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Céad Míle Fáilte 
At the end of 2022, I was honoured to be a 
guest of the Irish Embassy in Canada. They had 
organised a jam-packed agenda of meetings, 
presentations, and visits to promote Ireland, 
and interest in Irish ancestry. The main article 
of our magazine is about the various activities 
that Ambassador McKee and his team had 
lined up for me, and their plans to bring to light 
Irish Canadian connections. I was and am truly 
grateful for this wonderful opportunity I was 
given.  
 

This is followed by an article written by the 
Ambassador himself. 
 

Also in this issue, a more light-hearted article 
about past Irish Wimbledon winners – this 
annual event will take place from 3 to 20 July 
this year.  
 

I am also sharing my five top tips for starting 
your genealogical research. 
 

Finally, our regular feature, I am sharing a 
record I came across with an interesting story 
attached to it.   
 

I hope, as always, you enjoy our magazine.   

 

Jillian 
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Genealogy.ie in Canada 

 

Embassies do not only exist to maintain diplomatic relationships, or to help citizens in distress. One 

other important role is to (further) develop economic ties between their country and the country 

where they are based.  
 

Many Canadians (and Americans) wish to visit the country of their ancestors. Their trips to Ireland 

have become a real business. As with almost all travel, this stopped during the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Wishing to help to restart this genealogical tourism, Irish Ambassador McKee and his team in Canada 

have taken the initiative.  
 

The Embassy decided to organise a number of activities to promote interest in their Irish family history 

among Canadians. And they approached me to help with these events. I was honoured to be asked, 

and gladly agreed. The trip took place in October 2022. 

 

I started my visit in Toronto and was honoured to be one of the first visitors to the newly opened 

Consulate General. I was hosted by Consul General Janice McGann and her team.  
 

Broadcast 

The first thing the Embassy wanted to do was to 

produce a YouTube broadcast. It took the form of 

an interview style conversation, with the Irish 

Ambassador to Canada posing the questions. In 

the recording “Emigrant Roots: Ambassador 

McKee in conversation with Jillian van Turnhout”, 

I spoke about my work as a former senator, my 

genealogy journey, and how to search for your 

own roots. I was based in the newly opened 

Consulate in Toronto and the Ambassador was in 

Ottawa. The conversation is available to view on 

YouTube and can also be found on the 

Genealogy.ie website. 
 

With Consul General Janice McGann, I visited Ireland Park and 

saw first-hand the exciting development by Canada Ireland 

Foundation of The Corleck Building.  

 

University Lecture 

That same evening, I gave a lecture at the University of St. 

Michael’s College in Toronto. The lecture is part of their Celtic 

Studies Speakers. The title of the presentation was ‘The Journey 

to Canada’. I spoke about the early days of the Irish in Canada.   

 

A couple of highlights: 

• From the middle of the 16th century, Irish fishermen from the 

south of Ireland voyaged to Newfoundland to take advantage 

of the rich fishing grounds there. However, they did not intend 

to stay, and would return home at the end of the fishing season. 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=gm1H0NXjkOk 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gm1H0NXjkOk
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• The first recorded Irish born immigrant to Canada was Tec Cornelius Aubrenan (Tadgh 

Cornelius Ó’Braonáin). He arrived in what was then New France (Quebec) in 1661 and 

remained there until his death in 1687. According to the records, he was born in Diassonyoen, 

Irlande around 1632. Possible this is Dysart, Co. Kilkenny, which is on the river Dinin – Dysert-

on-the-Dinin. 

• After the independence of America, at the end of the 18th Century, the colonial authorities in 

British North America (Canada) realised that their remaining lands were very sparsely 

populated, esp. compared to the newly independent United States. To strengthen the colony, 

they started to pro-actively welcome immigration. Between 1815 and 1845, almost 10% of all 

immigrants came from Ireland. At first these were mostly Protestants from Ulster, but after 

1830 Catholics from all across the island became more numerous. 

 

In the lecture I also drew from my genealogy research to share family history stories on how several 

of my Canadian (and American) clients have now confirmed their Irish roots.   

 

Grosse Île, Ireland Park and McDonald Gardens Park 

 

I had already visited Grosse Île in 2019. This time I met with a delegation of Parcs Canada, who are 

responsible for maintaining it. Grosse Île is an island near the city of Quebec, that was chosen in 1832, 

during the cholera pandemic of that time, as a quarantine station. All ships destined for Quebec had 

to stop here for an inspection, and if anyone on board was sick, all were quarantined. During the Great 

Famine, it would house many Irish immigrants. We know of at least 5,424 who died on the island in 

1847 alone.  

 

I also met with Robert G. Kearns. You might be familiar with the “Famine” sculptures at the Customs 

House Dock in Dublin. They represent Irish people forced to emigrate during the Famine. It was 

dedicated in 1997, commissioned by Norma Smurfit and made by sculptor Rowan Gillespie. Robert G. 

Kearns took the initiative to have a similar group of sculptures installed in Ireland Park in Toronto (see 

cover photo). Except that here the number is reduced to five … . It is evocative.  

 

I visited McDonald Gardens Park in Ottawa. During the 

Famine, thousands of Irish refugees would flee to 

Bytown, which was then the name of Ottawa, to get 

help from relatives who had previously settled in this 

city and the Gatineau valley. Despite the best efforts of 

the Sisters of Charity, their lay assistants, the Oblate 

fathers, other clergy, and countless others, many died 

and were quickly buried. Although some remains were 

later transferred to proper cemeteries, most were not 

and were forgotten. The site is now Macdonald 

Gardens Park, and the remains of at least 300 famine 

victims are believed to be buried there.  

 

 

Ambassador McKee and Jillian van Turnhout in 

McDonald Gardens Park 
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Irish Heritage Month, Photo Album of the Irish, and Fifty Lives 
 

As mentioned, the aim of the visit was to help highlight the history of the Irish in Canada and 

encourage Canadians to find out if they have Irish roots. Other activities to further this cause are: 

 

1. Irish Heritage Month. I met with James Maloney MP in the parliament in Ottawa, who 

championed having March designated as Irish Heritage Month in Canada.  

2. I had to honour to speak at the launch of The Photo Album of the Irish: Canada Edition, on the 

history of Irish immigration to Canada. This project was started by the Gallery of Photography 

Ireland in 2014. The idea is to record and celebrate the histories of ordinary people with Irish 

heritage, as reflected in family photograph albums. Now, after 8 years, there is also a Canada 

edition. 

3. Ambassador McKee is also working on 

the publication of a book, called “Fifty 

Irish Lives in Canada”. He has brought 

together a number of volunteer 

professional and amateur historians, to 

help compiling it. The book will contain 

short biographies of people born in 

Ireland who made an impact in Canada 

or lived lives emblematic of the 

immigrant experience. The biographies 

have to be about people who are no longer alive.   You can read more about this project in 

the next article.  

 

My own submission to Fifty Irish Lives in Canada is about the O’Reilly Sisters. It deals with the 

often-neglected story of the about 1,700 orphaned Irish children who arrived in British North 

America during the Famine. The article takes the example of three children who arrived in 

Canada from Ireland and were orphaned in 1847.  

 

Irish cultural heritage trail 
 

On the last day of my trip the Ambassador and I toured sites of Irish historical importance in and 

around Ottawa. The tour was a reconnaissance for an Irish cultural heritage trail soon to be launched.  

 

We went to a number of cemeteries to pay our respects and marvel at all the Irish and Scottish names 

on the graves. At the Martindale Pioneer Cemetery, a unique memorial stands as a testament to 

survivors of Ireland’s Great Hunger who settled the community in the late 1800s. At the Beechwood 

Cemetery, we read about Irish people of note – both positive and negative – buried there. We have 

highlighted two of them on the next page.  

 

We were hosted by the Gatineau Valley Historical Society for a delightful lunch. On their website you 

can read about the battle of Brennan’s Hill, the reason for our visit there:  

 

www.gvhs.ca/publications/utg-articles/volume-07-09.html 

 

This was the last stop of this very insightful trip, and I only give you a taster of some of the activities I 

undertook in this article. I hope I have contributed in a small way to further the interest in all things 

Irish in Canada and encourage people to delve into their Irish ancestry. 

file:///C:/Users/JillianvT/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/OP4BDOD6/www.gvhs.ca/publications/utg-articles/volume-07-09.html
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Our shared history with Canada is layered and as 

someone who is known to advocate for children’s rights, 

I found myself challenged visiting Nicolas Flood Davin. 

We know the devastating impact of his report.  

 

 

 

 

Nicolas Flood Davin 1839 - 1901 

Beechwood Cemetery 

Lawyer, journalist, and politician. Proponent of 

voting rights for women. In 1879 he wrote a report 

– on the invitation of Prime Minster McDonald – 

advocating the establishment of industrial schools 

where children would be removed from the 

influence of the wigwam, would receive the care of 

a mother and education befitting a Canadian. In 

2015 a Truth and Reconciliation Committee 

concluded this amounted to cultural genocide.  

Thomas Ahearn 1855 - 1937 

Beechwood Cemetery 

Leading industrialist, founder of the first 

electric railway company, inventor of the 

electric cooking range, and drove the first 

electric car in Ottawa. He was a director of 

the Bank of Canada and a leading 

philanthropist.   
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It is complicated and revealing: Colonial 

Ireland and the making of Canada  
By Eamonn McKee, Ambassador of Ireland to Canada in Ottawa 

 

 Fifty Irish Lives in Canada is a project to compile short biographies 

of those born in Ireland, now deceased, who made an impact in 

Canada or lived lives emblematic of the immigrant experience. We 

have published preliminary biographies online in celebration of 

Irish heritage month.  

My volunteer crew of historians, professional and amateur alike, 

have fired the project with their expertise and passion.   

One thing we anticipated was that women were written out of the 

record or anonymized. We try to correct that and also to include 

ordinary immigrants whose toil and talents made Canada. 

Like many others, I tended to see the Irish in Canada as an epic story of immigration. 

The revelation for me of Fifty Irish Lives is that, in fact, the Irish in Canada were a product of 

colonialism. The distinction is profound. Immigration is a spontaneous and voluntary movement of 

people from one country to another. Britain’s colonization of Ireland generated a three-centuries long 

outpouring of people. Immigration was more outcome than cause.   

Only a colonial telling reveals the full story of both Ireland and Canada itself. However, the implications 

of this telling are far wider. The complex relationship of the Indigenous peoples toward the Crown and 

their ultimate terrible fate, and the evolution of the two solitudes of Quebec and Ontario, can only be 

understood as outcomes of European imperial rivalries that spanned the North Atlantic and generated 

the vast settlement here of Europeans.   

To see the Irish in Canada as immigrants only is to miss this far larger and more consequential story. 

Disastrously consequential for the Indigenous peoples, the transatlantic colonialization created a 

powerful Anglophone architecture of politics, culture, values, language and hard power.  

The exodus from Ireland involved both the descendants of the successful colonizers, the Anglo-Irish, 

as well as the colonized, the native Irish. They traced as well as sustained the outward spread of British 

imperialism to North America.   

The Anglo-Irish were the winners in the conquest of Ireland. They found a new outlet for their 

soldiering and administrative skills in British North America, men such as Governor General Guy 

Carleton, the man who saved Quebec from American invaders, and Lt Governors like his brother 

Thomas Carleton, John Parr and Walter Patterson. I am thinking too of the forgotten Richard Bulkeley 

whose obituary after fifty years of service declared him the founding father of Nova Scotia.  

The Irish-born and raised Duke of Wellington created Ottawa when – as Master-General of the 

Ordnance and later as Commander-in-Chief of the British Army – he ordered the building of the Rideau 

Canal, the better to defend against the Americans. For him, Canada was key to British global 

hegemony. All that activity drew in generations of Irish Protestant and Catholic farmers and labourers. 

Eamonn McKee 
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The Great Irish Famine of 1845 to 1851 was a product of imperial rule in Ireland. It provoked a massive 

exodus of the native Irish, numbered in millions. In 1847, over 106,000 fled to Canada, 20% of whom 

died en route. They were refugees, not immigrants. Most were saved by Canadian compassion. Their 

arrival boosted Irish numbers in cities from Saint John to Toronto.  

Anglo-Irish landlords then cleared their Irish estates by exporting tenants to Canada in a process of 

both assisted emigration and forced relocation. 

The three Anglo-Irish Governor Generals during and after Confederation, Monck, Lisgar and Dufferin, 

worked to stabilize the relationship between Ottawa and London.  

To force Britain from Ireland, the Fenians invaded Canada precisely because they understood its 

strategic value to the British Empire. 

The bulk of the Irish in Canada were moderate nationalists, content to be part of Britain’s first 

Dominion within the evolving Commonwealth. Irish Church leaders like Bishop Fleming in 

Newfoundland and Archbishop Lynch in Toronto learned their politics in colonial Ireland and applied 

them constructively in Canada. Thomas D’Arcy McGee’s Irish political journey from Fenian to 

constitutionalist informed his leadership in the Confederation debates.  

The RCMP, originally the NW Mounted Police, were modelled on the Royal Irish Constabulary to 

ensure the successful colonization of the North West. Irish nationalist Nicholas Flood Davin wrote the 

report recommending the Indian residential school system. 

Yet for all of their identification with Canada, the Irish retained an irreducible sense of their Irish 

identity. Mother Teresa Dease, leader of the Loretto teaching order, pioneered education in girls’ and 

coeducational schools across Canada before and after Confederation. She corrected Princess Louise, 

wife of the Governor General, to say she was not English but Irish because “I come from Dublin.” 

What Fifty Irish Lives in Canada reveals over its three-hundred-year span is the complexity of Irish 

identities that ranged from Anglo-Irish loyalists to Fenian rebels, from moderate nationalists to 

imperial Irish.  

It was the genius of Canada that those divergent loyalties eventually found here a place to live in 

stability and prosperity. We can take some of these lessons home. 

“A terrible beauty” was born, wrote Yeats of the Easter Rising in 1916. Until the Rising of 1916, Britain’s 

execution of the leaders, partition of Ireland, and the Irish War of Independence, Canada represented 

the future that Irish constitutional nationalists wanted. Through those seismic events, this aspiration 

was lost, and everything changed utterly. Yeats might have well have written “a terrible simplicity”: 

history’s complexity reduced to loyal unionists and rebellious nationalists. Simplification is not history. 

History is complicated.  

In Canada, we can glimpse, indeed recover, the complexity of Ireland’s own history and its role within 

the British Empire, willing and unwilling.    

Back home in Ireland, we face our future and the prospect, however distant, of unity. Our journey will 

be immeasurably more honest, richer, and inspiring if we look to the complexity of our history, 

glimpsed in Irish lives lived in Canada. For Irish Heritage Month, pick a few to read and see what you 

think.   

Find out more at: www.dfa.ie/irish-embassy/canada/news-and-events/ 

 

http://www.dfa.ie/irish-embassy/canada/news-and-events/
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Irish Wimbledon Winners 
 

Tennis as a sport will never be as popular as rugby, GAA, or soccer in Ireland, but it is said there are 

more tennis clubs in Dublin than anywhere else. For top tennis players, winning the Wimbledon 

tournament would be a dream come true. This is because Wimbledon is seen by many as the most 

prestigious of all tennis tournaments. It is certainly the oldest, with a history going back to 1877. 

Unfortunately, there have been very few Irish Wimbledon winners, and we have to go back quite a 

long time: Ireland’s tennis heyday was in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

Vere St. Leger Goold, born in 1853 in Waterford, almost made it. He was beaten in the final in 1879 

by Reverend John Hartley. It went downhill from there: Goold would in 1907 be convicted for murder 

in Marseilles, France.  

Ireland had to wait until 1889 for its first victory, when Willoby Hamilton from Monasterevin, Co 

Kildare and Lena Rice from New Inn, Co Tipperary won the mixed doubles.  

The former was born in 1864 to Alfred Hamilton, a Church of Ireland rector, and Henrietta Cole. His 

was a sporting family, with brothers representing Ireland in badminton, tennis, and cricket. He died in 

1843 in Sydenham House, Dundrum, Dublin. Lena’s tennis career would span just 12 months. She was 

born in 1866, and her first tennis tournament was the Irish Championship held in Fitzwilliam Square, 

Dublin in 1889. Her career was cut short when her mother died in 1891. She would herself die in 1907, 

only 41 years old. 

In 1890 Irish players dominated the tournament: Frank Stoker won the men’s double with Joshua 

Pim; the latter got to the final of the men’s singles where he was beaten by Willoby Hamilton; and 

Lena Rice became to only Irish woman to ever win the women’s single.  

Frank Stoker was related to Bram Stoker, the author of Dracula. He was one of the five sons of Dr. 

Edward Alexander Stoker, all of whom would study medicine. Frank trained as a dental surgeon. Apart 

from his Wimbledon win, he also was a rugby international, earning 5 caps for Ireland. Joshua Pim saw 

tennis just as a hobby, he was also studying medicine. He would however go on to become probably 

the most successful Irish tennis player of all time. He was born in 1869 in Bray, Co Wicklow to a Quaker 

family. Stoker and Pim repeated their doubles success in 1893. On his own, Pim reached the finals in 

1891 and 1892 and became champion in 1893 and 1894. He did 

not defend his title in 1895 as he was then concentrating on his 

medical career. He died in 1942 in Killiney, Co Dublin.  

 Which brings us the last Irishman to win the title: Harold 

Mahony. Born in 1867, he grew up in Dromore Castle, Kenmare 

and graduated from Trinity College. He was a semi-finalist in 

1891 and 1892 and a finalist in 1893 but was beaten every time 

by Joshua Pim. He finally won in 1896, but it would be the only 

time. He reached the finals again in 1898, and the semi-finals in 

1900, 1901 and 1902 but never repeated his 1896 success. He 

retired from the game in 1904 and died in a bicycle accident 

near Caragh Lake in 1925, only 38 years old 

 

 Harold Mahony 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Church_of_Ireland
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Five Top Tips for                                          

Researching Your Irish Family History 
 

 

Start with a person you know - you, your parents, or one of your grandparents. Write 

down all that you know. Talk to your family and relatives and ask for photos and 

documents to be shared. 

 

 

Don't get fixed on the spelling of a name. Before the 20th Century, the spelling of 

names and surnames varied regularly in different records - illiteracy was widespread 

and large numbers spoke Irish as their native language. 

 

 

Ages can vary greatly between different records. Try and gather as many records 

about the person to build up a picture and glean as much information from each 

document. Think of yourself as a detective. 

 

 

Irish people have a great affinity for their County. There are 32 counties on the island 

of Ireland. Magic happens if you can find the townland from where your ancestors 

hailed. At the start of the 1900s, there were over sixty thousand townlands! 

 

 

 

Find as many records as you can for each of your ancestors and use that 

information to find more. Create a timeline of each person in a family to identify 

and fill in the gaps. Look at what was happening in history at the time to 

understand the decisions of your ancestor. 

 

 

     Starting Point 

     Surnames and Spelling 

     Ages 

     Place Names 

     Timeline 
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Death of a Captain 
 

 
 
Timothy Gorman died on the sixteenth of June 1874, at the age of 78. His profession was that of 

‘Master Mariner’, which we would call a Captain of ship nowadays.  

 

What is remarkable about this record is the words “Qui-si-sans”, where normally the house name or 

townland would be. According to a historian we spoke to, this means “He who is without sin”. Which 

of course raised the question what sin the Captain was guilty off. 

 

The story is actually quite well published, with even a book published on the topic. I like to go back to 

the source though and did a search in the newspapers archives I am subscribed to. There are various 

articles, but I think the one published in the Limerick Star’s is one of the most informative, but it is not 

for the faint-hearted. It was titled “Harrowing narrative, as related by one of the crew of the Francis 

Spaight”, of which an edited summary is below.  

 

~ 

 

The Francis Spaight was a 315-ton vessel. It left New Foundland, Canada on 24 November 1834, with 

a cargo of timber and a crew of fifteen. On 3 December, the crew lost control over the ship, and it 

became waterlogged. The crew was wet and cold, and hunger and thirst (there were only 3 bottles of 

wine left after the disaster) quickly followed. Crew members became cross and selfish, with the 

stronger men pushing the weaker ones around for space on the cabin floor.  

 

On 19 December – after 16 days with no food and little to drink – the captain summoned his crew and 

told them that it was likely that all would die unless some food could be procured. He proceeded to 

propose that they kill and eat on of the crew members. Lots would be drawn between the four youngest 

of the crew. His logic was that these four were still boys and had no wife or children who were 

dependent on them.  

 

A boy named O’Brien was chosen in this manner and the captain instructed his cook, John Gorman, to 

cut the veins on one of the arms of the boy, so he would bleed to death. The cook first objected but 

was threatened by the crew and made two incisions in the right arm but drew no blood. The boy then 

took the knife from the cook, and upon advice of the captain, cut his own left arm. But again, there 

was no blood.  
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The captain now suggested the cook would cut the boy’s throat. Only at this point did the O’Brien boy 

object, asking to be given more time. The crew dissented. Despite threatening to haunt whoever lay a 

hand on him forever, the poor boy was quickly overcome. As before, the cook first objected but after 

an altercation, fearing for his life, the cook agreed to do it. A case knife was given to him, to replace 

the clasp knife he had used before. A tureen was placed under the boy’s neck to collect blood. The boy 

was still resisting and the cook appeared to lose heart when his eyes met the boy’s. After several more 

threats, there was a short struggle, and the boy was no more. 

 

The blood was drunk – 

although several members of 

the crew refused – and the 

body was cut up. The rump 

was eaten immediately, the 

limbs preserved. Almost all ate 

something.  

 

That evening many men 

became very thirsty and drank 

sea water. Several were 

raving. In the morning the 

cook became violent and 

behaved erratically all day and 

succeeding night. He was the second person the crew killed. Two other crew members, Michael Behan 

and George Burns became violent and had to be restrained. George Burns was the third victim and 

George would have been the fourth, if he had not died unexpectedly.  

 

One morning, the captain asked two others to take his place on the lookout as he was too weak. 

Harrington and Mahoney took over and soon spotted the sail of another ship. Signals were hoisted – 

including waving the feet and hands of the O’Brien boy. The ship – an American ship called the Agenoria 

– noticed and came to the rescue.   

 

~ 

 

Last year, documentary makers Marc McMenamin and Sarah Blake turned the story into a 

RTÉ Documentary on One radio broadcast, called ‘The Custom of the Sea’. You can listen to it here: 

 

www.rte.ie/culture/2022/0812/1315357-irish-cannibals-on-the-high-seas-documentary-on-one/ 

 
 

 

 

Fragment of sketch depicting the sufferings on the Francis 

Spaight from 1837 

file:///C:/Users/JillianvT/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/OP4BDOD6/www.rte.ie/culture/2022/0812/1315357-irish-cannibals-on-the-high-seas-documentary-on-one/
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