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Dublin’s Moore Street, 1963.












For my beautiful grandmother Suey, although I have never





met you I feel I have known you a lifetime…  
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T





.hey say certain smells will remind you of specific occasions,





people or places, and, for me, smelling the chemicals used





in a photographer’s darkroom instantly take me back to my





childhood and memories of my granddad and his home and





studio at 50 Francis Street. Growing up, I spent a lot of time





with my granddad and my aunt Maureen, who lived at number





50 too. My two older brothers were in the scouts and weekends





for them meant hiking or camping, but I chose to spend my





weekends being cared for in Francis Street.





When I start to think about my grandfather, John Walsh,





warm, funny and loving memories come flooding back to me. He





was a great man. When I reflect on his life, the words that come





to mind are hard-working, respectful, humble, ingenious, family





man and total legend – though it is impossible to summarise





just how kind and special he really was. I never thought I





would be writing a book about him and his work, but I am so







Introduction












x







The 50 Francis Street Photographer







totally grateful and proud to be able to share his passion for





photography and his life’s work with others. Every photograph





featured in this book has come from his archive.





My earliest memories of my grandfather are of him taking





me by the hand when I was two years of age and walking me





down the aisle of the church at my aunt Pauline’s wedding.





I was the flower girl but, being only two, I still needed to be





minded and Granddad was given the job. This is such a vivid





memory for me. I can remember him holding my hand tightly





and trying to entertain me so that I would keep quiet during the





ceremony. It had been my second birthday the day before, and





as soon as the church music began, I decided to join in with a





version of ‘Happy Birthday to Me’ – I imagine he was probably





a little irritated at having to head outside with me rather than





staying and taking as many pictures as he would have liked.





Growing up, he was always taking our picture. We would run





and hide from him, saying, ‘Oh, here’s Granddad again with





the camera. How many cars or people will he move out of the





way this time to make sure the picture is perfect?’ To this day,





this is a standing joke in my family: when someone steps up to





take a photograph, we say they are ‘doing a Granddad’. Little





did we realise then just how many photographs and wonderful





memories he would leave us and many, many other families.





As a child, the house at 50 Francis Street was a curious and





sometimes scary place. It had been the home of Archbishop John





Thomas Troy in 1787 and had big, heavy doors that led into the





back room and bedrooms and a huge wooden staircase that now





reminds me of the film Annie. This staircase went up two flights





with a landing in the middle and on the sides of the steps were





boxes and picture frames with my granddad’s work stored in





them. My mam and aunts recall being made to scrub these stairs





by their granny.
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The rooms were also huge with high ceilings. The upstairs





rooms were decorated with elaborate plasterwork showing





religious emblems and bunches of grapes. One room had a





large, ornate, Italian marble fireplace with the Lamb of God and





figures carved into it, all put in place for the bishop during his





time there. When my grandparents moved in, this room became





their sitting room and my granny placed her ornaments and





trinkets lovingly on the mantelpiece. That room was her family





sitting room when my aunts were growing up. The remnants of





my mam’s and my aunts’ teenage years still remained when I was





a child, with a Beatles poster stuck inside the wardrobe door.





The bed I slept in was cast iron with a candlewick bedspread.





When it got dark, that house scared the life out of me.





At the front of the house was the shop and my granddad’s





sacred space, his darkroom.





This small but magical place had a green light bulb that I





found fascinating as a child. My granddad had partitioned off





this room from the shop and took great measures to ensure that





no light could get in; every nook and cranny was filled in or





blacked out so that the process of developing the film wouldn’t





be ruined. There were bottles and jars filled with all sorts of





chemicals, including developer, stop bath and fixer. There were





metal trays, timers and his enlarger, all his tools of his trade.





He would always have his latest batch of negatives and





photographs hanging up to dry on lines of string going from





one side of the small room to the other. I still remember the pure





magic of being allowed to help develop a photo, of watching the





image suddenly appear on the paper in the tray of chemicals,





with a loving nudge from him to take it out of the developer





quickly so I didn’t overexpose the photo. This was better than





any toy I could have been given. He would tell me to go find
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objects and trinkets, and showed me how to make photograms





– the process of placing the objects on the photo paper which





was then exposed to light, resulting in a silhouette-type picture





with the shape of your object clearly visible on the photo paper.





This taught me how light and shadows worked. I loved making





these and probably wasted lots of his photo paper, but he never





minded. Of course, health and safety probably went out the





window but this was my introduction to photography and





something that has stayed with me for life.





My grandfather always had time for people, and he took such





great joy in trying to teach us things. He wasn’t the kissy-huggy





type of granddad: he was practical and had a philosophical





approach to life – if there was a lesson to be learned from





something, it was worth doing. Growing up around him, he





would tell you the truth about life, he didn’t sugar-coat things





and would tell you the about the hardships people faced in





his day, and there was always a lesson in there somewhere.





‘A bargain is only a bargain if it’s a necessity’ was one of his





sayings.





He had great perspective about getting the little things right,





and he never showed impatience or anger with us children. By





the time I was at secondary school, I had developed a keen





interest in photography and my granddad was intent on teaching





me about the darkroom basics – how to mix the chemicals





correctly, timing my developer – and, of course, showing me





how to use a camera. He passed on several books he had used





himself which I still have today. I didn’t fully appreciate it then





or take it all in but, looking back, he had a gift in his approach





to teaching, and it was really wonderful how much time and





attention he gave me. If I could have this time over with him





again, I would have a million questions.
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My granddad had such an adventurous spirit and nothing





held him back if he had his mind set on doing something. Only





now, as an adult, can I admire his achievement of raising his





four daughters after my grandmother died at the young age of





fifty-two, but my granddad got on with it and worked hard to





look after his family.





Spending my childhood weekends in the Liberties meant a





Friday-evening stop at Bill Parker’s and May Smith’s on the





corner of Francis Street for a quarter of cola cubes and a comic.





Bill was such a lovely, kind man and would lift you up so you





could see over the counter to choose from all the jars of loose





sweets he had on offer. Friday night was spent watching The





Late Late Show with Gaybo, an institution that could not be





missed by my aunt Maureen. My granddad would work away





quietly at the table mounting or framing prints for orders,





meticulously screwing the eyelets into the backs of the frames





so they could be hung in pride of place by the new owners.





Eyelets of all different sizes would be stored in an ornate





box with his favourite pliers. He had a large guillotine with





a long, sharp blade and brown handle for sizing and cutting





the pictures and he would tell me the same story of a man that





had chopped his fingers off on a similar implement. I remember





being fascinated by the thoughts of the man’s fingers rolling





away with my granddad re-enacting the accident, laughing at





my reaction to the gruesome tale. This was probably to make





sure I didn’t touch this simple but lethal apparatus.





On Saturday mornings, my aunt Maureen and I would take





a trip to Meath Street, stopping at the Bullring and the Liberty





Market. This area was renowned for its butchers’ – bacon, pigs’





feet, pigs’ tails, tongues, ribs and tripe were all on sale, along





with cows’ tongues and sheep’s hearts. I was always fascinated
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looking in the windows. I was always aware of how these poor





souls met their fate, as my granddad told me stories about the





abattoirs in the area and showed me where they had been. The





butchers’ were a huge contrast to the amazing smell of freshly





baked bread coming from the local bakeries on Saturday





mornings. I remember the hustle and bustle of the dealers with





their prams lined up along Thomas Street selling their bargains.





A shopping trip wasn’t complete without a stop into Frawley’s





department store.





After our shopping was complete, we’d visit the Myra Bakery





on the way home for an apple tart for my granddad’s tea. I





never got out of there without Mr Joyce making me add up





how much change I should have and telling me all sorts of





wonderful tales. In the evening, we’d walk to Stephen’s Green





to feed the ducks and I would happily play for hours in the





playground. Some Saturdays, there would be a treat and we





would walk to Burdock’s for a single of chips with extra crispy





bits (for those who have not experienced this delicacy, crispy





bits were bits of batter that were thrown on top of your chips).





Saturday nights had their ritual too: my aunt would go across





to the pub to get her large bottle of Guinness and my granddad





would go ballroom dancing.





Sunday was a different story. My cola cubes were hidden





by my aunt Maureen until after mass – as she had a rule, no





doubt inherited from her granny, that you weren’t allowed to





eat sweets before mass. The St Nicholas of Myra Church was a





few doors down from my granddad’s shop and, every Sunday,





no matter what was happening, we went to mass. If it was





raining, I would be forced to wear a plastic see-through rain





hat that tied under my chin, the embarrassment of which was





significant as a child. After mass, we’d walk down Hanover Lane
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to St Patrick’s Park, where the flowerbeds were immaculately





laid out. In the summer, you could actually get in the fountains





with your swimsuit on and nobody batted an eyelid. After this,





we’d go to the pet shop on Patrick’s Street to see the racing





pigeons and budgies and then walk home again through the





side entrance of the church, where I would run so fast past





the old iron doors in the ground that led to the crypts where





the priests had been laid to rest. On Sunday evenings, I would





return to my family home in Kimmage and my normal life





would resume.





All of these memories are so clear and vivid to me, and they





are such happy memories of freedom and just being a kid and





being allowed to experience life and the hidden places and





many faces of the Liberties. My granddad was very well known





in the area because of his work, so people would stop to chat





and drop in to the shop. He would let me sit on the counter, so





that I could watch the people pass, always stopping to take a





glance in his window at the latest photographs for sale.





My grandfather passed away in 1998, and his lifetime’s work





of negatives and photographs were stored in my parents’ shed





in Kimmage. For eighteen years, these boxes just sat there and





were in the way of the presses and cupboards in my mam’s





workshop. Every now and again she would say, ‘One of these





days, I must sort out those boxes,’ but that day never came, as





everyday life, work and raising a family got in the way.





In November 2014, I was diagnosed with a rare and aggressive





form of cancer, and my life took a different turn for a little





while. After the operations, hospital stays and medications, my





body began to recover from the physical trauma it had been





through, but my emotional scars ran a little deeper.





It’s hard to understand the mental and emotional impact of
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