
t was a very long hard road to comedown with every kind of an obstacleagainst me,” says Tony Kelly of hislong fight for any information aboutthe family he came from. Tony spenthis childhood in St Teresa’s Motherand Baby Home in Blackrock beforebeing fostered out with ten familieseventually sent to stay with a familyin Mayo. Although he has beensearching for decades for information on thefamily he came from, it was only last year thatTony found out anything about his parents whohave both passed on. He is still searching for asister Jane of whose whereabouts nothing isknown. At the age of 16, Tony left Ireland for Man-chester, remaining in the UK for twenty yearswhere he had a successful wrestling career, ap-pearing on ITV’s World of Sport many times asboth wrestler and referee. He then returned toIreland with his only aim to find out about hisidentity and origin. A cruel twist in Tony’s story is that he at-tended his mother Bridget Kelly’s funeral in1984, hoping someone there could shed somelight on his family. Tony says he was “shockedbeyond belief” to learn this. It was on that daythat he overheard a man say to a woman ofTony, ‘Go on, talk to him’: “I believe the girl whowas looking at me was my aunt, Jane AnneKelly. She was a priest’s housekeeper so thething was cloaked in secrecy. You must under-stand that the Catholic Church ruled with aniron hand. Their idea is: ‘Look, you’re a fineman, you’ve done well’. No thanks to them,you’ve done well. Their idea is forget about itand move on. You need to know your heritage,you need to know your culture, you need toknow who your people are, no matter who theyare or what they are. Everybody has that wishin life. It’s not nice to say to somebody moveon.”In 2013, Tony was provided with hismother’s address, 29 years after her passing:“It was information that was withheld from meby the CPRSI (the Catholic Protection and Res-cue Society of Ireland) from 1967. They kneweverything, they had everything. It’s not right(to hold on to and not share such informationfor so many years) because everybody is dead

and gone by then. It’s morally wrong. Youwouldn’t hold access from that kind of thing toanybody.”Tony had been informed and believed an-other woman by the name of Bridget Kelly washis mother. For years, he sent that Bridget Kellymoney, Christmas cards and mass cards. Heeven tended to this woman’s grave when shepassed on. But the death certificate showedthis Bridget died at the age of 70, making her40 when Tony was born while hospital recordsshowed his mother was 29 when she had him.The woman he was told was his mother wasthe “totally wrong Bridget Kelly altogether fourmiles away”. 
Republican father In one exchange Tony had with the CPRSIwhile searching for the truth about his parent-age, the secretary said, “‘Tell me did you inves-tigate that family?’ ‘I did as best I could’, I said.‘Tell me were there any Micks or Dicks in thatfamily?’ Of course, I thought she was taking thepiss out of me. I said, ‘I don’t know, I only knowwhat you are telling me but there seem to beplenty of Dicks in it anyway’. The relevance did-n’t mean a thing until late last year, my unclewas uncle Michael and my other uncle wasRichard. 

“That’s the thing that I hate about this,they’re sitting on your identity and they’re giv-ing you the run around, knowing that you’reknocking on wrong doors, trying to get infor-mation from here, there and everywhere. Itwasn’t about looking for money for anythinglike that. It was trying to put a family link, chaintogether.”It was also last year that Tony found outabout his father although, unbeknownst to him,he had seen his image in both picture and videobefore. He had actually carried a memory cardof his father around for years without knowingits relevance. His search for his relatives tookhim to Killenaule in Tipperary that turned outto be his father’s home place: “That was a mys-tery in itself, a total mystery: To find my father. “Nobody knew him, they knew the family’sname but nobody knew him. All of a sudden,this fella said, ‘the last we heard of that man, hewas on television’. I said: ‘How is he on televi-sion?’”Tony’s father Joseph Nolan was a promi-nent member of the IRA and was deportedfrom the UK after an attempt to blow up Ham-

mersmith Bridge as part of the 1939-40 bomb-ing campaign. Tony had seen him speaking ona documentary about the IRA’s split in 1969with the formation of the Provisional IRA: “Hewas a strong Irishman, a very strong Irishmanand he got into trouble in England with Ham-mersmith Bridge. I think at one time they weretrying to reorganise the bridge for want of abetter word. “There was a question raised in Dáil Éire-ann about him. Oliver J Flanagan raised a ques-tion about him in Leinster House with theMinister of Justice of the time who happenedto be minister Seán Mac Eoin. He got deportedfrom England and then he breached the bar-ring order and came back and he was arrestedat Holyhead. The question Oliver J Flanaganwas raising with the minister was how comethe detectives in Holyhead knew about thisman’s political career. The answer back fromSeán Mac Eoin was that he could assure thedeputy that nobody released that informationwherever they got it from.“I do not know why I kept that (documen-tary), honestly. I am interested in history any-
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Tony Kelly, seen by millions on ITV’s
Saturday wrestling in the 1970s, tells
David Hennessy about seeking his 
parents but finding them too late.

Life

She said: ‘Were there
Micks or Dicks in the
family?’ I thought she
was taking the p**s. I
said: ‘There’s plenty
of Dicks in it anyway’

“

‘My story puts
Philomena’s 
in the shade!’

Tony (right) pictured
with his adoptive
mother and sibling 

Tony pictured outside a
house in Enniscoe where his
mother Bridget Kelly worked 


