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Diaspora

MY PARENTS ,  Michael Higgins
and Margaret Alice Beirne Hig-
gins, both from County Leitrim,
emigrated to the United States
via Canada when I was around
four years old, settling in Rhode
Island to live near my mom’s sis-
ter, Kathleen Beirne Griffin. 

I was born in Belfast as my
father was stationed there as he
served in the British Admiralty. Belfast
was not a welcoming place in those days
for Roman Catholics who served with the
Crown. When my father was sent to India
to serve my mother took the children to
Killaneen, Ballinamore to be close to her
family.

One of five siblings, I was reared with
a younger sister, Deirdre and two younger
brothers, Barry and Kevin, in the city of
Providence, Rhode Island. My oldest
brother died shortly after birth.

My parents shared many stories about
Leitrim and their family including siblings;
Francis, Katherine, Jack, Josie, Peter and
Lillian, during our childhood. However,
not much was told about the Higgins
side, only that my father’s father owned
and operated a store in Mohill, on what
was referred to as ‘Higgins Corner’. 
My mother loved Ireland so much 
that she never relinquished her Irish 
citizenship. 

Growing up in America, I received a
Catholic education at St. Paul’s School in
Cranston, Rhode Island, and put myself
firstly through Providence College, a
Dominican Friar College and then attended
Catholic University Law School in Wash-

ington DC where I graduated with a Jurist
Doctorate Degree. I became a member of
the Rhode Island Bar Association in 1971
and commenced my law practice. Inspired
by President John F Kennedy, Jr., years
earlier, I decided to enter into local politics
in 1972 and ran unendorsed as a Democrat
in Providence for the seat of State 
Representative and subsequently won 
the election. During my fourth year, I was
elected as Majority Leader of the House
of Representatives, the youngest ever at
that time. In 1980, I was appointed as a
Judge of the District Court of Rhode
Island, and later became the Administrative
Judge of the court, and then Acting 
Chief Judge. I served on the District 
Court for 30 years until my retirement in
2010.

In 1974, I married my wife Geraldine.
We purchased two roundtrip tickets to
Ireland for my parents to join us on our
honeymoon!  This was the first time they
had returned home to Killaneen, Balli-
namore since emigrating to America. We
spent three weeks on our honeymoon,
travelling throughout Ireland and had the
privilege of meeting our relatives in

County Leitrim. 
During our most recent visit during this

October, we revisited my cousins in Killaneen,
Ballinmore, the Beirne’s, who once again,
welcomed us with much love. Seamus
and Bernie Beirne are outstanding hosts

and arranged for all cousins to
meet and have a great time
sharing stories. 

Arrangements were also made
for a meeting with my distant
cousin, Willie Joe Higgins of
Mohill. We had a pleasant
evening at his home discussing
our great grandfathers and his
recollections of the family.
Other than contact with a

cousin, Eddie Higgins when he and his
daughter visited America in 1978, unfor-
tunately, mostly all other contact was lost
between my dad’s family once he came to
America.

My wife and I were blessed with four
children: Bethany, Tara, Caitlin and
Michael, Jr., who we raised in South
Kingstown, Rhode Island and who all still
reside not far from us. However, our
recent visit to Ireland was to fulfill a wish
of our daughter, Tara, who we sadly lost
to breast cancer at the young age of 
34 in 2013. Tara graduated with a Bache-
lor’s Degree in Elementary and Special
Education, and received her Master’s
Degree in Literacy, all from Providence
College. She had spent some time in 
Galway in 2000 visiting classmates and
she loved her time in Ireland. Having
great pride in her Irish heritage and a
love for Galway, she requested that some
of her ashes be scattered there.

I am now retired and my wife and I are enjoying
our children, grandchildren, golf and traveling. I
consider myself a proud Leitrim and Irish man. My
hopes are to return to Ireland more often and
explore more of the magical and friendly country,
for which I proudly announce as my birth country.
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