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A pioneering group of Irish Amer-
icans in Maine is encouraging its
members to turn the other cheek
in order to explore their Irish
roots.
In what is one of Irish Amer-

ica's most ambitious heritage
projects, mouth scrapings con-
taining the DNA— the unique ge-
netic code of all humans — have
now been collected from over 200
members of the Maine Irish Her-
itage Center.
Billed the Maine Gaeltacht pro-

gram, the initiative has helped
trace relatives of many of the cen-
ter’s members both in Maine and
in the Connemara Gaeltacht in
County Galway, once home to the
majority of the Pine Tree State
Irish, and has helped adoptees
identify their birth parents.
"We have made fantastic

strides in a short time," says proj-
ect facilitator Margaret Feeney La-
Combe, who is heading up the
DNA research and has spent the
past 20 years digging up her own
past.
"We strongly feel that this proj-

ect is of significant importance to
the Irish community both in the
United States and in our native
Ireland.
“Researching Irish roots can

prove to be very frustrating due to
so many records having been de-
stroyed.
“The genealogy team at the

Maine Irish Heritage Centre
began the DNA project with the
simple goal of helping us to con-
nect with living relatives that we
were unable to locate using the
old fashioned paper trail. We are
overwhelmed with the progress
we have made."
Based in the former St. Do-

minic's Catholic Church in the
West End of Portland — once a
solidly Irish area of the city — the
Maine Irish Heritage Center was
taken over by the Irish community
in 2003 and re-opened in 2008 as
the epicenter of all things Irish in
a state where one in six trace
their roots back to the Emerald
Isle.
Arguably the most beautiful

Irish American center in the U.S.,
the preserved St. Dominic's
Church is now home to regular
Irish events, as well as the
groundbreaking DNA project.
"Our Library and Genealogy

Center is proud to house over
2,000 volumes devoted to Irish
genealogy, history, art, literature
and language," says Feeney La-
Combe.
"Our volunteer genealogists

have assisted people with re-
searching their roots since the
center was opened in 2003.
“To further the study we travel

to Ireland each year to gather tar-
geted DNA within the confines of
County Galway. In this way, we
are able to connect the Maine
Irish with the Irish who remain in
Galway."
Using $99 swab kits to collect

DNA samples from inside the
cheek, the center has now linked
the DNA of over 200 members in
the Maine Gaeltacht project data-
base with the world's largest DNA
genealogy site, Family Tree DNA.
The results will help families in
Ireland trace long-lost relatives
whose ancestors travelled to the
U.S. and help the Maine Irish
identify their own family connec-
tions.
Adds project coordinator Deb

Gellerson: "Each year, our mem-
bers return to Ireland to collect
more samples in the Connemara
Gaeltacht.

“Our volunteers have tromped
through fields in Ireland collect-
ing DNA samples from farmers
and sheep herders.
“They take the test willingly,

feeling proud that they are able to
be part of gluing together the
bond that binds us all. They have
shared with us that they are glad
that we are preserving their her-
itage and they thank us for being
proud to be Irish."
Readers can find out more

about the Maine Irish Heritage
Center and the Maine Gaeltacht
genealogy project at
www.maineirish.com.
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On their
way to
Lorient
New Yorkers Hilary Beirne and
Niall O'Leary are on their way this
week to the Interceltic Festival in
Lorient, Brittany to participate in
what is the largest gathering of
the eight Celtic nations in the
world.
Every year, artists and bands

from Ireland, Scotland, Wales,
the Isle of Man, Cornwall, As-
turias, Galicia and Brittany travel
to Lorient to take part in the
famed festival.
This year, Lorient will host an

expected 700,000 Celts from
around the world as the city is
transformed into a center of
Celtic music, dance and song
from August 1 to Aug 10.

This year's theme is "In the
year of Ireland."
Two conferences hosted by

the chamber of commerce in Lo-
rient entitled "The Irish of New
York" will be part of the many dis-
cussions concerning Ireland and
its diaspora.
Leading the conferences will

be Hilary Beirne, founder of the
St. Patrick's Day Foundation and
Executive Secretary of the St.
Patrick's Parade.
Other speakers include Niall

O'Leary, founder of the "Niall
O'Leary School of Irish Dance
NYC."
“I am delighted and honored

to lead the delegation. It is so im-
portant cultural exchanges occur
between people of different cul-
tures, especially cultures that
have been so intertwined over
the centuries.
“The eight Celtic nations have

so much in common, and this is
very evident when one attends
the festival in Lorient,” said Hilary
Beirne.

Copa fever
Above: Cheering on the Boys in Green vs. France were the Greenes
– Siobhan, Cian, Kieran and Stephen. For a report on Ireland’s efforts
in the Cosmos Copa turn to Page 36.

Below: Allez! Fans showing their colors at Flushing Meadows Park,
Queens, on Sunday. PHOTOS BY PETER MCDERMOTT

Maine Irish find kin
with DNA

Press play on the world’s largest celebration 
of Celtic culture and entertainment. When 
you combine world-class musicians with Irish 
dancing, a Scottish Music Jam and the Brian 
Ború Millennial Celebration, you can create 
a playlist all your own. 
So turn up the volume 
on Milwaukee’s lakefront 
and bring your family 
and friends to Milwaukee 
Irish Fest!

August 14 - 17, 2014

IRISHFEST.COM

The Maine Irish Heritage Center
is based in a former church.


