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I knew that I 
was watching 
history unfold
I

t is the little things you 
remember. Little things 
like their clothes, their 
handshakes and hair. 
that I still remember 
such things after 40 years 

is proof of their extraordinary 
charisma. 

Watching RtÉ’s dramatisation of 
former taoiseach Charles Haughey, I 
recalled many of the moments that 
made my childhood so memorable. 
Charlie revived for me the characters 
that dominated the social and politi-
cal context of that era. they were col-
ourful, charismatic and, even when at 
their worst, they were people you 
enjoyed having around. 

I watched all those events through 
the eyes of a child yet I somehow 
knew this was history unfolding 
before me. I wanted to be part of it 
and, by chance, I was. On occasion, I 
just happened to find myself in situa-
tions with some of the most promi-
nent protagonists.

Dr Martin O’Donoghue was 
appointed minister for economic 
planning and development by Jack 
Lynch in 1977. O’Donoghue had 
served as economic adviser to the 
former taoiseach and was, with 
George Colley, largely responsible for 
Fianna Fáil’s electoral landslide that 
swept the party to power that same 
year. that he became a senior minis-
ter on his first day in the Dáil sig-
nalled the extent to which he was 
trusted by Lynch. 

As my grand-aunt’s brother, Dr 
O’Donoghue became something of a 
hero to this young boy. I vividly recall 
standing with him in his kitchen one 
afternoon in 1978. He had just 
returned from work and was reading 
a briefing document. I was not yet 
ten but even then I could see his 
innate integrity.

that was the last time I saw Dr 
O’Donoghue before Lynch resigned 
as taoiseach in 1979. Once he obtained 
control of Fianna Fáil, Mr Haughey 
summarily abolished the Department 
o f  E c o n o m i c  P l a n n i n g .  D r 
O’Donoghue was appointed minister 
for education in Haughey’s short-
lived government of 1982, resigning 
from cabinet in October that year. 

Dr O’Donoghue appeared only 
briefly in Charlie. After refusing to 
sign an oath of loyalty to Haughey, he 
is seen following Des O’Malley from 
the Cabinet Room. ‘I don’t know why 
I appointed you in the first place,’ 
snarls Haughey to the delight of his 
loyalists.

For me, however, Dr O’Donoghue 
was a man of heroic courage. He sac-
rificed everything for the sake of his 
principles. So I shall never forget that 
moment in his kitchen, for it was then 
that I first learned why courage, in 
life as in politics, is a cardinal virtue.

It was also in 1982 that I met Dr 
Garret FitzGerald. I was standing 
outside my primary school on the day 
of the general election, when out of a 
car bounded the dishevelled future 
taoiseach. I distinctly recall saying to 

myself that he badly needed a haircut 
and a new coat. 

When next I saw FitzGerald, he was 
sitting beside Haughey at the funeral 
of former archbishop of Dublin Dr 
Dermot Ryan in the Pro-Cathedral in 
1985. 

Standing just behind them, I noted 
how, despite their legendary antipa-
thy, both men displayed great cour-
tesy towards each other. I also noted 
how immaculately attired Haughey 
was compared to the then taoiseach.

On two separate occasions subse-
quently, FitzGerald told me that 
Haughey had never shown him any  
ill will. On a personal level, ‘he was 
always courteous, gracious and 
respectful towards me’. Knowing 
that, it is easier to understand why, 
when Haughey stood down as taoi-
seach in February 1992, FitzGerald 
declared that he possessed ‘some 
remarkable qualities which are inher-
ently difficult to pin down – a magnet-
ism and capacity to relate to people 
which made it difficult for even his 
bitterest political enemies to dislike 
him personally’. 

I looked at that world through the 
eyes of a child yet I was enthralled. 
And if I remember the little things, it 
is because even then they held enor-
mous significance for me. I was only 
an innocent spectator to those great 
events but even in my innocence I 
still knew they were great. 

H
 
 
EnCE, I nearly wept 
when,  fo l lowing  the 
screening of Charlie, Mrs 
Dooley asked how many of 
her students knew who 

Haughey was.
In one class of 16-year-olds, not a 

single student put up their hand. 
Shocked and stunned, my wife stood 
before them speechless.

If, in our culture of amnesia, students 
don’t know who Charles Haughey was, 
they are hardly likely to recognise 
names like Jack Lynch, Liam Cosgrave 
or Garret FitzGerald. they will never 
have heard of those, like Des O’Malley 
or Martin O’Donoghue, who heroically 
defended the values of this State in 
tense times. 

And if that is a tragedy, it is because 
the present generation owes those 
people much more than they can ever 
repay. 

Yes, I will always remember the  
little things: Dr O’Donoghue’s warm 
smile, his firm handshake and pol-
ished shoes; FitzGerald’s untamed 
hair, the coat that had seen too many 
campaigns and his infectious energy. 
I recall being shocked at how small 
Haughey was but how he held himself 
high with grace and poise. 

to most people, such things seemed 
unimportant. to me, however, they 
revealed much more about those fig-
ures than anything they did on the 
political stage. 

All of which is to say that we should 
keep an eye out for the little things. 
In losing sight of those, we lose sight 
of everything.

Why men should stay 
away from baby’s birth
MOST women would probably 
dread the thought of giving birth 
without having their partner by 
their side. However pregnant 
mothers might actually be better 
off without them. 

Scientists have found that the 
presence of a loved one can 
intensify a woman’s pain.

Indeed, they didn’t find a 
woman whose pain  was  
reduced by their husband or boy-
friend in any of the cases they 
studied.

University College London 
researchers experimented on 39 
women, who were each given a 
‘pinprick’ laser pulse on their fin-
ger while their husband or boy-
friend stood by. 

The electrical activity in their 
brain was monitored, and women 
were asked to rate the intensity 

of the pulse. The scientists then 
repeated the experiment with 
the man stood in another room.

They found that the pain the 
women experienced was never 
reduced by the presence of her 
partner – and, in many cases, it 
actually increased.

Previous research had found 
that women did not use painkill-
ers as much after labour if their 
partner was with them. 

But the authors of the latest 
study said previous work did not 
necessarily make findings about 
physical pain. 

Dr Katerina Fotopoulou, of  
University College London, said: 
‘Some of the previous results 
may relate to the broader  
meanings and needs associated 

with childbirth.’ Lead author Dr 
Charlotte Krahe, of King’s College 
London, whose work is published 
in the journal Social Cognitive 
and Affective Neuroscience 
today, said that the nature of a 
couple’s relationship influenced 
the pain the women felt.

Those who struggled to form 
intimate relationships were the 
most likely to feel pain when 
their partners were close by, she 
explained.

Dr Fotopoulou added: ‘Individu-
als who avoid closeness may find 
that the presence of others dis-
rupts their preferred method of 
coping with threats on their 
own. 

‘This may actually maintain the 
threat value of pain and ulti-
mately heighten individuals’ pain 
experience.’

By Ben Spencer


