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There are several reasons to con-
gratulate Mags O’Brien and Umis-
kin Press for the publication of the 
fourth volume in the series of Left 
Lives in Twentieth Century Ireland. 
Pulling together a collection of es-
says can be difficult in the best of 
times and doing so in the course of 
a global pandemic that saw the 
closing of archives, restrictions on 
travel and shortage of essential re-
sources must have called for formi-
dable determination to complete 
the task. As O’Brien says in her 
Foreword, there is a unifying 
theme and that is equality, or 
more accurately, the continuing 
lack of it, despite the struggles of 
the women in these pages. She 
makes an important point, under-
lining a similar one made by Mary 

McAuliffe, on the difficulty of find-
ing sources for researching 
women’s lives and the importance 
of recording their stories while 
they are still around to tell them.  
 
The ‘Lives’ are covered in chronological 
order by birth, which makes sense, 
given the disparate activities and politi-
cal and social connections of the 
women, although this review is group-
ing them by author of the individual 
chapters. A rather narrow interpreta-
tion of ‘Left’ made me sceptical about 
the inclusion of some lives, but the es-
says persuaded me otherwise. The 
book offers a timely insight into the 
significant contribution made by the 
women described here and prompts 
the hope that future volumes of Left 
Lives will include more like them. One 
criticism of this one is the poor repro-
duction of the photographs but that is 
easily rectified. 
 
Charles Callan’s first piece reminds us 
of Helen Chenevix’s lifelong commit-
ment to the creation of a more hu-
mane, tolerant and civilised society 
through labour and suffrage activism 
and voluntary involvement in the Cam-
paign for Nuclear Disarmament and 
other human rights organisations. His 
essay on Dympna Harper is infused 
with anger that the labour movement 
and the many organisations to which 
she volunteered her energy, skills and 
time throughout her life, did not ap-
preciate the amount of work that she 
did. Sadly, he notes that none of them 
sent a representative to her funeral.  
 
Mary McAuliffe’s essay on Margaret 
Skinnider starts with her early years in 
Scotland, which are covered exten-
sively in McAuliffe’s recent biography 
(Margaret Skinnider, Dublin, 2020), de-
scribing her suffrage activism and in-
volvement in militant Irish nationalism. 
Introduced to Dublin’s poverty by 
Constance Markievicz she became de-
termined that an independent state 
would change this situation. McAuliffe 
notes that until recently, like so many 
other left-leaning women, Skinnider’s 
later life was apparently invisible to his-
torians, despite her fifty years of politi-
cal and trade union activity, usually on 
behalf of women. 
 
Evelyn Owens was a high achiever 

from an early age and her remarkable 
career in public service was primarily 
devoted to achieving equality for 
women, although she broke several 
glass ceilings in the course of her life. 
Mags O’Brien describes the struggle 
for equal pay for female workers and 
the removal of the marriage bar, often 
against the opposition of male trade 
unionists. O’Brien notes the warm pri-
vate persona that Owens could not 
display in her ground-breaking public 
roles because of the pervasive gender 
inequality. O’Brien is also the co-
author, with Kate Kirwan, of an illumi-
nating essay about Padraigín Ní 
Mhurchú, another female pioneer in 
the Labour Court, whose career in the 
Civil Service and rise through the 
ranks of the trade union movement 
overcame as many obstacles as 
Owens. Ní Mhurchú was as talented as 
Owens and as widely respected in 
circles that had previously excluded 
women. 
 
O’Brien also wrote the piece on Máirín 
Johnston, whose long life started in ex-
treme poverty in 1931 in a Fenian and 
socialist family, where she was encour-
aged to read extensively. She joined 
the Labour Party, where she met Bren-
dan Scott, who persuaded her to stand 
as an election candidate. She moved 
for some time to the Communist 
Party. Involvement with the Dublin 
Housing Action Committee was fol-
lowed by her role with the Irish 
Women’s Liberation Movement. She 
told O’Brien: “I became more edu-
cated in the women’s movement, and I 
learned more about oppression than I 
ever did in the Communist Party. So 
that’s where my heart is.” 
 
Francis Devine writes about another 
under-appreciated woman, Mary (May) 
O’Brien, who was also pioneering in 
her role as the first Women’s Affairs 
Officer in the Irish labour movement. 
She was particularly well respected for 
the support she gave in the Packard 
Twilight Shift equality battle in the mid-
1980s, which resulted in a victory for 
the women involved. Activists and offi-
cials whom he quotes in this piece all 
remembered her very positively. 
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Monica McWilliams is the subject of 
Margaret Ward’s essay, which she says 
is unusual for her as a historian be-
cause she is unused to writing about 
the living. McWilliams is also a per-
sonal friend but Ward notes that her 
account is based on both evidence 
and personal experience. As Ward is 
herself recognised as someone who 
has made an important contribution 
to the restoration of women’s lives to 
the writing of Irish history, she might 
have merited her own chapter. There 

is certainly no question of McWilliams 
being unrecognised as she is interna-
tionally known but perhaps less for her 
feminism than her other political activity. 
 
The remaining essays are about two 
journalists. Séamus Dooley’s piece 
about Mary Maher reminds us that 
she was one of the co-founders of 
the Irish Women’s Liberation Move-
ment, as well as acting in multiple ad-
ditional roles as a highly respected 
journalist, author and passionately 
committed trade unionist. A talented 
writer, she wrote fiction, plays and 
edited Des Geraghty’s book on Luke 
Kelly. 
 
The final essay is about a journalist 
written by a fellow journalist. Lyra 
McKee was only twenty-nine years 
old when she was shot by a gunman 
who was aiming randomly towards 
police officers patrolling a dissident 
republican protest in Derry in April 
2019. She had been widely recogni-
sed for her outstanding journalism. 

Kathryn Johnston quotes McKee her-
self: “Northern Ireland had a way of 
burying uncomfortable truths, just like 
it buried its dead.” 
 
Mags O’Brien chose to complete her 
Foreword with Paula Meehan’s poem, 
Dreaming in the Zeitgeist. The poem 
celebrates the frequently nameless 
women who fought for equality. 
“They will not let us rest – they need 
us now as much as we need them, to 
show the way.” This book is a wel-
come celebration of the lives of simi-
lar women whose names we know 
and remember. 
 

TIMES PAST  

 The Imperial Hotel, South Mall, Cork (published by the Illustrated London News in 1843/Cork City Library), in 
the ballroom of which Paganini gave three concerts during September 1831 and Liszt performed four times 
between 28 December and 1 January 1840-1841.
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