s two
drinks he can have.’
When he reaches the top of Croagh Patrick, Charlie plans to light
some candles. ‘I’ll have four with
me,’ he explains. ‘One for everyone
who has a terminal illness; the second one is for people in a dark
place, those affected by self-harm,
have suicidal thoughts, or are
climbing their own mountains; the
third is for the end of the pandemic; the fourth is for everyone.
You know I never planned this at
all,’ he adds. ‘I certainly wish I
wasn’t the story, but yet here we
are.’
Charlie is tired, the effort he’s
made to talk as much as he can has
drained him. He signals that the
interview is over. They’ll head home
now to Wicklow, back to their rescue dog Tiger. Before they leave, I
wonder how much training they’re
doing for the hike.
‘Oh God, probably not enough,’
groans Claire. ‘We have to get out
more. Tomorrow, whatever the
weather, we’ll be out walking.’
It’s a good picture to leave with;
Charlie, Claire and Tiger, tramping
together through their beloved
Wicklow hills.
n For more information and to
donate to the campaign, go to
climbwithcharlie.ie

