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Emigration left 
a gaping hole 
in my family
I 

can still hear the sound 
of my grandmother 
sobbing. It was 1986, and 
my family had gathered 
at Dublin airport to bid 
farewell to my aunt, her 

husband and their two young 
children. Like so many at 
that time, they were emigrat-
ing to america in search of a 
better existence.

It was cold and dark as we huddled 
together in the airport lounge. Their 
departure to california was imminent, 
but we were determined to remain 
with them as long as possible. We 
suppressed our tears until we could 
do so no more. 

My grandmother was losing her 
youngest daughter to another country. 
She had known death and hardship, 
but never anything like this. So when 
she stood to embrace them for the 
final time, her gentle face crumbled 
beneath the weight of her grief.

If I remember that terrible moment 
so vividly, it is because we never really 
recovered from it. It is true that no 
one died and my aunt would, in time, 
discover true happiness in america. 
Even still, it left a gaping hole which 
we are still trying to fill.

It is morally shameful that so many 
Irish people have experienced the 
pain of emigration. Out of dire neces-
sity they have been driven from their 
homeland in search of a decent stand-
ard of living. and for every person 
that departs, there is a heartbroken 
family back at home.

Deep down, my grandmother knew 
her daughter would not be coming 
home. Given the appalling state of 
the economy, she understood that 
her grandchildren’s future prosperity 
could only be guaranteed elsewhere.  
and so, despite her agony, she resigned 
to the inevitable.

no institution carries more moral 
weight than the home. It is there that 
we first learn to smile, walk and talk. 
It is the spiritual soil in which our 
memories are formed and from which 
we emerge as beings capable of forg-
ing a destiny of our own.  

a home is not a house. It is a sanc-
tuary of love where you are accepted 
and cherished for who you are, and to 
which you can return at journey’s 
end. That universal feeling is beauti-
fully captured when, in the parable of 
the Prodigal Son, the father catches 
sight of his renegade offspring com-
ing over the horizon. He runs to kiss 
him, before ordering a celebration for 
this ‘son of mine’ who ‘was lost and 
has been found’.

as parents, we all long to see our 
children coming home. no matter 
what their age, we longingly wait to 
catch sight of them on the horizon. It 

is then that ‘heart speaks to heart’ 
and the home is made complete.

Thanks to the repeated mismanage-
ment of this country, generations of 
Irish parents have stood staring in 
vain at that horizon. So many homes 
shattered due to political and economic 
incompetence. So many hearts broken 
and so many tears spilled, because we 
could offer no hope to our children.

One month after my aunt and her 
family left for california, my grandfa-
ther died. He had suffered a stroke in 
1982, which had left him paralysed 
and without speech. no one expected 
his daughter to travel back so soon 
after leaving home, and so we insisted 
she stay put. It was her first great 
trial, but one which she bore with 
characteristic dignity. 

Sitting in prayerful silence on the 
other side of the world, she endeav-
oured to live her father’s funeral as if 
she were present. after we buried 
him, I spoke to her on the phone. 
‘This,’ she said, ‘was the most difficult 
day of my life.’ But as the years passed, 
greater difficulties were to come.

On two occasions, she and her 
husband came perilously close to 
losing their son. The first incident 
happened when they had just arrived 
in america. after a freak accident, 
their little boy suffered catastrophic 
internal trauma. That he survived 
was nothing short of a miracle. 

Shortly afterwards, we were told my 
grandmother had only months to live. 
I shall never forget the joy when my 
aunt returned home to be with her 
beloved mother. I can safely say those 
weeks were some of the happiest of 
my grandmother’s life. Her daughter 
was finally home and all was well.

M
 
 
OrE recently, my aunt 
heroically battled and 
defeated cancer. Last 
year, at the age of 58, 
she became a grand-

mother, something which she likens 
to a little taste of heaven. It is to their 
eternal credit that, in spite of every-
thing, she and her husband have built 
such a solid life for their children.

So many years have passed, and so 
much has changed, since that awful 
night in Dublin airport. We have long 
since come to terms with the fact 
that my aunt and her family will never 
again live in Ireland. Like so many, 
they are in permanent exile. 

But coming to terms with something 
does not make it any easier. I know 
that because, as you read this column, 
my wonderful aunt is on a plane to 
california after spending a week here 
at home. She carries with her our 
undying love and the promise that, 
however far apart we may be, our eyes 
will always be on the horizon. 
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