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Preface


How Irish Women Journalists


Changed the Seventies





It all began with Douglas Gageby’s news editor. When the founder of the Evening Press moved from Burgh Quay to D’Olier Street early in the sixties, he hired Donal Foley, who had worked for the Irish Times in London.


Donal was the son of a national schoolteacher in Ring and a native Irish speaker whose loyalty to his culture was matched by his determination to hire diversely, and that included women. To paraphrase Walt Whitman, he sang the Body Eclectic. Gageby had unleashed an unpredictable, intuitive and wholly original intelligence inside the newsroom that resulted in a feminist army of sorts. Yet it was a seemingly random process.


Foley was tolerant and open, interested in the North and in the Language as well as in women. He was interested in everywhere and everyone. Together, Gageby and Foley initiated changes that began with bylines, foreign coverage, investigative reports by Michael Viney, and bringing the ungrateful Northerners a Belfast edition—radical steps now taken for granted. But the most exciting change came in the form of the Women First page, and the women writers who filled it; led by Mary Maher and Maeve Binchy, they penned the ripping reads of the day—first-person entertainments exposing shame, scandal, fear, misery, and abuse. The New Journalism had arrived, and we put ourselves in every story.


Donal really enjoyed our company over those three-to-four hour lunches and drinks in the Harp, and on through those legendary evenings at the Pearl—as we also enjoyed his great explosive laugh and bonhomie, sometimes until it was time for us all to jam into the elderly Fleet Street elevator, swaying together towards the deadline din of galloping Facits as we sang “The Rose of Tralee”. Or totter home on the bus, still singing “The Rose of Tralee”.


We had our talented counterparts in the Irish Press and the Independent, most famously Mary Kenny, but we knew we had something that they envied and could never have: absolute press freedom with Douglas Gageby and Donal Foley’s support. Donal sometimes shook his head at our youthful idiocies, and he had no interest in the cooking or clothes columns that were expected of women’s pages back then.


We drove him crazy. We drove Gageby crazier. I segued to Arts where I drove Fergus Linehan and Brian Fallon crazy too—until the new editor Fergus Pyle invented a history series to spare them. Let’s face it, we drove the entire island crazy, especially Mrs Maureen Ahern of Corbally and the Dean of Killala who wrote to the Editor daily. On our gravestones let it be engraved: “We drove them all crazy, especially the ones in Corbally.”


Way back in kinder and gentler 1971, everybody had apparently landed there through meandering, Alice-in-Wonderland sequences, as though they’d fallen through a series of upside-down holes into that forgiving, warm, indescribably dusty Dickensian burrow, born backwards from the cruel world outside. Donal also hired men, in a fortuitous but logical way—Lionel Fleming, Denis Coghlan, John Armstrong, Joe Joyce, Andy Hamilton, Jack Fagan, Nigel Brown, Michael Heaney, Godfrey Fitzsimons: equally diverse. But to the consternation of the other editors in D’Olier Street, his women just seemed to wander in off the street.


How on earth did the Irish Times find the high-hearted schoolteacher Maeve Binchy, the fine-featured Chicago-born idealist Mary Maher, the effortlessly organized and kind Renagh Holohan, the principled Gaelophile Eileen O’Brien, the bandbox-elegant and bright Gabrielle Williams, the epicurean Theodora FitzGibbon, the rhapsodic nurse from Ballybunion Mary Cummins, the fearless civil-rights activist Nell McCafferty, the tasty Leeside wordsmith Mary Leland, and later on myself, Christina Murphy, Geraldine Kennedy, Maev Kennedy, Ella Shanahan, Caroline Walsh, and more?


How had we all come to be hired by County Waterford’s gift to the Street of Shame, Donal Foley?


Or to rephrase the question: how did Irish women journalists come to change the seventies? To revisit seventies journo-speak, this book is looking for answers and means to find them.





Elgy Gillespie


31 July 2003



















Introduction


Coming of Age with a Vengeance Mary Maher





It began, as so many things do, in a pub. On that particular day we were arguing about women journalists, women’s journalism, and whether or not a newspaper should have a “women’s page”. I was vehemently opposed. From the time when I ran for opera tickets and takeaway coffee for the society editor of a Chicago daily, I was conscious of the fact real reporters regarded the field with contempt.


My definition of a real reporter was unclear. At seventeen, I greatly favoured the crime reporter with the dangling cigarette. By twenty-two, when I was officially incarcerated on the society desk, bashing out wedding descriptions and correctly spelling the names of those who were there to be seen, he had been replaced in my esteem by the political correspondent, whose face was thrillingly cynical.


I was more certain than ever that my own colleagues who womanned the society, fashion and club desks of the almighty Chicago Tribune were without journalistic merit. Silly twits and dolly-birds, we gushed out a pastiche of florid adjectives, coy advice and moronic euphemisms on cooking, clothes, homes, housework, shopping and other dull subjects. I finally begged my way into the real newsroom to write solemnly about fires and police reports, and took for granted the fact that I’d learned to spell names correctly, to write under a deadline to the required length, to place facts in the first paragraph, and when in doubt to leave out: all precepts of the trade passed on by silly twits.


Were they all as bored with the limitations imposed on them as the readers must have been? Of course. Could they have done anything about it then? No. The women’s pages were designed by male editors with the advertising department, for housewives whom they imagined had only one interest: to buy things to bring home. Female readers who didn’t conform could always turn to the rest of the paper (the “men’s pages”). When Betty Friedan published The Feminine Mystique, with its painstaking and painful analysis of how women’s journalism had reinforced the kitchen and nursery subjugation of American women, I thought the final word had been said, and the only answer was abolition.


So four years later, on a rainy afternoon in Dublin, I found myself battling an illogical but rather attractive hypothetical question from Donal Foley. Why not a women’s page with serious articles, scathing social attacks and biting satire, and all that? Why not? Why not combine the real reporter bit with a concentrated focus on the wrongs suffered by women, plus useful factual information for the women whose work happened to be running a home? No point, I said, in creating a ghetto cut off from the real world of face powder, luncheons and marmalade recipes.


I became the women’s editor. Renagh Holohan and I, and a handful of contributors, had a whole half page to flail away with every day, and flail we frequently did. Mostly we tried to do more straightforward reporting on the traditional topics: inquiring into the market price of fish and its retail mark-up, and dourly pointing out fraud in the Annual Sales!


There were articles on censorship, slum property, the housing shortage, the class bias of education, exploitation of factory girls, corporal punishment, and a few initial attempts to raise the matter of equality along the order of “Women Drive Better than Men” and “When Will the Unions Fight for Equal Pay?” It was a beginning. Contraception, unmarried mothers, deserted wives, family law, children’s courts, prison conditions—all the issues that didn’t exist out loud in 1967—were to follow, faster than we perhaps imagined.


Eighteen months later I was exuberant with relief to turn the running over to Maeve Binchy and venture back into the newsroom. The best to be said about that initial period was that a somewhat different women’s page did get established. The other national dailies followed suit within months of the inauguration of Women First with their own pages. When the Women’s Liberation Movement burst upon us in 1969, Irish women’s pages became a forum. Whether what they’ve said has been totally worthwhile may be debated; but at least it was controversial, and that was a women’s page first.


So controversial were they that they have phased themselves out, like the fellow who kept the wheel turning until he’d worked himself out of a job. When the women’s pages came of age, they did it with a vengeance; and I think with satisfaction of how shaken up all those real reporters must have been. Served them right, the silly twits.





26 October 1974
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Introduction





What Irish girlhood meant in the old days, bad or good, and what it was like for a Dalkey teenager, a budding Derry activist, a Ballybunion schoolgirl, the nubile young women of Cork and Kerry, a Mayo convent girl, a Rathmines Edna O’B-to-be, a London-Irish student at Trinity College, an Irish-American cub reporter, and more.
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Maeve Binchy


Baby Blue: My First Best Dress





My first evening dress was baby blue and it had a great panel of blue velvet down the front, because my cousin who actually owned the dress was six inches thinner everywhere than I was. It had two short puff sleeves, and a belt that it was decided I should not wear. It was made from some kind of taffeta, and it had in its original condition what was known as a good cut.


It was borrowed and altered in great haste, because a precocious classmate had decided to have a formal party. A formal party meant that the entire class turned up looking idiotic and she had to provide twenty-three idiotic men as well.


I was so excited when the blue evening dress arrived back from the dressmaker. It didn’t matter, we all agreed, that the baby blue inset was a totally different colour from the baby blue dress. It gave it contrast and eye-appeal, a kind next-door neighbour said, and we were delighted with it. I telephoned the mother of the cousin, and said it was going to be a great success. She was enormously gratified.


I got my hair permed on the day of the formal party, which now, many years later, I can agree was a mistake. It would have been wiser to have had the perm six months previously and to allow it to grow out. However, there is nothing like the Aborigine look to give you confidence if you were once a girl with straight hair, and my younger sister, who hadn’t recognized me when I came to the door, said that I looked forty, and that was good too. It would have been terrible to look sixteen, which is what we all were.


I had bought new underwear in case the taxi crashed on the way to the formal party and I ended up on the operating table; and I became very angry with another young sister who said I looked better in my blue knickers than I did in the dress. Cheap jealousy, I thought, and with all that puppy fat and navy school knickers, plus an awful school-belted tunic as her only covering, how could she be expected to have any judgment at all?


Against everyone’s advice I invested in a pair of diamanté earrings that cost one shilling and threepence in old money in Woolworth’s. They had an inset of baby blue also, and I though this was the last word in co-ordination. I wore them for three days before the event, and ignored the fact that great ulcerous sores were forming on my ear lobes. Practice, I thought, would solve that.


The formal party started at 9 p.m. I was ready at six and looked so beautiful that I thought it would be unfair to the rest of the girls. How could they compete?


The riot of baby blue had descended to the shoes as well, and in those days shoe dyeing wasn’t all it is now. By 7 p.m. my legs had turned blue up to the knee. It didn’t matter, said my father kindly, unless of course they do the Can-Can these days. Panic set in, and I removed shoes, stockings, and scrubbed my legs to their original purple and the shoes to their off-white. To hell with co-ordination, I wasn’t going to let people think I had painted myself with woad.


By 8 p.m. I pitied my drab parents and my pathetic family who were not all glitter and Stardust as I was. They were tolerant to the degree of not commenting on my swollen ears, which now couldn’t take the diamanté clips and luxuriated in sticking plasters painted blue. They told me that I looked lovely, and that I would be the belle of the ball. I knew it already, but it was nice to have it confirmed.




(***)





There is no use in dwelling on the formal party. Nobody danced with me at all except in the Paul Jones, and nobody said I looked well. Everyone else had blouses and long skirts, which cost a fraction of what the alterations on my cousin’s evening dress had set me back. Everyone else looked normal. I looked like a mad blue balloon.


I decided I would burn the dress in a bonfire in the garden that night when I got home. Then I thought that would wake my parents and make them distressed that I hadn’t been the belle of the ball after all, so I set off down the road to burn it on the railway bank of Dalkey station. Then I remembered the bye-laws, and having to walk home in my underwear, which the baby sister had rightly said looked better than the dress, so I decided to hell with it all. I would just tear it up tomorrow at dawn.


But the next day, didn’t a boy, a real live boy who had danced with me during one of the Paul Joneses, ring up and say that he was giving a formal party next week and would I come? The social whirl was beginning, I thought, and in the grey light of morning the dress didn’t look too bad on the back of a chair. And there wasn’t time to get a skirt and blouse and look normal like everyone else, and I checked around and not everybody had been invited to his formal party: in fact, only three of us had.


So I rang the mother of the cousin again, and she was embarrassingly gratified this time, and I decided to allow my ears to cure and not wear any earrings, and to let the perm grow out and to avoid dyed shoes. And a whole winter of idiotic parties began, at which I formally decided I was the belle of the ball even though I hardly got danced with at all, and I know I am a stupid cow, but I still have the dress, and I’m never going to give it away, set fire to it on the railway bank, or use it as a duster.





12 December 1971
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Nell McCafferty


First Dance





The most humiliating years of my life were those in which I tried to be beautiful. An attractive dame I was not. That my childhood was not ruined by the fact that I had (and have) bandy legs, short stature, yellow bilious pimples and no waist at all is due entirely to my father. He called me “Curly Wee”, carried a picture of me everywhere, and used to read my school essays to his workmates.


I had a very attractive older sister who wore clothes like a model, could jive like Elvis Presley and had callers at the door. When they did call and I remained behind, my father would engage me in intellectual discussions about greyhounds and odds-on favourites and the amount of fuel required to fill the ships of the Royal Navy, in which exercise he was daily engaged.


When my brother and I went to our first céilí dance at the age of fourteen, my mother took my brother aside and reminded him to treat all women as if they were the Virgin Mary. My father took my brother aside and reminded him to treat me as he would treat all women, and thus I was always sure of at least one dance. If my brother did not dance with me, I went home and told my father, who took suitable punitive action.


Then there was acne. No amount of soap and water could cure it. I had pimples, blackheads, flaking skin, the lot. I was miserable. Nothing, I realize now, could cure it. It was one of those teenage things. But when we queued up every week for our threepence pocket money to be spent on gobstoppers, everlasting toffee bars and marbles, my father drew me quietly aside and slipped me the extra for a tube of Valderma, designed to give me skin like Marilyn Monroe. It never did, of course, but someone at least was backing me.


Brassières and breasts were always a problem. I once tucked my school blouse alluringly into my tennis shorts, and in the middle of the senior tennis championships when I was two points ahead, the Reverend Mother blew her whistle, summonsed me off court, and informed me that certain appendages stuck out which Our Lady would prefer to remain hidden. I lost all my points including the championship.


Hair, too, was a problem. When pony-tails were in, the best I could manage was long ringlets. Backcombing arrived and I went round like an unemployed Niagara Falls. As for hair on the legs and under the arms! The muffled whine of my father’s electric razor used to bring my mother roaring up the stairs, and I was always left with half a hairy leg and one bare underarm. I resorted to the quieter manual razor and used to go to dances cut to ribbons.


It’s not that I have anything against beauty treatments, or beautiful people. It’s very nice to see pretty people around the world, and I like to look at pictures of the Taj Mahal and the Acropolis, and Sophia Loren and Paul Newman. But the best I can manage is to wash my hair regularly, to stop biting my nails, and concentrate on my eyes, which are a rather nice shade of blue.


Otherwise, the hell with it. If I saved up the money I’m advised to spend on beauty treatment and went abroad I could get a great suntan which would offset my eyes. Also, I could go swimming, which is better than beating myself about the breast every morning.


So there.





14 October 1971
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Mary Cummins


All Our Easterdays: New Dresses,


Picnics, and a Retreat





With purplish-black ink greasing up my calloused fingertips, I’ll be working all over the weekend. My soul soaked in nostalgia and the might-have-been-if-I-had-used-my-loaf. Dutifully, and with a mournful face, I will remind one and all that I am an Easter martyr.


I will remember, teardrops from my craw, changing into summer dresses and the new one for Sundays coming in a brown box from Clerys. A clean church and unfamiliar, eerie statues under purple. A white altar with stark, majestic lilies, white and pure at midnight Mass.


Remember, incongruously, a dancing teacher coming in a big car the day we got holidays. She took the money we were sent home to get for lessons and was never seen again. Remember, remember, fast days and two collations and a mound of saved sweets grown under sweaty, longing glances: gifties, and dandys and cough-no-mores.


Remember Spy Wednesday, a sinister day and sloes on bushes. The silence at three on Good Friday, and the clack, clack of the wooden clappers at the Consecration instead of bells. That morning, the first day for picking periwinkles, patches of people on the strand from early morning with buckets. Concentration. Bending and straightening and putting stones in to heat the others. The swelling smell as they boiled their lives away in a big pot that evening; the sandy scum at the top of the grey, murderous water. We watched and waited with needles poised.


Smell of grass, luxuriant and fresh, and a picnic on Easter Sunday afternoon back in the sand hills. The girl who didn’t get any Sunday money taking a tin of peaches so that she could come. Following the courting couples to work off the layers of sugared bread. Forgetting the time in the first burst of summer evening.


A retreat at school the week after Easter and long holy days getting longer and holier, with heaven and hell and the lives of saints and of mysteries sordider-than-thou tunnelling home to confuse further. And long walks on the cliffs wrestling with a vocation, unable to disbelieve those who said you’d never be happy if you turned it down.


One Easter egg for the five of us and the envy of the friend who had one to herself. Easter is a resurrection, a stone rolled away from a tomb, and a God-man steps out. Easter is a stuffy room and a glimpse of freedom, a long empty beach, boiled eggs for tea, a restful sea in the blue sky above the chimneys on the way to the bus.





31 March 1972
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Mary Leland


Two Marys Go to the Dance





The last bus to Blackrock, Cork, gets crowded on a Saturday night. The girls and boys upstairs sing in competition with the girls and boys downstairs, and to the alarmed senior citizens it sometimes seems as if the bus is swinging in rhythm.


The singing upstairs is invariably begun by a group of five or six undersized and possibly undernourished girls, lively and in happy unison. Whatever about anyone else, they are heading for a dancehall. They sing all the way from the Statue, joined at Ballintemple by the rejects from Constitution and outsinging them too. They swear tunefully that they’ll never fall in love again, they beg not to forget to remember them, and not to say goodnight, midnight.


Old ladies with queasy poodles avoid the robust eyes of elderly men, normally sedately sober, but who at some time after eleven on a Saturday night are amorously drunk. Girls in their college scarves get off gratefully at Beaumont and the bus conductor asks them, “Would you like to be going dancing with that crowd?”


The singing girls—little, thin, deliberately eyebrow-less, and still wearing cotton dresses and light nylon raincoats in December—clatter off up the road. The boys stand with hunched shoulders among those who have just left the pub. Inside the hall, in the lights and the warmth and the excitement, the girls sit together in the corner nearest the bandstand, smoking and listening. They never dance unless weaving around their corner with one another. Otherwise they sit drinking in the music and the songs, until it’s time to go home. Then linking arms they walk back to the city, spread out across the width of the Marina, singing through its blackness by the river’s edge: “Good Morning Starshine…”


I used to love that bus. But one night the girls screamed and bolted down the stairs in an attempt to make the driver stop. There was a fight. There was a knife. There in the back of the upper deck struggled a heaving, shouting mass of young bodies. Conductor and driver raced up and seemed to be sucked viciously into the melée. The noise, curses and the sounds of blows combined in a terrorizing, sickening nightmare; the bus became a double-decker coffin full of hate and curses and savagery. Some of us got off, rang the gardaí and from outside watched with dry mouths and shivering hearts the heads being knocked against seats, wild arms reaching to clutch. Somehow the busmen, struggling up from between the seats, pushed enough of one faction away with them, down the stairs and out onto the road to be able to close the doors against them. A boy leapt against the glass, swinging his chain. The girls moved back upstairs, the singing began again and the bus moved off. And I walked the rest of the way home.




(***)





The Stardust Club: public dancehall on the Grand Parade, admission usually around eight shillings, except for Sunday afternoon “teen” dances when it’s three shillings and sixpence. I went to the Students’ Dance on Friday night, with Tina and the Mexicans providing the music. The dances are well managed and organized, with scrupulous officials scrutinizing the queues for signs of drinking or drunkenness. It must be one of the most comfortable dancehalls in Munster, with recent conversions providing an armchaired lounge and balcony, where everybody watched the Rowan and Martin laugh-in on television for half an hour or so. From the balcony, the hall below—dimly lighted and tight-packed—presented a picture of an immobile throng. The slow dances here are very definitely slow, and during some of these it is hard to believe that anyone is moving at all.


In a slow dance of this kind the boy and girl, or man and woman (girls from sixteen to twenty-five, boys in the same range with some up to and over thirty) stand as close as physically possible, with the girl’s arms around the boy’s shoulders and his arms around her waist. The shoulder grip keeps both heads within kissing range, a position taken obvious advantage of, while the waist grip keeps the bodily pressure on. Thus held together, they move over a few square inches of floor, to break apart at the end of the dance and take up the same positions with someone else for the next one.


Nobody pretends any more not to know what “close dancing” is all about. It’s impossible to avoid its physical significance, and from what I could see no effort is made to do so by anyone. It’s just an accepted alternative to the fast dances, and sex, of course, has nothing to do with it.


The rule of “no pass out” avoids the quick court in the car and then back to the dance for another girl, but the philosophy persists. And the bright little faces of the girls telling one another that they’re fixed up for a lift home reflect not just self-congratulation at a successful night but a kind of permissive anxiety.


In the cloakroom, teasing their hair to new heights, they hurl information to one another—what’s he like, is he “alright”, did she know what to do, what happened last week? And in a welter of giggles they scramble out to take their chances. The crowd is mixed—the college cachet seems to mean very little. The band is electronically identical with all the others, even to the three-deep row of worshippers who never move from the footlights. Tina fingers her Apache headband like a tired nun and the music bellows its echoes of love and longing to all the young people who have nowhere else to go.


It isn’t all fun. At the ’Dust, at the “Con” (Constitution Rugby Football Club), just as at the Boatclub, the Shandon, the Arc, the Island, the Majorca, the Orchid, the Lilac, the Majestic and the Industrial Hall in Clonakilty, the girls stand patiently in line and the boys take their pick. Of course a girl can refuse the grip on her elbow, the muttered suggestion, the toss of the young male head. I saw quite a few doing so. But there is still the element of the slave or the cattle market. For a short while one night I remembered just what it felt like, felt the ache of the smile on my face. “It’s better to look dejected,” a friend said. “They seem to take pity on you then.”


But it’s a bruising, unfunny experience. The girls stand patiently in line and the boys take their pick. Most girls have no option. They don’t pretend not to be there to find a boyfriend. Because they’re there, they have to let themselves be picked up or discarded in a mass submission to masculine will. Only a few couples continue to go dancing once the partner is found. Some girls rejoice in the competition, in the challenge and in the trophies. Others retire from the field, congratulating themselves on having escaped a back-seat pregnancy, bitter at their chosen isolation from a throbbing vivacious contact with other young people, but unwilling to take any more chances.


They are bewildered that their worth hasn’t been recognized. It takes years to lose the innocent enjoyment and hope, and I can’t help continuing to believe that dancehalls should be gay and happy places. Perhaps they are; perhaps they only seem sad to me, with ten years between my contentment and their strife.





14 January 1970





















[image: ]





Christina Murphy


First Love: Teenage Idol





I was pushing my bicycle up Chapel Hill after school, exchanging gossip with my best friend, when somehow we found ourselves confiding in each other who we wanted to marry. We must have been about fourteen, and we had been well and properly drilled by the nuns in such matters. We didn’t say we had a crush on him, we didn’t say we fancied him or that we’d like to have a court with him. To a convent-educated girl, men meant one thing—marriage. So when we fell in love, even at long distance, we automatically assumed that it meant wedding bells.


I had worshipped him from afar for some months, and I still remember vividly the relief of discovering that my best friend was in the same predicament. The joy of actually being able to mention his name, and in connection with myself, was almost unbearable after all those months of silent suffering. After a long chat about the relative merits of the two candidates and our possible prospects, we went home glowing with the cosy feeling of a shared secret and I think we thought ourselves half engaged already.


There followed a period of passing little notes to one another in class, composing poems in which the loved one featured surreptitiously, and toying with various combinations of the spelling of his name on the back of our Latin grammar.


She fared a bit better than I did. Hers actually danced with her on a few occasions—and I think he even kissed her on the cheek once at a Christmas party. I was doomed to engage in unrequited love for what seemed like years. He was undoubtedly good-looking, tall, thin and athletic with a great shock of black hair. But he was aloof and more interested in tennis and football than in girls.


I proceeded to adopt the most extraordinary tactics. I cycled home from school by twenty different routes vainly trying to get a glimpse of him. I began to take a loving interest in his little brat of a sister and gave her rides on my bike and bought her ice cream. I bewildered my family by suddenly becoming a religious maniac.


I went to eight o’clock Mass and communion every morning for two reasons: to pray to God to make him fall in love with me, and to position myself strategically near the top of the left-hand aisle, from whence I could watch him praying with bowed head and get a good look at him coming reverently back from the rails. I even toyed with the idea that he might be thinking of the priesthood and I was sure that if he did I would never marry anyone else.




(***)





There were some high points in all this depression. When the snow came and the boys’ school launched their annual attack on the convent, he singled me out as the object of his aim and I was actually hit by three missiles launched from the revered hand. That kept me in daydreams for weeks. At a party once he brushed past me, and I treasured the smell of his tweed jacket for days.


In February rumour had it that he received half a dozen Valentines, which was three more than the anonymous lot I had sent him. It was worrying. What was more worrying was that the doctor’s daughter was reported to be the author of one, and I didn’t think I would stand much of a chance against such high-powered social opposition. Maybe if I went out with someone else he would wake up to my charms. I accepted a few invitations to the pictures from other fellows who must have though I was either mad or frigid because I refused to even let them hold my hand.


My God, it would have been tantamount to being unfaithful to one’s fiancé. All in vain. It seemed that the saint was incapable of jealousy, too.


Gradually, common sense reasserted itself, and I began to realize that, far from beseeching the Almighty to help him resist my temptations at daily Mass, he was probably praying that silly love-struck girl would leave him in peace to get on with his rugby practice.


I began a campaign of deliberately blotting him out of my mind, and desperately tried to cultivate an interest in the other young boys around town. Gradually I got over it, but still in the course of three lengthy and more productive teenage romances, the shadow of the unattainable Adonis hung there in the background. We grew up, passed our exams, and went away. Absence finally obliterated all memory.


Then, two years ago, I was walking down O’Connell Street on my own late one night when this balding, rather bloated-looking drunk approached me. “Why, it’s Christina Murphy!” said the distinctly unpleasant figure. And my God, it was the teenage idol, looking for all the world as if he had spent the past ten years digging ditches and drinking pints.


He was probably staggering home to the harassed wife and four kids he was never meant to have. And, I thought, maybe all those eight o’clock Masses and prayers were not wasted after all.


For there, but for the grace of God…





14 February 1974





















[image: ]





Maev Kennedy


All Write: Portrait of the Artist


as a Suffering Daughter





All right, all right, old man, I’ll get efficient. No more grim enquiries as to “What did you write today?” No more witty anecdotes followed by a sly glance to see if I look inspired…


You may also spare me the stories about Offspring of your Friends who are Supporting Themselves by Working, and putting their old mothers through college on the proceeds of their first book. And if you’ll also promise not to groan any more when I say, “But what will I do for a job this summer?” I will get efficient. After all, that is what I was reared for. You brought visitors into my nursery and when I stood up and rattled the bars of my cot, you said: “That’s my daughter, she’s going to be a writer.”


Three years later when people asked me what I was going to be if I grew up, I did not prettily say “an engine driver” or “a gentlewoman like Moll Flanders”, I said: “I’m going to be a wealthy scribbler like—” Well, like a lady friend of ours who has since become a very wealthy scribbler indeed. You set me writing when I was seven, and when I was eleven you reluctantly admitted that my hour was not yet come: I was too old to be Daisy Ashford and too young for anything else. Your hour came when I was fourteen and my One True Love of the carroty hair and the nylon polo-necks left me, and I was sitting on the cold cold kitchen floor and weeping desolately. You said: “There’s a story in that.”


Nothing ever hurt that much again. But you forced me to see dimly, sitting on the floor by the sink, one leg cramped and the milk about to boil over, that it was excellent material. I didn’t write that story, I couldn’t until it was proved to me that he was not after all the first and last to love me, but you had nevertheless ruined my life as a human being. I had the marvellous formula for surviving all crises and traumas—such good experiences, and remember that one can’t put suicide into an autobiography! How could I ever take anything really seriously again?




(***)





You bullied me finally into writing articles out of boredom as a displacement activity, out of abject poverty, without method or system or overall plan, and I couldn’t take them seriously because obviously they’d be rejected, but they weren’t. You told me this was very bad for me and to get method instead of wasting time, and I didn’t believe you because you were very old and you didn’t understand me, and in any case why should I take you more seriously than anything else?


Suddenly I’m old enough to see that I’m young, that I will never be more intelligent, that I will never experience as intensely again, and that I had, after all, better get organized.


Father, thy will be done. I’ve cleared everything off the desk except my typewriter, my sewing machine, the birdseed, my cutting-out shears, my Trevelyan’s English Social History, an ashtray full of buttons, a flight programme, a ballpoint (defunct) and five notebooks. I’ve crept downstairs and stolen a ream of yellow quarto—five pages at a time seems somewhat amateurish. I’ve pinned all my rejection slips to the wall in front of me. I’ve rescued my desk diary from exterior darkness and I’m all ready.


Now. This week I’m going to write. Expel the small brothers, strangle the budgie, uproot the phone and disconnect the doorbell and who is grating carrots so loudly downstairs? I am writing.


Next week I am changing my distribution methods. Organization and efficiency. At two articles a day, and an editorial on Sunday morning, there will be an unprecedented selection of my work available by next week. Surreptitiously creeping around by post from editor to editor, from newspaper group to newspaper group, is inappropriate. So on Monday there will be a public auction in a certain conveniently central coffee shop, and all editors are expected to attend (dress optional). Payment in money or kind will be accepted and a minimum bid of three guineas, two cream cakes and one of those nice sticky-topped cherry buns has been fixed. Commission will also be accepted for the forthcoming “What today’s politically aware woman wears cooking aubergines.”


Oh, kindly do not tip the grumpy grey-bearded doorman. That’s no doorman, that’s my father.





25 May 1970
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Elgy Gillespie


Women Seek Real Quality





In an atmosphere of charged excitement, the Mansion House hall and gallery were filled last night for the first major public meeting of the Irish Women’s Liberation Movement. The crowd of over a thousand included a sizeable sprinkling of men, and a wide variety of ages and backgrounds were represented in the audience.


Miss Nell McCafferty presided over the panel of four mothers and one man: Mrs Hilary Orpen, Dr Moira Woods, Mrs Mairin Johnston, Mrs Mary Geraghty and Mr Ivan Kelly, solicitor, who was present to deal with the legal pressures.


Opening the meeting, Miss McCafferty declared the aims of the movement to be: “One family for one house, equal rights for women in law, particularly for deserted wives and unmarried mothers, equal pay for equal labour and for married women who wish to work, justice for widows and equal education opportunities.” Audience members were asked to come forward to a microphone at the front and discuss ways of following their aims, to ask questions and to make comments, which the panel would reply to. There were no official speakers.


As the queue of those who wished to speak grew longer and longer, there were jeers from the gallery and occasional shouts of “Shame!” and “Where’s your modesty?” among the cheering and the fierce applause that followed speaker after speaker. Viewpoints ranged from the extremely personal to the intensely political. Answering a young girl’s question as to whether the movement was intended to be political, Mrs Johnson replied that in the end the price of a loaf of bread was political and that women must concern themselves about living conditions such as the housing shortage, “because men won’t”.




(***)





Senator Mary Robinson, who recently attempted to introduce amending legislation on contraceptives, told the Christus Rex Congress in Bundoran that the Women’s Liberation movement “constitutes the only radical force in the stagnant pool of Irish life”.


According to a supplied script, she condemned our legislators for a general lack of initiative in implementing social legislation. She felt a new vision of society was needed and “the only untapped source of new ideas and initiatives left in the country is its women”.





15 April 1971


Thirty-two years later


“If I can’t send a man who then? … Send her along so!” barked news editor Donal Foley to a hugely pregnant Mary Maher. Simultaneously, Foley was peering through thick lenses, the better to juggle seven phones in two languages, including Waterford. “One o’clock in the Harp!” he roared at the Archbishop’s press officer. “Tá sé anseo, cinnte!” he confirmed for good measure to Jimmy Saville and Lady Goulding; and “I want four hundred words and I told you I wanted it *** yesterday!” bellowed at a high-level ministerial source.
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