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Preface


Being neither a diarist nor a historian, I cannot claim that this book is a definitive history. It was written with some reluctance, and only after long consideration, in order to correct the inaccuracies of other accounts about a number of important incidents. The events recorded in these pages are the recollected memories of an eventful and at times a controversial life, throughout ‘the seven ages’, from childhood to old age, both in England and in Ireland.


Circumstances ordained that I should lead a nomadic, itinerant existence. I have collected no library, nor have I kept any records. For this reason, for occasional verification, I have had to call on the generosity and memories of my friends, for their recollection of shared events. Equally invaluable were the records of the relevant period in the State Paper Office in Dublin Castle. As so many students have found, I had the willing help at all times of Dr MacGiolla Coille, together with his painstaking staff. Jack McQuillan and his wife, Angela, were characteristically patient and helpfully critical. Jack, a one-time Clann na Poblachta deputy, generously put at my disposal all his memories of our joint experiences, as well as any papers he had kept. George Lawlor, my first Director of Elections, my good friend during all the years, and a onetime member of Clann na Poblachta, happily for both of us possesses a computer-like memory. He could not do too much for me. Fortunately, in his valuable library of books and papers, he had also carefully retained much of the literature put out by Clann na Poblachta at that time. All of this he allowed me to use. The dates, personalities, and events, so meticulously researched and collated by Katie Burns of Cork in her excellent thesis on the Mother and Child controversies, were an enormous help, for which I am very grateful.


In spite of the evidence of bulging libraries and the tens of thousands of authors, I found that, for me, it was not easy to write a book. The memories, so many of them, flood into one’s mind, events long forgotten, prised out of the unconscious, are pieced together to complete the resultant jigsaw. At the same time, order, sequence, chronology, need professional skills, so as to add shape and discipline to the story. That there is order, I am grateful to Ciaran Carty, a professional journalist who edited the script. To Deirdre Rennison, editorial secretary at Gill and Macmillan I offer my profound thanks for keeping the peace between myself, Michael Gill, and others. My lack of writing experience to such polished professionals, needed everyone’s understanding patience. I am grateful to the original publishers’ ‘reader’ of the manuscript, who, in its very early stage, gave it critical approval, and recommended that it be published.


To the O Fahertha family, our near neighbours on that isolated yet lovely Cloughmore peninsula on the Atlantic, both Phyllis and I would wish to acknowledge in gratitude their acceptance of the wanderers returned at last to their roots in the West and for the peace which made our work on the books and our life there so pleasurable.


In the end, to myself and to that truly remarkable woman Phyllis my wife, remained the task of preparing the text. My manuscript was typed and re-typed repeatedly by Phyllis with, where needed, valuable critical suggestions. With consistent encouragement of my occasionally flagging energies, she was infinitely more than typist.


In the story of a life, of which over fifty years has been lived together, does my wife not become the joint author? In a just world, beneath its title, this book should have subscribed two names, Noël and Phyllis Browne.
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Childhood in Athlone


CAGED, a sense of claustrophobic entrapment, surrounded by the vertical lines of bar-like legs. Table legs, legs of chairs and stools, legs of grownups, no way out; these are my earliest recollections, crouching under a table in the yellow darkness of an oil-lamp lighted room, entombed among the legs of those grownups who were at work around the table. I was forgotten by them, occupied as they were with their own frenetic manipulations, coiling in circles six blindingly white starched Irish linen collars into boxes, then closing over the pure white paper flaps, slipping on the precisely-fitting lid, adding that filled box to the pile already by the table. This work was done in addition to an already long hard day’s work at one of Derry’s treadmill shirt factories; keeping collar boxes filled improved baby’s chances of being fed.


The boxes I well remember, since I was given what I suppose was a damaged one to play with. They were virgin white inside, with two speckless flaps of white paper at the top. As befits a product of the Emerald Isle, even in the yellow oil-lamp light the outside was a shiny, grass green, a blindingly gay plaything for baby. But for the grownups it was the pretentious, brashly shining cardboard symbol of working class life over eastern and western Europe at that time, soon to be challenged by a socialist revolution.


My earliest daytime memory is of being held in the arms of a frightened woman, behind a half door which looked out into a stony yard. Holding on to me so hard that her arms pained me, she tried to throw a long flat stone — it could have been a whetstone — at the black rats which appeared to be threatening us.


We had moved from Waterford, where I was born on 20 December 1915. My father, unemployed and the unskilled son of a small farming family in Co. Galway, brought us shortly after my birth to Derry, where we lived for a time in the Bogside. He obtained work in one of the shirt factories.


Because my mother was a daily Communicant, and a devout Catholic, I attended daily Mass from an early age. I have come to believe that the notable intensity of religion and devotion to the Sacraments, by Irish and indeed all Catholic peasant women, as opposed to the relative indifference of the men, must have fear among its origins. There is a forlorn hope that the magic miracle of the Mass, or other Sacrament, will fend off that greatest single fear so many working class mothers know, the fear of the next pregnancy.


While I had no choice as a very small child in attending the Mass, I feared the departure of my mother when she left me to go to the Communion rails. Insecure as always, I would then cry my heart out, until fascinated into silence by the rich golden rays of light, which I learned to create with the altar candles seen through my tears. The frivolous futility of these, my private exotic visions, made crying seem to me neither to suit nor to answer my immediate needs, the loss of my mother.


My overt personal scars from Derry are an unreasonable fear of rats together with one permanently deaf ear and one damaged eye, the result of uncared-for measles. I did not return to the Bogside again until 1969, when I formed part of a Labour Party delegation sent to study the emergent violence. There are no happy memories of Derry for me.


In 1920, my father was offered the job of Inspector with the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children. With no regrets whatsoever we left Derry and arrived in Athlone, where a good-sized house came with the job and where, until the death of my father in 1923, we lived our lives of precarious survival.


In terms of emotional and physical development we grew up in a one-parent family; our father was virtually never at home. Our mother, a lovely, slight-figured country girl, took on the heavy burden of child-bearing and rearing which contributed to her early death at the age of forty-two. The family consisted of Eileen, Jody, Martha, Kitty, myself, Una and Ruth. There was also Annie, who died in infancy of tuberculous meningitis.


My father, Joseph Browne, was, as his marriage picture shows, a tall moustached handsome man. He was a well-known middle distance runner, and the shelves on our old Victorian whatnot were covered with silver and gold medals, cups and other trophies.


The formal marriage portrait shows my parents as an elegant pair of happy young innocents eager for the years ahead together. They enjoyed amateur acting and ballroom dancing; he was particularly popular for his songs at the piano, and his extrovert personality. He is proud, elaborately coiffed, in a dress suit with a gold chain, wearing the gold medals he had won. My mother Mary Therese wears a circular fur hat framing her lovely face, and a tiny gold and pink enamel watch, a gift from the groom, on its slim gold muff chain. That watch still bears the dents of a teething child. There was, however, a second, later, picture, also taken in Athlone, which shows my father separately, with seven of his children. My mother was probably pregnant with my last sister, Ruth, to be born shortly after his death. Here he is, physically, a completely different man, in the last destructive phase of tuberculosis. Part Spanish on his father’s side, he is a dark, bonyfaced, black-eyed, shrunken man. He was to die soon afterwards. My inconsolable mother died some two years later. We children were then left homeless and penniless, as were and are so many unwanted children of primitive peasant societies such as ours was.


Even though the slow destruction of my family took place during our years in Athlone, my experiences there became the most settled and contented part of my young life. Athlone is set in the dead centre of Ireland with the river Shannon running through it. We spent our days playing just below the weir, on the small stony beach. The fluctuant river with its floods and its droughts and the noise of the weir became a constant heartbeat, conditioning my later adult obsession with the sea, its sounds, its tides, its pleasures and its dangers.


For the most part we played down by the Shannon, sailing unmanageable boats made by ourselves. In wet weather we were fortunate to have access to a builder’s yard belonging to a friend of ours named Duffy, who lived opposite our house in Irishtown. This became an idyllic world of fantasy within our other world. There were long, low, dark lofts, garrets, workshops, outhouses and what seemed to us children to be great mountains of sand and gravel, which we converted into strong points during our battles. Our play had unlimited scope for our imaginings. When we were tired, we listened to the stylised music of Mr Duffy’s old music box. I still recall those times whenever I hear the melody ‘La Barcarolle’.


It became the practice for us children to mimic the Civil War then being fought in all its real ferocity around us. We used catapults and pea-shooters, or simply threw pebbles at one another, ‘Shinners’ on one side and ‘Staters’ (the Duffys were a Free State family) on the other, from sand heap to gravel pit. I recall being in my special uniform, which included a protective steel white knobbed platecover, and receiving a direct hit on my luckily protected head — killed stone dead, no doubt, in real life — even though I was dug into a deep hole in the centre of a great mound of sand.


Athlone was an important garrison town with a substantial force of soldiers, originally British, now Irish, permanently stationed there. The sides taken up by us in our mock civil war — Staters, Republicans, or Irregulars — reflected the divisions of parental loyalties in the struggles all around us. It was the practice for the Irregulars to invade and harass the town, burning down an enemy property or carrying out a hit- and-run assassination. I watched with no understanding the exhilarating sight of the grocery store owned by the Brodericks, some fifty or sixty yards from our house, burning wildly during a winter’s night, sparks and smoke curling away on the wind into the night sky. Fear was transmitted to me from the grownups around because of the danger that the fire would spread along the row of tiny houses and include our own in the holocaust.


There had been a night like that long before. I was learning how to walk and was being helped by my father on our way up to Sweeney’s general shop a few hundred yards from our house. There was a hurried scattering of frightened men and women, well used by then to the ominous whine of the Black and Tan Crossley lorries. It was the practice for these British auxiliaries, a force of mercenaries who had fought in the 1914-18 war, to sweep through Irish towns and villages in their Crossley tenders, dressed in a motley of uniforms and armed with rifles and revolvers. They were protected from attack by wire cages over the back of the lorry, and by hostages taken from the local community. The hostages sat back to back on their long wooden forms in the centre of the lorry. Frightened, no doubt and often drunk, the Black and Tans shot at civilians out of a macabre sense of fun. My father on this occasion dragged me into his arms and ran up the few steps to reach the safety of Sweeney’s shop. There I found myself sitting on a heap of copper and silver coins and paper money in the centre of the small safe.


One night we were awakened abruptly by my father. He was angry, which surprised me since he was a very even-tempered man, and was abusing those outside the house. I recall hearing him mutter ‘if only I had a gun myself’. He ordered us all to lie down flat on the floor. We were in the front line in an ambush: an assassination attempt was being carried out by the Irregulars on a car full of Free State officers; these officers, based in Custume Barracks, used to visit Duffy’s house, directly opposite to ours. On this occasion, the senior officer and a young lieutenant were ambushed just as they drove away. We were in the heart of the ambush in our first floor bedroom, listening to much shouting and then shooting. Whether I imagined it or not, I recall hearing someone shout ‘don’t shoot’. This was followed by the sound of shooting, then the sound of men running up the lane beside our house. I heard the distinctive metallic clanging sound of the heavy iron gates to Kane’s field at the top of the laneway, and they were away.


The attackers did not ‘get’ the senior officer for whom they had set the ambush, General Seán MacEoin, known and admired by the rest of us as the ‘Blacksmith of Ballinalee’. Instead a young lieutenant lay dead in his own great pool of blood, which was still there on the following morning for us children to see, covered simply by a rough potato sack — Pearse’s ‘rich red blood, which so enhances the soil’. I was neither frightened nor revolted, but exhilarated.


At school the following day, I went over the sequence of the night’s killing again and again for my interested fellow pupils, the centre of attention for having had the front seat at an ambush and a killing, and with the bullet-scarred walls of our house to prove it. This awful example of man’s unique capacity to kill cruelly a fellow man, even the wrong man, simply appeared to us like a cinema show. The bodily agony of the wounded and dying was transmuted by a crude potato sack and the faded black patch of blood. Is this all a merciful protection for the young who must live out their lives among the ‘grown-up’ men and women in control of man’s destiny?


Twenty-five years later, an odd sequel was acted out in the Cabinet office in Merrion Street, after the formation of the first coalition government in 1948, when the members of the Cabinet met to be introduced to each other. I introduced myself to Sean MacEoin, who was to be Minister for Justice. The last time I had heard his voice was under the window of our bedroom on the night of the ambush outside Duffy’s nearly thirty years before. I told MacEoin that in my account to my schoolfriends I had attributed to him the shouted words, ‘don’t shoot’. It was generally believed by the public that in spite of being a soldier, with the soldier’s awful job of daily learning how to kill other men more cleverly, MacEoin was a gentle peaceful man, who greatly regretted the ‘split’. He neither wanted to kill, nor be killed. MacEoin replied that his instinct would have been to try to stop the shooting, but on both sides.


Possibly attempting to obliterate the unhappy memory, he then proceeded to show me how he had disarmed his British Army guard when he was a prisoner in Dublin Castle, during an abortive attempt made by Michael Collins to rescue him. He grabbed my right hand, no doubt what he would have called my revolver hand, and pinned it helplessly behind my back. Even then, in middle age, he was an extremely powerful blacksmith of a man.


I remember too seeing row after row of tricolour-covered coffins, side by side. To me they were just so many colourful outsize parcels, in a great room in some building. In these coffins were the remains of men shot in Custume Barracks by the Free State government as part of massive reprisals for the killing of Dáil deputy Sean Hales; they could not lie before the altar in St Mary’s, since the Republicans had been excommunicated. These grim white pine boxes, filled with the bodies of innocent youths who had been murdered, ‘the sow devouring her farrow’, left no shocked memory on my child’s mind. Why not leave the bullet-shattered, terrified, open-eyed, naked corpse exposed for the young such as myself to see, and to learn from it the folly of our ‘wiser and older’ leaders of church and state?


This flag which we looked at was the same national flag run up over the castle in Athlone, after the Union Jack was lowered, to signify our new freedom from the British Army. Standing with my father on Custume Bridge, I had happily watched them tramp out of our lives, to be replaced by our new Free State army. But had this freedom not been won by these same young men, now boxed carcases, shot by their own, not by the British? Incomprehensible grownups; a child must learn to accept without question or explanation the enigmatic contradictions of adult life.


Much later in a diary kept by Peadar Cowan, an officer in the Free State army in Custume Barracks, I read of the blindingly whimsical system whereby the victims were chosen for death: it was a simple process of taking a group of prisoners from each county. Between November 1922 and May 1923, seventy-seven Republican prisoners in all were to be executed without trial. Since these men had all been in custody at the time of the shooting of Hales and were known to be innocent of the assassination for which the reprisals were being carried out, their killing was indefensible. The most stunning experience for me was to read how Peadar, a parliamentary colleague of mine in later life, recounted the incident of the mass executions without showing any sense of horror, shock, guilt or concern whatever for the whole process or his own part in it. Yet Peadar was what is known in Ireland as ‘a devoutly religious man’.


During the British period of occupation there were many raids for arms and hostages were taken to clear the barricades or ambushed roads outside the town. Our houses were searched for men ‘on the run’. Armed soldiers took over total control. The fear was instant and freezing. ‘Please God, let them go away, and leave us alone.’ I’m afraid that there was always the emphasis on that ‘us’; let them torment someone else. The awful selfish self-preservation of the hunger camps affects us all.


The child of a large family, such as ours was, is nearly inevitably deprived of the emotional nurturing found in the stable small family. In the large family neither the mother nor the father can make the time needed to socialise with the children. Children are deprived of the personality moulding, formative process of intensive or casual intelligently-directed conversation with the parents. It is not surprising that we understood little except the crude differences between pleasure and pain.


There was one comforting feature in our family’s life. This happened at near five o’clock on a summer’s evening when our tea, bread and butter was ready. It was my mother’s practice, a strange one for the shy country girl she was, to stand outside at the front door of our house on the step. Then, no doubt to the neighbours’ surprise since no-one else did it, she proceeded to whistle us all home. This distinctive slow rising and falling whistle was the ‘exclusive’ Browne sound. Wherever we were playing, in Begley’s or Duffy’s yard, by the Shannon or in Kane’s field at the back of the house, playing hopscotch, rolling hoops, or smashing our champion chestnuts against our rivals’ we would all, like the sunflower turning to the sun, wend our way towards home, and our waiting mother, and tea. She would remain at the door and continue to whistle until she could count all of us safely home at last. Such was a child’s life in the town of Athlone in spite of the Civil War we played. We found that her fragmented love for us was sufficient.


I became a pupil at the Marist Brothers’ school. I served Mass at St Mary’s throughout my life there and could be depended on to turn up in time in all weathers. (My mother was pleased to see me involved even at this remove in church services; she hoped that I would one day become a priest, like all Irish Catholic mothers of her time.) It was there that I was subjected to the torment of copper-plate handwriting. We were compelled to copy the headline copy books with our right hands, and I was naturally left-handed, a ‘citeóg’. In those times a person who wrote with their left hand was considered to be in some way in league with the devil. The Marist Brothers’ solution, of compelling me to write exclusively with my right hand, was intended to solve the problem of my becoming the devil’s child. It left me unable to write legibly to this day, with either hand.


I have happy memories of a patient young lay teacher, Mr Handley, who spoke Irish and gave us plasticine to play with. There was also a harassed and unhappy-looking older man, Mr Roper, whose appearance was somewhat intimidating. He lived in a pretty rose-covered cottage outside the town. Small in size and figure, he wore grey knickerbockers with long grey stockings and brightly-polished black kid laced boots. He was nearly bald, with a few wisps of what had been red hair brushed carefully across his head, and had small eyes. His face was that of an impatient man with a short temper yet I do not recall his being unduly angry at any time.


This was the time when the new native government, under Marcus O’Sullivan, the Minister for Education, was enthusiastically, and not very wisely, pressing forward with their insistence that we should all speak Gaelic, irrespective of whether the language of the home was Gaelic or English. This was just one example of the non-Irish speaking enthusiast’s impractical and bizarre belief that he could, irrespective of its results on others, achieve the impossible. Do what I say, but not what I do. I understood that Mr Roper, who appeared to be in his late forties, was submitted to a brief ‘crash’ course in the Irish language. Understandably, it was impossible for him to learn the language, in such a short time, and consequently to teach it to us. He himself neither knew nor spoke, and possibly did not even like the language. He certainly did not appear to share his Minister’s love of it.


In the infant’s class I had the sole unhappy experience of my childhood with either of my parents. It was the custom in the school, following the First Communion ceremony, for the brothers to celebrate the day by giving the children a fine breakfast. Very few of us had any such breakfast at home. Somehow I happened to be at the school one morning on the boys’ return from their First Communion. They were dressed as was the custom in shiny black boots, short pants, spotlessly washed white shirts, and grey socks, knees pink with the cold, and carried with pride their red-ribboned Holy Communion medals. As they filed into the converted classroom for breakfast, Mr Handley told me to join the others at the breakfast table. I can still recall the large fried egg, placed on the centre of a piece of fried bread, tea, bread and butter unlimited. On the completion of the meal I returned home, and was astonished to find my gentle mother very angry with me. Alas, she was over-sensitive, and afraid that the breakfast I had been given by a kindly Mr Handley was intended as a charitable gesture to her ‘hungry poverty-stricken child’. She came from a proud village family home in Co Mayo and was deeply hurt by the implications of charity, a common false pride in such Irish homes then.


Following release from infants’ class, I made my First Communion, and the now famous breakfast was rightly earned and eaten. I passed into Brother John’s class: he was known to his colleagues as ‘Snowball’. He was a small, neatly-dressed man, with well cared-for white crinkly hair, and the most delicately-shaped hands and fingers I have ever seen on man or woman. He had clever blue eyes and a finely-formed nose; his mouth was small, firm and mean. When his clever eyes became brighter, and his face cherry-coloured, we knew he was angry, and that we would soon see the brisk swinging action of his springy yellow cane. He had only one serious interest in life, Gregorian chant. The miscellaneous nondescript room, full of boys poorly but cleanly dressed, with no vestige of culture, inexplicably presented to Brother John a collection of potential songbirds. From these he found it possible, in time, to extract beautiful musical sounds. He would simply persist and pray, and maybe cane a few of us if need be, in order to relieve his frustration and improve our singing. He appeared to me to look over us, to look through us, to look around us, but never at us. Were we there at all for him? I cannot recall having any formal classes about academic subjects during his classes. The cane, with the traditional incongruous tiny handle, protruded like a ‘shooter’ in a Western cowboy picture from his cassock pocket, always at the ready.


Because I was punctual, predictable, and never missed school, Brother John chose to rely on me to run messages. I was given the money needed to fetch jotters and school books from the shop opposite the Prince of Wales Hotel in the centre of the town. I knew how to count and bring back the correct change. The most important message, for which I was dispatched early in the morning, was a large roll of shiny black paper, about the size of a roll of wallpaper. On my return with this black roll and a large box of drawing pins, Brother John would tell us all to be silent. It was then I would notice his thin, nimble, wax-like fingers. He would unroll the shiny black paper and attach it with fine precision to the left-hand side of the blackboard, then unroll the paper and pin it to the board until it crossed to the outer edge, where he pinned it again. This transformed the school blackboard into a shiny rectangle, like black glass. We watched in silence, not a word from anyone. Brother John had that effect on all of us: he rarely, if ever, spoke to us.


Having provided himself with this enormous sheet of black glass, he would then bring out a manual and begin to write musical notes, his fingers as controlled as precision instruments. We would then be told to climb up on our seats, for all the world like clumsy blackbirds on the branches of a tree, and singing lessons would begin. We sang and sang all day long. The odd thing is that I do not recollect that we ever acted as a choir in St Mary’s church, which would have justified the time spent on the lessons.


Brother Maher, my teacher when I passed into the higher class, was a tall powerfully-built, curly-haired, bright-eyed young man, who took his teaching very seriously and was good at it. Unfortunately, he also liked to support his methods with the free use of the cane. To us he was a giant and although he never beat me — indeed I was not beaten by anyone during my time in Athlone or Ballinrobe — being beaten by these men must have been a truly shocking experience for a child.


During school breaks from the classroom we played in the stony playground. Few of us escaped a visit to the local District Hospital with torn knees and hands, results of our falls. With three other boys I was once caught taking apples from the Marist Brothers’ orchard. I can remember the threat of the Brother, ‘I should take you down to the station’, but he did not carry it out.


The most enjoyable part of my life in Athlone was when, aged about seven, I was taken on as helper by the (to me) enormous Mr Molloy, our milkman, who delivered milk in his donkey cart to his customers at a decidedly leisurely pace every morning. The poor donkey, heavily laden, could not be blamed for taking its time. The warm milk, straight from the newly-milked cow in the cowshed, was contained in a truly grand brassbound steel churn about four feet high. A brass tap delivered the milk into a classic triangular pint measure. The donkey cart was the regulation Reckitt’s blue, with red shafts and red wheels. Even though I was small, there were just about nine inches for me beside Mr Molloy on the seat, a long flat plank placed across the sides of the cart.


We meandered along upper and lower Irishtown, delivering the milk. Then, in the pub near the bridge over the Shannon, Mr Molloy, who was a quiet, redfaced moustached man — he had been a rowing man in his youth but had badly ‘gone to seed’ — would take a ritual mid-morning pint. I minded the donkey. After I had ‘served my time’ and learned how to drive, to regulate the tap and to fill the measure (once or twice according to the customer’s needs with always the small extra drop for luck or for the cat) it became Mr Molloy’s practice to dismount slowly and solemnly outside the pub, enter a sweet shop, and bring me out a small twist of brown paper, filled with a pennyworth of sweets. We never said anything to one another. I knew real happiness for the first time in my life when he would hand me the reins of the donkey. I had absolute freedom and responsibility to drive the cart back to Molloy’s farm at Ballymahon. I was a Roman charioteer in full flight with my fine, intelligent, speedy donkey and we trotted home just this side of a gallop. I learnt the well-known truth that the sprightly willing horse or donkey, on the way home, is an entirely different animal from the same perpetually exhausted creature on its way into town, to the market. They lose years, and develop a new spring, power and speed in their legs and feet, on their way back to the stable and a feed of hay in the manger. Mrs Molloy, a kind and gentle English lady, hearing us thundering down the hill on our way to the farm would caution me of the danger of a fall and the consequence of injury to myself. But I enjoyed standing up in the centre of the cart, aflame with the excitement, the clinking noise of the harness, and the iron clatter of the wheels on the road.


Mrs Molloy probably rendered all of us in the family a very special service, for she always insisted that I take a can of milk home to my mother to make rice puddings and porridge and use for the tea. It became the only worthwhile feature of the otherwise bread-and-rhubarb jam diet of our class.


Our kitchen had a single cold tap, and an open Stanley range on which was a giant iron black kettle. My mother continually organised our spotlessly clean and ironed clothes. The iron was a flat, solid contraption, heated on the red coals of the fire; she would spit on it to judge the heat by the sizzle. She boiled the black kettle endlessly on the range, making tea, washing dishes, or laundering the family’s clothes. She made our bread, cooked puddings and porridge and, thanks to Mrs Molloy’s kind gift of milk, occasionally baked a raisin-filled rice pudding in the oven. She sweated and scorched herself over the old bastable pot oven making the large cartwheels of soda bread needed to keep her growing family nourished. One persistent memory I have of my mother is her hands, her thin hands, stoking the coals with the tongs on to the top of the lid and under the pot itself in order to raise the heat enough for cooking bread well into the night. Her face and forehead would be wet with sweat, the lines of her black hair clinging to her harassed face, pink with heat. Always it was ‘for the will of God and His Holy Mother’, as she would tell us to the end of her life.


From my mother I learned an assortment of semi-religious secular sayings for every disaster, every dilemma: ‘age is honourable’, ‘show me your friends, and I’ll tell you what you are’, ‘the mills of God grind slow but sure’. Most things were ‘a sign from God’. Throughout the many disasters which affected herself and the rest of us until her lonely death in a London workhouse, she kept this unquestioning childlike faith, trusting in a kindly God. Progressively, slowly, but in her memory regretfully, I ceased to share it.


Long after our homework was completed under the yellow light of the oil lamp and our rosary had been said, lying in bed upstairs we were lulled to sleep by the rhythmic swish and stop and swish again of my mother’s foot treadle Singer sewing machine. A dressmaker before her marriage, she made all our clothes as well as knitting our pullovers and socks. My father, in spite of his own exhaustion, still managed to mend our boots on the oldtime last, inseparable from any workingclass home.


A member of the Murphy family, a Republican, with whom my mother had worked in Ballinrobe before her marriage, stayed with us on his release from Custume Barracks. He had been imprisoned by the Free State forces.


My recollections of my father are slight. He was out virtually all day and home later, dead tired with little to say to us. When I could I stood beside him, watching and following him like a tail on a high-flying kite. With the exception of the incident of the ambush outside our home, I cannot recall him showing anger or displeasure with anyone. My mother and my father appeared to find peace and tranquillity in their loving relationship. I recall on one occasion seeing him sitting by the evening lamplight in a great galvanised iron bath by the fireside, his back being washed by my mother, following a truly horrendous day in mid-winter in which he had had to cycle through many miles of rain and cold. His income of £5 a week remained static as he slowly destroyed himself working long and late hours.


On Sundays my father derived much pleasure from singing and accompanying himself on the piano in the parlour, surrounded by all his prizes for athletic success. His songs were old Victorian ballads, such as ‘The snowy-breasted pearl’ and ‘I dreamt that I dwelt in marble halls’. He had a pleasant light tenor voice and we children greatly enjoyed listening to him. He took us for walks in the surrounding country-side, but they were largely silent, though pleasant, excursions.


Being from a rural family, he used to cultivate our garden. He’d slice the potatoes and show me the ‘eyes’, which he then placed at regular distances, pointing upwards, in the straight neat ridges of rich black clay. There was no babble of information. We planted a seed pip from an apple which became the fine apple tree that still grew in that garden the last time I looked for it.


My father’s work was concerned with the protection of children in the surrounding counties, who were at risk from deliberate cruelty. On an old-fashioned high-framed bicycle he cycled virtually everywhere, covering great distances in all weathers. The usual causes for cruelty to children were widespread poverty and the fact that most families were too large to manage. Because of his somewhat distasteful job, taking children from their homes on court orders in cases where, in his view, they were enduring needless suffering, my father’s activities were frequently greatly resented. He was assaulted on one occasion outside the courts and on another was shot at on his way home towards Athlone. But the most awesome demonstration of hostility happened one afternoon in mid-summer. We children were playing with our tops outside our house when we heard the sounds of wailing women, crying and shouting. They came from the direction of Lower Irishtown and were heading our way.


Amongst the crowd there was a distinctive lady, the centre of the cursing, jeering and shouting crowd which continued to gather outside our house. She was a distinctly frightening, powerfully-built, very old woman. We children scattered up the lane and into the house by the back door to watch her and the crowd from a safe distance, behind the curtains of the parlour windows. This old lady had long, tangled, rusty-grey, curly hair, which reached down to her shoulders and around her neck. Her loose wrinkled skin had the awful yellow dirty colour which is sometimes seen on the aged who have lived their lives indoors, in semi-darkness. Her clothes were simply an old skirt, green with age, and her once black shawl. Her eyes were of a watery blue, washed with tears of anger or distress. Her mouth had long since lost all its teeth.


Like a great Diva playing a sequence in grand opera, she sank slowly to her knees. She then opened her powerful lungs and in a mighty voice, and with great feeling, called on God, his angels, and his saints, to curse and damn for ever my father, with all ‘his breed and seed’. She then turned to each of us children, and wished us unending disasters and unhappiness to all our children, and to their children throughout their lives, with a death in the end for all of us of great agony and pain, to be followed by never-ending torment by the devils in a deepest hell.


Her curses on our house and home completed, exhausted but happy, she slowly rose and, with imposing dignity, moved away, the crowd following her. Whatever my father’s real or imagined crime had been against her family, horror and damnation were facing us in reprisal. Looking at the life of each one of us since, much of it tragic, the peasant in me sometimes wonders about the power of an old lady’s maledictions.


A country child’s introduction to life and death is rough, direct and inescapable. Infants are born and animals die, cruelly, deliberately, slowly or for whimsical reasons of sport. My father was a purposeful and pre-occupied man who made little attempt to detail or explain what he was doing. There might be a short conversation with my mother in the kitchen around the table at tea-time. . . . ‘She’s old, and hasn’t laid an egg for months’, he’d argue. Later came the action. He cornered a hen at the back in the dark black turf house, frightened, squawking, feathers flying as if she knew.


He’d already made the preparation — the old dependable bone-handled hacksaw-edged knife; the preliminary sharpening; backwards-reverse-forward, backwards-reverse-forward, no explanation, just the business-like sounds of steel on the worn stone edge of the smooth back doorstep.


Over to the blackened brass cold-water tap in the corner of the yard, now turned on, wastefully gushing down into the trap. I would see the reason for that soon. He wore his black trousers and countryman’s white striped shirt, open at the neck with its brass stud, the shirt sleeves rolled up. He had the hen clutched between his knees. There was a last glimpse of shining, terrified, tiny amber eyes. Her head was gripped tight, bent into a feathery half circle rainbow of copper red, pressed to the shining edge of the knife. A shudder, a strangled scream for freedom, the kicking yellow claws protesting hopelessly. Her neck was tougher than he expected, the knife blade not as sharp. He made a desperate sawing action. He surely disliked what he was doing. The pumping flood of crimson burst at last from the heart of the red feathers, held now quivering under the gushing tap. For years she had strutted the yard, behind the lordly cock, scratching and clucking over her little ones, tearing at the newly wet black soil for what she might fall on to kill and eat. With that blood down the trap flowed my childhood innocence.


Beside us lived a widow called Mrs Bracken, who had already reared her own large grownup family. She had grey hair with a wisp that always seemed to straggle out, a reminder of a handsome curly-haired young woman; she was brisk and vigorous, with a Junoesque figure. It was difficult to understand her speech because she had so few teeth. She didn’t talk much, but smiled continuously, above all with her eyes. Her sleeves were always rolled up, revealing plump powerful arms, ready for action on her washing board, scrubbing a tubful of washing and wringing out heavy sheets or blankets on a permanently waving multi-coloured line of washing. As each of the Brownes came into the world Mrs Bracken would take over our house and family. So gentle and natural was her presence that we hardly noticed the loss of our mother, who was yet again committed to bed to add to our growing family.


Mrs Bracken acted as mid-wife; we had no money for a doctor. As a new life took its place among us, we asked no questions and were told nothing. Blood-stained cotton wool in a corner waiting to be burned, and a new tiny voice crying at night; later my mother, pacing the floor with the ailing child. In our ‘big bed’ all of us, boys and girls, top and toed, would lie awake, tired and puzzled. There was a noiseless burst of violet blue flame as my mother lit the metal, spider-legged, methylated spirit lamp on the small side table, illuminating her white face, broad forehead and black hair. She would pace the room as she waited for the small saucepan to warm the milk needed to pacify the infant. Peace restored, the small metal cap dropped on the violet flame, darkness returned, and we all slept. My mother would go back to her cold bed, with its broken sleep. Was it we men who invented that mocking phrase, ‘the gift of a child?’


Mrs Bracken had a daughter named Lizzie, who had the pale lemon skin of someone always indoors, and the bulging eyes of a goitre. Her voice was shrill, she smoked incessantly, and had greying hair. She was married to gentle, diffident Pat McKegue, but had no children. Poor Pat got the blame; it simply couldn’t be the fault of a Bracken. Pat was a nondescript man with putty-coloured grey skin, grey eyes, and uncared-for tousled grey hair.


His great love was a sleek, well-fed, biscuit-coloured greyhound named Siki. Though he said little, and talked to no one, he once invited me to join him in exercising and hunting the dog. We walked down through the shanty part of lower Irishtown, over the railway bridge and out the Moate road until we came to the lanes and fields of the countryside. Behind us came the racing machine, Siki.


As far as I was concerned this was an exciting change from marbles, conkers, hoop rolling and mock civil war battles, or sailing our toy boats on the Shannon. But there was a sinister purpose in our Indian file with Siki at the tail end. So quick was the movement behind me that I saw nothing, only the tiny screech of a death agony and a dog wagging its tail, delighted by the rabbit between its teeth. The deliberate movement of Pat ahead had led the creature to break cover and run straight into the ivory trap of Siki’s jaws. Death came in an instant of pain. The walk had lost me more of my childhood innocence. Unaware of my shock, Pat kindly showed me how to slice a hole with a knife in the heel tendon of the rabbit’s leg. Then he put the other foot through that slit and slung the rabbit over the walking stick, carried for just such a purpose. He brought home four dead rabbits; Siki had paid for her keep.


Pat once invited me to go with him to a place just outside Athlone called Horseleap, where there was to be a coursing match. There were so many new experiences that day which bombarded my small child’s mind, but only one remains with me clearly, that of a man with a long leather lead with two collars in which were strapped the necks of a pair of quivering greyhounds. A silence fell on the crowd. All of us turned to watch the man as he ran backwards, tugging on the double leash. This had the effect of releasing the hounds. Together they burst after the hopeless scurrying puff ball of fur, twenty yards ahead, flying for its life. Two yelping hounds eager for the kill. Just as eager were the on-lookers with their own animal sounds, only deeper: they were men. The hounds reached the hare together, each furious at the other and mad for that spoonful of blood in the small body, as indeed were the baying human beings around me. There was a long death scream of pain that rose to a crescendo, and died in my ear. Like acid on a glass, that memory of the primeval ritual of a coursing meeting remains etched on my mind.


Other country rituals would take their annual course. In the late summer and autumn, each farmer’s wife would churn the surplus milk and make butter to bring to Athlone for sale. The day would start for her at dawn with the long drive into town with her husband seated on the narrow plank in the horse and cart. The humiliating trail from door to door, where she was not always well received, would begin. The oblong basket, made from sally rods, could also hold eggs, a pair of bright-eyed pullets, or old hens past their best and meant for the pot. My mother enjoyed reviving memories of the butter-cup yellow country butter associated with her childhood, but we children were not as fond of the butter as she. It tended to be salty and go rancid easily.


The bargaining was intricate and slow. The farmer’s wife was torn between anxiety to get a good price and the desire not to have to face another stranger at a door. She might even have to bring the butter home. Much depended on the price, but the taste was even more crucial. Many a farmer’s wife had a heavy hand with the salt; it depended on what she and her family liked. My mother would use the third finger of her right hand to scoop a shallow line in the soft surface of the narrow block of butter; this small fragment of butter she put to her lips. If the taste suited her family, then the haggling began; the usual price was around a shilling a pound. If a deal was closed I was sent into the kitchen to get a big clean white dinner plate. The butter was placed in the centre and brought into the kitchen. Sometimes it was marked by the wooden thistle-mould used by the more artistic farmers’ wives.


Living in the centre of Ireland we were beside the Bog of Allen. Farmers, their own fuel needs looked to, would earn extra money by loading turf into the horse cart to be sold in Athlone. The usual shallow two-foot-high sides of the cart were increased in height by the addition of creels on all four sides, made of light timber slats and shaped like a cage. The turf was built up beyond the top of the creels and shaped inwards like a cock of hay, held in place by another cage made from ash or birch slips.


The turf loaded the previous night was ready to start for town shortly after dawn and timed to arrive as early as possible. Prospective purchasers, such as my father, started their watch early also. Most of them first generation small-holders, they knew a load of good turf — coal black, heavy and stone-hard in a well-filled high creel cart. It burned long and gave out great heat. No one wanted the light auburn turf that burned quickly with little heat.


The practice was for farmers to parade the streets with their loads. Some might stand in the broad market place in front of St Mary’s Church, or just under the castle, near Custume Bridge. The purchaser went from one to the next, trying to beat down the price. The bargaining began as soon as my father was satisfied that he had the best turf. It was a sad picture, two desperately poor heads of families each trying to outwit the other for a matter of pence. Such were the imperatives of our competitive society; the farmers could not afford to agree among themselves on a fair price. The price usually was between five and seven shillings a load.


With the deal made, the farmer wearily turned his tired horse into the short narrow lane up a slight hill that led to the yard at the back of our house. It needed skill and care to turn off the main street with the delicate load. The steel pins that held the tailgate in were knocked out, the belly band under the horse unshackled, the shafts of the cart tipped up and the black turf bricks tumbled out of the cart and through the gate. My father fed the turf into canvas sacks to be carried by us into the turf house. We were prepared for the worst that winter could do to us; at least we’d be warm.


Out of all these memories looms the day my father bought a young kid goat. The austere spare lines of the body, the angular head with its amber slit eyes, the sharp spikes for ears and the emergent horns: to me a kid goat has all the fineness and purity of a Dresden figure. We treasured the new pet, troubled by the plaintive cries for its mother which we were unable to still.


Then came the shock which blacked out all feeling. This lovely creature was not meant to be our pet but was to be butchered by our father and eaten by the rest of us. Any remaining figment of childhood innocence was at an end. My father prepared to cut its throat, skin it, and eat it. Loyally, we gathered for the butchering ceremony at the blackened brass tap in the corner of the yard. Memories crowded back of the old red hen. The infant-like scream from the kid goat strangled in its own blood seared my ears. I remember nothing more. In the end, though hungry, none of us ate it.


Outside St Mary’s Catholic Church there is a spacious square with the national school and the secondary school, both run by the Marist Brothers, on one side, and the red ticket dispensary on a raised site directly opposite. In front of the dispensary on this raised site, visiting politicians would speak. Astride my father’s shoulders, I first heard Eamon de Valera speaking there on one of his visits to Athlone in the twenties. I could remember the man, so distinctive was he; I understood nothing of what he said.


Directly below was a recessed site under the high wall, and with the low wall into Kane’s field on one side and the main road on the other, here would sit the stone-breaker, a small black-haired moustached man with a hungry sullen-looking face. It was his job to sit there all day in all weathers, and break stones. He rarely looked up from his work, which no doubt was assessed on ‘piece’ rates, and had a can of cold tea and a bread sandwich wrapped in paper beside him. Over his eyes he wore a pair of black fine wire mesh protective goggles. All day his hammers busily cracked and broke the stones, big hammers for the rocks, and small gracefully shaped light-handled hammers chosen to suit the size of the stones as they were broken down. He was like a mammoth snail, moving his sack seat inch by inch back along the heap of newly quarried granite rocks continually fed to him by horse and cart. There was no satisfying the appetite of the newly-made roads. Behind him stretched a three-inch high and three-inch wide miniature roadway of rough diamond-shaped newly cobbled stones. Thankless job, primeval artist, he sculpted miles of country roads with his hammers.


Monthly Fair Days in Athlone were grey and wet. Streets lined with huddled horses, cattle, sheep, calves in rough pens, heads all turned away from their tormentors. Under-foot, the road was fouled with animal waste, straw and mud. The pungent smells; a pig’s scream; the questing moan of a cow newly separated from its calf; the distinctive metallic sound of solid steel cartwheel shafts on the well-worn oaken wheel hub slowly trundling through the rutted streets, all return to my memory. Wildly swaying masses of animals tried to stay together, to escape prods and slashes on undefended backs. Men’s voices, occasional noisy meetings and partings among bright-eyed weathered faces, each new fair day formless in shape, sounds and behaviour of animals and men. Few women to be seen. A cross between theatre and circus. The low-sided horse or ass carts had high creels and no tail gate. Young bonhams and calves slept uneasily in a straw bed. When it was needed the pig, its hind leg grabbed by the farmer, was dragged to the edge of the cart on its back. Held upside down by the leg, as if already a flitch of bacon in a grocer’s shop, it screamed helplessly.


A huddle of men stood around three young calves penned in a corner. As with the cow, except louder, the calves protested miserably. They had no hope of being pitied in that company of farmers, dealers, horse copers, and cattle tanglers. Farm animals, for the most part fed only for slaughter, learn to fear the wanton cruelty of their farmer owner. Uncharacteristically, a calf on weak young legs staggered across to one big farmer to be comforted. Possibly surprised, the man drew back the bony knuckles of his closed fist and struck it across what he knew to be its tender nose and mouth. As he did so, he muttered, ‘someone’s oul’ pet’. With the calf I felt the pain, and I wondered how long does it take a farm child to grow up and become like that. As children we were not restricted to the house on fair days until late afternoon when the streets could become dangerous, not because of the farmers, drinking to their pain and pleasure in shiny black pint glasses, but because if tinkers flush with money made from selling tin cans had too much drink taken there could be a flare-up of old faction fights; the Joyce clan, I recall, right or not, was often blamed. These I watched from the safety of our front parlour window, listening to the wild cursings of tormented unhappy men, hopelessly trying to exorcise the frustration of the empty wasteland of their lives; ragged trousers tied at the middle, bare hairy chests slashed with streaks of blood made with knives as they battled up and down the now empty street.


I never tired of watching the formalised transactions of the sale of an animal. It was one of the features of an Irish country town that children were unnoticed on such occasions, and saw a lot more than was intended. I once witnessed the strange pre-sale preparation of a sleepy-looking chestnut gelding that took place up the street from our house. While one man held the head, the owner mixed a succession of substances in the palm of his hand. I don’t know whether I overheard or was told that among the ingredients were mustard, well-chewed black cut plug tobacco and ginger. He worked the mixture into a paste, using spit as lubricant, and rolled it between his palms until a hazelnut-sized chocolate-coloured ball was ready. The second man lifted the horse’s tail, allowing his friend to push the concoction into its rear end. Before long the onetime drowsy horse was transformed; head up, he became as sprightly and restless as any young cob.


Soon a purchaser arrived. The horse’s teeth were examined; from its knees down to its hooves and upwards the prospective buyer thumbed and fingered for rings, curbs, spavins, signs of ‘firing’ or old injuries or scars. Then the horse must show its paces. Its owner tugged at its head and surreptitiously tapped its flanks with his ashplant. He had no need to. This horse was vibrant with life, trotting up and down the centre of the street. Then there was the ritual walk away in disgust by the buyer at the price expected, and the equally disgusted attempt by the owner to drag his horse home because of the miserable price offered. At last both were brought together by the ‘tangler’. With a continuous quick patter he groped anxiously for each man’s semi-reluctant but readily available wrist. Raising his voice to attract nearby witnesses to his skill and success, he shouted the price, then violently slapped his hands into each of the other two men’s open palms. Luck money is paid over as the tangler gets his cut; the innocent victim, the horse, has a new owner. No doubt the horse, rid of the irritant at its rear end, soon became once again the tired old animal that had been dragged to the fair.


As children we spent a lot of our time on the Ballymahon Road, which encircled the fair green where we played football and where Duffy’s Circus pitched its tents every year. Speechless with excitement, for I had never done it before, I once led the small giddy circus pony down from the railway goods yard where the animals had arrived — ‘Hold her by the ring, in the bit, and you’ll be alright’. She was so different from Molloy’s donkey, frisky even after a day’s work; unsure of myself and the pony, I was relieved to be rid of her. Promised a ticket for the circus on the morrow, credulous child, I learned not to believe grownups always — there was no ticket.


On the fair green on summer nights Toft’s roundabouts trumpeted out the distinctive hurdy-gurdy sounds of the steam organ into the normally silent night of Athlone’s residential area. Round and around gyrated and galloped the wide-eyed hobby horses, with flaring blood red nostrils, and streaming and flying white tails behind, racing into nowhere. At that fair my mother, a recluse by her avocation of housewife and mother, broke the rules to bring us to the roundabouts, and delighted us all and herself by winning a china teaset playing ‘hoopla’.


It was on the Ballymahon Road that I suffered an unexpected humiliation. Eileen, my eldest sister, had taught me to ride her heavy ladies’ iron bike. Still too small to reach the pedals and sit in the saddle, except when freewheeling precariously down the hill, I’d ride the bike standing on the pedals with an up and down hobby-horse movement, elbows higher than the hands on the handlebars, out to Molloys’ farm. I would leave it there while delivering the milk, and then ride it home again. This already precarious journey was further complicated by the can of skimmed milk Mrs Molloy would give me for my mother.


On my way down a small incline under the bridge I mistimed the follow through up-hill on the other side and was sent sprawling across the middle of the road, covered with milk. A man passing by came over to me, enquired how I was, helped me to pick up the bike and the empty can, and led me to the side of the road. My gentle soft-voiced friend murmured through my tears this information: ‘If you are patient, very patient, and take great care, the easiest way for you to catch a blackbird is to reach out with a pinch of salt in your fingers and carefully place the salt on his tail’. For some years I continued to wonder how this could be true. I learnt from this man that a lie like this in a good cause is sometimes permissible. At the same time, he contributed to my growing awareness about the fallibility of grownups.


Also on this road, I encountered for the first time the oppressor’s contempt for the oppressed. Myself and my sister Una were walking close to a high demesne wall. Seated on top of this wall were a boy and a girl, belonging to the big house. They must have seen us from a long way off, but they remained dead silent and unmoving. Because of the height of the wall, as well as our own tiny size, we did not see them until we were directly under where they sat. I looked up just in time to see a big outsize drop of spit spiralling down, impossible to avoid, onto my head and shoulders. For its infinitesimal size, it was a disproportionally painful experience wiping the spit away. We knew the name of the family, and as is the way on our tiny island I was to meet the boy years later when I was a medical student in Dublin’s Rotunda Maternity Hospital, where he had become an assistant master.


About a mile further along that Ballymahon Road, passing friends in a donkey cart gave me a lift home from Molloy’s one day. We meandered slowly home towards Athlone. On the pathway ahead of us came into sight a child-sized man, striding clumsily along, with long arms, long legs, and the short ugly twisted body of a hunchback. It was my brother Jody. There were already three of us on the narrow plank, stretched between the sides of the donkey cart. The ineradicable pain from which ever since I have suffered is my failure to leave my two friends and their donkey cart so that I should walk home with Jody or, better still, give him my seat in that cart.
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Growing up in Ballinrobe


LIFE in Athlone was orderly and uninterrupted until the dread day when, surprisingly, both of our parents took the train to Dublin, leaving us in the care of our eldest sister, Eileen. An expression of total desolation on both their faces as we met them at the station made it clear to all of us that something dreadful had happened. A Dublin medical specialist had confirmed that our father suffered from severe pulmonary tuberculosis. Although they did not know it at the time, my mother was also infected by the same disease. They in turn could have infected their children. I recall an infant sister, Annie, leaving our house in a tiny white coffin. She had died of massive pneumonic miliary tuberculosis. My eldest brother, Jody, in addition to a serious speech defect caused by an untreated cleft palate and a hare lip, developed a grossly deformed hunchbacked spine, infected by tuberculosis. He never grew taller than between three and four feet in height. Though he was intelligent, he could never attend school. Schoolchildren then would harass and jeer at the crippled and the disabled. Surprisingly my father, disappointed no doubt that his eldest son was deformed, was impatient with him. Jody was unwanted, crippled, and unable to fend for himself or communicate his simplest needs, except to the family; he was unable to mix with his peers. It is impossible to imagine the awesome humiliation and desperation of his life. I have never understood its purpose.


In addition to Jody and the infant who died, my mother, myself and two sisters became infected with tuberculosis and, with the exception of myself, all have since died. There was at that time no known worthwhile treatment. My father’s hardworking conditions had led to the infection in the first place, and with no light work available there was little prospect for his survival. It was simply a matter of months. He was sent away to Newcastle Sanatorium in Co. Wicklow where, as medical officer many years later, I read of the hopelessness of his case in his clinical notes.


Because there was no free tuberculosis service then, hospital care had to be paid for. Since there was no hope that the out-of-work patient could pay as his income had stopped with his work, or was simply inadequate, he would be sent home to die. In the process he would infect one or more of his loved ones. Discharge home from a sanatorium was, in effect, a sentence of death for the patient, and possibly for many members of his family. There were frequent examples of families, in desperate hope of saving the life of a loved husband, wife or child, being compelled to sell off their small farm or business in order to pay for medical expenses or hospital care. Consultants would agree to treat patients only so long as they had money; as soon as the money stopped, the treatment also stopped.
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