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Had I the heavens’ embroidered cloths,

Enwrought with golden and silver light,

The blue and the dim and the dark cloths

Of night and light and the half-light,

I would spread the cloths under your feet:

But I, being poor, have only my dreams;

I have spread my dreams under your feet;

Tread softly because you tread on my

dreams.

‘Aedh Wishes for the Cloths of Heaven’

– W.B. Yeats




‘An exceptionally beautiful book – a blend of memoir, medicine and meditation. In Beneath the Surface, Harry brings us on a compelling odyssey that weaves his own life story with empathetic reflections on the lives of others.’

Ryan Tubridy

‘Harry’s incisive, empathetic and good-humoured commentary on life is turned to the seasons of his own life – to moments of joy, of grief and the days of calm in between … It is a real pleasure to join him for a tale well told.’

Dr Anne-Marie Creaven, Associate Professor in Psychology, University of Limerick

‘A beautifully inspirational and thought-provoking book which … provides unique insights into the life and work of one of Ireland’s most influential doctors. It is quite simply a remarkable story of a remarkable man.’

Sr Stan Kennedy

‘A luminous, powerful exploration of becoming, Beneath the Surface reminds us that the richest stories are often the quietest – and that understanding ourselves and listening to each other are the greatest adventures of all.’ 

Brendan Kelly, Professor of Psychiatry, Trinity College Dublin

‘Beneath the Surface is a testament to a life lived with courage and care. It reminds us that our greatest insights often come from our hardest moments, and that love, service and connection remain the truest guides in uncertain times.’

Dr Sabina Brennan, neuroscientist and author

‘A deep and powerful memoir, Beneath the Surface illuminates Harry Barry’s sheer depth of knowledge and awareness of the human condition. It explores his wisdom and guidance that have been a shining light for so many people over the years.’

Cathy Kelly
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Introduction

Picture the scene. It was summertime and the sun was splitting the rocks. My wife Brenda and I were clambering over the grassy knolls down onto the rocks in Clogher Head, County Louth. We finally arrived at our destination, a depression set in the rocks facing out over the Irish Sea. Spreading out a blanket, we opened our picnic basket. There is nothing more satisfying than savouring a sandwich and a mug of tea out in the open air. 

I felt so much at peace. I had the person I loved most in the world beside me, and in one of my most favourite spots in the country. With our picnic over, Brenda settled down with her book and I lay back against a rock. I saw a seal pop its head out of the water to gaze at us, before suddenly diving under the waves. 

Those who know and love me constantly chide me for ‘living in my head’. They despair of those moments when I look off into the distance, musing about new concepts or ideas, or problem-solving some issues. On occasion, it can take some time for me to exit such reveries. Out on the headland that day I found myself entering this meditative space, reflecting on the fact that I had been on the earth for over seven decades. 

Questions flooded my mind: where had those seventy-years-plus gone? They seemed to have passed by in the blink of an eye. What had I achieved during this time? 

Who was I? Husband, lover and soulmate? Father of three wonderful children? Grandfather to three beautiful grandchildren? A doctor and healer? A mental health advocate? An author? A media commentator? How did all of these come to pass? 

What had become of my dreams? Had I been able to fulfil them? Was it time to reset them? 

What of the future? 

It also came to me on reflection that day that I had been on a lifelong quest over the decades, seeking answers to a number of questions. 

What was the essence of healing? Did it involve the whole person? 

What was wisdom and how did one acquire it? 

Most of all, how did one find meaning in a world so broken and splintered? Was I searching for the essence of being?

So many questions filled my mind. If I was to answer them honestly, it would mean revisiting various periods of my life. Each one of us has a story, a life less ordinary. Mine was no different. It was time to explore it further. 

I had to face the reality that I was getting tired, mentally and physically. It was as if sharing the burdens of so many people for so long was finally catching up with me. Maybe now was the time to tell my story, especially while I still had the energy to do so. 

And so my journey of rediscovery began.

In retrospect, what an amazing roller-coaster of a life it has been. Filled with adventure and romance. Soaked in the tears of grief and loss. There have been periods of joy and laughter, intermingled with those of sadness and pain. So many wonderful players who appeared regularly on the stage during the last seven decades have now left us. Most of what I have been fortunate to achieve has been built upon the shoulders of those giants who have gone before me.

Revisiting my life story brought me into the world of memories. What amazing, mysterious entities our memories are. Modern neuroscience has shed light on how every detail of our lives, both emotional and contextual, is being continuously formed, shaped, reshaped and encoded in our brain, often when we are asleep. Memories are always there for instant retrieval, ready to be brought back into our conscious minds, if required. Like it or not, we are our memories, whether joyful, painful or traumatic. 

Our personal memory of a situation, as I was to discover, may fundamentally differ to that of others. In this sense, our memory banks are unique to each one of us. There is also the question of space. The brain has a limited storage capacity so prioritises some memories over others. Some of our earliest memories are often subsumed under the many layers of new memories formed since. 

I have found revisiting so many memories to be an emotionally challenging experience. There were many times when I found myself in tears. On other occasions, I found myself uplifted, borne on the wings of those wonderful human beings who carried me when all seemed hopeless. I frequently found myself emotionally lost in the letters and documents from past times and in the many fact-checking interviews and conversations with family members, friends and colleagues. It was like revisiting a different world, and yet, increasingly, I felt it was important that the many voices that enriched my life with their wisdom and knowledge be heard. For this is not just my story, but the story of generations who have gone before me.

When I sat down to write, I discovered that some fascinating threads weaved their way through my rediscovery of the past. Here are just a few.

Dreams

I found myself reflecting on the idea, and the importance, of dreams as I wrote my story. Not so much the night-time ramblings of our subconscious mind, beloved of Freud and Jung. Rather, those conscious dreams all of us have, often beginning in childhood, that motivate and guide us in our lives, and help determine how our lives might evolve. The dreams that signify hope and potential: the romance and love we will find, the adventures we will have, the places we will visit, the people we will meet, the lives we will lead. Such dreams are like clouds, floating over the landscape of our lives. Earthbound, we experience the peaks and valleys of life with its joys and sorrows. Above, oblivious to these happenings, float our dreams. They may constantly change as we age, but without them and the sense of hope that they bring, our lives can become grey and meaningless. It was one of the great insights I had when writing this book. How all of us must have the courage to follow our dreams, no matter what others might think or say, no matter the cost or where they bring us to. In doing so, we are following our hearts. 

The Outsider

I have always believed myself to be an outsider – standing on the periphery, looking in. This encouraged me to remain fiercely independent throughout my life, refusing to allow my mind, in particular, to be pigeon-holed into any formal or fixed viewpoint or within the strait-jacket of conformity. I view myself as an observer, like a bird sitting high up in a tree, looking out over the landscape below. 

Being an outsider has afforded me the opportunity to see a broader picture of life, with its many different colours and hues. This is especially the case in my approach to mental health, where my objectivity and curiosity have allowed me to observe and analyse others, giving me a deeper understanding of issues and a strong desire to help. The outsider by nature will often be a loner – as I am – but this was a price I was happy to pay as long as it allowed me to help others. 

Empathy

I now realise that I inherited the gift of empathy early on in my life – of being able to sense the emotional landscape of another person and to make deep human connections with them as a consequence. This gift became honed and polished with the assistance of others and as the decades progressed. It became the cornerstone of my life of healing. 

Resilience

This is one of the most important life skills that any of us can develop – the ability to constantly adapt to whatever life throws at us. My story is a story of resilience and, at times, of pure survival. The fact that I am still here striving and thriving is a testimony to the power of resilience. It continues to form a fundamental part of my whole approach to mental health and wellbeing.

Service

It may seem an old-fashioned concept in our busy individualistic modern world. This idea of being there for each other. To go beyond ourselves for the betterment of others. To share our hearts and minds with each other. To be there for those who are most in need. Is this not love in its purest form?

The Feminine

On this journey of self-discovery, I have found that I am most comfortable in the feminine nature of being. All of us have a masculine and feminine side and I have come to realise that I am much more attracted to the latter. It represents a softer, warmer, empathetic, nurturing, pragmatic and often more intuitively deeper understanding of the human condition. 

Healing

I have been searching my whole life for a holistic understanding of both physical and mental health, where each is seen as interchangeable and essential for our optimal wellbeing. 

We have made such strides in the treatment of physical health, and I have been fortunate to witness the giant advances in combating sickness and disease throughout the decades. Advocating for such strides in mental healthcare is an ongoing battle, and there is still much to do. It lags significantly behind physical healthcare, but its importance to overall health and wellbeing should not be underestimated. 

Meaning

What is life all about? Where do we come from? Where are we going? These are the questions that I have been asking throughout my life. This story tells of how I finally came to my understanding of the essence of meaning. What a journey of discovery it has been.

These are just some of the threads running through this story. It is a tale of hope, of joy, of sorrow, of the deeper side of what it is that makes us human. It’s a story of an enduring love that wrapped up so many, including me, in its warm embrace. Everything has flowed from this fountain of nourishment.

To think that none of this might ever have happened. 

For this is where my story begins. 
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