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Dr. Maurice Gleeson answers questions about DNA testing 
 
Q: Exactly what does DNA testing entail? 

 It's really very simple. There's no blood test involved. You simply swab your cheek 

with a cotton bud or give a small sample of spit into a small plastic tube. It takes 2 

minutes. Then you post it off to the lab, and about 8 weeks later, you get your results. 

 There are several companies that offer DNA testing and you can buy them online. In 

fact one of the companies will be at the Back to Our Past event at the RDS in October, 

and you can actually buy DNA tests at the show. This is the first time that DNA 

testing is being offered directly to the Irish public at the show. 

 

Q: and when is that on? 
 Friday October 18th until Sunday October 20th 

 And there will also be 3 days of DNA lectures focusing on the DNA research that is 

going on in Ireland and how DNA can help you in your own Irish family tree 

research. 

 There are full details on the Back to Our Past website or if you just Google: genetic 

genealogy ireland 2013, you'll get all the information you need 

 

Q: are the DNA tests expensive? 
 The tests have come down a lot in price in recent years and you can now get a basic 

level test for about 40 euro. 

 There are also some free DNA tests being given away at Back to Our Past - and again, 

you can get details if you Google genetic genealogy Ireland 2013 

  

Q: what do you actually get from a DNA test? 
 well, depending on the type of DNA test you do, and which company you test with, 

your DNA can tell you a lot about yourself: 

o it can tell you about your deep ancestry and the routes that your ancestors took 

out of Africa about 60,000 years ago 

o your ethnic makeup - what percentage of your DNA is European, African, 

Asian, and so on 

o what percentage of your DNA is Neanderthal (because the current evidence 

suggests that modern humans and Neanderthals interbred and we still have 

some of their DNA left in our genes) 

o one of the companies will assess your genetic risk for a variety of medical 

conditions, such as Alzheimer's disease and Parkinson’s 

o and of course, the reason why most people have a DNA test, is to see if you 

can connect with long lost cousins and find some distant ancestors that you 

never knew you had. Identifying these people may help you to get over 

stumbling blocks in your own family tree research 

o and of particular relevance to Ireland, DNA is helping to connect present-day 

Irish people to the ancient Irish families and Clans, and this particular research 

is being discussed in the DNA lectures at Back to Our Past 

 most people will do it for fun, as part of their hobby (genealogy is one of the most 

popular hobbies in the world) 
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Q: have you done it yourself? 
 I have indeed and with very good results. 

 My Dad has been doing our family tree on and off for the last 30 years, and I joined in 

the fray about 8 years ago. And we were able to trace back to about 1800 on most of 

our ancestral lines, and then ... every line ended in a Brick Wall. We couldn't go any 

further. There are very few records before 1800. 

 So then we turned to DNA, and on one ancestral line (the Spearin line, Spearin was 

the surname) we found that we were an almost exact match for people called Spearin 

in Canada, America, Australia, and Limerick, all of whom could trace there ancestors 

back to Limerick in about 1800. But several people in the group had an unusual 

surname combination - Hartwell and Spearin - and we were able to find documentary 

evidence of a Spearin family marrying in to a Hartwell family      back in Limerick in 

the late 1600's. And because both names are so rare, the combination (as far as we can 

tell from all our research) is unique, making it highly likely that we are all descended 

from this Spearin family in Limerick in the 1600's. So now we are focusing our 

research on finding documentary evidence to back up what the DNA is suggesting. It 

has helped us focus our research, and that's one of the big benefits of DNA - it will 

tell you where to search next. 

 Another example of how we used it in our own family was to help solve the Mystery 

of the Wedding Memento! Some time ago my Dad found a wedding memento (it 

looked like a bookmark) in some of his grandfather's papers. And it had details of a 

Ruby Kathleen Gleeson getting married in the Australian desert in 1893. What the 

heck was this Gleeson doing there and was she related to us? We asked around our 

cousins and no one had ever heard of a Ruby Kathleen so the consensus opinion was 

that she was not related to us at all. She was not one of our crowd. But over the 

following 2-3 years, I was able to trace her grandson, who was in his 80's. We struck 

up an email correspondence, he agreed to do the DNA test, and it came back as a very 

close match with my Dad. In fact, it suggested that they were second cousins, which is 

what we would have predicted from the little documentary evidence we had. So, we 

gained cousins in Australia, and they gained cousins in Ireland, and we were able to 

share a lot of information to add to our respective family trees. 

 
Q: how does it feel when your DNA reveals its secrets? 

 well its fantastic when you're able to push your ancestry back further and discover 

ancestors you never knew you had. It really helps to put you in touch with the past, 

your past, your ancestors, and the times that they lived through. And it gives you a 

much deeper appreciation of who you are and where you came from, and what your 

ancestors had to go through so that you could be where you are today 

 I was stuck at 1800 with my Spierin line, but DNA has helped me jump back into the 

1600's. And that's started a whole new adventure for me, exploring the history, 

delving into different records, and collaborating with my fellow researchers to try to 

find out more.  

 In fact, that's how the iCARA project came about.  

 

Q: How do you mean? 
 Well it was because I was researching the 1600's that I stumbled upon the fact that 

Cromwell had sent about 50,000 men, women and children as slaves to the Caribbean, 

and as a percentage of the then population, that is somewhere between 3 and 8%, 

which is a figure I find staggering. 
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 In fact, speaking to friends and family about it, people just can't believe it. Do you 

mean indentured servants, they ask, but that was completely separate. Slaves were 

slaves. Irish people were sent to Barbados, shackled beside African slaves, and made 

to work in the fields until they dropped dead. Irish women were forcibly interbred 

with African men and became breeders of mixed race slaves ... until apparently a law 

was passed in 1681 banning the practice, because it was causing too much of a dent in 

the profits from the transatlantic slave trade. Unbelievable. 

 That got me wondering about whether or not the genetic memory of these Irish 

women and Irish men persisted in the Caribbean to this day. It's research that has 

never been done before, as far as I can tell. 

 I also became interested in Irish surnames in the Caribbean - were these the surnames 

of Irish slaves? or Irish slave masters? Because some Irish went to the Caribbean as 

the oppressors, not the oppressed. And in fact there was an excellent documentary on 

RTE Radio One recently by Joe Kearney which you can still listen to on the RTE 

website - Sugar and the Blue Eyed Slave it's called. 

 So I did a field trip to Montserrat in March this year and made some subtle enquiries 

about DNA testing, and some people weren't interested at all and some people were 

absolutely fascinated. So its a very mixed bag. For many people, it's not their cup of 

tea, and for other people it means a great deal. Some people were fascinated about 

finding out whether their DNA was from Ireland or from Africa. 

 Now, you asked me earlier on how does it feel when your DNA reveals its secrets? 

well, there are two groups of people in particular for whom I think it tends to mean a 

very big deal indeed. And they are adoptees, and people who are descended from 

African slaves. 

 

Q: Tell me about adoptees 
 Not knowing where you came from is a huge issue for adoptees, and volunteer 

researchers in the US are having some great successes at connecting adoptees with 

their biological families through the use of DNA. Whether the methodology would 

work here in Ireland is open to question, but it's a topic I will be exploring in one of 

the DNA lectures at Back to Our Past in the RDS. I have several relatives who were 

given up for adoption in my own family tree and we have spent some time trying to 

find them without success (they would be quite old by now (if they're still alive) and 

would have been given up for adoption before the current register started). So DNA 

might very well help here. 

 Also, I have been contacted myself on a number of occasions by adoptees who match 

me genetically (and therefore we are genetic cousins) but who know nothing about 

their biological family, and I'm trying to help them find out how we might be related. 

Most recently I was contacted by an 84 year old woman who has successfully found 

her mother's family by using DNA and now she wants to find her father's side. I 

match her on her father's side so we are exploring that further. But recently she saw a 

photograph of her mother for the first time. To see your mother for the first time at the 

age of 84 must be a hugely emotional experience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.rte.ie/radio1/doconone/documentary-sugar-blue-eyed-slave-montserrat-slaves.html
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Q: is it similar for people who are descended from African slaves? 
  

In many ways yes. Many people, both African American and Afro-Caribbean, have reported 

the same kind of experience. And there have been TV documentaries made about these 

experiences like Motherland (a BBC documentary) and Finding Your Roots (by US Professor 

Henry Louis Gates). And there are tons of videos on YouTube about African American 

people doing the DNA test and getting a report estimating where in Africa they may have 

come from. And just to be able to have some idea of where your ancestors might have 

originated is a major step forward for African American individuals and for the community as 

a whole. The science is not perfect yet, but at least it is opening a door that was previously 

shut tight. 

 And Ireland has its own part to play in addressing the question of slavery and our role 

in it both as oppressed and oppressor. People want to know the truth. Some of it is 

ugly and some of it is not. But the purpose of setting up the iCARA project in the first 

place was to give people who wanted to make the journey, a chance to get      started 

and find their way home. That's what it's all about. Facilitating the journey for those 

who want to make it. 

 

Q: and what was that website you mentioned about the DNA lectures? 
 It's called Genetic Genealogy Ireland 2013 and if you just Google it, it will take you 

there. 

 Genetic Genealogy Ireland 2013 

  

 

 


