Carlingford Heritage Centre

A personal story by Rayanne Brennan

My first recollection of Ireland began in childhood, when my father would regale me with
stories of a thatched cottage, a hawthorn bush where faeries played, and mountains sweeping
down to the sea. However vague or far-fetched they may have seemed, those stories ingtilled in
me a sense of magic that followed me throughout my life. By the time | was able to travel to
Ireland, my father had long since departed. Yet when | finaly reached the homestead, the
cottage, the hawthorn bush, and the faeries were waiting, just as he had described.

That first visit to the Cooley Peninsula turned into many visits | could never have imagined in
those early years. | was grateful to discover that my relatives were an important part of the
treasures | was uncovering. Through shared stories, we smiled at family similarities, musical
gifts, and rebel tales. Together, we pieced our history back together. We confirmed that
confusion between St. John's, Newfoundland, and Saint John, New Brunswick had led to years
of separation and many lost |etters.

We were able to trace the first two emigrants, Peter Celestine Sharkey and his sister Ann
Sharkey, who left Ireland between 1836 and 1838, before the Famine years. They landed in Saint
John, New Brunswick, a favourite port for lumber vessels of the day. Peter, a tailor, opened a
storefront in the downtown market area of the growing city. A strong advocate for justice, he
became known as a contact for travellersin need of assistance.

On my second journey to Carlingford, | was accompanied by my son, who had spent the
winter studying in Europe. After our late arrival, | chose to remain at our lodging while he made
his way to the local pub. At breakfast, he informed me that the owner, P. J. O’ Hare, wished to
meet me. Somewhat reluctantly, | went. The only person present was a stout man in a clean white
apron, preparing for the day. He greeted me, offered coffee, and asked me to wait while he
retrieved some papers.

When he returned, he placed them before me and said quite bluntly, “This is the next book
that you should write.” The papers dated from the 1840s and 1850s and concerned the
noteworthy Thomas D’ Arcy McGee — a name | had heard whispered in Canada during family
discussions. Surprised by the introduction, we began a long and meaningful conversation about
unfinished business between Canada and Ireland, including P. J’s wish to see a plague for
McGee — long stored at the Canadian Embassy in Dublin — properly installed. He told me he
had heard rumoursthat | “could seetoit.”

McGeg, born in Carlingford in 1825, was a writer, journalist, poet, rebel, and member of the
Young Ireland movement advocating Irish independence. Later, he became a leading Canadian
politician and a Father of Confederation. In the early formation of Canada, the politics of the day
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Finally attending the Summer School, | was struck by the quality of its workshops and social
events. Such an undertaking requires tremendous dedication year after year. It provides a forum
for citizens to speak about social and environmental change, particularly urgent given ongoing
concerns about water pollution in the nearby lough. Participation from neighbours across the
region was evident throughout.

In Ireland, as in Canada, small towns embody community courage. The old blends with the
new, yet the heart of the “Globa Village” remains constant. True success lies in citizen
involvement and in welcoming those who come — whether to climb a mountain or visit a

wishing well. Carlingford carries that message clearly: we are waiting for our travellers to come
home.
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