
Introduction

The year 2008 was one which concentrated  our minds. Our   twin brothers had   both died  quite sud-
denly leaving, out of a family of five siblings – Caroline, the youngest and the present writers Eoin 
and Netta. Robin and Peter the eldest, were twins and always very close to each other. They slept 

together as youngsters, stayed together through early school, boarding school, hostel life and apartment liv-
ing as young men. They spent all their adult lives in close proximity in or around Dublin and were probably 
in touch on most days. It was devastating that they both should die within three months of each other, Robin 
in August and Peter in November, aged sixty four.

Thoughts of our own mortality prompted us to delve in again to the archive of family material in our 
possession. Material such as letters, pedigrees and photographs mostly passed on to us from our parents and 
in turn from their parents and grandparents before. In doing this work we are writing specifically to you, the 
grandchildren of us five siblings. 

We come from an extraordinary family and like most families our ancestors are scattered all over the 
place. As well as coming from Ireland, England and Scotland we find them also in Europe, in India, Africa, 
America and Australia. We have come across some quite exotic relations and indeed a notorious one. One of 
your great ~ grandfathers (we use the symbol ~ to denote several greats) was Governor General of Ireland, 
another was the Seigneur of Ouen, Jersey, another was Maurice FitzGerald who came to Ireland with the 
Normans in the twelfth century and yet another was Treasurer of Ceylon. One more in the eighteenth cen-
tury, was made a freeman of Dublin and another was charged with murder. A great ~ uncle was a renowned 
portrait painter and another a high court judge. 

Clergymen feature often. One of your great ~ grandfathers was a clergyman in Westmeath. A grand uncle 
was a Bishop and another was Dean of Adelaide Cathedral. We also had a grand uncle who in the nineteenth 
century married a Catholic and had to emigrate to America in disgrace.

To more modern times: We will tell you the stories of close family, our parents, Noel and Elizabeth, and 
their early lives, and of Dublin in the 1930s and 1940s. We will record fifty years of living at Skryne Castle, 
ghosts and all. We will try to record some of our mother’s extraordinary life, of her childhood and school 
years. We’ll look at her writings on history and archaeology and give you some insight into this remarkable 
woman. 

We have some wonderful archive material to draw on. Just two years ago, Robin and Kay completed 
an extensive family tree using a modern computer programme. Our mother passed on to us the Owl Box, a 
hand painted wooden chest which belonged to her grandmother, packed with letters, photographs and notes 
on her family, going back, in some cases, eight generations. She also passed on a large leather, metal framed 
trunk packed with papers and photographs with the name Mrs. Clements on top, in brass lettering. Mrs. Cle-
ments was the earliest of those eight generations, born in the eighteenth century. Mrs. Clements was married 
to Rev. James Crook Clements and apart from the fact that she was the mother of Emily (our great, great 
grandmother) and passed us on the box, we don’t know much more about her.

Our grandfather left his diary to our father and in turn he left it to us, a heavy, leather bound, handwritten 
tome covering his journeys to India, starting in 1876 and going on for half a century. Our grandmother Isabel 
Barron has some very distinguished and interesting people in her lineage. We have her full pedigree through 
the Barrons and FitzGeralds of Burnchuch, Co. Kilkenny (sixteenth century), through to the twelfth century 
to Maurice FitzGerald, Baron of Naas and Wicklow and beyond. We have access to many of our mother’s  
papers, research notes, maps and others. She published quite extensively and we will introduce you to her 
writings. 

Elizabeth Hickey lived in Skryne Castle for fifty years and mostly alone for the last thirty years. This 
enabled her to have a separate room for each of her many projects. Papers were spread carefully everywhere. 
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In the short time she had during her final illness, she pulled much together. The house had to be vacated 
quite quickly after her death. We carefully stored all of her work to be dealt with later. Some we have, some 
are with T.C.D. Library and some with Meath County Library in Navan.

Granny Elizabeth, as she was known to her grandchildren, was quite a collector. In the 1960s she tape 
recorded extensively, stories from friends, neighbours and relations. One old man from Skryne, tells her on 
tape how his father remembered the famine. Our parents were prolific letter writers; she has left us a collec-
tion of their passionate love letters from the 1930s. You can read the wonderful tributes paid to our mother 
in the newspapers after she passed away in 1999.  Finally we will set out for you some of the stories which 
have lain dormant in our heads and sleeping with Mrs. Clements and in The Owl Box.

We will fully explain to you from where we five children, Robin Hamish, Peter de Carteret, Eoin Clem-
ent Barron, Elizabeth Netterville and Caroline Patricia, got our names. As you can see one or two of them do 
need some explaining. 

So, we dedicate these stories to you, the next generations who at the time of writing are quite extensive, 
namely; Rodhan, Fiona, Aillinn, Jamie, Lauren, Eve, Noah, Cathal, Siobhán, Áine, Deirdre, Diarmuid, 
Geroid, Cara, Peter, Cormac, Christina, Aiden, Niall, Shane, Stephanie, Carla, Charlotte, Roseanna, Aaron, 
Christian, Nicole, Brian, Andrew, Claire, Andrew, Laura and Valerie.

Eoin and Netta, Febraury 2010
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Childhood at Skyrne Castle
 

Childhood, in Skryne Castle, started for us children when our parents made the move from a top floor 
flat in St Stephen’s Green in Dublin in 1948.  That year Robin and Peter were aged four, Eoin was 
two and Netta was a baby.  Our father’s mother, ‘Granny’, came to live there to help look after us. 

Apparently she also brought with 
her some furniture which was very 
useful in a large house.

Our mother continued to work 
for several years in Dublin where 
she stayed in the flat, which they 
had kept on, during the week.  Our 
father also worked in Dublin for 
Kinnehan’s Tobacco Merchants 
and spent much of his time trav-
elling around Ireland, including 
Belfast from where he brought us 
‘smuggled’ Spangle sweets.

They kept two maids in Skryne 
and some very early memories are 
of being put to bed while the adults 
had dinner served to them in the 
dining room.  There is a memory 
of our mother and father going to 
a formal ball in Powerscourt House.  
They returned the next day with a 
basket full of pine cones collected 
from Powerscourt Gardens.

There were many interesting 
visitors to Skryne during these early 
years.  These included Desmond 
FitzGerald, brother of Garret (former 
Taoiseach).  U.C.D. Professor of 
Archaeology Sean O’Riordan while excavating at Tara, Mr. & Mrs. Cheney from Celbridge, friends of our 
parents who came on Sundays and occasionally put on a puppet show in the drawing room, Billy and Nancy 
O’Sullivan (Billy was Keeper of the Manuscripts at Trinity College), Monica Sheridan, journalist and later 
TV cooking personality, and Miss. Lucy Franks and Muriel Gahn, both  founders of the ICA. We also had 
visits from genealogist Eoin ‘Pope’ O’Mahony, who did a regular radio show on Radio Eireann called ‘Meet 
the Clans’.

Clockwise from 
top left: Eoin and 
our mother with 
Siobhan, Skryne 
Castle, c.1959; 
Eoin, 1948 at 
Skyrne Castle 
(note the likeness 
to Stephanie); 
Eoin, Caroline and 
Daddy, Llandudno, 
1959; and Eoin 
milking the goat, c. 
1959.
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We remember children’s parties at the castle where we played ‘Murder in the Dark’, we held scavenger 
hunts and games of hide and seek where we had the full run of all three floors of the house.

In 1951 Caroline joined the clan.  ‘Granny’ had retreated to an easier life with her daughter Aymeé in 
Dublin.  She left, after a row with our mother, when Netta refused to eat her dinner.  (We think this may be 
only part of the story, but she did leave her furniture!)

Our mother had by now finished working in Dublin but she did travel up to U.C.D.  twice a week for two 
years while studying for a degree in Archaeology.  We had two local girls, Maisie and Kate helping in the 
house and looking after us.

Summers in Skryne were good.  We enjoyed a huge playground of about six acres of immediate, mature 
grounds around the castle plus half of Co. Meath and beyond. We climbed the huge Horse Chestnut tree 
across the lawn. Beside it was a Sweet Chestnut which had a swing hanging from a high branch.  

There were long lasting games of ‘chasing’ with the neighbouring children, the Oakes and the 
O’Connells, where we would  divide into two teams, with one team having to find and catch the others.  
These games could last for hours.  We chased around the top of the dangerously high Wall Garden wall and 
across the shed roofs of the adjoining farmyard.  

The boys swam in a very dangerous, ten foot deep, water tank in one of the open sheds.  The girls pad-
dled in the small, horse watering troughs placed around the stable yard.

The boys made a hide out in the centre of a large bay tree at the corner of the tennis court.  It circled 
around an open area in the middle where they could light a small bon fire and have bar-b-que feasts.  

Tennis played a big part of our childhood. Skryne Castle had a full size tennis court on the front lawn 
which needed to be mowed using a manual lawnmower, with one boy pushing and two pulling in front with 
ropes. We and our visitors played tennis late into the summer evenings. Robin was quite talented and went 
on to play in competition with the Skryne Lawn Tennis Club.

The boys founded the Blue Bird Club called after the famous Donald Campbell Turbo-jet Hydroplane.  
This was in a room in Mick Murphy’s disused house adjoining the courtyard at the rear of the castle.  The 
girls had The Bunty Club in a different room.  There were padlocks and passwords which demonstrated what 
a serious business these clubs could be.

We had bicycle rallies around the different farm and stable yards in which many miles were travelled, 
mostly in circles. In the centre of the main yard stood a wind charger on top of a mast, some one hun-
dred feet high, which became obsolete when the rural electrification came to Skryne in 1954. We daringly 
climbed to varying heights but Peter was the bravest of all, frequently climbing to the top from where he 
would address the children of the parish. Our mother had a unique way of getting him down. She brought all 
the rest of us children indoors leaving him without an audience. He soon descended.

The farmyards at Skryne Castle were not our territory and we were not meant to go there.  They 
belonged to The Limestone Land Company, as did the castle - we were just tenants. The estate was run 

as a stud and later as a cattle farm, however this did not stop us using the yards as a playground at the end of 
the day when the men had all gone home.  

In the early years the farm was very well maintained with flower beds and swept yards throughout.  The 
gates and stable doors were painted grey and red – the racing colours of the owners.  There was a stallion 
box which we were told never to open. There was a Poison House which stored the bait used for rodent con-
trol.  There was a large creosote pit which was used to soak wood for fencing.   The horse yard had stables 
with mares, foals and yearlings.  Paddy Collier was a groomsman, who you would find soothingly grooming 
and brushing his horses in the stables.  There was a full compliment of local workmen going busily about 
their tasks.  

There was a room with a large copper pot for bran feed which was boiled for the horses.  This copper 
pot later acted as an ornamental water butt in our garden. The bran room also held a huge vat of treacle used 
as an additive in silage making. Home made bread with bran and treacle bread were regulars on our daily 
school packed lunch menu. There were also special rooms for the bridles and tackle.  
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There was a long loft which held oats which seemed to go on for a mile.  We took off our shoes to run 
through this river of oats while the mice scuttled to safety from each side.  Our mother’s hens were housed 
under the loft and a few taps with a spade on the ceiling brought down a shower of oats to the hens delight. 
Fun (and hen food) were cheap in those days.

Mr. Oakes who managed the farm, whenever he caught us would gently, but firmly chase us out.
If our father couldn’t bring us, we cycled to the millrace at Bective Bridge on the Boyne River for 

swims.  He brought the boys to the then new Santry Stadium where they saw Herb Elliot smash the world 
mile record.  They went to motor bike racing at Dunboyne and cycled to Fairyhouse Races on Grand Nation-
al day.  Netta held a grudge 
at not being included in the 
trips to Fairyhouse, why was 
she not allowed when she 
was the only one that really 
believed in fairies? 

Winters were both the 
best of times and the worst 
of times.  We lived in a very, 
very cold house.  It took a 
great deal of wood collecting 
and cutting to keep warm. 
Robin, Peter and Eoin spent 
many hours with a Bush 
two-man saw cutting large 
logs across on a wooden 
horse.  They split the cut 
logs with a wedge and 
sledge hammer.  The best 
way to stay warm in Skryne 
was to go out and cut wood.  

Caroline and Netta’s role 
in this was to go to the wood 
every day, rain or snow, to 
collect sticks to get the fires 
started.  These were brought 
in and left to dry beside the 
stove in the kitchen.  The 
good memories of the fires 
were firstly the heat, then 
before bed we made pots of 
cocoa and toasted bread with 
a long toasting fork.  We 
boiled a black kettle on the 
open fire to fill the hot water bottles.  On winter nights our mother would read to us and to any other children 
that were around.  Our mother read to us with great feeling classics such as Great Expectations,  Treasure 
Island and Heidi to start with. Later in the evenings we were transfixed by stories such as Helen of Troy in 
Homer’s Iliad - this being one of the many classics that were read to us.

Christmases in the fifties were special.  We collected holly and ivy in the wood at the bottom of the 
garden.  The house was decorated with bright red tinsel wrapped around strands of ivy.  These were looped 
all around the hall walls and up the staircases.  We had a large Christmas tree in the drawing room window 
which had real candles in little clip holders fixed to the branches.

Clockwise from 
top left: Paddy the 
dancing doll man 
with Netta, 1958, at 
Skryne Castle; Netta 
at Skyrne Castle, 
1949; Robin and 
Netta, c. 1959; Eoin 
age nine.
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There were always animals at Skryne.  Firstly, Siamese cats which had made the move to Skryne from 
St Stephen’s Green.  They found it so cold in winter that our mother would cut the tube from a sock to put 
around their middles.  We had a tabby cat called Albert, there was obviously an error of judgement at some 
time as Albert went on to produce many kittens.  One of these was a beautiful big pet tomcat named Bimbo 
after the Jim Reeves hit of the day. We had a very elegant and very stupid Afghan Hound called Sharon 
which our aunt Bryda had left behind on a visit from London.

We then moved on to the more practical British Saanen pedigree goats.  These were mostly Eoin’s 
responsibility but we all learned how to milk them and the good hygiene practices required in the straining 
and caring for milk.  Our mother made occasional efforts at cheese making.  We lived quite happily on goats’ 
milk for many years.  

Before the goats we drank swans milk, believe it or not! One day at school the teacher was discussing 
where milk came from, some children said it came from cows, some children said it came from goats. Netta 
put her hand up and said ‘we get our milk from swans’. Swans were the nearby family who kept a dairy herd 
and supplied us with our milk before the arrival of the goats.

As children we saw much of the inside of Green Street Courthouse near the vegetable market in Dublin. 
Our mother would leave us in the public gallery where it was warm and safe, while she went to the market. 
It was here she met Mrs. Shanahan with her five children, the eldest aged five. All were in a distressed state. 
Mrs. Shanahan’s husband Desmond was on trial for his part in the Shanahan’s Stamp Auctions fiasco. This 
case was about a swindle involving Dr. Paul Singer, an American who had used Mr. Shanahan’s business to 
set up a stamp auctioneering scam. Mr. Shanahan served eleven months in prison. At the time of the trial our 
mother offered to take the two eldest to Skryne for a break. The offer was accepted and they came for a sum-
mer. We have a very nice letter written to our mother by Mr. Shanahan on his release.

Life moved on and changes came.  In the mid 1950s our parents separated.  Our mother faced great dif-
ficulties in keeping the family going but she did.  She had already opened the house to PGs, paying guests.  
She catered for wedding breakfasts in the castle and did afternoon teas for bus groups of tourists visiting 
Tara.  She travelled outside to cater for point to point race meetings throughout Co. Meath. She ran the bar 
and food for the local Bellinter Golf Club, now Royal Tara. She catered and ran the bar for the annual Hunt 
Balls which were held in nearby Bellinter House – our job was cleaning up and gathering empty bottles. 

We, as children, all became expert at making cakes, meringues, biscuits and sandwiches.  During the 
summer we took in foreign students who lived as part of the family and in addition received English lessons.  
The students were brought on a weekly trip, maybe as local as Tara or as distant as Glengarrif or Tory Island. 
Some of us children were lucky enough to be brought while others were left behind to help ‘hold the fort’. 

Over the fifty years that she lived in Skryne Castle, our mother and father, while he was there, created 
and kept a wonderful garden.  We were raised on a continuous flow of fresh vegetables.  These included cab-
bages, sprouts, two types of artichoke, many types of beans and both blue and white potatoes.  In summer 
there was always a wide variety of home grown salads and fruits.

While the work was often hard our childhood was never dull, but rather was filled with rich and interest-
ing experiences. 

At age ten, Robin and Peter started school at the High School in Dublin.  They travelled the 25 miles 
each day, catching the first bus at 7.45am.  Eoin went to Preston School in Navan at the age of nine, each 
morning he cycled the three miles to the bus at Garlow Cross.   

Netta and Caroline stayed in Skryne National School for a few more years. Netta then went as a boarder 
to The Grammar School, Drogheda. Caroline stayed with the Nugent family locally from where she travelled 
in and out by bus to Preston School in Navan.

 At this time, in 1961, our mother changed course and took up a teaching job in Breconshire in Wales 
which was to be the beginning of a two decade teaching career.  Robin and Peter were both living and work-
ing in Dublin, Eoin was training to be a stud farm manager and Netta and Caroline were still in school.

These events all marked the end of our childhood. 
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Elizabeth Hickey - The Early Years

 

Elizabeth Hickey, our mother, was born Elizabeth Malet-Warden in Edinburgh in 1917 the eldest child 
of Edward and Agnes Malet-Warden. Her father was in the Royal Navy and spent much time away 
from home in her early childhood. Her parents eventually parted, leaving the children with their 

mother.  The mother appears to have been constantly on the move, the children were continually changing 
schools and their father was being taken to 
court regularly for maintenance. It appears 
from some of the letters including one that 
he wrote to Mrs. Pennycuick, his mother 
in law, that he was a ‘good provider’. The 
family lived in various places in Scotland, 
which included Nairn and Newton-Stewart.  
In England they lived in Brighton and 
Rochester.  They also had periods of time 
in Ireland in both Wicklow and Achill.  Our 
mother went to many different schools, 
including a period in boarding school at the 
age of eight. We have a copy of her first 
book produced at this time, namely “The 
Wonder Magazine, with Riddells, Stories, 
Competitions, games etc.”  She shows an 
early interest in writing and invited the 
readers to submit stories in return for ciga-
rette cards.

One of the schools she attended was 
Rose’s Academical Institution in Nairn 
where she studied English, History, French, 
Mathematics and Science.  On her report 
card her conduct is described as ‘Satisfac-
tory’ and her subject marks were above 
average. Agnes Malet-Warden (our grandmother) with family, 1927
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Clockwise from main: Invitation from Mrs. Shaw from 
the flat downstairs in St. Stephen’s Green to come to 
tea and show off the twins, then 10-weeks old; our 
mother and Charles (with train) in1921; our mother 
with Hector (c. 1921); and a reminder to our mother 
during the war, propably St John’s Ambulance training.
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Clockwise from main: Our mother and 
father with the twins, ready for christen-
ing, in 1944; Agnes Malet-Warden at home 
on the  Isle of Mull;  the information from 
the back of the Isle of Mull picture; and 
Charles, Hector and Elizabeth (1920).
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Clockwise from 
main: The  
wedding of Noel 
and Elizabeth 
Hickey, 1941 (first 
three pictures); 
our mother and  
father, 1941, at 
The Rise,  
Glasnevin; Granny 
at The Rise, 
Glasnevin, 1941; 
our mother (left) 
on her graduation 
from T.C.D. Facing 
page: Peter and 
Robin at work, 
The Rise,  
Glasnevin, 1948.
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Clockwise from main: Our mother 
with the twins at The Rise, Glas-
nevin, 1945, Bryda as a corn girl; 
our father and mother with twins, 
1945; Hamish, Bryda and Charles 
with Donkey, Dugart, Achill, 1943;  
Elizabeth Hickey’s wartime recipe 
for slack blocks at St. Stephen’s 
Green.
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Above:T.C.D tennis  
tournament, c. 1937, 
our mother on left. 
Right: Bryda, Hamish, 
Elizabeth and Charles in 
school play, c. 1931.

We have many photos of her, her mother and siblings during childhood.  There are pictures of the family 
on holiday in Ireland and Britain,. including some photographs in Kent during the hop picking, some pic-
tures of them sitting on donkeys in Achill and in fancy dress in a bicycle parade.  There are always plenty of 
pet dogs to be seen in these pictures.

Secondary education finished for our mother as a boarder at Alexandra College, Dublin, to where she 
had a scholarship.  She then studied at Trinity College Dublin in 1935 and graduated in English, History and 
Mathematics.  At the same time, she worked in various cafes and restaurants in Dublin to help pay her way 
through university.

During this time our mother was befriended by Miss Lucy Franks.  She told us later in life that Miss 
Franks was a sort of mentor to her.  Miss Franks was also a formidable lady.  She lived on Clyde Road, 
Dublin and was a founding member of the I.C.A.; she also helped to run “The Country Shop” a well known 
landmark in St Stephen’s Green.  Peter Pearson, historian and artist describes The Country Shop as ‘… a 
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Pen and ink sketch by Aunt Bryda of 18 St. Stephen’s Green, next door to Adam’s 
Sales Rooms - our parents’ flat was on the top floor, 1946.
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noted tweedy establishment where wholesome food was available and turf fires burned’. We, as youngsters, went to 
children’s parties there.  Miss Franks came to stay in Skryne and in later years and is the only person that we know of that 
could take over the kitchen from our mother. Miss Franks always made a Caraway Seed Cake on these occasions.

We have letters from our mother’s father, her uncle James Pennycuick, Amy Woodhead and Aunt Edith Cunliffe 
urging her to return to England.  Her father even enclosed some forms for her to join the Womens’ Royal Naval Service. 
However, she stayed in Dublin, trained in dress designing at The Grafton Academy for Dressmaking and Millinery in St. 
Stephen’s Green. We have a press cutting, with no date, that states: Elizabeth Warden recently gave an exhibition of beach 
and holiday wear at The Country Shop at St. Stephen’s Green. 

She then went on to the Gate Theatre, working with costume design and dress making.  Here she met and worked with 
the late Michael MacLiamoir and Hilton Edwards, also Wilfred Brambell, of Steptoe and Son fame, then a professional 
actor with the Gate. She did tell us that she had gone out with him.

There are press photographs of her being conferred with her degree at Trinity College. There is another photograph 
from The Evening Mail, again with no date, it shows her with a group of people, all in tennis gear, having competed at the 
Fete at T.C.D. in aid of the Dublin University Missions.

Our father and mother met up sometime in 1938. Their letters from this time show that they were madly in love, they 
had great plans to live happily ever after.

After marriage in April 1941 they lived at No. 18 St. Stephen’s Green, where Robin, Peter and Eoin were all born.  
Peter Pearson describes this side (North) of the Green as ‘..this is the sunny side of the Green as it is fondly known and 
the tall houses that line the street, bask in the sun for most of the day’. She moved on to work at Knight and Petch with 
the dress designer Donal Davis.  She managed his factory while also dress designing for the company.  As they were both 
working, they had people in to look after the babies.  It was at this time, that she went and stayed for a week in Cousin 
Esther’s house in Bagenalstown, Co Carlow, with the twins. Cousin Esther O’Grady was her mother’s first cousin, more 
about her later. We have a letter written to our father back in Dublin. The letter is undated but the envelope is faintly post-
marked Thursday 10 VI 194? [It must be 1944 because of the reference to the invasion (at Normandy 6th June 1944)] :

Please forgive the pencil.  I was called before 8 a.m. this morning and turned over and went to sleep 
again; the next thing I heard was the clock striking.  I rushed out of bed thinking I was terribly late – gave 
myself a cats lick at the washstand, pulled a comb through my hair and leaving the babies rather surprisingly 
sound asleep descended to find it was only 8.a.m. and breakfast is not until 9 a.m.  so I have an hour to write 
to you in.

All three of us are having a lovely time.  The babies were very good in the train and in the pony trap 
where they got an unmerciful jolting – they are still not properly well but I am going down to see the chem-
ist to-day.  I believe he has a grey powder which is supposed to effect a cure.  On Tuesday a crowd of ladies 
came to do knitting for the forces and the babies were handed round and duly admired.  Peter was in great 
form and clowned away for them.  To-day there is to be another party so they will enjoy themselves thor-
oughly and on Sunday the Bishop is coming to lunch and on Monday another tea-party.  It’s all I can do to 
see their frocks etc are clean and fresh for these occasions.  There is very little hot water to be had as the 
boiler isn’t lit now and washing is a bit difficult.  They are worried now that coal is to be stopped as they only 
have the Aga to cook on.  We heard the news of the invasion at breakfast on Tuesday and hang on to the wire-
less all day.  Cousin Esther was very affected.  She doesn’t know whether Gerald is in it or not – your mother 
must be worried about her Gerald.  The bombardment must have been terrific.  I was amazed they said each 
gun sight received the same weight of bombs as fell on London in it’s greatest raid. I am so thankful that so 
far we have not heard of any flame barrages; it was the idea of these that appalled me most.  I pray things 
may be quicker that we dare hope.

Yesterday we went to tea with a Mrs Brown and met Mrs Eustace.  She was very smart and had her hair, 
most beautifully done. 

The Archdeacon is in great form.  After dinner we light the fire and sit in the dining room till about 10 
p.m.  The Archdeacon keeps a small piece of toast over from dinner.  It is too funny to see, the three dogs and 
the cat sitting waiting for it the whole evening.  Eventually just before he goes to bed with great ceremony he 
gives each animal a minute share.  I wish Bambi could be got to take such an interest in toast!  How is she? 
And how is Mrs Keenan looking after your?  I should be back sometime next week.  I am getting such a lot of 
cream and milk and nice puddings and other things that I expect I’ll get quite fat.  I hope so; I hadn’t realized 
how horrible thin my legs were till I saw them in the long glass here.
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It’s nearly 9 a.m. now; I should never have written such a long letter if I hadn’t made that mistake about 
the time.  Give my love to the rest of the family and lots of love to you darling and a big kiss from me and two 
small ones from the babies.

Elizabeth.

Elizabeth, Sidney, Robin, Peter, Eoin and Bambi all moved to Skryne Castle early in 1948.
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The Hickeys
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The Hickeys

 

The Hickey’s are pre Norman, the name comes from the Irish Gaelic word ‘Iceadh’ meaning heal-
er. They are recorded as being the personal physicians to King Brian Boru and the O’Briens of 
Thomond. When we were youngsters, there was a radio programme called ‘Meet the Clans’ present-

ed by Eoin O’Mahony, known as ‘The Pope’ O’Mahony, genealogist and founder of the O’Mahony Society 
and a good friend of our mother. John Ryan later in the In Dublin magazine, said of O’Mahony ‘no other 
mortal brain could house the formidable assemblage of genealogical data that his did …’

So it was in this context that in 1963, the year President J.F. Kennedy came to Ireland, Netta wrote to 
O’Mahony. She had learned that Kennedy’s paternal grandmother was a Hickey. O’Mahony wrote that part 
of the New Ross speech for J.F.K. where he referred to his four grandparents – the Kennedys, Fitzgeralds, 
Hannons and the Hickeys. O’Mahony wrote back to Netta explaining that the President’s grandmother was a 
‘Dalcassion’ Hickey. Grandchildren, so are ours!  

Our Hickeys have been Protestant, perhaps there are others but we haven’t come across them. We trace 
our modern Hickeys starting with our great ~ grandfather Noah Hickey (b. 1689, d. 1766). He was a suc-
cessful confectioner in Capel Street. He and his descendents were buried at the nearby St. Mary’s Church, 
now a night club, but the gravestones have been preserved and are placed around the walls of the downstairs 
bar.

Noah was made a ‘Freeman by Service of the City of Dublin’. The ancient Freedom of Dublin was 
instituted in the twelfth century and holders were known as Free Citizens which entitled them to significant 
privileges. Admission to the Freedom of Dublin was granted by the Dublin City Assembly at a great feast. 
Some of the means of qualifying was to have been born within the city and to be a member of a Trade Guild. 

Noah had eight children including Thomas and John, the artists (more about them later) and our great ~ 
grandfather William (d. 1775) of Violetstown, Co. Westmeath, also a confectioner and grocer. 

William had five children, the youngest was Noah, an attorney of Violetstown (d. 1809). Noah had seven 
children, the youngest, Noah Sydney (b. 1809, d. 1901) and Noah Sydney’s son Robert Sydney (b. 1854, d. 
1934) was our grandfather. Robert Sydney’s first wife died in India in 1886 and his second wife was Isabel 
Barron, our grandmother. We give you more about R.S. Hickey and Isabel Barron elsewhere.

Robert Sydney’s father, Rev. Noah Sydney was the Rector at Taughmon, near Multifarnham, Co. West-
meath. He is buried there as are many of our relations in the graveyard known as Stonehall. Robert and 
Isabel had four children, our father Noel Sydney, Aunt Sylvia, Uncle Gerald and Aunt Aymeé. 
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Noel Sydney Hickey

Noel, our father, a prolific letter writer, 
always signed himself N.S. Hickey. He was 
the youngest of four siblings born in 1916. 

Aunt Silvia, the eldest, never married; she always 
thought of herself as resembling Queen Elizabeth II.  
Aunt Aymeé, a kindly lady, married George Pat-
terson and had no children. She became deaf as a 
grown up and lived at The Rise, Glasnevin. Aymeé 
was a wonderful Aunt to us.

We didn’t see much of Uncle Gerald who went 
to Portora School at the same time as Samuel Beck-
ett. He served in the British Army, was married then 
divorced. He had no children and went through his 
small retirement fund quite quickly.

To his family, Noel was known affectionately 
as ‘Binkey’. We think this came from the Irish 
Independent Curly Wee character. He affection-
ately called our mother ‘Honeybun’ in the early 
years. They conducted a passionate twice daily 
correspondence. At that time there were two postal 
deliveries in Dublin, morning and afternoon. Our 
mother kept many of these letters which are part of 
our archive today.

As a border at St. Columba’s College in Rathfarnham in the early 1930s he seemed to get on quite well 
but was bitterly disappointed at not being able to go on to study medicine. This was because of deteriorating 
family financial circumstances during De Valera’s economic war with Britain.

After school he went to work with Kinnihan’s Tobacco Importers who had several shops around Dublin 
City. He dealt with customs and excise and we have one of his account books from that period.

Our parents married in 1941 in the Pepper Canninster Church, Mount Street in Dublin. The Reverend 
Samuel Crookes, a good friend of theirs, was the celebrant. Sammy went on to become Dean of Belfast Ca-
thedral. In the 1970’s we saw him each Christmas on TV undertaking his twenty four hour fundraising vigil 
outside his cathedral.

Our father kept up a life long correspondence with his Barron and Fairclough cousins in London and 
South Africa. His first cousin Paddy Barron became Bishop of George in 1966. 

Our memory of him whilst at Skryne Castle from 1948 to 1956 was of a good father, church going, 
green-fingered and able to fix a motor car. He was well dressed and a good man to represent the family at a 
funeral. We say this in the context of a saying of our mothers, when annoyed by a man, any man, she would 
say “Men! Men are only good for two things - drowning kittens and going to funerals”.

However things were not as they seemed, our mother thought him a very poor provider. 
Times were tough for a family with five children and a castle in the 1950s. They separated in 1956 and 

divorced some time later. He went to Derby to work with British Rail and returned regularly for the next 
thirty years mostly for bank holiday weekends. He stayed with his sister and mother, while they  lived in 
Glasnevin - where we enjoyed catching up with him.

Because he had free travel with British Railway, we all enjoyed overseas holidays with him to exotic 

Noel Sydney Hickey

19



places such as Florence, Rome, Naples, 
Llandudno and Rhyll. In later years he 
moved to the British Rail HQ in London. 
He had a girlfriend, Lina, a Portuguese lady 
- a Catholic! whom he took on holidays and 
once brought to Glasnevin.

Upon retiring aged 65 in 1981, he 
came to live in an apartment in Maynooth 
and later in Lucan. He did the Irish Times 
Crosaire crossword everyday and regularly 
called to our houses where our children got 
to know their ‘Grandad’. They discovered 
that he was widely read, a good conver-
sationalist, loved to quote Shakespeare 
and Sean O’Casey and he liked a glass of 
whiskey too - ‘if you insisted’!

Prostate cancer took hold and eventu-
ally caused his death in 1988. His ashes are 
laid to rest with his mother and father at 
Stonehall Churchyard, Multifarnham, Co. 
Westmeath, where his grandfather had been 
Rector. 

As our mother often said, ‘He was not 
very good with money’. He had been hav-
ing issues with the British Inland Revenue 
because his pension was paid gross from 
London. He often quoted Sean O’Casey, 
something about them ‘burning in hell’. 
However he died before they could finalise 
with him. Later we returned their corre-
spondence marked ‘Deceased’. This, we feel 
sure, would have helped in his eternal rest.
 

Visiting Wardenstown, home of the Vandaleurs, neighbours of the 
Hickeys at Hyde Park, Killucan, taken in the early 1960s. Below: the 
caption from the back of the photograph.
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