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The Kaleidoscope Turns


THIS BOOK TELLS MANY STORIES. Some contradict each other. Some may not be true. All depend on angles of perception and on memory. Awareness depends on where you stand when you look at things, and many layers of emotional inclination and unconscious prejudice intervene when you’re looking back. Individual, family and communal memory shape our sense of who we are and where we belong. So do imagination, aspiration and chance. So does the absence of memory.


I remember a night in Sinnotts pub on Dublin’s King St in the 1970s. It was drinking-up time, the door was bolted and Eugene was gathering glasses, washing up and asking if we had no homes to go to. At the end of the bar the actor Alan Devlin was getting obstreperous. Eventually Eugene, who had had a long night, told him to get out. There was a moment when it looked as if Alan was going to be difficult but a friend threw an arm round his shoulders and eased him out the door, and someone bolted it behind them. Moments later, someone else unbolted it again and Devlin sidled through the crowd and back onto his barstool. He was wearing a brown paper bag over his head. Eugene turned round, saw him and roared at him. ‘Right, that’s it, feck off out of it, Devlin; you’re barred.’ Alan removed the bag from his head to reveal a look of wonderment. ‘How’, he asked, ‘did you know who I was?’


More than half my life has been spent as an Irish emigrant. I went across the water to England in my early twenties, married and built a career there. Yet as long as my mother continued to live in the family home in Dublin I never thought of myself as having emigrated. Throughout nearly forty years of living and working in London, despite the fact that I have had little or no contact with the Irish Diaspora there, my sense of identity has remained entirely Irish. Now, thanks to budget airlines and broadband, I divide life and work between an inner-city flat in London and a stone house at the end of Ireland’s Dingle Peninsula. But for the majority of my life my physical roots were in one country while my cultural and ancestral roots were in another. Even when Twickenham or Ealing or Finchley was home, I had an untroubled sense that home was some place else. Who I am appears to hinge on my being Irish.


My experience is not unique, either to me or to Irish people; often identification with ‘the old country’ can persist through generations, though in many cases a return to it at such a remove would be disorientating and disillusioning. A sense of identity is a complex thing. It is shaped by subtle interfaces between individuals, family and community as much as by location, education, customs and traditions. It relies on the passing on of memories from one generation to another and the constant rearranging and reinterpreting of related and unrelated fragments of information, in repeated attempts to produce narratives that make sense. Wired into human consciousness is an instinctive need to pass on the stories that, by providing links to our ancestors, provide us with informed, healthy and enhanced perceptions of ourselves.


The story of this book began two years ago with a random question. I was in Enniscorthy, County Wexford, the home of my maternal grandmother’s people for generations and a place I remember well from my childhood. I had been invited to speak at a literary festival, in a wide, elegant room on the first floor of the grey Norman castle that dominates the town. We were talking about shared memory when a woman in the audience raised her hand and asked a question. ‘How do you know that what you remember is the truth?’ She was one of five siblings, she said, ‘and we all shared the same experiences. We lived in the same house with the same people. But not one of us remembers anything in the same way.’ The book I’d been talking about, called The House on an Irish Hillside, is a memoir, so I had been involved in many discussions about memory since I had written it. But this woman’s question provoked a particular response. Heads went up and body language changed. From my seat on the platform I could see people all round the room exchanging glances. Some smiled. Others looked uncomfortable. Up to that ripple of recognition I had been holding my audience. From that point on, the event belonged to them.


That evening, in the house that my brother had built for our aunt in our grandmother’s orchard, I went online and, having checked my emails, idly clicked on a search engine. In the afternoon, when the talk was over, several people for whom I had signed copies of my book had said they remembered my family. And one man had talked about a woman whose name I hadn’t heard for years: Marion Stokes. She was my grandmother’s cousin, twenty years old when my mother was a child of six. Now, typing Marion’s name into Google, I remembered another occasion in Enniscorthy Castle, when I was nine or ten years old. In my mind I climbed the winding stair to that same elegant room on the first floor. The steps are cold and worn, and the only light comes in through narrow windows. I’m touching the curved wall with one hand, and with the other I’m hanging on to Marion’s skirt. She was formidable and elderly, square and calm in her tweed coats and skirts, neat shirt-blouses and sensible shoes. Staring at my computer screen, I remembered her black leather handbag which always contained a white cotton handkerchief, and the fearsome bottle of Mercurochrome she used as an antiseptic to treat childhood cuts. Inconsequentially, I remembered her instructions for using egg yolks as a hair conditioner: you massaged them into wet hair and rinsed them out, making sure that the water was lukewarm. (Hot water, apparently, would scramble the eggs.) Nothing useful was appearing on my computer screen, so I added the word ‘Enniscorthy’ to Marion’s name. As I did so, I remembered her neat, spiky handwriting on postcards, and the book of pages, hand-stitched and bound in a brown paper cover, in which she had drawn up an outline of her family history. Carefully written in black ink, each page lists several generations of names, trades and relationships, the fields they farmed, the marriages they made and the graveyards in which they were buried. The book was sent to my mother by a relative a year after Marion’s death, and given by my mother to me on a visit to London. I had hardly looked at it at the time and now, sitting at my laptop, I wondered vaguely where I had put it. Then a link appeared on the screen in front of me; I clicked on it, and a central aspect of my sense of identity changed.


I had found what was then the sole reference to Marion on the Internet. It was written by the Irish writer Colm Tóibín in The New York Review of Books. ‘She was the least likely ex-terrorist you could imagine, polite and sedate and distantly smiling.’ Tóibín is an Enniscorthy man. His family and my grandmother’s were neighbours and, though I hardly knew him then and hadn’t seen him since, he and I had been at university together in Dublin in the 1970s. Now, staring at my computer, I tried to get my head around what he had written about my grandmother’s cousin Marion. Then memories, dates and half-forgotten references began to shift in my mind like images in a kaleidoscope, shaping and reshaping both the present and the past.


All my life I’ve known that when Marion was hardly out of her teens she was a member of Cumann na mBan (pronounced something like ‘kum-en nah mon’), a women’s organisation set up in 1913 as the country was about to embark on the struggle which ultimately established it as a republic. I knew, too, that the fearsome bottle of Mercurochrome in her black leather handbag was a legacy of her many years as a nurse. So, though I knew that Cumann na mBan members had a role in the 1916 Rising that ushered in the final phase in Ireland’s resistance to eight centuries of English rule, I suppose that, if I thought about it at all, I had imagined that Marion’s time in the organisation had been spent going to lectures on first aid. Now my eyes widened as I scrolled on through Tóibín’s paragraphs. ‘… with two other women … she raised the Irish flag over one of the main buildings of the town of Enniscorthy in the 1916 Rebellion.’


That afternoon, the woman who had arranged my event at the castle had talked about 1916, the turning point in modern Irish history which began the process that culminated in the setting-up of the state into which I was born. Obviously a stalwart committee member, she led me up the winding stair, chatting over her shoulder. ‘The garrison here in Enniscorthy was the last to surrender’, she told me. ‘They took over the Athenaeum as their headquarters and raised the tricolour over the roof.’ I had passed the Athenaeum building myself that day on my way to the castle. A plaque on the wall read ‘In proud memory of the Irish Volunteers, Fianna Éireann and Cumann na mBan who took part in the Rising of Easter Week, 1916.’ The Athenaeum is a handsome nineteenth-century building, once the town hall and a theatre; however, as I walked past, its boarded-up windows and peeling paint had looked unimpressive. Apparently there was a plan to restore and redevelop the structure and interior in time for the upcoming 1916 centenary. It looked to me as if, in a country struggling with debt and recession, that was a fairly big ask.


Now, staring at Toibín’s words on the screen, I found myself feeling slightly stupid. I had learned history at school. I knew that Cumann na mBan had taken an active part in the Easter Rising against British rule in Ireland. Why hadn’t I known Marion’s story? I tried another search engine and found nothing new. Then I shrugged and abandoned the laptop. I was tired; it had been a long day and I fancied a glass of wine in the garden, watching the flutter of birds’ wings in my granny’s apple trees. So I stepped out into the evening sunshine, wanting a break before thinking about the workload lined up for the following day. Soon the garden, the glint of sun on my wine glass, and the chiming of the town’s cathedral bell worked their magic. That night I slept well. By the next day life and work had taken over again and my mind had moved on.


The festival in Enniscorthy took place in midsummer. My English husband, Wilf, and I had driven across the country to it, and I had other signings to do on our way back. We drove home between green and golden fields where farmers were cutting and baling silage, and stopped in little towns where bookshop managers were already gearing up to cope with the back-to-school rush. On the way I found myself pondering that question about memory and truth. Since the publication of The House on an Irish Hillside, readers had got in touch with memories of their own sparked by my story or by other readers’ comments on the book’s Facebook page. People would come up to me at readings, eager to share their family stories; sometimes they would bring letters, faded certificates or photos, the sort of dog-eared treasures that most families have at the back of a drawer. Often they’d say they had no idea who the laughing couple on the beach or the serious little girl posed in a painted Victorian arbour actually were. ‘I suppose when you look at the bathing costumes it might have been taken in the thirties, so it could be my husband’s mother’s family – they lived by the sea.’ Or ‘I found it in my grandmother’s prayer book. It might be my great-aunt who died as a child.’ Often there would be contradictions, producing laughter and, sometimes, anxiety. ‘I’m sure my mother said it was her cousin’s but my sister says not.’ It was fascinating to see the photos and hear the stories, but sometimes I wondered why they had brought them to me, a stranger sitting at a table in a bookshop. All I could do was nod and listen and agree that it’s important to write names on old photos and to tag and caption shots in digital albums. And then everyone would nod back and the fragile treasures would carefully be tucked away. I don’t think anyone imagined that I would provide answers: they just wanted to share their connections with the past. It was as if they saw their lives as part of a bigger picture in which the threads of their family’s history had been woven together for generations. The half-remembered stories and unidentified faces belonged to that picture and, even if the threads were frayed and ravelled, it was important that they be preserved.


I understood that, because the instinct to preserve evidence from the past is bred into me. My father was a historian. I grew up studying history and folklore, and the dynamic between those two disciplines is what made me a writer. The study of history is largely about written records. You gather all you can find, collate, compare and set about establishing facts based on recorded evidence. Folklore puts more emphasis on oral memory. It deals with songs, stories, rituals and place names, testimony passed down through generations, sometimes even across millennia, before written records began. In one sense the two disciplines are incompatible. Because, while historians traditionally rely largely on the testimony of educated, male officialdom, folklorists investigate the world of conversation and imagination, and they collect largely from field and fireside, hearth and home. In another sense folklore and history are complementary, capable of coming together to produce a more balanced whole.


Later that month, back in London, I found myself drawn back to Colm Tóibín’s reference to Marion. I had tried again to find her name on the Internet and each search brought me back to the same, single reference. By then I was more relaxed, and between projects, though my mind was still circling around memory and truth. One afternoon, with a mug of tea at my elbow, I reread Tóibín’s piece. Once again the kaleidoscope shifted, and this time the swirling shards produced a new picture. According to what I read on the screen, each evening in Easter week in 1966, Marion had visited Tóibín’s family home in Enniscorthy. There, polite, sedate and distantly smiling in her tweed suit, her neat shirt-blouse and sensible shoes, she had sat down to watch a drama series about a Rising that, fifty years earlier, she had taken part in herself. I was marvelling, as Tóibín had, at the strangeness of that idea, when I was hit by the significance of the date. I was twelve years old in 1966. I remember that week-long drama series, which was called Insurrection. Its scriptwriter, Hugh Leonard, described it as ‘a, near-as-dammit, full-scale reconstruction of the Rising’. Everyone talked about it. While Marion was watching it in Enniscorthy with the Tóibíns I was watching it in Dublin with my parents. I remember that year’s commemorations, the parades, the documentaries, Insurrection with its prime-time slot, the books specially written for the half-centenary. For a whole week the national radio station’s schedule seemed to consist of wall-to-wall documentaries and reminiscences. Marion had taken an active part in the Rising we were all commemorating. Why hadn’t we talked about that?




2


The Sliding Stones


IT WAS NOT AS IF I WAS UNAWARE THAT Marion Stokes had been a member of Cumann na mBan. But along with that information, absorbed in my childhood, came an unspoken sense that questions about it would not be welcomed. At the time, that didn’t bother me. Marion lived to be eighty-seven and died in 1983, so I could have had an adult relationship with her. But, as it happened, I didn’t. I left Ireland for London in the late 1970s, a year after I left university. My mother often came to visit me and once, on a walk by the River Thames, she mentioned that though Marion had grown up in Enniscorthy and died there, she had spent time nursing in England. I remember asking why she left Ireland and my mother shaking her head and saying that she didn’t know. Marion, she said, ‘didn’t like to talk about the past’. I could well believe it. The Marion I knew in my childhood was not someone who would let her hair down, put her feet up and engage in girly chats. She carried an air of authority and you didn’t wriggle when she reached for the Mercurochrome. My mother said she had always been like that and I suppose that, when she told me so, I assumed it went with a lifetime of responsibility, starched aprons and hard work.


Hard work seems to have been a characteristic of the women in my mother’s family. My grandmother was born and raised in Enniscorthy but when she met my grandfather she was working in a Dublin shop. Her sister Margaret, known to my mother and aunts as Aunt Magger, worked as an accountant for the Co-op in Enniscorthy. I don’t know when or why my grandmother moved to Dublin from Enniscorthy but I know that her first home after she married was a rented house on Dublin’s north side. My mother and her two sisters were born there. Then, when my mother was eleven or twelve years old, the family moved back to Enniscorthy, where they were living when my grandfather died. After his death Aunt Magger came to live with them; the regular wage packet from the Co-op must have helped to pay the household bills and complete my mother and aunts’ education. I remember an exhortation of my grandmother’s, often used by my mother in my own childhood: ‘We have to keep the best side out.’ I have always admired the courage implicit in that philosophy, though I have never ceased to question its wisdom.


On some childhood visit of my own to Enniscorthy, long after Aunt Magger died, I was shushed by my mother for calling Slaney Street, which leads from the town centre to the riverside, ‘a steep, narrow little lane’. My grandmother agreed with her: Slaney Street might be narrow but it certainly wasn’t a lane, and people down from Dublin should keep their mouths shut when they didn’t know what they were talking about. Calling it ‘steep’, however, was apparently fair enough. It certainly couldn’t be contradicted because the town overlooks a river valley. Enniscorthy grew up around a Norman stronghold overlooking the River Slaney. For as long as I can remember it has felt modestly prosperous and assured, equally proud of its imposing grey castle and its soaring Roman Catholic Pugin cathedral, which was built below my grandmother’s house in the mid-nineteenth century. All Enniscorthy women, according to my mother, have great legs, the result of a lifetime spent walking up and down the town’s hills. When I was small we spoke of going down the hill to the cathedral, the cinema, the castle and the chip shop; over the hill to visit my mother’s relations; and up the hill to the Fair Ground above the Duffry Gate. Vinegar Hill, which overlooks the town from the opposite side of the river, is a constant physical reminder of the area’s past. The last battle of Ireland’s unsuccessful rebellion against British rule in 1798, inspired by the republican ideals of the French Revolution, was fought there, and in the streets of the town. I can’t remember a time when I didn’t know the legends of the 1798 Rebellion or the words of ‘Boolavogue’ and ‘The Boys of Wexford’, two ballads that memorialise it. And when climbing the hill to my grandmother’s house from the train station as a child I always wanted to stop for breath under the statue of the 1798 pikeman, which depicts a defiant young man and a gesticulating priest furled in a bronze flag and gazing towards Vinegar Hill. Maybe those songs and stories account in part for my childhood lack of curiosity about Marion’s part in the Rising in 1916. When a brawny pikeman is your image of a freedom fighter, you are unlikely to wonder if your granny’s female cousin might perhaps have been one, too.


Most of my teenage years were spent locked in silent conflict with my mother about everything and anything, but I had long conversations with her as an adult. In the years after my father died, on her frequent visits to me in London, we would spend hours walking and chatting by the river or sitting in a coffee-shop window. Window seats mattered to her: she was a people-watcher with a quiet sense of humour, a creative imagination and a shrewd eye for character. In those years, when she was in her seventies, she and I took several holidays together and many of the family stories she related come back to me now coloured by the sound of waves slapping against the prow of a Rhine boat or the scent of salt and wildflowers on a high cliff on one of the Scilly Isles. I wish now that I had asked her more questions about Marion. But I doubt that I’d have got more answers.


When I first conceived of this book I did what I always do: I wandered the streets thinking about it, talked endlessly to my husband, Wilf, about it and, eventually, made some notes and fixed a meeting with my agent. Her office is down the way from the Charles Dickens Museum in London’s Bloomsbury, and the museum’s coffee shop does an amazing lemon drizzle poppy-seed cake. We sat at a table in the garden and I waved my hands, drew circles on pieces of paper, and tried to describe a book which, at that stage, hadn’t really crystallised. My agent’s mind is orderly and sharp but she also has the invaluable ability to sit back and let things happen. In the course of that meeting and others, I drank a lot of coffee, licked a lot of lemon drizzle off my fingers, and identified the different strands that made up the ideas I wanted to explore. For me, the process of putting together a pitch for publishers is always complicated by the fear that it may short-circuit the other process, the actual writing of the book. By imposing a structure on ideas yet to be explored, you are in danger of leaping from conception to conclusion without passing through discovery in between. But experience teaches you to seal off one part of your mind until you are ready to start the real writing. Meanwhile, with the other part, you go through a different process which you hope will provide a structure clear enough to communicate, firm enough to act as a template, and supple enough to be bent without breaking.


Since the publication of The House on an Irish Hillside I had been focused on memory. Now I wanted to explore its absence. The impetus was the absence of Marion’s story in my own memory. The time frame was to be the century from the 1916 Rising. The story would be an Irish one but, as I knew from the hundreds of Facebook comments, conversations, emails, letters and messages I had had about The House on an Irish Hillside, memory and its absence are universal themes. In the course of those conversations with my agent we talked about the Who Do You Think You Are? phenomenon, which began as a BBC television series and is now the tip of an iceberg of popular interest in genealogy. It has been suggested that this growth of interest has arisen from an increasing use of previously unavailable technology – that we are out there searching for our ancestors simply because it has never been easier to find them. But other factors, such as the perennial challenge of a quest and the perceived romance of the past, are also part of the picture, just as they were before the advent of the Internet, and while intellectual curiosity is a stimulus, emotion appears always to have been a fundamental motivator in individual research into family roots. Some of the most moving moments in Who Do You Think You Are? occur when a trail runs cold. Just when the subject of an episode discovers a great-aunt who flew biplanes or an ancestor who was Nelson’s gardener, the web of connectivity can break, leaving both the audience and the participant with no idea why the flyer converted to Buddhism or the gardener died in prison. Those broken threads produce more than just a sense of drama; frequently they provoke a sense of guilt. The idea that a family story has been lost forever can bring with it a sense of neglected responsibility – how have we allowed those who belong to us to be forgotten? But the truth is that, over time, threads get broken. There is a difference, however, between the natural effects of time and the unnatural results of censorship. And censorship is a central factor in the loss of Marion’s story.


The Ireland I was born into was still largely dominated by the political, cultural and economic policies of Éamon de Valera, revered as the last surviving leader of the 1916 Rising, and my generation grew up with no sense of how much the country that we lived in differed from the country that Marion and her comrades had been willing to die for more than thirty years before. Yet it was very different, and the reasons for that are complex, not least because, when the Rising was being planned, there were evolving and contradictory visions of what it could and should achieve. Part of the reason for my generation’s ignorance of that complexity was active reshaping of the legend of how the state was founded, and one aspect of this was government control of the acquisition of, and access to, witness statements made by men and women who took part in the struggle for Ireland’s independence.


In the 1940s a group of historians initiated the establishment of the Bureau of Military History, which was ultimately set up and funded by the government of the day. Its purpose was to gather statements from activists who had witnessed the events of the 1916 Rising and the years that followed, and from their families. An advisory group, which included my father, was tasked with considering methodology and offering advice to the civil servants and army personnel who handled the collection process. From the outset the historians were concerned that the academic reputation of the members of the advisory group might be used to legitimise an exercise in state suppression or control. So they may have been foolish to believe the government assurances that that would not be the case. In the event, and despite their repeated objections, the collection was made without regard for many of the historians’ concerns about methodology. And, as the process continued, political concerns about the nature of the material emerging in the statements became increasingly evident. Inevitably, some of what was being said by the witnesses did not tally with the various sanitised legends favoured by the revolutionaries-turned-politicians who by then were running the country.


In 1958, after the collection process had ended, the advisory group recommended that the material be given to the National Library, where it could be accessed by the public. Instead, the entire collection was classified as part of the State Papers and sealed until the last person mentioned in the statements was dead. The men and women who contributed statements had not been told what would happen to the stories they wanted to leave on record; each of them had been offered the opportunity to mark their individual contributions as confidential and, although some took the option, the vast majority chose not to. I never heard my father speak about what happened, and that doesn’t surprise me: the anger, frustration and humiliation he and his colleagues felt was not something he would have wanted to share with his children. Shortly after his death in 1975, when I was still a student, I came across some of the blank forms used by the Bureau of Military History and asked my mother what they were. She said that my father had been involved in the collection of statements from people who had been part of the fight for independence and that, because the information was sensitive, it had all been locked away. Given her own involvement in my father’s work, she must have been aware of what had actually happened. Clearly, she didn’t like to talk about it.


Those witness statements remained classified until 2003. There was much press coverage of their release and a statement made by the government of the day expressed pleasure at the marking of an event ‘of the utmost significance to the birth of our modern democracy’. No mention was made of the struggle between the historians who had initiated the collection and the politicians and government officials who had hijacked it. The absence of that memory leaves the present generation with a remarkable body of stories which, while it remains a fascinating archive and a touching inheritance for the families whose relatives contributed to it, is difficult to evaluate. Not everyone who might have contributed to the collection while it was being made was prepared to cooperate. Some were suspicious of it. Others may just have preferred to forget the past. In shaping this book I have wondered why Marion herself contributed no statement. Perhaps she didn’t want to or just didn’t get around to it. Perhaps she was aware of my father’s growing concerns about how the material was being gathered and what would happen to it. One way or the other, the omission is sad. She had the instincts of a historian and her memories would have been valuable. In the 1960s she was one of a dedicated group of Enniscorthy people, which included Colm Tóibín’s father, who worked to establish a local museum in the castle. My own first experience of its stone walls and curving turret staircase was on some visit when she had asked my father for some advice about display, and her spiky handwriting on the museum’s lists and labels can still be seen in the county archive.


The men and women who planned and fought in the 1916 Rising spent much of their time focused on who they thought they were. They argued, held debates and attended meetings. They wrote books and plays and poems, political pamphlets and polemics, struggling to define and express a sense of identity; and in hindsight their conclusions could easily be boiled down to the negative statement that being Irish means you are not English. That trite dismissal of the social, political and cultural issues faced by Marion’s generation was, to a large extent, all that Ireland’s education system offered to my own generation, and our children hardly fared better. What it conceals is a story of complex, often contradictory, aspirations which – good, bad, indifferent, and even ludicrous – are part of our inheritance. Had that story been handed down to us uncensored, Ireland might well be a different country today.


When my mother left school, she moved back to Dublin from Enniscorthy. Like my grandmother, she worked in a shop, and when she and my father married they rented their first home on Dublin’s south side. I am the youngest of five siblings, a small family by Irish standards of the 1940s and 1950s, and one which would have been larger had my mother not had several miscarriages. My brothers’ and sisters’ birth dates were roughly within a year of each other, after which there was a gap of five years before I was born. In the year that my mother was pregnant with me the family moved to a new house with an extra bedroom, so that my father’s mother, who was widowed and getting frail, could come to live with us. My older siblings formed a unit with a shared past in the house where the family had lived before my arrival. They also shared a closeness that came with closeness in age. So, while I have fond memories of being the youngest in a united family, there is a sense in which I was an only child. My eldest brother had left home by the time I reached my teens and the age gap between me and my sisters was such that, at one time or another, each of them taught me at school. This sense of belonging to a slightly different world from my siblings’ was increased by the fact that my adolescence coincided with a period of accelerating openness in a country that previously had been locked in isolationism. Although the differences were not extreme, we grew up experiencing variously overlapping stages of the nation’s political, economic and social containment and subsequent release. Looking back now, it feels that, in many ways, the ten-year gap between my eldest sister and me might as well have been a generation. And I am now the only surviving woman of my generation in the family.


Long families are typically Irish. My grandmother was eighteen years older than her cousin Marion, who always seemed closer in generation to my mother and aunts. According to Marion’s hand-stitched book of pages, bound in brown paper and written in her neat, spiky handwriting, she didn’t move from her home in Enniscorthy to London until 1928, twelve years after the Rising. My grandparents took my mother and aunts to live in Enniscorthy in 1921, so for eight of those twelve years she and her sisters must have known Marion well. Which begs a question. On the walk that my mother and I took by the Thames, she told me that Marion had been reticent in old age. But was Marion equally reticent when my mother, as a teenager, lived only a few doors away? Perhaps she avoided political discussion in front of her young cousins. Those were the years of the War of Independence which followed the Rising, and of the bitter Civil War that came afterwards and still haunted the Ireland of my youth. It is possible that Marion continued to be an activist after the Rising. It is even possible that, if she did, my mother knew about it. I’ll never know.


The family in Enniscorthy lived close to each other on the steep streets around the cathedral. My grandmother’s house still stands below the Fair Ground and the Duffry Gate, opposite what used to be the pig market. When I was small its front door was flanked by two panes of amber glass through which the sun shone onto the foot of the stairs and down the narrow hallway. Unlike the door of the suburban semi in Dublin that I grew up in, it opened straight onto the pavement. From the bedroom where I used to sleep I could hear footsteps in the street outside, and the voices of men out walking greyhounds. The pig market was gone by then, but on a green across the road from my granny’s door were three limestone boulders which had once protected a water pump from being knocked against on market days by carts. Three stones in conjunction are significant in Irish mythology; before the pump was installed in the nineteenth century these may have been guardians of a spring well. Each was about three feet high with a sloping surface on the downhill side, polished by generations of children using it as a slide. I can remember hours spent clambering up and sliding down, and my granny’s voice calling from the doorway across the road, telling me it was teatime. My mother and her sisters, Cathleen and Evie, had played on the stones in their time. No doubt Marion played on them in hers.


My father’s mother died when I was very small, but my Enniscorthy grandmother lived until 1963. We used to visit her with my mother, travelling down on the train from Dublin, crossing the river by the old bridge, climbing the steep hill past the cathedral and the chip shop, and arriving in time for tea with brown bread and salty butter and homemade gooseberry jam. I remember helping my granny to wash up afterwards, and walking down the garden with her, to pick apples. We used to play cards in the parlour in the evenings. She never managed to teach me anything more complicated than Snap but I remember sitting opposite her, banging my cards down on an ugly bamboo table in front of a fireplace with a polished brass fireguard. I wish I had heard her talk about her own childhood – not just about politics but about whether she too had heard men below her bedroom window passing on the hill with the greyhounds, and whether she and Aunt Magger had slid on the stones around the pump. But I was too young then to think of asking. When I knew her, she was an old lady in a lace collar pinned with a citrine brooch, who used to send us apples from her garden each year packed into cardboard boxes. They were collected from the train station in Dublin, brought home on the number eleven bus, and made into tarts by my mother.


When I was a child my favourite season was autumn. My mother’s favourite was spring. I once asked her why that was so, and she told me that she loved its sense of expectation. The memory of that conversation still touches me and leaves me faintly angry, because she was one of a generation of Irishwomen whose legitimate expectations for herself and for her children were betrayed. In the absence of written or oral record I cannot be certain what exactly caused twenty-year-old Marion Stokes to go out and fight in 1916. Her primary motivation may have been nationalist, feminist, political or purely cultural. Or something else altogether. In the absence of memory I am left with inference. But two things I do know. One is that the Proclamation of the Irish Republic issued at the outset of the 1916 Rising ‘claims the allegiance of every Irishman and Irishwoman’ and ‘guarantees religious and civil liberty, equal rights and equal opportunities to all its citizens.’ The second is that a statement issued afterwards by Cumann na mBan asserted that by ‘taking their place in the firing line and in every other way helping in the establishment of the Irish Republic’ its members had ‘regained for the women of Ireland the rights that belong to them under the old Gaelic civilization, where sex was no bar to citizenship, and where women were free to devote to the service of their country every talent and capacity with which they were endowed’. That reference to ‘old Gaelic civilization’ is questionable: it ignores, for example, the fact that for centuries, if not millennia, native Irish society, like many others, used slaves of both sexes as units of currency. But, setting aside bad history and concentrating on political aspiration, it seems fair to assume that Marion and her companions, male and female, were prepared to sacrifice their own lives to secure a state founded on the principle of equal rights and opportunities regardless of gender. Yet I grew up in a state with a constitution that declared the proper aspiration of women to be marriage, our proper function to be childbearers, and our proper sphere the home.


That constitution, drafted for – and to a large extent by – de Valera, who had been a leader of the Rising, passed into law in 1937. So in only twenty-five years the aspirations of 1916 had been eroded to the extent that the rights of half of the state’s citizens were reduced. And that is the terrible part. When one section of society effectively becomes second-class citizens, the balance and health of the community as a whole are affected. Among the visible results in Ireland were levels of state-sanctioned institutional brutality which have only recently begun to emerge. Another was the fact that my mother, along with thousands of women of her generation, was told that marriage should be her highest aspiration, childrearing her only creative outlet, and that economic dependence was her civic duty. That in its turn produced levels of misogyny, emotional sterility and civic immaturity still evident in Ireland today. Many women protested in public and in private during the drafting of de Valera’s constitution. The Irish Women Workers Union, many of whose members had been involved in the 1916 Rising, expressed outrage; a letter from the secretary to de Valera, quoting the clauses which referred to the position of women, said: ‘it would hardly be possible to make a more deadly encroachment upon the liberty of the individual.’ But by then women no longer held significant positions of influence in Ireland. The constitution was accepted. And a combination of revisionism and isolationism in the years that followed left the majority of Ireland’s citizens ignorant of the legacy we had been denied.


I don’t know what first drew Marion to Cumann na mBan. Her mother had married into a family with nationalist sympathies so perhaps Marion grew up hearing and taking part in arguments about what degree of separation from Britain was achievable or desirable. Cumann na mBan itself initially existed to defend Ireland’s right to Home Rule. In 1798, after the rebels’ unsuccessful last stand at Enniscorthy, a Dublin-based parliament with limited powers was disestablished, after which Ireland was controlled directly from Westminster. Home Rule, which had been edging its way towards the statute book since the end of the nineteenth century, would have re-established a parliament in Dublin and given Ireland Dominion status within the British Empire. The problem was that not everyone in Ireland wanted that and, in 1913, when Home Rule seemed imminent, activists in the northern counties of the country formed an armed force called the Ulster Volunteers to oppose it. In response, an organisation called the Irish Volunteers was set up to defend it. Cumann na mBan was then formed to support the Irish Volunteers. The role of the women’s organisation was to assist in arming and equipping the men, set up training camps, commandeer supplies, carry dispatches and provide first aid. Later, it was agreed that they would give armed support to the men in the event of conflict. With two armed civilian forces on the one island, each opposed to the other’s cause, conflict seemed a likely prospect.


Those must have been heady days, when change was on the horizon and everyone had an opinion about what could, should, and might happen. My grandmother, who was married and living in Dublin at the time, probably kept her opinions to herself. I suspect that she was the quiet one in a vociferous family because, according to my mother, she disliked arguments in the home so much that she always kept out of them, announcing roundly that ‘in this house they’d pick you up before you’d fall down’. Maybe that was because she had lived through years of passionate debate and had had enough of it. There was certainly plenty around in Ireland in the years before 1916. And when the First World War broke out the goalposts moved, adding to the tension and the debate. John Redmond, who led the Irish Parliamentary Party in Westminster, believed that the struggle for Home Rule should be shelved for the duration of the war. Eoin MacNeill, who had founded the Irish Volunteers, believed that Irishmen should refuse to participate in Britain’s fight to protect the rights of small nations in Europe, on the grounds that the rights they sought in Westminster for their own small nation had yet to be granted. Everyone had an opinion, based on strategy, morality, or both. Maybe those were the conversations that my grandmother hated in which ‘they’d pick you up before you’d fall down’. Ultimately the Volunteers and Cumann na mBan polled their membership. The vast majority of the Volunteers, about a 100,000 men, voted to support Redmond; only about 10,000 remained loyal to MacNeill. Cumann na mBan issued a statement which read: ‘We feel bound to make the pronouncement that to urge or encourage Irish Volunteers to enlist in the British Army cannot, under any circumstances, be regarded as consistent with the work we have set ourselves to do.’ The majority of the women held to that position, though the issue caused a split in the organisation. It was the Volunteer and Cumann na mBan members who remained committed to separatism as their primary aim who would eventually take part in the 1916 Rising.


But what Marion and most of her contemporaries did not know as they drilled in the fields, delivered dispatches, and learnt first aid, was that, along with every other cultural, political and militant nationalist organisation in Ireland, Cumann na mBan and the Volunteers were systematically being infiltrated by a secret society. In inner circles, of which even the founders and leaders of the organisations they penetrated remained unaware, a different agenda was being planned for by a group which claimed direct links with the militants of 1798. To this group, called the Irish Republican Brotherhood and known as the IRB, Home Rule was not the goal. It wanted Ireland to become a fully independent republic. Given that revolutionary movements throughout history have been plagued by informers and spies, the IRB’s policy of Byzantine secrecy wasn’t illogical. But its culture was rooted in manipulation and its insistence on blind loyalty and obedience required its members to deceive even their closest comrades. This produced a damaging legacy which in my generation, partly because of de Valera’s determination to sanitise the past, was never openly recognised.


In 1966, when Marion walked across the hill to watch Insurrection with the Tóibíns, Ireland’s national television service was only five years old and only 55 per cent of Irish homes had televisions. My own family in Dublin had no television. We watched the coverage of the 1916 half-centenary in our next-door neighbours’ sitting room. De Valera was the country’s president then, blind and in his eighties. I remember the flickering black-and-white news coverage of Dublin’s commemorative parade, and his tall figure taking the salute from a stand outside the GPO, the headquarters of the Rising. It was partly in order for the legend of his 1916 experience to become enshrined in the national consciousness that Marion’s story, and those of many other men and women, had by then been smudged, or even completely erased, from the picture. If the passing on of individual, family and communal memory is necessary for a healthy and informed perception of self, then the conscious disruption and corruption of memory on a national scale can only be damaging. In my generation the effects were evident in a disjointed awareness of our parents’ experience. Today they remain evident in, among other things, the diminished role of women in Irish society and an enduringly dysfunctional relationship between the citizens and the state.


The 1960s brought a period of new confidence to Ireland after almost forty years of cultural, economic and political stagnation. Much of it had to do with money. Changes in economic policy at home combined with post-Second World War recovery in Europe produced more jobs and more disposable income. I was too young to know what was happening, but I remember a new radiogram on which my sisters played Beatles records, a twin-tub washing machine that my mother filled by hose from the kitchen sink, and the arrival of a rented television set. Admittedly, it arrived at the start of each Christmas holiday and went back again after Twelfth Night, but it still represented previously unknown luxury. It also represented the unstoppable dissemination of new ideas, opinions and attitudes.


By 1966 the economic growth had slowed a bit, so the half-centenary celebrations of the Rising were designed as much to make us feel positive about the future as to commemorate the past. Government ministers gave interviews about the object lessons in citizenship shown by the Rising’s participants, and everyone was urged to pull together in a spirit of self-sacrifice and keep on keeping on. Insurrection on the television and pageants and parades up and down the country had their effect and, to an extent, national pride was boosted. But people were beginning to question much of what had previously been accepted. De Valera retained his position as President of Ireland after an election later that year but it was a close-run thing.
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