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This book is dedicated to my dear wife Viola for her constant patience and support and for the many blessings of the quiet home she created for us nearly forty years ago.


PART 1:

Small Don


1. THE ADVENTURES OF SMALL DON



‘Go out and play,’ Mam was saying, her face so close to mine that I could smell her Ivory Velouté face cream. ‘I told you before. You can’t go to the Army Tattoo in Ballsbridge. If your Uncle Joe wants to take your brother Tommy, then that’s his business. You’ll just have to get used to the fact that you can’t be number one all the time.’ I longed to see the Tattoo because it was the talk of the school. Comfortable boys from the suburbs, who were in my class because of their Liberties connections, bragged how their dads had brought them to see the soldiers driving motorbikes in formation, standing to attention on the crossbars with rifles on their shoulders. I was not going to miss out on these wondrous sights if I could help it.

Just as I was about to ask when I was ever number one, the door suddenly opened and Aunt Dené came trotting into the room, her arms waving and her head enveloped in a cloud of Woodbine smoke. ‘Nellie,’ she moaned, ‘there’s a squatter in me grave. I have to talk to you.’ She turned to me. ‘Shonny, are you causing trouble again? I know you arrived on the anniversary of the Black and Tan truce, but you’re crying since you were born. Will you go out and play because I have to talk to your mammy.’ Before I had a chance to depart she was into a tirade about an unfeeling member of her clan who had come home from England and put an urn of someone’s ashes in the family grave in Glasnevin Cemetery without a word of permission.

I left them at it, grabbed my short coat, and made haste to leave the parlour of Nannie O’Neill’s house, at the back of her pork butcher’s shop. Mam called out to close the front doors if there were cattle being driven down Francis Street. I needed time to get around her to let me go with Joe to the Tattoo, and I had to get on Joe’s good side so it would strike him that he should take me. Even then it was becoming clear that life was full of such situations, where you had to use your head to get where you wanted. I left in a hurry because Aunt Dené was a person I did not want to cross. She was from Benburb Street, a foreign land on the other side of the River Liffey, and I couldn’t make her out.

She had been courting my Uncle Paddy for many years and there had been no sign of marriage. The heat of ardour had gone from Paddy, and Mam told me later in life that on the night before they finally did get married he confided to her that he hoped he was doing the right thing. Dené was a nice person: she and her mother were generous on Holy Communion Day and Hansel Monday, but for me she suffered from two serious defects of character: she was not from the Liberties and she was a grown-up female. My plea to be allowed to go to the Tattoo had been interrupted, but I could return to the subject another time.

This particular day was a holiday from school while the teachers were considering strike action. Mam had told me to use my own discretion in how I might spend it. That was her way of saying I should spend the day outdoors, but not get into trouble. I had arranged to go for a walk to the quarry pond in the brickworks dump on Crumlin Road, a few miles away, with my pal, Tom Byrne. My idea was to try again to catch a nice pinkeen, like the one I had just missed the last time I was there. It was a lovely redbreast in colour, a real beauty that had slipped over the edge of my net.

I sat on my imaginary mustang with the reins in one hand and galloped out, slapping my flanks. As I thundered over the horizon of our front door, I nearly collided with old Mrs Welsh on the way to her fish stall in the Iveagh Market. She was dressed entirely in black, as usual, following the Liberties custom of mourning a dead husband for life. ‘Hello, Seán,’ she smiled. ‘Are you coming in to see me later?’ We were pals because I had found her purse on the footpath outside Nannie O’Neill’s a few years before, and she never forgot that I had handed it over to Aunt Molly in the shop. Across the road, I could see a couple of boys rooting through the sweepings of the Tivoli Cinema from the night before, looking for sweets, coins or jewellery and about to be evicted by Harry, the usher.

Tom was waiting for me in the front porch of the Iveagh Market, leaning against the huge wooden doors that kept out the street sounds and smells from the vast market hall where used clothes were sold. He was telling his cousin that the carved face on the second arch on the front of the market was Cochise, the Apache chief, while the cousin was busy relying on an old cure in allowing Spot, the Carrolls’ ardent but unfaithful dog, to lick a scab on his knee.

I reared my mount on his hind legs, neighing loudly, and stopped, breathless. We were all set for the day out. I liked horsemanship, but couldn’t abide playing Cowboys and Indians. All that dar-dar stuff left me cold, and playing dead and wounded reminded me of my sisters’ games of ‘Statues’, where you were given a push and had to come to a stop, frozen.

Tom and I were in the bunts, meaning we played cards as partners on the street. In particular, we pooled our buttons for a game called Don. Tom was a real shark, but we had been caught reneging on a trump the day before, so there was no chance of being let play in the usual school for the moment. I called him Big Don, and he called me Small Don, but this had nothing to do with our height: it was just because we were pals. Big Don was actually the nine of trumps and Small Don was the five. Both counted double in a trick when you played Don. In the Liberties, to be called Small Don was a compliment.

My pal was a bit older than me, with a bowl haircut, a pale face and bandy legs. His other distinguishing feature on this day was a boil plaster ready to fall off the back of his neck. He wore grubby white runners, like my own, and a Sloppy Joe shirt over his longers. Tom had a great imagination. He’d been brought up by his father since his mother had died. The dad worked as a washerman in the engine shop of CIÉ, the national transport company, and filled Tom’s head with the small talk of men whose job was a sort of captivity. People used to say that my pal was a little man cut short. I slapped my horse on the rump and sent it home as we started out on the trail. Tom said that first of all he wanted to tuck his longers into his socks, because he heard that the rats near the quarry could easily dart up the leg and cause harm. He was like that.

He goes, ‘Me dad told me last night that he once hoped to be a priest but it didn’t work out.’ I stared at him, surprised by this new and unlikely information, and asked what had happened. He sighed, then said seriously, ‘The bread didn’t change.’

I laughed my head off. Good old Tom, always innocent and making me feel better than him, even if he was older. Kindly Mrs Doyle was standing at the door of her dairy shop, talking to her neighbour, Jimmy Lynch, the shoe repairer. I was often in both places. The boys on the school Gaelic team said that Jimmy Lynch made the best waxed end in the Liberties, with a strong fine needle and plenty of length in the thread, making it easy to stitch the burst panels of a leather football back together again.

Mrs Doyle sold jammy Mikado biscuits, and I had to buy a quarter-pound of these for Uncle Joe’s tea most days. Joe lived a regulated life. He had his dinner when I came home for the lunch break at half past twelve from school. After that he would fall asleep for a while, sitting at the table with his head on his hand, just as he had been trained to do when he was on twenty-four-hour call as a Marconi wireless operator on his first voyage to Argentina.

We loped down sunny Francis Street. Women were busy shopping. Delivery vans and horse cars claimed their space on the roadway. A packed herd of cattle suddenly came into sight round the corner from Thomas Street, moving quickly, the drovers shouting encouragement and hitting them with sticks. We ran back to the shop and just got the doors closed in time before we continued on our way. The smell of cows filled the air. Now and then one would rear up in fright, and put her hooves on the back of the beast in front for want of space. They would take any escape route they could, and it was no joke to open the kitchen door behind the shop and find a frightened cow staring at you, mooing and dribbling, almost unable to turn around to get back out. They were on their way to Kehoes in Garden Lane to be slaughtered, having been driven from the cattle market on the North Circular Road a few miles away. I could imagine them in a country field sometimes, their coats shining and tails swishing, not like the mucky victims they had now become.

I saw Mallo coming in the distance. That wasn’t his real name, and was short for ‘Mallethead’. He had got the nickname because his parents kept him permanently shaven-headed due to the presence of head lice among his friends. Mallo stopped us, shouting, ‘Mandrake gestures hypnotically,’ and pointing in the manner of the cartoon magician in the Evening Mail. He boxed in the schoolboys’ league in the stadium, and was highly regarded. He was pally, but he said, ‘Hello,’ by giving me a playful deadener on the arm, then turned to my friend. Dropping his head on Tom’s shoulder, he unleashed a fusillade of light uppercuts to the solar plexus in a smart display of in-fighting. In conclusion, he stepped back and gave him a friendly cross to the temple, none of it in the real, of course, just in the cod. He was only showing off. Tom didn’t say a word. Nobody would stand out with Mallo.

We said goodbye and headed for the Coombe, which was closed to traffic as workmen were replacing the timber cobbles. Dad had told me before that the wooden surface was to quieten the noise of the horse traffic, but the smooth timber was an icy trap for them in winter. I remembered having a nightmare one night after I had seen a poor fallen horse, with a shaft of the dray broken, struggling in full harness, its rolling eyes bloodshot and full of terror.

There was a stream of dirty water flowing under the road, so we made boats from pieces of paper we found blowing around and watched them disappear from view and come into sight again at the next excavation. We went on up the Coombe and called into my Uncle Mick Whelan’s shoe-repair shop at the corner of Reginald Street. He was married to Dad’s sister Mary, and never stopped telling old jokes. There he was, working on the last, mending shoes and smiling away. I had heard Mam say he was famous for singing ‘Show Me the Way to Go Home’ backwards, and that his name had been mentioned by Man About Town in the Evening Mail for it, so I asked him to sing it for us. He did, but I was a bit disappointed because he kept the same melody, and only sang the words backwards. Everyone knew that song because it was usually the last one to be sung at a Liberties party. When you heard it, it was time to go.

We set off again and May Kelly cycled past in Ardee Street, wearing slacks. Jeers all round, and not just from us. ‘Let yer father out of bed’ and ‘Give us a crossbar on your girl’s bike’ brought no response. I shouted, ‘Sell it and buy an ass,’ trying to be smart, but Tom went too far.

He tried, ‘Hey, May, who died and left you the trousers?’

She stood up on the pedals and roared at him, ‘Yeh little bread and tea harrier, Thomas Byrne! What you have wouldn’t fill them.’

We went silent knowing that to continue would invite May’s next scale of invective, which would be unpleasant and possibly memorable.

On Ardee Street there was a gang of boys playing combo with a tennis ball – Three an’ In, to be exact. Bellew was in the goal, which was chalked on the wall, and had already let in two, so he was preparing to surrender the goalkeeper’s job when the third was scored. I was all for playing with them for a few minutes, but when I said, ‘Hello,’ Bellew just grunted and said, ‘Get lost. Don’t know yeh.’

Just then, an open lorry with the Jacob’s Biscuits logo displayed on the front trundled around the corner from the Coombe. A roar went up. ‘It’s the Jacob’s load!’ The game broke up immediately, with boys grabbing their short coats and running after it. They knew that it was on its way to the brickworks dump to unload a cargo of biscuits that had been damaged in the making at the factory in Bishop Street. This was a movable feast day, and we had well learned to act swiftly if we wished to glut ourselves. We were going in the same direction as the lorry, but today I did not feel like exerting myself in a scramble over half-baked Cream Crackers or the like, so we watched the caravan disappear up towards the dump.

At the bottom of Cork Street we called in to say hello to Ken Barber, who had been in my class in Warrenmount School and he pointed out where Miss Kavanagh, one of our teachers, lived beside him. We passed the house in respectful silence, hoping that the door would open so that we might see her again, but our curiosity was in vain.

Congley the farrier was nearby in Cork Street. We stood as far inside the door as we dared, ready to exit quickly. The action was set in a lofty enclosed forge, poorly lit, with sawdust thrown on the cobbled floor. A big carthorse was waiting to be shod and a huge fire was being blown with the bellows by the blacksmith. In front of him a horseshoe was taking shape on the anvil. Two young men, standing on the same side of the horse, held its reins. The air was smoky, but in the dim light we could see that the animal was beginning to stir restlessly. The next thing was that he started to pee with mighty force, the sawdust having little effect in soaking up the downpour. We heard a few curses then, nothing new, but these got worse when the horse started to cack. The smell was terrible, but smells were never a consideration for us. There was movement in the cack and we took stock of a new phenomenon. It was filled with long, fat worms, writhing and crawling in the steaming dung. It was terrific. Tom said afterwards that it was better than the zoo. However, it was all too much for the men holding the horse, one arguing with the blacksmith, and the other asking us what were we gawking at, and inviting us in plain language to get out, which we did.

We reviewed the way we might shorten the road. One possibility was to go into a shop and ask them if they had any broken biscuits. If they said they had, we could roar, ‘Well, go and mend them,’ and run out. Another method practised by the boys in the Liberties was to call a passing policeman ‘Bluebottle’, but you had to be in a crowd for that one so as to avoid identification, and you also had to be familiar with the local alleyways as escape routes. In the end, we decided just to go on and enjoy whatever we found on our ramble. As we continued up Cork Street, we passed Paddy Whelan’s shop. He had the O’Connor warrant to supply us with bikes and prams on a mysterious credit system known only to Mam and himself. I knew him well from calling in with her as she often seemed to need repairs to her chariot, as she called it. Paddy was always nice to us, and I was fascinated by the fact that he could write very well despite missing a thumb due to some accident.

A horse and car went by, carrying two barrels. The driver was looking for kitchen slop. He sang out, ‘Slop! Slop!’ every few minutes, and the women in the houses called him in to take the waste away. As he called, ‘Slop! Slop!’ we intoned after him, ‘The pigs are dyin’,’ in perfect rhythm, litany style. He was well used to it. It was harder with the coal man, as we had to anticipate his melodious call of ‘Coh-o- il! Coh-o-il!’ with our question, ‘What do you feed your mother on?’ If we got it right, he would obligingly call out, ‘Coh-o-il! Coh-o-il!’

We met Cashman walking on the road, pushing a handcart and carrying a shovel. He had been sent out by his dad, who had a potato plot on the canal bank at Sally’s Bridge, to collect horse manure, which meant that he had to patrol Cork Street taking a watchful interest in any dray that went past.

Coming up to Dolphin’s Barn Bridge we stopped to watch the boys swimming in the murky canal. Some were diving off the bridge in a belly-flopper, which meant that they were either winded, if they were lucky, or else made contact with the bottom of the shallow canal, which could be very unlucky, as it was the last resting place of any junk thrown over the bridge. ‘It’s like soup,’ one boy shouted. ‘Terrific! The real gowdle harbour! I’m crossing on the dog’s paddle.’ A broken sign floated in the water, saying, ‘CYM demands a swimming-pool for Crumlin.’ The body of a pig was mouldering in the shallow water where the towpath went under the bridge. I looked on without envy. Like most Liberties folk, I had little interest in learning to swim, and the state of the canal was no incentive.

A boat loaded with Guinness barrels passed by, being pulled by a horse on the towpath. As it drew away, a man directed his terrier in pursuit of a water rat disturbed by the backwash. The dog kept throwing looks at his master, and wherever the owner pointed with his stick, it followed, the rodent barely escaping in the reeds on the other side of the canal. We looked on with approval, shouting encouragement, and hoping that the dog would catch the rat and kill it for our pleasure.

Close by, we saw a woman tying up a small sack that was writhing with life. We asked her what was in it and she said they were kittens she did not want. Then she threw them into the middle of the canal without a further word. The sack floated on the surface for a while, moving and shaking, then slowly sank out of sight. In the custom of my tribe, I thought little of it and we went our way. On the corner opposite Dolphin’s Barn Bridge, we called in to an old widow in a little country house with an orchard in the back garden. The boys from the Liberties knew her well and never boxed the fox there: they would not rob apples from a widow. She, in turn, gave them to us for nothing, so honour was maintained all round.

As we passed Maher’s pub on Crumlin Road, a shower of rain started. An old man stood in the porch, as we did, in silence. Suddenly a young couple jostled past us. ‘What’s the place coming to at all?’ he said to us. ‘If they’re drinking before marriage there’ll be trouble afterwards.’ He stared at us, demanding agreement, but I thought he was just another hard chaw, and we left our shelter the minute the rain stopped.

Tom knew that some money could be earned from the cyclists using Kilmartins betting office next door. ‘Can I mind your bike, mister?’ he asked, when the next man arrived to place a bet.

Not having a lock for his racer, the man said, ‘OK,’ and went into the bookies. Bikes were being stacked against each other by the new arrivals, so Tom busied himself keeping his client’s racer on the outside of the pile by way of extra service. The owner was well pleased when he came out a few minutes later, commending Tom and handing him a penny with a smile, just right for two Cleeves Toffees.

Our next action was in Whitneys, a busy shop beside the bookies. Mr Whitney sold groceries and newspapers, and allowed his customers to trade in their empty bottles and jam jars. These were kept on a shelf at the door. Tom was a natural robber, who sharpened his skills by secretly adding his own requirements of cigarettes to his father’s grocery account at Nortons in Francis Street. I think he just loved the excitement. He told me to go to the counter and keep nice old Mr Whitney busy, so I asked the price of a large jam jar. I could see Tom in the Bisto mirror on the wall as he took a bottle off the shelf side-handed without breaking stride, and placed it on the counter. Mr Whitney smelt it for paraffin oil, then gave him a halfpenny. On the way out, Tom reached over to a rack of comics on the back of the door and, in a swift pounce, had six exactly similar copies of Film Fun under his top. I settled for a jam jar to hold my fish, if and when I caught it, promising myself to return it another day.

We pushed on up the Crumlin Road. I was beginning to get more excited about the fishing as we got nearer the quarry. The brickworks was long gone, and all that remained was a huge chimney and acres of undulating hills of stony soil created by the dead industry. The whole area was slowly being reclaimed by Nature and the corner of the site nearest the road was in use as landfill, with Dublin Corporation bin lorries in a queue waiting to unload.

There was great life around the site. One group of boys pushed an old, wheeled bogie along on what was left of the rail tracks. Others were catching bees as they landed on the flowery weeds, with a jam jar in one hand and a piece of cardboard to cover it in the other. Bellew was rubbing a dock leaf on a bee sting, and I had to turn my back when he started preparing to blow up a frog. We knew all about bees. The bumbler bee with the white bum was useful for starting your own hive. Some of them could be put into a buried biscuit tin half filled with flowers, with holes made in the lid at ground level. They would fly off after a short while, and come back laden with pollen. We often did this in the grassyard, the plateau of soil that lay over the ruins of Handkerchief Alley next door to us in Francis Street, and marvelled at the sight of their return. How and why did they come back? The brown bee, called the teddeyer, was the work bee, and the name of the black bee with the red bottom was the docteyer, which kept them all healthy. But today was for fish, not bees.

Some boys had climbed over the abutting palisade fence of the Iveagh Grounds, looking for fancy beer-bottle tops from the waste bins that had been tipped over the grass mowings. Another gang, older than us, was inspecting the barbed-wire defences that protected the boundary wall to the K&S factory, where they made jam and had a large stock of jars. More were interested in what they could salvage off the dump, and were rooting around with their hands in the jumble. The boys who had run after the Jacob’s load were foraging in a diminishing pile of crumbling biscuits, competing with seagulls and crows, as the professional scavengers raked into the slope and drew out bottles, pieces of aluminium and cinders. There was a great demand in the Liberties for the latter as they acted like coal slack and kept a fire glowing for ages.

One of the scavengers, Brennan, who knew me from school, told me that he had trapped a couple of birds on the dump. He was hoping to breed off them, but did not know their sex. Could I sex them? I was known for my love of birds, and couldn’t say no, although I didn’t think I could do what he asked.

Near the dump, a quarry sloped down a long way into a shallow pond and that was my target. It abounded with pinkeens, and I knew exactly where I wanted to go. On my previous visit, I had come across a half-buried tar barrel lying on its side under the water in the middle of the pond. I had noticed that the fish swam into this cul-de-sac if they were disturbed, and it was there that I had just failed to catch the lovely redbreast the last time. I got a battered basin from the dump, with the bottom split but not open, useless for any purpose except mine. I wanted it to act like a sieve. When I waded into the pool in bare feet, I disturbed some pinkeens. They were quite small, but I knew they would all zoom to the shelter of the buried barrel.

A woman standing in the water beside me was trying to catch a fish in a net for her little boy. She had no chance, and I felt like giving her a lesson in how it was done. She seemed to think that pinkeens would simply wait to be caught, so she was bringing the net under them slowly and, just as gently, lifting it out of the water. Now, no self-respecting fish is going to surrender that easily. The correct way, as known in Liberties lore, was to get the net under the fish by stealth and strike upwards with great speed, concentrating on clean movement. Only then did you inspect the net for the result and, if you were quicker than the pinkeen, there it was. This messing with faulty technique I couldn’t understand, so I waded towards the barrel and watched the pinkeens flash into it. That was ideal, and I chose a nice one from my first haul. I put him in my jam jar, and as I climbed back up the hill, I couldn’t help noticing how a raiding party over from Aughavannagh Road was lighting a fire under the carcass of a pig they had found in the quarry. On enquiry, they told me they were going to eat it.

With my joy safely in the jar, I headed for Brennan’s house. It was across the road from the dump, but reeked as if it was part of it. He led me upstairs to a bedroom converted into an aviary, where canaries and finches flew in one big mixed collection. ‘I’m hoping to breed mules,’ he said, ‘so the finches are all cocks and the canaries are all Norwich hens.’ So far, so good. Next he pointed at a covered cage hanging on the wall. ‘Here they are,’ he said. ‘I’m trying to get this pair into breeding condition, but all they do is fight.’ He pulled away the cover and showed off his captives.

It is true that I had read every book in Thomas Street Library on courtship and display among birds, but this was new. One was a full-grown herring gull with a bill like a scimitar and the other was a black-and-white hooded crow in riot mood. Their cage was an orange box divided by a wire shutter and they were trying to savage each other through this. The gull gave a cry of incredible intensity, a real siren-sound, while the crow cawed him or herself into a frenzy of terrible rage. I ventured to Brennan that, in my opinion, such a pair had never been cross-bred before, and the result would be of great interest. Then I left him in good humour, and headed out to meet Tom and go home. An ambulance sounded in the distance.

On the way back down the road we came to the police barracks. The street sign, ‘Crumlin Road’, was on the front of the building although it was called Sundrive Road Police Station. Tom thought it was to fool the crooks. The Black Maria was pulling out and the driver asked us if we were on the jare, or on gur, but I told him, showing off my fish, that we had the day off school and we were on our way home, answering both his questions at once.

Across the road, there was a ruggy-up going on at a bus stop outside the Loreto College. Two neatly dressed men stood there, looking frightened. One was clutching a Bible. They were surrounded by a mob of children who were pointing at them and chanting in unison, ‘You’re a Communist! You’re a Communist!’ The man with the Bible was calling out to people walking past that he was a Christian, but nobody stopped. The circle of boys was getting closer when the bus pulled in, and the two men got aboard quickly, as the shouting continued. One of the boys resumed his game – scutting on the back of buses. He produced a metal biscuit-box lid, went to the back of the bus, and prepared to squat down with his feet in the lid, gripping the bumper. His timing had to be perfect, as he had to place himself out of reach of the conductor’s kicks from the platform when the bus was moving, while knowing that if he made his move too soon, the conductor would get off the bus and take the metal lid. In this case it was done with skill, and we all cheered as they departed down Crumlin Road, sparks flying from the tin, and the rider beyond the arc of the swinging boot.

When we came to Dolphin’s Barn Church we stopped to marvel at the monkey puzzle tree just inside the gate. We knew these were far too prickly for any monkey. We talked about the reason for the tree being positioned where it was, and agreed that it was just to make sure, if a monkey ever escaped, that it would be frightened off by such a sight. Then we went inside the church to gape at its second wonder, the stained-glass window behind the altar. The central figure was that of a beneficent Jesus living in a slipper. Between us, we reasoned that this was meant to be a good example for people who could not afford new clothes, and showed there was no harm in being poor. Not only that, but there was a hole in the slipper, and the foot of gentle Jesus could be seen sticking out through it. His arms were outstretched and He seemed to be asking for someone to lift Him up. We knew it meant something special that we had not yet learned in school, and decided to ask Brother Devane about it the following day.

As I gazed with fellow feeling at the picture, Tom was visiting the candlelit shrines in the church. We knew never to take a candle away from a statue, but having discussed the moral dilemma for a few minutes, we thought that it was all right to take the burned candle grease for use as chewing gum. Tom’s taste in such matters was not well developed, and we sometimes had conversations about the merits of eating sweets found on the footpath, and the difference it made if the sweet was wrapped. He was also partial to a banana, and thought little of picking up a fresh skin from the footpath and scraping it with his teeth. We took a drink from the holy-water tank behind the church, having blessed ourselves first and said a little prayer, then rested for a while on the stone plank seat at the back door. I topped up the jam jar before we left.

Mangan’s hardware shop on Dolphin’s Barn was fascinating for Tom. He loved tools and hoped to be able to buy them some time. Mr Mangan was selling a paintbrush to a dubious customer. The shopkeeper had an accent like Charlie Chan. ‘The head of this brush is made from a Chinese pike,’ he said, and the man looked at him incredulously. ‘Yes, indeed, the hair of the Chinese pike,’ said Mr Mangan again.

‘Chinese pike? How could the hairs of a Chinese pike be turned into a paintbrush? Am I missing something?’ said the purchaser. Then he added, with enlightened curiosity, ‘How do you spell pike?’

‘No need to be acerbic, it’s P-I-G,’ said Mr Mangan, and the man smiled and bought the brush. Tom asked me what a ‘serbic’ was, but I didn’t know.

We were attracted to the Blanchardstown Mills next door by the van belonging to the rat-catchers parked outside. This was a shop we thought we knew well as they had a branch in Thomas Street. They sold all kinds of seed, millet sprays for the budgerigars and corn for the pigeons, straight from open sacks on the floor. In fact, there were a couple of commoners there, strays from the church steeple, standing on the footpath waiting for the sweepings, and trying to make love as they did so. We inspected the contents of the sacks in wonder, and left directly when the man behind the counter, who was weighing out bags of dried fruit, looked at us and pointed at the door without speaking.

Across Reilly’s Avenue there was a Boy Scout hall, and we presented ourselves for possible membership as a means of passing the time. A genial fat man listened to our questions with great attention. There was no hesitation whatever on his part. He asked us where we went to school and told us that there were no vacancies in Dolphin’s Barn, and to return to the Liberties if we wanted to join. Mam said afterwards that there was no Boy Scout troop near us, and that we were the very kind of boys who might have been best welcomed, and not to mind the oul’ gouger. I did not understand the social import of her message, but I agreed with her conclusions.

Page was standing outside the Leinster Cinema, in his buttoned blue uniform, talking to an enormous handsome man, who looked like the actor who played Tarzan. Tom said that he still had the hanger in his coat, he was so broad. The one blot on his noble head was his ears, which were misshapen, as if he had suffered some trauma. We knew him as Lugs Branigan, a detective in the police force and the pride of James’s Street in the Liberties, where he was born. He was the terror of the bowsies and famous as being the heavyweight champion of Leinster. Everyone he arrested wanted to fight him. If there was a mill he could deal very effectively with the culprits, and he was well respected because he often did not turn up in court to give evidence when he felt that the defendant had been punished enough. He and Page were close, and if Page was faced with an unruly situation in the cinema, he could call on Lugs and his heavy gang for help. We stared in wonder at his physique, and I tried to imagine what it might be like to get a smack on the jaw from such a man. I did not intend to find out, and when he saw us looking at him, we darted away.

We spent some time making up our minds whether we would go home by way of the Back-of-the-Pipes or down Cork Street, and eventually settled for Cork Street. As we passed by, we had a good look into the barbershop, where The Great Oyster Eating Competition could be seen. This was a set of pictures hanging on the wall showing laughing black people eating amazing plates of oysters. I had often seen them in McDonald’s barbershop in Francis Street before it closed, so it was nice to make acquaintance again.

As we passed by St Margaret’s Terrace, Tom got hot in his leather and wanted to wait on the corner for a while. Nearby lived a girl he had seen at the pictures by the name of Pauline Kilkenny and he said she was a lovely person. I had my own misgivings because I had seen Pauline on one of my walks on a previous occasion. She was going into a house and, assuming that it would be in order as we were acquainted, I knocked at the door to say hello. Her granddad opened it and called her out, whereupon she gave me a severe telling-off, saying I was making a show of her.

We got fed up waiting and noticed a long queue at the Cork Street Turf Depot across the road. Tom thought his auntie might be there, but there was no sign of her, so we skipped inside to have a look. The depot was one big room, with a high ceiling and no windows, lit badly by a few bulbs. People had sacks for the turf, and gigs, handcarts, wheelbarrows, go-cars and prams to get it home. The overseers were exercising their power in examining each ration book and there was no mercy shown. If you were up to your allowance, no case of the bronchials or soft cough would melt the hearts of ice. One countrywoman was looking for stone turf from the bottom of the bog, but all the peat there seemed made of wet straw. Two young men with bare chests filled the huge Avery scale pan while another changed the weights to suit the ration with the smoothness of a three-card trick man. There was no sign of the aunt, so we carried on down Cork Street as I was getting anxious about my fish.

When we passed Marrowbone Lane a war party from Dolphin’s Barn ambushed us. There were four of them and two of us, so fighting was to be avoided, unless one-to-one combat was offered, in which case we would have to do our best. One of them was a rough-looking rossie that I had seen before when we were bunking into the Tivoli Cinema. Her dirty blonde hair was straight, shoulder-length, and her face was pale and threatening. I recognised her as the one who threw open the cinema doors in the side lane during the interval between films. She was reputed to be willing to give the usher a coort if he would ignore the free entry of her gang when this happened.

She was a common rossie and we were in trouble. Her pals were no better. They looked as if they intended to mill us so the only possible saver was to parley. I remembered how it was done in that picture where the crook sells guns to the Cherokees. Randolph Scott goes to face them, saying, ‘How! Dohiyi!’ holding up his right hand in the sign of peace. We were interrogated by the tallest of the gang, a hungry-looking boy with sunken cheeks and red eyes. He looked as if all his energy had gone into growing tall, leaving the rest of him in want. In fact, he seemed to be squatting inside himself, and not finding it congenial. He asked us where we were from, and what were we doing so far from home, and if we had any ghen-eye-nox on us. As he spoke, one of the other boys, a little hogger with a stick in his hand, was saying, ‘Hit him a box,’ while the commoner was using bad language to accentuate the threats. We were doing our best and getting nowhere, so I tried a different approach. I cried out, ‘I know Ello.’

Now, Ello was the king of the kids in Dolphin’s Barn. He was tough and rough but had a good heart, and I had made a point of talking to him on one of his bazz-offs out of his own territory, when he visited the Tivoli. He was appreciative that his reputation made in fights in the Leinster had gone before him. Saying that I knew Ello, the familiar name that only his acolytes would use, stopped the drift towards disaster for the moment. ‘You do? How?’ said the tall one.

I set it all out in clearly ambiguous terms and the quartet calmed down. By the time I was finished I was one of Ello’s best pals and a distant cousin of his girl, Curly, whose name I was lucky enough to remember. I did not hear, ‘Pass, friend,’ but they stood aside, like the Egyptians we had been told about in school, and let us go.

We soon arrived at the hospitable border of Francis Street. The night watchman on the Coombe corner was sitting in his tiny open-fronted hut, with the brazier in front of it ready for lighting. As we were passing Marks Alley we went in to see Seán Ralph. He was in my class and we were good pals. He had every good look of the Huguenot about him, and we thought that he was like the picture of Napoleon in school. He was out, but we talked to his dad, Jack, who sold in the bird market on Sunday mornings. In fact, he was the one who informed me that the Sunday-morning bird market had been brought to Dublin from France by the Huguenots, and that he had been told by Matt Moore, the butcher in Francis Street, that he had been to such a market in the shadow of the cathedral in Paris only the previous year.

He told me that although you could breed mules by crossing canaries with most finches, the exception was the chaffinch because they mated while flying. I had often seen canaries mating in a bird’s precarious way, with the proud breeder urging anyone around to see the spectacle – ‘Look, he’s treading her.’ The very image of the two chaffinches in the air reminded me of a double-winged aeroplane, and I had to ask Uncle Bartle about it another day. He knew all things about birds and he reckoned Mr Ralph might be wrong: he thought the chaffinch was not an ordinary finch, and had a different diet. Right enough, I never saw a chaffinch for sale in the bird market. We said goodbye to Mr Ralph, and when we came to Francis Street Chapel, Tom said, ‘Salong,’ and went home.

When I arrived back at 15 Francis Street, the light was dying over the Liberties. The street had gone quiet and my dinner was ready to be heated up. I carefully emptied my fish into the big rusty biscuit tin I kept in the backyard with the ones I had caught on previous outings. There was little left of the day and I was really dropping. Soon I got ready for bed. I jumped out of my short trousers and runners, kept on my shirt, and vaulted in, avoiding the red spot on the sheet caused by the attack of a marauding black hopper who had managed to evade the DDT insecticide defences of the bedroom the previous night. Then I moved into position against the wall and pulled the blankets over my face so that the boogie man would not see me. Next, I said my prayers:


As I lie down my body to sleep,

I give my soul to God to keep.

If I die before I waken,

I hope the Lord has my soul taken.

There are four corners on my bed.

There are four angels overhead.

Matthew, Mark, Luke and John,

God bless the bed that I lie on, Amen.




Followed by the coda:


Amen means so be it,

Half a loaf and a thrupenny bit,

Two men, four feet, walking up O’Connell Street,

Shouting out, ‘Pigs’ feet, two and six a pound.’




The room darkened to the muted music of the Liberties. I had caught myself a fish. I was after having a great day. Uncle Joe could take Tommy anywhere he liked; I was happy again. Anyway, I didn’t seriously mind Tomawsho being given a treat because back when I was only five he’d let me be one of his pals, although he was nearly twice my age. I fell asleep thinking of the great gas we used to have then.


2. LADY ANNE’S PROMISE



Tommy and I were leaning out the window over Nannie’s shop in Francis Street. I was five. He was shouting in my ear about the Three Stewdies, but I was busy looking at the commotion below me. Mammy had gone downstairs to get change for the phone from Uncle Joe before she went to the post office to talk to Daddy, who had gone to work in Coventry for a few months, and two of my sisters were playing Beggar My Neighbour in the room behind me. Mammy had warned Tommy to mind me because I was so young.

Motor cars, lorries and horse cars going in both directions were being obstructed by a McCarrens lorry delivering meat to Durney’s shop in the narrow part of Francis Street where we lived. Cathedral bells were ringing. An old man who had been singing on the street stood looking up at us, pointing his finger in a threatening way. The stench of exhaust smoke and horse dung filled the air. It reminded me of the toilet on the landing of the haunted staircase in our house. Tommy told me that the smell was just the smoke from Uncle Paddy’s cigarettes because he spent such a long time reading in there.

A horse-drawn funeral was just about to turn into the chapel yard of St Nicholas of Myra Church, halfway down Francis Street, and I could barely see the bobbing black plumes. When they disappeared from view, my brother and I began to shout out the window in unison, ‘Make way for horse traffic.’ The stationary vehicles slowly picked up pace again, and when the noise level had died down, the old man took up his place on the footpath and resumed singing ‘Waltzing Matilda’, looking back in our direction.

He had been doing his best to be heard before the traffic jam, but the women going shopping had ignored him and he could not compete with the tolling of the bells; I had felt sorry for him. I knew parts of the song he was singing because I had heard Tommy practise it when he was learning it for the Feis, but the man stopped when I tried to join in.

A Guinness dray clip-clopped into the street with a boy scutting on the back reading a comic. Tommy told me that it was his pal, Rory Taylor. Just as it was going by, I shouted, for a joke, ‘Look behind and lash the whip.’ When the driver saw Rory he flicked his long whip and Rory had to jump off. ‘You little louzer, Shonny O’Connor,’ he roared. ‘I’ll box your ears.’

A dealer selling cabbage outside the pub at the top of the street was crying out, ‘A penny the heada Yawke.’ When she heard me imitate her, she just laughed and waved hello. Only the previous week she had given myself and my sister Peggy a slice of melon to try out, saying I was the splitten image of the O’Connors and she could see Bartle in me, and that her name was Mrs Fox.

When I looked across Francis Street I could see Granny O’Connor’s house over Durney’s shop a few doors up from the Tivoli Cinema. She lived there with Granddad and Uncle Bartle, although I could not see any of them through their bedroom windows just then. It was great having my two grannies as neighbours so close to each other. We lived in Nannie O’Neill’s house with Nannie and her two sons, Joe and Paddy. Aunt Molly and her big daughter Eileen came in every day to work with Joe in Nannie’s shop below us. I liked Eileen because she pretended to be Kitty the Hare and made up ghost stories to tell me. My favourite one was about Lady Anne, who lived on our creepy landing by day and in our haunted cellar by night.

A horse pulling an open cart went by with steam rising from the contents. I thought it was on fire, but when I asked Tommy he told me it was just hops from the brewery, and would I ever grow up. Then he started to remind me of the embarrassing position I had put him in when he had taken me to the pictures in the Tivoli Cinema. Flash Gordon had fallen out of his spaceship in the previous episode, to the great concern of Tommy and his pals. It had been my first time to see a follyinupper, so I said, ‘Can he not swim?’ After a moment’s silence, four voices blended to tell me how dopey I was and that Flash was up in space, not in the water, and what age was I anyway? I was even more upset when one of the boys said I should have more sense. They did not seem to know that I was already big and sensible, and that if I stood on the toilet seat I could reach up and pull the chain.

Mammy’s voice behind us was saying, ‘Seán, get away from that window and go out and play with Tommy. I want to sweep the floor so don’t go too far because I have to take you somewhere.’

I said, ‘All right, Mammy.’ I knew that her real name was Nell, and that she hated being called Nellie because she said it was a horse’s name. Even so, once when I called her Nell, she stopped smiling and told me not to be so bold. I didn’t think it was fair because I had to answer to three names. Mammy and Daddy called me Seán and Tommy called me Shonny, while my sisters called me SeánOliver. This was just about all right, but I did not like the way my two big brothers, Tommy and Billy, addressed me as ‘Snotty Oliver’ if I annoyed them.

Tommy and I left the front room and started down the ghostly staircase. We could hear Nannie coughing in her bedroom. I began to tell Tommy again about Lady Anne, the woman I had seen on the landing, but he just said that there were no ghosts, and that I was only saying it because Eileen had told me the story. The staircase in our home was very, very old and gave me the shivers. There was an ancient wardrobe on the long landing with a yellow mirror on its door, reflecting the sun’s rays from the lantern light on the flat roof. I had told Mammy, too, about Lady Anne, but she just said, ‘Shush,’ and that she would speak to Eileen and Joe about frightening me with ghost stories.

None of them understood that sometimes, going upstairs on my own when it was getting dark, she appeared to me. Her face was white and she wore a white dress. Her lips were red and she slowly brushed her long yellow hair in the mirror. She never spoke but her eyes followed mine and, although she had a little smile on her face, I was afraid.

Tommy was usually very kind to me. He told me not to mind when Mammy said I was always crying, and we both knew that she liked our big brother Billy more than us. He also taught me how to swallow air and belch if someone annoyed me and then say it was an accident. Mammy had told him before that he was to tell me stories to keep me quiet because I was always asking questions. The first one he ever told me was about Murder in the Blue Room and the first words he explained were ‘walleyier’ and ‘golleyier’. One was a big stone of the sort that could be thrown to smash the empty bottles in our backyard and the other was the word for a spit.

I loved to play games with Tommy. He took me down to play hide-and-go-seek with his pals in St Patrick’s Park one day. He was onit, and the rest of us hid. I ran down behind the drinking fountain at the other end of the park so he couldn’t find me. Tommy went home without me, but I was able to tell the gardener. He asked me if I had no mother or father and where did I live and was just about to take me home when I saw Mammy coming along with Tommy. When I ran behind the shed to hide again, Mammy just said, ‘Will you stop your alligations’ and made me hold Tommy’s hand.

The gardener was giving out to Mammy, but she said he was just another plaster saint that would go to Hell without sin, and not to pick her up before she fell. I knew then that I would have to mind her on the way home. When we got there, Mammy told Aunt Molly what had happened, and I heard her say, ‘Good God tonight, is he at it again?’

As we came to the bottom of the haunted staircase, Tommy said he had to go down to the cellar to chop sticks for the fire. The cellar was pitch black except for the rickety door to the backyard, so he wanted me for company as he was afraid of the dark and he knew I was too. That was because Lady Anne spent each night there. He started to catch bluebottles that were landing on the rotting pig bones lying on the floor, ready to be buried in the grassyard. Then he was throwing the bluebottles into the spiders’ giant webs that were all around the walls and ceiling joists of the cellar, and shouting with delight when the spiders came to take them away.

‘Look at this fella,’ he exclaimed, ‘wrapping the bluebottle up in a ball for his next dinner,’ then added, ‘Take him to the laboratory,’ in the voice of Ming the Merciless, the great enemy of Flash Gordon. The gastronomic customs of the spider left me uneasy. I preferred to look out the back window in the mornings to hear the birds singing from the grassyard or from Stanley’s farm in Lamb Alley.

When Tommy got bored with his entertainment, he decided that we should have a look at Johnny Rea’s fish. Mr Rea owned the ice-cream shop next door and had built himself a big concrete water tank on the roof of one of his outhouses, beside our wall. It was open to the weather and stocked with goldfish. But first we had to collect food for them. We searched under the wet sacks and in the loose mortar of the old stone walls of the cellar where centipedes, earwigs and clocks flourished. Some of these we put into an Andrews Liver Salts tin.

Next was a visit to the spot in the grassyard where Joe buried the old meat from the shop. This should have been taken to O’Keefes, the knackers in Newmarket, but every so often he buried it quietly in order to save himself a journey with a smelly sack of meat over his shoulder. Tommy called out to me, ‘Last eats the barrel of rats,’ but he had to help me scramble over the crumbling wall at the end of our backyard, dislodging bits of brick as we went. From there we could get into the grassyard, which was now an overgrown plot slowly reverting to nature.

A pigeon carcass lay on the ground. It was walking alive with chandlers, and bluebottles buzzed around enjoying the last of the feast. Perfect for our needs! Tommy shouted, ‘Open, Sesame,’ as he dug with a stick. The rotting bones were near the surface and had drawn plenty of worms so we topped up our Andrews tin with them. When the fish saw our shadow, they swam towards us. Tommy threw in a long worm and a few chandlers. One of the worms was sniffed at by some of the larger fish, and sampled, but spat out disdainfully after a moment. Having second thoughts, the same fish tried again, but the victim had been taken away by another. The worm was torn to pieces in the following fishfight, but Billy had told us once that these fragments would grow back to life again.

I could see Luigi Rea, Johnny’s son, in his backyard from where I sat on the side of the tank, and I could hear pigs grunting and budgies chortling from Stanley’s farm. I knew it well because Tommy took me there every few weeks with a chip of greenmouldy bread heels for the pigs. This was no ordinary bread because Joe loved Vienna rolls but never ate the tapered ends. They were worth a few pence to my brother, who valued the proceeds for spending on sweets in Minnie Whelans or Meenans in Francis Street.

When we went back upstairs Mammy was standing with her coat on, ready to take me out. Joe was in the shop, wrapping up pigs’ feet for Mrs Fox, the nice dealer who had given me a free slice of melon. He told her that they were short trotters from the front legs of the pig, which was all he would eat himself. Then he explained that when the pig was hung up by the legs after slaughter, the hooks spoiled the taste of the back feet. When he tried to interest her in backbones or a cheek, she replied that she had a party coming up and the pigs’ feet would do grand, with a coddle for later on. Then she said, in a slow emphatic way, ‘And what parties we have.’ I was impressed with this hint of the forbidden unknown and wondered what delights were planned.

I thought backbones were lovely myself, the way the red meat fell away in chunks when Mammy cooked them for us every Thursday. Once, I tried to chew the white cord, but it had no taste. My second favourite was rabbit, and I often asked Mammy to bring me down the steps into the fish and poultry section of the Iveagh Market to see Mr Honer taking off the fur in one piece.

Just as we were saying goodbye to Molly, there was a sudden shout from the parlour behind the kitchen. It was Paddy and he was complaining about the cats again. There were a few of them in the house. They refused to go upstairs or into the cellar, and would leave the house only through the front door. I carried one upstairs once but his hair stood on end and he flew back to the kitchen when I put him down. The problem this time was that a cat had laid her kittens behind a sideboard where they could not be reached. Molly said to leave them alone for the moment, but Paddy replied that, as God was his judge, he believed Molly thought the cats were human, and that all they hadn’t got was a knife and fork.

This was because she put down our plates on the floor every day after dinner so that the cats could eat what was left over. Paddy was in a bad humour because Joe had seen him the night before, sleepwalking in his pyjamas under the influence of the full moon, and had had to rescue him from his perch when he sat out on the back window ledge to stare at the sky. That would not have mattered, but Joe had told Mammy and Molly about it and they could not resist making fun of Paddy as a result.
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