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In framing an artist, art hath thus decreed:


To make some good, but others to exceed;


And you are her labour’d scholar.


– Shakespeare, Pericles, 2.3.15–17












Contents


Cover


Title page


Dedication


Preconception(s)


Part 1: First Things


Chapter 1: Beginnings


Chapter 2: Seeing Things


Chapter 3: ‘Give Me That Old Style Religion!’


Chapter 4: ‘To Make Eternal Silence Speak’


Chapter 5: Under Which Flag?


Part 2: The Dublin Plays


Chapter 6: Love Among the Ruins


Chapter 7: Going Through the Mill


Chapter 8: Telling It Like It Is


Chapter 9: ‘I Banish You!’


Part 3: London – New York – London


Chapter 10: London Lights and The Silver Tassie


Chapter 11: Trapped Inside the Gates?


Chapter 12: ‘Beside the Golden Door’


Part 4: Toughing It Out In Devon


Chapter 13: O’Casey’s Good War


Chapter 14: Oak Leaves and Lavender


Chapter 15: Cock-a-Doodle Dandy


Chapter 16: The Road to Torquay


Part 5: Last Things


Chapter 17: The Writer’s Not for Burning


Chapter 18: A Death in the Family


Chapter 19: The Drums of Archbishop McQuaid


Chapter 20: Something of a Renaissance


Chapter 21: Talking to God


Afterlife


List of Abbreviations


Notes


Selected Bibliography


Acknowledgements


Copyright


About the Author


About Gill & Macmillan









PRECONCEPTION(S)
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I am always struck when reading Antony and Cleopatra by a soaring passage in which Cleopatra, conscious of her audience, sees the dead Antony in mythic dimensions:




His face was as the heavens, and therein stuck


A sun and moon [. . .]


His legs bestrid the ocean, his rear’d arm


Crested the world: his voice was propertied


As all the tuned spheres, and that to friends:


But when he meant to quail, and shake the orb,


He was as rattling thunder. For his bounty,


There was no winter in’t: an autumn ’twas


That grew the more by reaping [. . .]


Think you there was, or might be such a man


As this I dreamt of? (5.2.79–94)





With a shake of his head the worldly Dolabella answers, ‘Gentle madam, no.’ The hype of hagiography is just that: inflation which no sensible person, however sympathetic, can accept as real history. Yet Cleopatra’s argument lets us see past the ordinary, rational view of greatness when she continues, ‘But if there be, or ever were one such, / It’s past the size of dreaming.’ To imagine such an Antony would suggest the inadequacy of ordinary conceptions.


Seán O’Casey was no Antony but there is a powerful sense in which ordinary conceptions of his life and work fall short of what he signifies. The present tense is warranted here before the ‘life’ itself begins because O’Casey has remained alive, especially for Dubliners, as commentator on living conditions. ‘Just like O’Casey’, or ‘like a scene in O’Casey’, are the sort of phrases still used as art and life merge to describe poor housing conditions in Dublin.1 A letter to the Irish Times on heroin addiction in the year 2000 contained the following observation:




Coming out of the Gaiety on Saturday night after a poor Plough and the Stars, looking at young people spaced out of their minds, sitting in doorways begging for money for a meal or another fix, I wondered how Sean O’Casey would describe today’s Dublin. In his plays he pointed out the futility of war. Today he might write about the lost and forgotten generation that all can see but not enough care about.2





The forty years since the death of the author have allowed O’Casey’s spirit to be realised more fully in people’s consciousness and in Irish culture than was possible in his lifetime. Images on television of looting in Baghdad during the war in Iraq, April 2003, carried for some viewers reflections of O’Casey’s representation of Dublin 1916, while for others President Bush should have been presented on St Patrick’s Day with a copy of The Plough and the Stars and urged ‘to have a look at the last act’.3 For decades before this, during the terrible conflict in the North of Ireland, only O’Casey’s representations of urban guerrilla warfare seemed adequate commentary on a moral world turned upside down. O’Casey’s presence, his humanistic deploring of waste and suffering, persisted as productions of the plays on stage and television, in Belfast, Dublin, London, flourished. A mythic biography might be envisaged from such a legacy.


At the opposite pole from Shakespeare’s mythmaking lies Brian Friel’s comic but complex exploration of the difference between the circumstantial details of biography or social history accumulated by dull researchers and truly imaginative understanding. In Aristocrats (1979) there is an American historian rejoicing in the surname Hoffnung who fondly hopes to extract from the memory of a character like the gormless Casimir such details of those who visited Ballybeg Hall – from Daniel O’Connell to W.B. Yeats and beyond – as would allow him to construct a solid sociology of Ireland’s catholic Big House. He is frustrated by poor Casimir’s inability to discriminate picturesque imaginings from accurate memories. Another character, the somewhat cynical but clear-sighted Eamon, consoles Casimir when his fallaciousness is exposed with the remark that there are ‘certain truths’ that are beyond Hoffnung’s ‘kind of scrutiny’.4 Eamon goes beyond Casimir’s procedures to recuperate a lost history when he fancifully inserts O’Casey into the Donegal landscape. He pretends that on a visit on one occasion O’Casey broke his spectacles, ‘ploughterin’ after tennis balls’ on the lawn where most of Aristocrats is set, ‘and spoutin’ about the workin’-man’.5 The story is deliberately calculated to insult Hoffnung (‘What have you got against me, Eamon?’) but it serves also to warn the biographer against the folly of the attempt to reach the truth solely by interviewing witnesses: subjectivity masquerading as objectivity. Eamon is a kind of Dolabella exploding a flowery obituary.


In between the two possibilities of imagination or ‘dream’ of what was and the acceptance of the unknowability of history lies the question which one may call the question of O’Casey’s teeth. Does biography concern itself with the sort of fact that in January 1929 O’Casey had all his teeth removed and struggled to master top and bottom dental plates? Seen as representative, as synecdoche, such a detail commits writer and reader to the totality of the subject’s experience. To the degree that such details may be recovered one must begin to wonder what light they might throw on the man, the personality: it being pretty clear that they can throw precious little on the work, beyond cataloguing its interruption.


A lot depends, then, on what we think biography is, does, and is for. Ulick O’Connor is adamant that biography is not merely metaphorically portraiture. To O’Connor there are but two main types of biographer, the chronicler, like Richard Ellmann, and the biographer as artist, like Lytton Strachey: he favours the latter, and feels that Ellmann accumulates a mass of data without ‘achieving a definitive portrait’ (of Joyce or Wilde).6 One could argue the toss. O’Connor identifies the skills of the biographer with those of the novelist. He may be right. His own Brendan Behan was at least as large as life. Empathy is no doubt a prerequisite for any biography but so also is the provision of mundane facts. Perhaps a combination of both approaches would be best. Yet if a choice has to be made and a methodology disclosed I would opt for the objective, phenomenological approach as the least likely to lead one into distortion. A theatre historian tends to be suspicious of impressionistic responses. Accordingly, this biography favours the academic approach. O’Casey has yet to find his Cleopatra.
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O’Casey was himself a biographer and autobiographer. One of his earliest publications was a brief account of the patriot Thomas Ashe. Yet he held no high opinion of biography in general:




few think much about it; they are written, read, forgotten or used for looking up a date: unless it be the Life of the Fly or the Life of the Spider; which are always interesting, more so than most men; and, also, when you have read the life of one, you’ve read the life of all – a damned seductive reason; for if by reading one man’s life, we should know all, then the Life of Man would be a great one; but damnably uninteresting.7





He did not distinguish biography from autobiography (or vice versa). He first conceived his own autobiography merely as ‘incidents I had experienced’. A grand plan grew only as these incidents began to be published separately in the 1930s. At that point he introduced shape and design to the first volume and thereafter let art vie with history in his memoirs. It is a strange but characteristic concoction. He reserves the right, like a novelist, to invent where he feels inclined – dialogue, incident, situation – and to describe real-life characters – Douglas Hyde, Arthur Griffith, Jim Larkin – with the appraising artist’s eye. In all of this, pursuit of truth is subjective. It cannot provide a model for O’Casey’s own biographer, who would be cast in the role of the unfortunate Hoffnung in Friel’s drama.


What becomes apparent early on to the prospective biographer of O’Casey is the complexity of his gifts and the nice self-adjustment of his artistic manoeuvres. Yet as soon as one begins to establish O’Casey’s credentials as artist, for whom life is raw material (‘Nothing in life is uninteresting to me’8), one is faced with the inexorable consequence that much of O’Casey’s life is, as it were, invention. The ‘as it were’ is the crux of the matter. O’Casey is sometimes accused of falsifying his slum origins and, by extension, of creating a myth of deprivation around himself.9 One would have to say it is a matter of: no hunger, no artist. Of course O’Casey exaggerated; of course he invented. Even his date of birth he constantly gave as 1884 instead of 1880, later inventing a little story about that too. He maintained he was the last of thirteen children. It seems it was not true, but equally it seems he believed it. Was he totally uneducated? Did he teach himself to read at age fourteen? Sixteen? School records have been found which show reading proficiency at age eight. And so on. All of this makes O’Casey the fabulist more and not less interesting. It is all an aspect, perhaps, of a real sense of deprivation, a need to invent in order to compensate for laziness, failures to seize opportunities, poor choices made. There was poverty in the O’Casey household after his father died when the boy was six but it was the poverty of the spoiled, youngest child in the family. The inventor and word-spinner grew out of these difficult conditions.


Where did the gift for invention come from? In recent times a renewed debate has arisen on whether ability is natural, i.e. genetic, or socially supplied. In The Blank Slate the American neuroscientist Steven Pinker, while attempting to counter social Darwinism, elevates the brain itself as the ground of all development: ‘every aspect of our mental lives depends entirely [sic] on physiological events in the tissues of the brain.’ The self, even, is just another network of brain systems. In short, ‘our minds are composed of intricate neural circuits for thinking, feeling, and learning.’ Contrary to the tabula rasa or ‘blank slate’ notion of human growth, Pinker believes that ‘both personality and intelligence show few or no effects of children’s particular home environments within their culture’: it is the shared genes that count.10


Genetically, O’Casey must have owed a great deal to his father, a scholarly clerk with a book collection to be emulated by his observant youngest son. It is a pity we know so little of Michael Casey or his forebears. The same may be said of his wife, Susan Archer, O’Casey’s mother. Somewhere between them lies the secret of O’Casey’s genome, in the dark backward and abysm of time now, alas, documentarily irrecoverable. Once, having come across a William Casey, bishop of Limerick in the sixteenth century, I thought I might have found the missing link: a protean figure who switched from protestant to catholic and back again, he was sufficiently controversial to qualify as progenitor. But the trail went cold with the death of this Bishop Casey in February 1591.11 In some such figure lay the roots of O’Casey’s fascination with Roman Catholic theology. Whatever about that, O’Casey felt a sense of mission in his genes:




The one who feels within a great gift, artist or scientist, will bear almost any discomfort or pain, any hunger, any indignity, rather than let the gift go; [. . .] Each artist and scientist carries out what he “is meant to do” out of his own means, and not out of any impulse given by an outside supernatural prod; the urge comes from chromosome or gene, or both.12





Though his social origins predictably threw his status as artist into question – at Coole, Lady Gregory’s maid refused to believe such a shabby figure could be a great playwright13 – O’Casey defied all expectations. His life exhibits the triumph of will over circumstance. Although his early plays show the damaging effects of environment on the under-privileged he himself, without surrendering accent or dress code, overcame his handicaps. No blank slate he, to be inscribed by bourgeois conformism. His vast self-confidence as writer, however insecure the man, indicates the aristocracy of the creative mind.14 His place was among his artistic equals though his class, so belligerently adhered to, confined him.
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This biography is subtitled ‘Writer at Work’. There are several emphases here. Primarily, O’Casey was a writer; he had from the 1920s no other professional avocation. The work he did as a manual labourer from about the age of twenty to his early forties left him time to read and write and develop into the scribe he was often called on to be in his community. When he lost his job at the railway in 1911 and became involved with Jim Larkin and trade-union matters he was always the secretary of some committee, fund-raiser, organiser of social events. He served tirelessly and without pay to help the families impoverished by the 1913 lock-out. What he wrote at this time was often propaganda. What he wrote after his brief success as secretary of the Irish Citizen Army was popular verse and popular Irish history. One could call him a hack writer at this stage of his life but a writer nonetheless. He was determined to be an Abbey playwright and finally became one in 1923. He still worked as a casual labourer but admitted that laziness made this work more casual than it might have been. His heart was only in his writing. And this, in a nutshell, is the story of O’Casey’s life. His life was to write, and he demoted the socio-political mission after 1916. Indeed, his son Breon remembers that at home O’Casey, in a definite gesture of demarcation, deliberately avoided work that had about it a tradesman’s skill:




I never saw him hammer home a nail, or saw a piece of wood, which is odd. He chopped fire wood, and washed up [dishes], and was an expert at packing parcels; but he never [. . .] mended a fuse, or [. . .] put up a shelf. It was almost as if by becoming a writer, his hands lost their other crafts. Indeed, he would dissuade my brother or me from playing the working man. Not because he thought it beneath us, but because he thought it above us.15





A second sense in which ‘writer at work’ is a useful emphasis is the warning in its subtext. There used to be a road sign which read, ‘Danger: Men at Work’; the age of Roland Barthes has banished the language in favour of the icon. Within the triangular yellow we now see a male figure bent over a shovel. Somehow the image makes the man look vulnerable: we are to look out for his welfare as much as our own as we steer past. In the older dispensation that message was more menacing. In that context O’Casey was from the outset a writer to be feared. He was aggressive as well as satirical, and with his copious memory could always turn an opponent’s words back upon him into the ditch. God help those who thought to patronise him on account of his overalls or the dust on his boots! He wore his poverty as a badge of his working-class identity, while he quoted Shakespeare or Whitman or Shaw to the confounding of any who dared cross him. In later years in London, when he was a celebrity, interviewers and established authors alike approached with due caution. No doubt O’Casey exploited his reputation as a rough diamond, where he was actually both refined and fastidious in manner and habits, but the fierceness was nevertheless rooted in an impatience with the traffic passing while he was ‘at work’. He had a Victorian sense of high seriousness about the nature of art, in spite of his comic gifts and love of a good laugh, which made him despise all those whose interests extended to light literature and drivel in disguise. He was doomed, accordingly, to be often in a rage at public taste and at those who, as critics, failed to discriminate in favour of high standards. Moreover, he groomed himself to be something of a traditional satirist, to run amok, like Pope two hundred years before him, and tilt at all he met. His book of essays aimed at the London critics, The Flying Wasp (1937), was very much in that vein. It made him feared accordingly.


A final emphasis of ‘writer at work’ has to do with O’Casey’s success, at work on reader, audience and world. Here he is something of a special case. As said already, he was a complex man, sometimes regarded as an enigma.16 Clearly, he would not, could not, fit the stereotypical role of untutored genius as readily available to him in London as in Dublin. To some degree he played along but the role rather bored and angered him than satisfied his vanity. It also confused and rendered him antisocial. We find him apologising to A.J. Leventhal thirty years after his London acclaim for refusing to have lunch with him in the 1920s:




I was then bewildered and annoyed by the ballyhoo raised about me, because of JUNO and the fact that I was a tenement-house dweller. I hated the publicity – almost all of it humbug and false – and wanted to get away from as much of it as I could. Besides, I was damned ignorant then; just unaware of many things; but proud and resentful: I had a lot to learn. I have learned a lot, and I thank England for a good deal of it.17





There was, to be sure, some vanity: with which writer is there not? But with O’Casey it was more the offended pride, the arrogance of the disadvantaged man of talent who knows his own worth: Julien Sorel might be near the mark. In Dublin they just thought O’Casey had gotten a swelled head.


It can be said that when O’Casey turned away from the style of his first successful plays in order to delve into expressionism he went his own way in defiance of public opinion. He was perceived as one kind of writer; he wanted to become another. Mary Manning, the Irish playwright and critic, has remarked: ‘he had talent – great talent – but success came too late, too late for passion, too late for real happiness.’18 She knew Eileen well after Seán died, but she also knew O’Casey’s work from the beginning and once met him in the Abbey greenroom. Her view has something to do with what Faulkner calls ‘gnawing the true, bitter irremediable bone of all [. . .] dismatchment with time, being born too soon or late’.19 O’Casey was forty-six when he reached London and was lionised. He was far from sclerotic then, whatever about later in his long life. But it was comparatively late for a new writer. In Shaw’s Major Barbara the labourer Peter Shirley is just that age, forty-six, perceived as ‘an old pauper on the scrap heap’.20 O’Casey knew very well, as an ex-labouring man, that time was against him. Then came Yeats’s devastating rejection of his next play, written in London, The Silver Tassie. The effect is still incalculable. He was being treated as a beginner.21 From this point on, how this writer would register being ‘at work’ on the world, not to mention on the Abbey, is a story fraught with all kinds of misery. But it is a story too of glory, of heroic endeavour. During the war years in Devon he literally did not have a shirt to his back.


Indeed, O’Casey’s life as writer, as chronicled in what follows, was in its own very unorthodox way what Nietzsche called ‘the exemplary life’:




The exemplary life consists of love and humility; in a fullness of heart that does not exclude even the lowliest; in a formal repudiation of maintaining one’s rights, of self-defense, of victory in the sense of personal triumph; in faith in blessedness here on earth, in spite of distress, opposition and death; [. . .] a very proud life beneath the will to a life of poverty and service.22





For all that it was a hard life, with few conventional benefits to show for it, it was nevertheless a fulfilled one. For O’Casey was never happier than when at work. Then he would sing.
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This biography is greatly enabled and to a considerable measure justified by the availability of certain materials since Garry O’Connor’s study was published in 1988. David Krause, in 1960 the first biographer, has added two more volumes of O’Casey’s Letters providing, as the first two necessarily did, much useful detail. Following the death of Eileen O’Casey in 1995 her daughter Shivaun assumed curatorship of O’Casey’s remaining papers and books. These were made available to me in her London and New York homes. Towards the end of his life O’Casey was so embittered by what he felt as Dublin’s enmity towards him that he wanted none of his manuscripts to go to Irish libraries after his death. His widow honoured this wish, and sold the bulk of his papers to the New York Public Library (the Berg Collection) in the 1960s. But as time passed and the editor of his letters felt a growing concern over the future of his own collection he indicated around 1997 that it was perhaps time to bury old differences and deposit the papers at the National Library of Ireland (NLI), first allowing me time to work through them. Krause’s decision was followed by Shivaun O’Casey’s selling of the papers and books in her possession to the NLI.23 The acting director of the NLI at the time, Brendan O’Donoghue, deserves much credit for negotiating these acquisitions. A considerable amount of new letters and memorabilia has thereby come to light which modified and expanded what was already known about O’Casey. As a result, this biography is the fullest account to date of the life and works.


It is a sad fact that wherever one looks in Dublin, the city which O’Casey celebrated on the world stage as memorably as Joyce did in his prose works, there is such scant notice of his literary contribution as to amount to insult. The room where he wrote all three of the Dublin plays, Gunman, Juno and Plough, in a tenement house at 422 North Circular Road, is now derelict, a scornful image of neglect in a house named after O’Casey though still an apartment house. In 1964, the year of O’Casey’s death, the house was designated by Dublin Corporation as too dangerous for O’Casey’s old friend and fellow-tenant Jim Kavanagh to occupy: he was given notice to quit.24 It is now a listed house but O’Casey’s room, though preserved, remains in abject condition. In the Abbey Theatre, where so many portraits grace the walls, there is no painting of O’Casey. Admittedly, in 1964, Blythe had offered to have one (Patrick Tuohy’s drawing in the Municipal Gallery, which he could get on loan) in the new Abbey but O’Casey refused to allow it, calling the picture an ‘atrocity’.25 His attitude towards honours was usually negative and this no doubt partly explains the civic neglect. It does not excuse it today. It is surely high time now to dissolve old resentments and to honour O’Casey in Dublin in a manner commensurate with his genius.









Part 1


First Things


‘An’ why do they bear it! Even with the best docthor in its bosom, what kind of a kip is this place? I deny that this is all that God has got to give us! Even with the best music of a church organ, what betther could we do here but dance a dance of death! I won’t do it; I won’t do it!’


– O’Casey, Hall of Healing (1951)









1


BEGINNINGS
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The first business of any subject of a biography is to get himself born. Although one may make a joke of it, as Laurence Sterne made an excellent one of it over countless chapters of his anti-novel Tristram Shandy, it is usually no laughing matter. At best we have Beckett’s dry account, ‘birth was the death of him.’1 More conventionally, Dickens makes David Copperfield start off his own story with the chapter, ‘I am born’. To get the ‘hero’ out of the womb and onto the page seems the obvious course, then, but a moment’s reflection will reveal the pitfalls. A child is born into a specific time, place and complex set of circumstances. To get the child born who is father to the man destined to make a noise in the world is no great difficulty, in spite of Sterne’s elaboration of the relativity principle involved. The difficulty lies in the who, when, where and into what world.


O’Casey himself identifies the problem after his own fashion in the way he opens the first book of his autobiography, I Knock at the Door (1939), with a chapter headed ‘A Child is Born’:




In Dublin, sometime in the early ’eighties, on the last day of the month of March, a mother in child-pain clenched her teeth, dug her knees home into the bed, sweated and panted and grunted, became a tense living mass of agony and effort, groaned and pressed and groaned and pressed, and pressed a little boy out of her womb into a world where white horses and black horses and brown horses and white-and-black horses and brown-and-white horses trotted tap-tap-tap tap-tap-tappety-tap over cobble stones, conceitedly, in front of landau, brougham or vis-à-vis; lumberingly in front of tramcar; pantingly and patiently in front of laden lorry, dray, or float; and gaily in front of the merry and irresponsible jaunting-car. (A, 1, 3)





Notoriously, this sentence continues for more than a page longer, defining the world into which the future Seán O’Casey was born as Victorian, colonial, poetically old-fashioned, religiously fraught, artistically quaint, commercially hypocritical and intellectually reactionary. The child born will have to contend with all of these forces, live through and in spite of their vigour, and assume ‘the ambition of man’. The woman, the mother, for her part is accorded supreme courage for bringing this particular child, her last, into the world, and for naming him John in memory of the two dead infants already so named. The chapter goes back in time to the death of the second John, and ends with the inclusion of the father, who comforts the distraught mother and tells her patriarchally that they will have another child who shall be a boy, and shall be called John. The origins of this third John Casey were at once auspicious in that they marked a victory over ill fortune courageously won by his parents (shown as battling alone, without benefit of midwife, servant, relative or friend) and exciting, in that he was born into a moment poised on the cusp of massive social, technological, national and cultural change. Birth was not the death of him so much as the death of the imperialist age in Ireland.


The autobiographies, however, are a form of self-dramatisation. They represent the older O’Casey’s look back in a variety of moods at a time long gone: he was almost fifty years of age when he first began to tell his story. They become, then, part of the world itself, the literary world which it is the biographer’s job to see as context rather than as fact. In a more complicated way, the autobiographies do the two jobs: they sometimes supply details of O’Casey’s life otherwise unknowable and they (demonstrably) exaggerate, distort, transpose, make mistakes over and invent details and events which leave the biographer on a cleft stick. It is as if O’Casey slyly anticipated the biographer’s central problem by mixing ‘fact’ with ‘fiction’ in order to create an arresting narrative, the terms crying out for quotation marks because in the end the borders of each approach the other in a mocking, metaphysical dance. His was in every sense a literary life. He fictionalised his beginnings.


The details of O’Casey’s parentage are scanty and derive largely from his own account. Such are the annals of the poor: short and simple. Michael Casey, Seán’s father, was born c.1838, a farmer’s son from County Limerick. In the autobiographies, O’Casey’s mother says to Johnny: ‘If your poor father was alive, he’d show from documented histhory that the Cassides [Caseys] stretched back farther than the year of one’ (A, 1, 161). Where that documented history is nobody now knows. All we know for certain is that the grandfather’s name was John: that ill-fated forename which the playwright was to be the third attempt by Michael and his wife Susan to honour. He must, indeed, have been a precious link. Or was his memory something to be expiated? Though there is no other evidence than O’Casey’s own account, it seems that John Casey the elder, a Roman Catholic, had married a Protestant. ‘All the children had been reared up in the thick of the catholic religion; but the catholic father had died when Michael was an infant, so his mother had taken the chance to bring up her last-born in the true protestant faith once for all and once for ever delivered to the saints’ (A, 1, 26). It is likely her surname was Harding, given to O’Casey’s eldest brother Mick as second name. When Michael senior was grown up his mother died and a bitter religious dispute broke out in the family, giving him ‘a pretty tough time of it’. So, ‘one fine day, without as much as a goodbye or a kiss me arse to the rest of them,’ Michael left for Dublin, ‘and turned his back on the city of Limerick forever.’ He was to marry Susan Archer in Dublin in 1863.


The account, lively though it is, is maddeningly unconvincing. On Michael’s marriage certificate, his father John’s occupation is given as ‘farmer’. Why then does O’Casey refer to the city of Limerick as Michael’s point of departure? But more puzzling is the neat account of religious difference and its dramatic effect. If Michael was indeed born in 1838 (as his death certificate for September 1886, giving his age as forty-eight, indicates) then he would have been eight or nine years old at the outbreak of the Great Famine, when religious difference really became a matter of life and death in the Irish countryside. There was no obligation on parents in a mixed marriage at this time to bring up the children as catholics, as O’Casey’s story implies: he is perhaps thinking of the Ne Temere decree which dates only from 1908. But even if John’s unnamed widow did, indeed, shortly after 1838 begin to bring up Michael as a protestant, why should religious disputes break out with such magnitude when he was ‘a young man’ that he cut himself off in anger from his family? The date would be, approximately, 1857. The ‘souperism’ and ‘perversions’ which had taken place during the famine years were well past their peak by 1857 and such divisive debate as O’Casey describes would hardly seem likely with older brothers or sisters unless some other factor was present. Or had the business to do with subdivision of the land? The famine, we are told, put a stop to the destructive subdivisions of small holdings.2 Can it be that Michael, being a younger son, simply had no option but to leave the land and seek his fortune?


The answers to such questions are not available. O’Casey himself probably never knew the full facts of his father’s early life. The story around Dublin in the 1950s was that the whole Casey family had turned ‘soupers’ at some point.3 In any event, it would appear that Michael Casey got caught up in the evangelical movement which swept through Ireland, and especially the west of Ireland, in the 1840s. Desmond Bowen refers to the movement as a ‘Protestant Crusade’. One of its leaders was the Reverend Alexander Dallas (1791–1869), an English military man who had served against Napoleon and had fought at Waterloo in 1815. He then underwent a form of religious conversion, was ‘born again’ and became involved with a church mission to convert the Jews in London. Invited to Ireland to speak on the same theme in 1841 he saw that the mission in Ireland must be to convert Roman Catholics, not Jews. In his own account of his subsequent success in Ireland, The Story of the Irish Church Missions (1867), Dallas was at pains to emphasise that his movement began in January 1846, before the famine broke out: ‘a change was creeping over the spirit of the Romish peasants in Ireland, the dawn of which had been discernible for some years before the famine began.’4 Conveniently, Dallas was able to see the famine itself as confirmation of his good work. The society (ICM) was not formally established until March 1849, when ‘the need had been realised to give the Roman-taught people of Ireland the Gospel with its bearing on and rejection of Roman error.’5 Dublin became the headquarters, but Connemara and south Mayo were the main centres of missionary activity in the west. Dallas divided Ireland into four routes and sent out his ‘messengers’, as they were called, two by two like the disciples of Christ through all the countryside.


In the long run, we are told, this countrywide mission failed because ‘it lacked understanding of the Irish people and true compassion for their needs.’6 Yet the ICM, like other similar evangelical societies, did have marked success in the 1840s, not least because they had the convincing argument that God had providentially punished Roman Catholics by means of the famine. Since Michael Casey was to become an employee of ICM in the Dublin headquarters, first as a teacher (presumably of the Bible) and then as a clerk, it is possible that he was one of those successes of the 1840s. O’Casey was to describe Irish evangelism as ‘a waste of time unless preachers used Irish’, here displaying insight into the failure of the so-called second reformation.7 But up to about 1856, when Cardinal Cullen began a vigorous counter campaign,8 the evangelists made very good progress in the west of Ireland. The Bible Societies had their own schools in County Limerick at the time of the famine, and had their own primer of Irish grammar, which notoriously contained the phrase cait breac (spotted cat) on the first page.9 Converts, or ‘perverts’, the term the Roman Catholic counter-reformation used, were popularly known by that phrase. They were usually children, egged on by their mothers.


If this was the case, what are the implications? Converts sometimes attracted violent reprisals, no doubt fuelled by catholic priests fearful of wholesale apostasy. Bowen says that converts could find themselves ‘de-tribalized and ostracized by their neighbours. Shelter was usually found for them on the land of some Protestant landowner, and there they lived a lonely and precarious existence. The Scripture Readers of the Irish Society, or whichever organization had encouraged their conversion, usually sought to find means for them to emigrate.’10 It is possible that young Michael Casey, if he became embroiled in a family or local row over his religion, took refuge with a clergyman and thereby benefited educationally, mainly in study and defence of the Bible. It is a social situation which the poet Yeats, for instance, contrived to disguise, because his literary constituency in Ireland was mostly catholic and nationalist. In The Countess Cathleen (1899) the starving people sell their souls not to evangelists but to merchants and are saved not by catholic action but by the non-denominational Countess who heretically trades her own soul for those of her tenantry. The real issue is further fudged by the distinctly catholic diction of the absolving angel at the end who speaks of ‘Mary of the seven times wounded heart’ receiving the dying Countess in heaven. Suddenly the champion of the people during famine times is an aristocratic catholic who sees off the trafficking, demonic evangelists buying the souls of the poor. The opposite was likely the case in the Irish countryside fifty years earlier. In Purgatory (1938), the Old Man says that, on account of his (protestant) mother from the Big House, when he was a child a gamekeeper’s wife taught him to read and a catholic priest taught him Latin in a house where there were ‘books by the ton’.11 Either this was evangelisation in reverse or Yeats was politically distorting the more usual pattern of the convert to protestantism finding refuge and cultural nourishment from the protestant community. It is pleasant to imagine Michael Casey enjoying ‘books by the ton’. He certainly impressed his famous son with a love of books, and in the autobiographies O’Casey lists a fair weight of them:




Marshalled tightly together, there they were, the books he used to read, pore, and ponder over: a regiment of theological controversial books, officered by d’Aubigné’s History of the Reformation, Milner’s End of Controversy, Chillingworth’s Protestantism, holding forth that the Bible, and the Bible alone, is the religion of protestants [. . .], Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, full of fire and blood and brimstone, Popery Practical Paganism, Was St. Peter Ever in Rome? [. . .]. Like inspection officers, the English Bible, the Latin Vulgate, and the Douai Testament stood pompously together, and, to the right, Cruden’s Concordance acting as orderly officer; a neatly uniformed company of Dickens’, Scott’s, George Eliot’s, Meredith’s, and Thackeray’s novels; Shakespeare’s Works; Burns’, Keats’, Milton’s, Gray’s, and Pope’s poetry; on the top shelf, six or seven huge volumes, like podgy generals, of The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire; and leaning idly by their side was Locke’s Essay on the [sic] Human Understanding; (A, 1, 27–28)





The list, it has been said by a Dublin divine, includes the volumes to be expected from an associate of the Irish Church Missions.12 Yet O’Casey fails ever to mention that his father was in the ICM. The picture he offers is of a cultured, refined man, not your stereotypical farmer’s son settled as a clerk in Dublin. The Douai (catholic) Bible, however, is a giveaway in the list of books: ammunition solely for the good fight. John Milner’s book, The End of Religious Controversy, first published in 1818, was a famous attempt by a catholic bishop to counter the protestant argument and shows how seriously Michael Casey took the enemy. The household too, no doubt, learned to do likewise: O’Casey was clearly familiar with the inside of these combative texts. As to the surprising novels, not to mention Gibbon, O’Casey’s recollection was of a man who every week visited the bookstalls on the quays and in the streets off the quays in Dublin, ‘never coming home without a volume’.13 He was pleased rather to remember a bibliophile than a bigot.


Michael Casey, then, it may be believed, was part of the ‘protestant crusade’ in mid-nineteenth-century Ireland. But the profile is not yet complete. As was to befall his famous son, Michael’s lack of formal education was to keep him imprisoned within the mid-to-lower ranks of the Victorian class system. He never rose above the position of clerk – at times the term used was ‘mercantile clerk’ – in the ICM, a position which was both secure and respectable but financially unrewarding at £5–16s. 8d. per month, or £70 per annum. A skilled tradesman would have received five shillings a day at this time, or £6 per month, fractionally more than O’Casey’s father. In contrast, Louis MacNeice’s father, who was a schoolmaster with the ICM, having graduated from Trinity College Dublin earned £120 per annum upon ordination to the ministry: almost twice what Michael Casey earned.14


When exactly Michael settled in Dublin it is impossible to say. But on 27 January 1863 he married Susan Archer, daughter of Abraham Archer, auctioneer. The Archers’ address was Chamber Street, the Coombe, described in 1853 as ‘the poorest part of the most impoverished district of our city’.15 This was an old part of Dublin, in the Liberties, formerly the home of manufacturers of cotton, linen and starch and a place where many tradesmen resided, rapidly in decline: by 1878 when the land was purchased for redevelopment, ‘there was not a single merchant, manufacturer or trader in the entire area.’16 In his essay on the bohemian poet James Clarence Mangan, Joyce said that the Liberties contained ‘the choice flower of the city’s low-life – petty thieves, bandits, fugitives, pimps and inexpensive harlots’.17 On the other hand the Coombe was a battlefield for the ICM: one of their seven ‘ragged schools’ was established there. Perhaps that was the prior attraction for Michael, ‘making good hypocrites out of bad Catholics’.18 If so he soon had a second. His address was number 22 Chamber Street. Susan was virtually the girl next door. It may be that Michael lived in rooms rented out by Susan’s father: could she have strayed into his room like Minnie Powell into Davoren’s in The Shadow of a Gunman? Or did they meet at Sunday service and find they shared common religious ideas? However it came about, their marriage took place locally, in St Catherine’s Church, Thomas Street, best known as marking the site of Robert Emmet’s execution in 1803. In the church register, Michael Casey is described as a clerk, Susan as having no occupation. Yet he had not yet been taken on as clerk by the ICM, though he was soon to be an assistant teacher at one of their night schools in Grand Canal Street, which paid a pittance (fifteen shillings a month). He must also have worked as clerk elsewhere. He and Susan first lived in 22 Wellington Street, on the north side of the Liffey. Here their first two children were born, Isabella Charlotte (known as Bella, and in the autobiographies called ‘Ella’) on 6 February 1865, and Michael Harding (always called Mick) on 31 December 1866. In August of that year Casey senior was promoted to clerk in the ICM at 27–28 Townsend Street, where there were also ‘ragged schools’, a hostel and an orphanage. He then became part of the wider family of the Society in which every employee was known to catholics as a ‘souper’ or apostate.


Not a lot is known about Susan Archer. She signed her name on the church register at a time when seven out of twelve other names (including witnesses) on the same page carried a ‘mark’ instead of a signature. (Michael signed with a proud flourish.) At twenty-eight, Susan was some three years older than Michael. She came of a strong protestant family, and it is plain from O’Casey’s always sympathetic comments on her that she was strict, upright and god-fearing. Her father Abraham Archer is first listed in the Dublin Post Office Directory for 1832, when his occupation was listed as ‘auctioneer’, with an auction room and public store at 22 Abbey Street. He had married a Wicklow woman named Isabella (surname unknown) in 1828, their first child, Abraham, being born on 6 August 1829 and baptised at St Catherine’s on 8 September. Two other children, Hannah and a second Abraham, were baptised there by 6 January 1833, and then follows a gap until James Joseph, born 11 November 1839, was baptised on 5 January 1840. During those seven years Susan and her sisters Elizabeth and Isabella (who was to witness O’Casey’s birth) were born. But they were not baptised in St Catherine’s. A possible explanation lies in the outbreak of cholera in Dublin in the 1830s, which may have driven Abraham Archer out of the city for some years. O’Casey fancied his mother may have been born in Delgany, County Wicklow; he also said she spent some years in Galway as a child, but no record of birth has been found. In any case, the Archers were back in Dublin, living not in Chamber Street but at 10 Ormond Street, by the end of 1839.


The Archer family was strictly protestant in a city (population, in 1871, 246,326) in which protestants were out-numbered by catholics by five to one. A William Archer was assistant secretary to the Grand Orange Lodge of Ireland, which had its headquarters at this time in Rutland (now Parnell) Square. He may have been some relation but there is no evidence of it. Indeed, whether old Abraham was himself a member of the Orange Order is not known. But one of Susan’s brothers, whom O’Casey calls Uncle Tom, a soldier in the Crimean War, was a member of the so-called Purple Lodge, a ‘great thing to be’ in the child narrator’s eyes in Pictures in the Hallway, and this suggests a staunch Orange family. Membership of the Orange Order was, no doubt, a statement of identity; O’Casey himself knew quite a few members in his youth, including the grand secretary Frank Donaldson. But he denied that he himself was ever a member.19


The question arises as to the class and housing conditions the Caseys enjoyed (or endured). Ideologically, O’Casey always insisted that the family lived in tenements and inferentially in dire poverty. The issue became controversial only after O’Casey’s death in 1964 when the inevitable re-evaluation of his life and works took place. At that time, first in Seán McCann’s edition of The World of Sean O’Casey (1966) and then in Martin Margulies’s short but important book The Early Life of Sean O’Casey (1970), it was clearly shown that the Caseys were lower middle-class.20 Their housing – always rented accommodation – was never ‘slum’ housing in the common understanding of that emotive word: there was no ember of Angela’s Ashes to spark off a proletarian revolution in this particular family. But, as Jacinta Prunty points out, the term ‘slum’ in geographical terms is ‘an area of overcrowded and dilapidated, usually old housing, occupied by people who can afford only the cheapest dwellings available in the urban area, generally in or close to the inner city. The term usually implies both a poverty-ridden population, an unhealthy environment, and a district rife with crime and vice.’21 Of course, there were many such ‘areas’ in Dublin in the second half of the nineteenth century, targets for the ICM, which set up schools in underprivileged areas as part of its campaign. One must bear in mind that the Caseys’ location was thus in some measure professionally strategic.


Dublin was a city in decline ever since the Act of Union (1801) ensured the retreat to the ‘mainland’ of the English or Anglo-Irish nobility and professional classes which had provided the backbone of the Irish parliament and administration in the period 1660–1800. Of those who stayed, the rich gradually moved to the suburbs and left the city centre as ‘a largely working-class ghetto’.22 ‘Ghetto’, too, is an emotive word. Strictly speaking, people were not confined to certain areas, except by the iron laws of economics. The fact was that the labouring force in Dublin, those on subsistence wages, was increasing all through the later nineteenth century and represented almost twenty per cent of the total male workforce in 1911: this was to be the class O’Casey chose to belong to, although it was overwhelmingly catholic. For the majority of labourers, ‘life was grim indeed. They lacked any job security, drifting from one type of employment to the next; pay was poor; many were lucky to average three working days in a week and unemployment was frequently prolonged by spells of bad weather, by injury, or by commercial depression.’23


What the Caseys experienced, if not dire poverty, was the threat of disease rife in Dublin in the nineteenth century. When the poet Hopkins arrived in 1884 he was shocked: ‘Dublin itself is a joyless place and I think in my heart as smoky as London is; I had fancied it quite different.’ It was not just that it was threadbare and run down; it was downright insanitary. ‘The river Liffey was the city’s major sewer, and house drains were in an appalling state, particularly those of properties on low-lying soil.’24 Poor Hopkins was to find out just how unhealthy Dublin could be: he died of typhoid fever at number 86 St Stephen’s Green (the University) on 8 June 1889. It seems likely, his biographer says, ‘that Hopkins had caught the fever from faulty sanitation or plumbing, contaminated water or food’.25 The hazards of living conditions in Dublin became legendary. The mortality rate has been put at 36 per 1,000, half as high again as London and double what in 1875 was established as ‘natural’.26 Overcrowding was a major problem in accommodation; hence the altogether negative connotations of the term ‘tenement’, which simply means ‘a large house in multi-family occupancy’,27 and which comprised forty per cent of Dublin housing in 1880, the year of O’Casey’s birth. The issues of public housing, overcrowding and insanitary conditions in Dublin were to take on crisis proportions after the workers’ strike and employers’ lock-out of 1913. In 1914, of the 5,330 tenement houses classified in Dublin, only 1,516 were defined as ‘structurally sound, capable of being put in good repair’, while the other two-thirds were either ‘unfit for habitation’ or ‘unfit for habitation and incapable of being rendered fit’.28 It was from this date and this experience that O’Casey’s whole attitude to working-class housing in Dublin derives. The family into which he himself was born did not experience the worst of those ‘tenement’ conditions and yet, for all that, the Caseys lost two and possibly three children in infancy.


It is true that O’Casey claimed he was the youngest of thirteen children, eight of whom had died in infancy, inferentially from the appalling conditions just referred to. In fact, he was the youngest of seven, or possibly eight, children (although only seven in fact were baptised). After Bella and Mick, these were: Thomas (Tom), born 2 February 1869; John, born 31 August 1871, died in infancy; Isaac (‘Archie’ in the autobiographies), born 26 November 1873; a second John, born 16 May 1876, who also died in infancy; and finally John, later Sean O’Casey, born 30 March 1880. In the last volume of his autobiography, O’Casey mentions a baby Susan also lost in infancy, though no baptismal record appears: perhaps she was still-born. O’Casey here puzzles over the other five: ‘Maybe she had forgotten the others’ (A, 2, 515). Hardly likely. Somehow, O’Casey had got that story wrong.


By 1880 the family had moved several times, from 22 to 57 Wellington Street, to 23 ½ Dorset Street, to 6 Upper Dorset Street, and then to 85 Upper Dorset Street, where O’Casey was born. This may have been a few small steps up in the world, although with four children soon to be five, the point is a moot one. O’Casey always said he was born in a tenement. In any event, Michael Casey was at this time the landlord of a three-storey above-basement Georgian house in an area known as a second-class ‘shop street’ rather than a residential one, a street ‘with a long tradition of grocers, bakers, victuallers, vintners, innkeepers and provisions dealers of all sorts’.29 O’Casey was born on the same street as the eighteenth-century playwright R.B. Sheridan. In Sheridan’s day, Dorset Street – named, like so many of Dublin’s main streets, for a Lord Lieutenant – was a fashionable location, though probably not quite first-class since playwrights and actors (Sheridan’s father was both) were not yet respectable enough to live adjacent to real quality: even Garrick, in London, did not so presume. But by 1880 the Georgian grandeur of Dorset Street had faded into mere commercial bustle. The house where O’Casey was born has long been demolished; it is now the site of a branch of the Bank of Ireland. But a few paces up the street towards town reveal a number of homes still standing which must have been part of the elegant terrace to which number 85 made an end-house, at what was then White’s Lane. They are imposing Georgian structures, with steps up to the hall doors and railings to each side. In the mind’s eye one can see the exterior setting for Act 3 of The Plough and the Stars. By the 1920s these houses ‘had long since given up the pretence of being the relics of oul’ dacency, and sadly and resignedly accepted their tenement status’. So wrote one of their occupants, journalist Bill Kelly, who continues: ‘They’ve all been levelled now, but the people who lived in them, those who survived the consumption long enough to escape, will never forget them. For you can never forget the feel of a tenement. More, you never quite get the smell of a tenement out of your nostrils. It’s a smell of damp and decay, of deep-rooted dust and poverty, of urine and red raddle, and above all of hopelessness. Hopelessness, just verging on despair.’30


O’Casey’s birthplace remains problematic. How and why did Michael Casey come to lease it, if, indeed, he did lease it? He is listed in Thom’s Irish Almanac and Official Directory for 1878 as occupant and presumably rate-payer. The owner seems to have been William Lattimer, a coal merchant (‘factor’). At this time, numbers 83 to 87 Upper Dorset Street were all listed as ‘tenements’, which can now be read as ‘apartment houses for the poor’. The house valuations varied from £12 to £25: Michael Casey’s was £20. (By Griffith’s Valuation in 1854, £10 was the cut-off point for corporation franchise, i.e. to qualify to elect members to Dublin Corporation.) Next door, at number 86, was William McCrum (valuation £23) and Mrs Elizabeth McCrum, ‘ladies’ nurse tender’. She was Susan Casey’s sister. In 1874 McCrum was listed at number 87, William Lattimer at number 86. Had the McCrums persuaded the Caseys to get in on the ground floor (perhaps literally) in what may have appeared (but were not) good economic times? It is a bit of a puzzle. On the one hand O’Casey was, indeed, literally born in a tenement; on the other he was born to the lessee. He once referred to it as ‘an apartment house kept by me da which nearly ruined him’.31 So, it was an investment which backfired. In 1881 and 1882 Michael Casey was listed in Thom’s under ‘Nobility, Gentry, Merchants, and Traders’, but in 1883 number 85 was again listed for William Lattimer and by 1884 number 86 (which in 1874 was listed as Lattimer’s) was listed as vacant. Thus both the Caseys and the McCrums had found the rent business too much for them. It is likely that Michael found he could by no means traffic in the ‘hopelessness just verging on despair’ which his tenants inhabited. So one is inclined to think. It looks as if the row from 83 to 87 Upper Dorset Street was all investment properties. The Caseys moved around the corner to one of a row of twelve tiny new houses on Innisfallen Parade.


Meanwhile the third John Casey, born in the house his father briefly leased, underwent his first major shock at the baptismal font at St Mary’s Church, Mary Street. Although St George’s Church is closer, and visible from 85 Upper Dorset Street, the Caseys were in the parish of St Mary’s (which comprised St Paul’s in North King Street and St Michan’s in Church Street). All of the Casey children were baptised there, from Bella on 14 April 1865 to John (i.e. Seán O’Casey) on 28 July 1880. The rector (1865–94) was Rev. James Hunter Monahan, D.D., Canon and Treasurer of Christ Church Cathedral, but it was his curate, T.R.S. Collins, B.A., who baptised O’Casey. In the autobiographies, although the names form the composite T.R.S. Hunter the description, we are told on good authority, ‘fits the curate, not the Rector’.32 The sponsors’ names are not given, but one may have been Isabella Archer, another of Susan’s sisters, who had already entered her ‘mark’ on the birth certificate as having been ‘present at birth’. The church itself was a fine early eighteenth-century building designed by Sir William Robinson in the ‘galleried’ style modelled on St James’s in Piccadilly designed by Wren: ‘The church proved to be the most fashionable church in the area established first at the time when the northern suburb was beginning to be developed. When it was being set up there was no shortage of prominent wealthy families like the Jervis family, to donate to the church and buy their expensive “family pews”. [. . .] The large graveyard, lying to the south, was also established at an early date.’33 Sheridan had been baptised here in 1751,34 Wolfe Tone in 1763. Swift was a frequent visitor; John Wesley preached there in the 1760s. St Mary’s was closed in 1962, and only in 1999 began to be restored following commercial utilisation. In the course of the restoration work the pedestal of the original baptismal font was recovered (see illustration 3). In its way, it is a tenuous link with O’Casey, and from O’Casey back to Sheridan.


[image: Image]


In the year of O’Casey’s birth Parnell became leader of the Irish Parliamentary Party in Westminster. A new and disruptive era had begun in Irish politics, ushering in the Home Rule movement bound up with the vexed question of land ownership. 1880 was an election year. During the month of O’Casey’s birth the Irish newspapers were full of the Home Rule issue. According to the Freeman’s Journal, both the Liberals and reigning Conservatives under Disraeli were against Home Rule. But the pending election would show, the paper assured its readers on 11 March, that the desire of Ireland for ‘home government’ was, in Isaac Butt’s phrase, ‘the settled passion of the Irish heart’. Meanwhile, in London, a manifesto was issued by the Home Rule Confederation asserting that Disraeli (Lord Beaconsfield) had virtually issued ‘a proclamation of civil war against the Irish people, because they are a minority, because they are misgoverned and oppressed, because they are plunged in the miseries of famine which iniquitous land laws render inevitable, and which Earl Beaconsfield’s administration neither knows nor cares how to relieve’. Later that month, on 27 March, which was the eve of Easter Sunday, Parnell made a triumphant tour of his home county, Wicklow, where he was welcomed and fêted by catholic priests, who were major figures behind the organisation of his reception. Parnell said that ‘the reason why Ireland was poor and wretched was because she was governed by England.’ The story was a major one on O’Casey’s birthday, Tuesday 30 March.


How would it have been received in the Casey household? Vivian Mercier has pointed out that ‘Irish Evangelicals, at every stage of the nineteenth-century party struggles, were Tories, Conservatives, Unionists.’ This, Mercier maintained, was one of the ‘paradoxical facts of Irish life’ because in England Evangelicals were Whigs, Radicals or Liberals, who tended to favour ‘a conciliatory policy towards the Catholics’. Moreover, it had been Gladstone and the Liberals who had committed the ‘ultimate atrocity’ so far as Irish Evangelicals were concerned: the disestablishment in 1869 of the Church of Ireland.35 Accordingly, it seems most unlikely either that the Caseys took the Freeman’s Journal or felt anything but apprehension over the rise of Parnell. The general election took place in Dublin within a week of John’s birth. The ‘Catholic spirit of Dublin was aroused’, reported the Freeman’s Journal on 7 April, and ‘for the first time in its history Dublin has been completely rescued from the octopus-like grasp of the Tories and has risen to its natural place as leader of the Liberal Party in Ireland.’ In short, what that newspaper was pleased to call ‘that Orange ascendency which it was the object of O’Connell’s life-work to banish from our midst’ had been broken. Gladstone had won, and a strong Irish Parliamentary Party had been created. Few cheers would have gone up at the Casey breakfast table over this news. The ICM had best redouble their efforts to enlighten and convert the hapless Dublin catholic population from its truly benighted state.


Irony apart, the point is an important one. O’Casey gives the impression in the autobiographies that his father was a Parnellite and that his mother supported Michael’s view: ‘his mother had told him his father had said that Parnell was a great protestant, a great Irishman, and a grand man; and it was a good thing there was someone, anyway, fit to hinder the English from walking over the Irish people’ (A, 1, 76). In the episode where Johnny is brought to see Kilmainham jail by his uncle Tom (the Orangeman who had fought in the Crimean War) the child’s talk turns to Parnell: ‘Me Ma says me Da said that Parnell was anything but a wicked man, Uncle [. . .] for me Ma heard me Da sayin’ once that Parnell paid no regard to the Queen; and would sooner rot in jail than obey any law made be [by] her’ (A, 1, 200–01). It is hard to imagine a life-long employee of the ICM, with headquarters in London and dedicated to making good protestants out of the ignorant Irish catholics, uttering such disloyalisms. It sounds like invention. O’Casey likewise makes his brothers twice argue over Parnell, once on the way home from his father’s funeral, in September 1886, and again in the ‘Cat ’n Cage’ episode, set c.1892. In the first of these episodes his brother Tom stoutly defends Parnell on the moral issue of his affair with a married woman. This discussion could not have taken place before Parnell’s affair with Katharine O’Shea became public knowledge in 1890. In the other episode, Tom and Mick first join forces to attribute Parnell’s downfall to those like the hurlers in the Cat and Cage, i.e. the Dublin nationalist catholics. There they stand in their English army uniforms lecturing the natives about throwing Parnell to ‘the English wolves’. Then they form an alliance with the hurlers against the two constables, who end up on the floor while the allies escape together shouting ‘Parnell for ever! An’ Ireland, too!’ (A, 1, 226–33). This has to be pure fantasy.


Two explanations may be offered. When he began to write the autobiographies O’Casey was trying to reconstruct his life following the Silver Tassie debacle and to make sense of that life.36 He could not see himself – as was the case – as having arisen from a conventional unionist household. His own development into a fervent nationalist only made sense if he saw his father and his family in general as liberals and particularly as supporters of Parnell. Yet where was the logic in his brothers’ enlisting in the army to fight for Queen and empire in 1887 if they supported Home Rule? O’Casey gives them the credentials necessary for his own transition into nationalism. One piece of surviving evidence seems to suggest that O’Casey himself retained unionist sympathies into his late teens at least. A page of a writing exercise in a good, adult hand has the intriguing title, ‘Protestant Petition against Home Rule’. O’Casey kept it among his papers as evidence of his early penmanship, inscribing at the bottom of the page, ‘MS of 60 years ago, when learning to write’.37 Because undated this note is less helpful than it might be, but it must be taken in conjunction with the whole question of his education, dealt with below. He could physically write before he was ten. In the MS note he may mean ‘to write fluently’ – for indeed the script is excellent – but even if that were all the fragment is, an exercise in transcription, it is noteworthy that of all topics he chose or agreed to copy it should be one so counter to the Parnellite views above espoused:




It is re-assuring to find how sensible & how lively is the Protestant opposition to Home Rule. I was afforded the opportunity of reading a very formidable Petition to the “Honorable the Commons of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland Assembled,” the other evening. It – the Petition, portrayed a vividly imaginative picture of poor Ireland under Home Rule being cast back into a state of chaos equal to that which troubled Nature before the World was Born. “the Rivers would run red with redundance of blood, The earth would rock beneath our tread, & flame wrap hill & wood.” Listen – “The Bill will prove ruinous to the best interests of the Country by endangering the liberties & rights of His Majesty’s loyal subjects . . . . by embittering social relations, by greatly encreasing taxation, by depreciating the value of all properties & securities causing [ms breaks off].





In the middle of this strange piece the reader may detect a quotation from Mangan’s ‘Dark Rosaleen’ (1846).38 Can O’Casey have been ironic? Mangan had envisioned the Erne running red with redundance of blood before his visionary Dark Rosaleen would fade or die: in short she, Ireland, would never be abandoned by those who loved her, i.e. nationalists. Was the young O’Casey co-opting nationalist rhetoric in the unionist cause? Or was he actually subverting the unionist discourse by slyly intruding into the apocalyptic vision the totally contrary coding of revolution?


If this piece is part of an ironic explosion of unionist fears (and the rhetorical ‘Listen’ does suggest a set-up) it would have to refer to a time well after O’Casey’s childhood. In fact, as will be seen later on, his political development came only after he was twenty-one, and was at first a development into a staunch Gaelic Leaguer and enthusiast for the study of the Irish language (i.e. an enthusiasm for education) and subsequently into membership of the Irish Republican Brotherhood at a time when only his mother and Mick were at home and unlikely to be too alarmed at this latest piece of folly – that is, if they were ever aware of his actual involvement. The IRB was hardly more than a talking shop at this time (1906–11). So O’Casey did not have to confront his family with his new views or in any way acknowledge the split he was creating between the politics of his father and the politics of the period of transition to 1916. For that matter, O’Casey stayed close to the protestant church during this same period of his Gaelicisation, so that his alienation from his father’s ways and creed would not have been readily apparent. Looking back, however, he may have felt the need to pave the way more credibly for his apostasy by painting his father and brothers in radical colours.


The other factor is more simple and more literary in complexion: his admiration for James Joyce at the time when the autobiographies were being written. It is quite understandable, if not compelling, that any autobiography by a Dubliner who chameleon-like attained artistic status at more or less the same time as Joyce (born two years after O’Casey) must bear the influence of A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916). The Christmas dinner scene at the very outset of Joyce’s work dramatises a quarrel over ‘poor Parnell’, as seen through a child’s eyes. O’Casey, who agreed wholly with Joyce’s view of Parnell’s betrayal, introduced comparable scenes set in and around his own family. But the Joyce family was catholic, a fact which renders the quarrel both bitter and meaningful. In O’Casey’s account we are asked to accept that protestants would publicly condemn the priests for destroying Parnell. To make sense of his own genesis he could not choose but recreate his family background. This sort of invention is on a par with his ‘innocent’ discovery of his real date of birth, given as 1884.39


In 1882 the Casey family moved from Dorset Street around the corner to 9 Innisfallen Parade, where Michael Casey was to die prematurely four years later. The house, one of twelve in a terrace of single-storey artisans’ dwellings recently built, was small but very neat and compact. A plaque on the house now says that O’Casey, ‘poet and dramatist’, lived there 1882–1888. Today, number 9 has been renovated, but number 11 offers a clear idea of the original design: a hall with a surprisingly high ceiling gave off right to a comparatively large room/parlour; further down the hall was a small kitchen with a bedroom off. A small yard outside the kitchen contained a privy. Either the kitchen or the parlour must have doubled up as bedroom for the growing Casey family, for Bella was now seventeen, Mick fifteen, Tom thirteen and Isaac nine. Here the family would have been rather crushed, but comfortable, in clean and neat surroundings. Yet, since Thom’s lists number 9 as vacant for 1883 the Caseys may not have moved in immediately, and the reason may have been Bella.


In the mornings, prior to 1883, Bella would probably organise the younger children for school while Susan looked after baby John. Bella was very bright and doing well at school, the Central Model School in Marlborough Street; soon she would qualify for its teacher-training college, where she would live in. In her love of learning and aptness as pupil, Bella took after her father and offered promise that the Caseys would rise in the world. Yet Bella’s story was to be as dramatic as anything her infant brother was destined to invent. All of that promise, together with all of the social status which was part of it, were to come crashing about her ears and Bella was to experience a miserable life of poverty and hardship. Meantime, no doubt efficiently, she got her brothers out the door daily and safely down to Marlborough Street in good time. She knew the importance of regular attendance. Michael, whose destination in the ICM office in Townsend Street took him across the Liffey at Butt Bridge, may sometimes have had the habit of accompanying his children to Marlborough Street, which is on the way, but they were rather grown-up now for such attention. However, it is likely he ensured that they all said their morning prayers before leaving the house, and it would have been in character for him to set the tone with some daily reading from the Bible. After all, when he got to work, the first thing to meet his sight was the ICM motto across the façade at number 27 Townsend Street, ‘Search the Scriptures’.


In nineteenth-century Ireland education was taken very seriously indeed. The national school system, established in the 1830s, struggled manfully against sectarianism – for all such schools were meant to be non-denominational – but enforced a syllabus imperialist in its banishment of Gaelic and its inculcation of totally English texts, methods and values. ‘I am a happy English boy’, is the primer headline which has descended in folklore fashion to the present day as an illustration of the quality of indoctrination involved in learning to read. What were known as the three r’s, reading, writing and ’rithmetic, formed the core curriculum, although some grammar and geography were also taught in the upper classes. Learning was by rote, and classes were large. Compulsory education was introduced in England only in 1880, for children between the ages of five and fifteen (with exemptions for children in ‘beneficial employment’), but it was not until 1892 that compulsion was introduced in Ireland, and even then exemptions were allowed. This explains, to some degree, the scandal of O’Casey’s poor attendance at school. Before the Education Act, which came fully into effect in 1900, schools enforced their own ‘compulsion’ through the payment-by-results system. That is, an average fee of six shillings per year was payable for each pupil; the fees went to the school, pending an oral examination of every pupil by a schools’ inspector. To improve attendance, a minimum of a hundred days per pupil was required to qualify for examination. Although the system ‘fostered a narrow approach to the curriculum’, it at least laid down minimum standards for each grade which a pupil had to attain before progressing. ‘During the period 1872 to 1900, when the [fee-for] results programme was abolished, the level of literacy in Ireland rose from 67% to 86%; the proportion of pupils in higher classes (class 3 or above) grew from 23% to 48%, and the average attendance of pupils at national schools increased from 37% to 65%.’40 The three older Casey boys rarely missed a day at the Central Model School. ‘But they were poor students. Michael and Tom failed several subjects, doubtless from want of application rather than low intelligence.’41


In the adjoining girls’ school Bella did far better, winning prizes along the way, and in 1882 was selected for teaching-training in the college which was part of the complex. This was a rare feat. She was now a Queen’s Scholar, fees paid, and living accommodation provided within the college. Perhaps it was at this point that the Caseys moved into 9 Innisfallen Parade. Bella’s progress in the two-year programme (the ‘Long Course’) at Marlborough Street College was satisfactory (her penmanship, arithmetic and spelling were her best marks, while she was rather weak in grammar, 28 out of 60, and geography, 25 out of 60). The sort of question she would have had to answer on her English paper was: ‘Give the “argument” or subject of the Second Book of Paradise Lost’, or, ‘Sketch briefly Milton’s delineation of Adam and Eve before their fall. How were they employed when first seen by Satan?’42 It is clearly material that would have required careful preparation and standard answering. Bella qualified with a Third Class, Grade 2, which was the grade attained by the majority of teachers. She got a job immediately, starting 23 August 1884, at St Mary’s Infant School, Dominick Street, and was officially appointed on the first of the month when she turned twenty, February 1885. Soon her little brother John was to be one of her pupils in ‘Mixed Infants’ and First Class.


Thus O’Casey never had the ‘privilege’ of attending the Model School like the rest of his siblings. Whether this was a great loss is to be doubted, for under Bella’s tuition he surely progressed a great deal better than he might have if cast among total strangers. The Model Schools, however, with their reputation for rigorous discipline, were viewed from the Casey perspective as a cut above the other national schools. The actor Willie Fay, who attended Marlborough Street at around the same time as the Caseys, was the son of a teacher in the boys’ school and was expected to do well there. ‘The teaching there had been calculated to prepare us for the ordinary requirements of a commercial life.’43 On the other hand, Bernard Shaw had felt humiliated by being sent there as a boy. ‘I was sent to Marlborough Street, and at once lost caste outside it and became a boy with whom no Protestant young gentleman would speak or play.’44 Shaw’s biographer has pointed out that Shaw at the time suffered a sense of shame ‘arising from his Catholic-infested home at Hatch Street’ and later transferred his snobbery to the school.45 Yet it is doubtless ironic that O’Casey felt proud of his family’s education in the Model Schools while Shaw felt humiliated by his own.46 Such is the relativity of poverty.


Meanwhile, things were changing in the Casey family. Bella’s entrance into training college made the occupation of the new little cottage more comfortable. Soon Mick would finish school and start work not at an architect’s office as his father had hoped (for Mick was a talented sketch artist) but as clerk in the Post Office. He would be followed by Tom. A whole new regime entered the household, leaving baby John alone with his mother (and probably at least one aunt as regular visitor) for most of every day. He adored his mother and she, in turn, was very patient with him and probably over-indulged him. After all, she had passed fifty by now and could lavish more attention on John than she had on Isaac, for instance. Isaac (‘Archie’ in the autobiographies) was not doing as well at school even as his older brothers and was getting lost in the family, between Bella the star and John the ever-demanding baby. But he was good company for John, who later recalled several adventures they had together, such as the one down by the royal canal when they drowned the family dog, Boxer, who had bitten a child. ‘He was no damn good, anyway, said Tom; he always crept away into a corner, if he got one faintest smell of a rat.’47 (The inference is that rats were commonplace.) The drowning of Boxer in a brick-laden sack was an incident that bound John to Isaac, for it was Isaac’s dog and he did what had to be done with courage. But this was probably well after their world was turned upside down, when one day, towards the end of 1885 Michael Casey resigned his job.


In the scanty minutes of the ICM monthly meetings in Dublin which survive, an item for 28 January 1886 lists ‘Dublin Office Clerk’ on the agenda: the index identifies the clerk as Michael Casey.48 At this meeting a recommendation to fill ‘the vacancy in the Dublin office’ was approved. One month later, the minutes for 25 February include discussion of ‘An application from Michael Casey for a larger gratuity on his leaving the Society, than the three months’ pay offered to him by the Clerical Secretary’. After ‘full consideration of the whole case’ – whatever it was – ‘the Committee felt that they could not give more than the £17 10s 0d already offered, not as “compensation” but in recognition of his long period of service in the Dublin Office.’ The Lay Secretary was instructed to pay Michael Casey this amount.49


The word ‘compensation’, so carefully placed within quotation marks, leaps out from this note. If Michael was resigning in his forty-eighth year and seeking compensation, he had some claim against the ICM. In the autobiographies, O’Casey says that Michael fell off a ladder. The sentence is carefully phrased: ‘A ladder on which he stood, it was said, had slipped from under him, and, in falling, his back had struck a chair, and his spine had been injured.’50 The indirect speech indicates that O’Casey had no personal recollection of the incident. Presumably, the accident occurred in the office in Townsend Street; hence the claim for ‘compensation’. But can a fall from a ladder be life-threatening over a period of close to a year? It is a bit of a puzzle. In the burial register for Michael Casey at Mount Jerome cemetery the cause of death is given as ‘disease of the spine’. The entry is signed by one Thomas Scott, cousin (presumably to Michael), who is otherwise unknown. There seems to be a discrepancy between this cause of death and that given in the death certificate dated one day later: ‘Bronchitis/Anasurca [sic]’. The latter term, no longer in common medical use, according to Professor Muiris X. FitzGerald, Dean of the Medical Faculty at UCD, described the swelling of legs and trunk, analogous to dropsy, resulting from heart and kidney failure. As tuberculosis of the lung could not at this time be distinguished from bronchitis, it may be that Michael Casey actually had TB, which could have spread to the vertebrae as Pott’s Disease. (Tuberculosis can have complications leading to amyloid, deposition in the kidney causing kidney failure; equally, TB can affect the lining of the abdominal cavity and cause massive fluid swelling or ‘anasarca’.) So, in the end, it is possible there was no fall from a ladder. The death certificate oddly gave Michael Casey’s occupation as ‘Gardener’, his age at last birthday as forty-eight, details supplied by Susan herself, described as ‘present at death’ at number 9 Innisfallen Parade. Can it have been that, diagnosed with serious lung problems which forced his resignation from his desk job with the ICM, Michael was advised to work in the open air, took a job as gardener and grew worse instead of better? Young John, turned six in March of the year his father died, cannot have had any clear idea what the matter was. The middle-aged Seán believed it had something to do with a fall, but he also describes his father wasting away at home. He remembers an invalid, not a cripple. He seems to remember his father no longer able to read Shakespeare but dependent on Bella to read aloud to him, and Bella’s failure to comply because ‘studying to be a teacher, [she] was too busy’ (A, 1, 27). It is one of many such uncertainties in his recreated history.


In fact, Bella had graduated two years before Michael died and at this time, no doubt to his great pride, lived in at the school where she taught. But perhaps O’Casey was trying to register the child’s sense of a supine father seemingly neglected in the home. On the other hand the child was anxious though unable to relate to this figure, who frightened him so much through his impatience that in recollection he had to find an excuse: ‘When he was old enough to know about things, his father was ill, and he [himself] was bad with his eyes; and his father hated the thought that, because of his eyes, Johnny would grow up to be a dunce, a thing that was an abomination in the sight of the lord, his father, so the two seldom came together’ (A, 1, 28). But he recalls one time when his father sent him to the neighbourhood shop for tobacco, and how he, as child, repeated over and over ‘ounce of Cavendish cut plug’ lest he forget the message and be proved a ‘dunce’, and how his father praised him. ‘Then the wasted sensitive hand left the arm of the chair, and Johnny felt it resting on his head, as his father said softly and sadly, No, he is a brave little fellow, and his father’s son’ (A, 1, 29). In memory, O’Casey saw his father anxious over O’Casey’s education, as apparently he had always been over his children’s schooling, and John should have been in school since his fifth birthday. But so, in fact, he was, in his sister Bella’s class at St Mary’s, ‘in a huge room at the back of the house, once a ballroom it was said, or stables’.51 Records show that he took his first examination on 31 January 1886, two months before his sixth birthday.52 He got a ‘Pass’ and his reading was described as ‘satisfactory’. No doubt, his result won praise at home from his father.


Whether O’Casey’s eye trouble began while his father was alive is impossible to say for certain. The hospital records have not survived. It may be that O’Casey’s memory served him well when he says that ‘When he was five, his mother noticed a look of torment in his eyes,’ as conjunctivitis and subsequently trachoma set in. But in the next chapter of the autobiographies, which describes the first visit to St Mark’s Ophthalmic Hospital, he says that the word ‘orphan’ was entered in the records ‘to denote his father’s occupation’. It would appear, then, that Michael Casey was dead before O’Casey first visited St Mark’s, but that the boy was already in school.


This death was to occur on Monday 6 September 1886. Dublin stood poised for massive changes which Michael Casey was destined never to see. Parnell’s Land Bill was expected in Parliament soon. Although Gladstone’s first Home Rule Bill had been defeated in April and the Tories had come back in to stop the nonsense, could they hold up? ‘There are rumours afloat’, muttered the Dublin Evening Mail on 6 September, ‘that Mr. Gladstone has joined the Church of Rome, and will pay a visit to the Pope.’ Where would it all end? In Hull the TUC Congress was discussing the eight-hour day and other impossibilities. Its president inflamed the editor of the Dublin Evening Mail with his dreams of a new dawn for the working man. ‘His remedies are impracticable and his theology runs counter to the plainest facts.’ He was probably, continued the editorial on page two, a follower of Gladstone or of Karl Marx or – deep breath – ‘of both at once’. Plenty there for the boy-child to dream upon, all in good time. Meanwhile his father lay still in the little front room at number 9, Innisfallen Parade, his stern theological books all around him, the portraits of Queen Victoria and Lord Nelson staring down in grim satisfaction. So O’Casey remembered the scene. But he was too young at the time to register the misery of this premature death. He was to remember better the street outside where he took refuge, the talk of the indifferent cab-men assembled for the funeral, the jibe of his school friend who claimed John’s black suit was ‘only dyed’, and the call of the women imploring him to go inside and kiss his dead father goodbye. Susan was gentle with him when he was dragged in protesting and hysterically refused to ‘kiss a dead man’. ‘He felt a gentle, sympathetic pressure of an arm around him, and softened his sobbing,’ as she released him from the dreaded ritual and asked him instead to touch the side of the coffin with the tip of his finger. She then gave Michael a kiss from John. ‘She stepped back, and he felt her body shaking. He looked up and saw her lips quivering in a curious way, as she said quietly to the waiting hearsemen, You may put the lid down on top of him now’ (A, 1, 39). As this was written some fifty years later it is largely fiction, and yet the word ‘curious’ suggests something noted and disturbing.


The funeral was to Mount Jerome cemetery in Harold’s Cross, a good distance away, on the south side of the city. As Susan laid Michael to rest, she must have wondered how she was going to manage from here on. At least Bella, Mick and Tom would be all right, and could help to pay the rent and put food on the table. But Isaac, nearly finished school and nothing to show for it – what would he do? And what about this purblind child, of whom Bella had her doubts, what would become of him at all without his Da to put manners on him?
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SEEING THINGS


[image: Image]


After Michael Casey’s death in September 1886 the family began a slow slide into poverty. Since the Caseys had immense pride it was a gradual descent into indigence matched by a fierce independence nurtured by the militant protestant strain which was to mould O’Casey into a man of fierce integrity on the one hand and of downright stubbornness on the other. The lump sum which Michael received from the ICM, three months’ salary, was probably well spent before he died. Nevertheless, Susan insisted on purchasing the grave in Mount Jerome on 12 April 1887, at a cost of two pounds (equivalent to two months’ rent). This was an unusual gesture, for even today less than one-sixth of the graves in Mount Jerome are ‘in perpetuity’.1 In due course she had a monument erected (which no longer stands). Whether there existed an insurance policy to cover the costs of funeral, plot and monument is not known. If there was no insurance, Susan must have put pressure on Bella and the two working boys Mick and Tom to hand over a major portion of their wages in order to defray all these expenses. But the right thing was done. Michael was buried with dignity and with due memorial, whatever the cost.


Young John Casey was obviously back in school in September 1886. When he took another examination on 31 January 1887, for Senior Infants, his age was given as six although he was almost seven. The overall result was once again ‘pass’, but as the reading was now divided into two parts he received a ‘mere pass’ as distinct from a ‘satisfactory pass’ in one part, and was debarred from moving up to First Class. His attendances during the Senior Infants’ year amounted to 118 days, which was low in comparison with what Mick and Tom habitually achieved (over 200), but above the minimum. John’s absences were probably through his eye trouble, to be discussed below. When he took the examination for a second time on 31 January 1888 he had attended on 179 days, a considerable improvement. He got an overall pass, although only on account of his age, for this time the first part of the reading test was not good. With Bella’s blessing, however, he graduated to First Class, where he did well enough to achieve a pass result on 31 January 1889 having attended for a respectable 197 days. In his reading test he now obtained the requisite pass and satisfactory pass and in the new requirement of writing he attained a good/satisfactory pass, while in something known as ‘anthology’ (probably recitation) he scored a ‘mere pass’ plus a ‘fair’ grade.2 Whereas, at almost nine years of age John was a year behind Mick at this grade and almost two years behind Tom, he could both read and write satisfactorily, something he denied in later years.


His comparative tardiness and his rather poor attendance in the infants’ classes can be explained by the affliction which struck his eyes when O’Casey was about six years of age and which was to have enormous consequences for his development. He suffered from chronic trachoma, defined in layman’s terms as ‘a contagious form of conjunctivitis, characterized by the formation of inflammatory granulations on the inner eyelid and eyeball, and is usually caused by unsanitory conditions.’3 Trachoma was a virus prevalent in Ireland all through the nineteenth century which led to blindness. The Great Famine caused an epidemic from 1846 to 1852 because of the conditions in over-crowded workhouses. But there were dedicated men who fought hard to provide hospitals to deal with the problem centrally and to train specialists in the latest skills and remedies to cope with it nationwide insofar as that was possible. One such doctor was William Wilde, father of the playwright, who founded St Mark’s Ophthalmic Hospital and Dispensary, the place O’Casey visited as a boy for treatment. From 1844 onwards Wilde researched and did practical work here and paved the way for the eventual control of trachoma in Ireland. But it was to be a long haul, and the child John Casey arrived in the middle of the fight, while trachoma was still endemic and symptomatic of conditions of poverty in Dublin. As late as 1904 the specialist H.R. Swanzy said that the inhabitants of Ireland were more liable than those ‘of almost any other land’ to trachoma, ‘a terrible disease which is always prevalent and when neglected commonly leads to complete loss of sight’.4 According to Gearóid Crookes, trachoma lingered on until after World War Two, ‘when improved hygiene and housing, together with chemotherapy, accomplished its ultimate extinction in Ireland’.5 It was really the arrival of penicillin which heralded the end of this problem; O’Casey had to live with it until then, and first refers to its use in October 1946.6 By that time one eye was blind and the other severely damaged.


At first, the searing, blinding pain and messy signs of infection were dealt with by Susan Casey with popular remedies, ‘Pennyworths of golden ointment, zinc ointment, zinc and rosewater’, and so on.7 She may have been too busy with Michael’s illness at this time to have strict care for John’s hygiene. After all, the house was no workhouse; there was no obvious reason for the virus beyond the child’s carelessness. Be that as it may, he suffered day and night from the pain of the infection and could only ‘sit and moan restlessly in the darkest places he could find’, his eyes bandaged by a large white handkerchief. Then Susan’s sister in Dolphin’s Barn, probably Isabella, directed her to St Mark’s Hospital and to the prominent ophthalmologist J.B. Story. And there John and his mother went one morning, taking a tram to Westland Row and walking up around the corner to Lincoln Place.


Since 1869 it had been decided that patients suffering from chronic ophthalmic and related complaints could not be admitted to the wards, for fear of infecting others, but had to be seen at the dispensary as outpatients. A timetable was established to treat these outpatients three mornings a week at a charge of sixpence per month; the pauper was always attended to free of charge, since the link between trachoma and poverty was recognised. Mrs Casey, however, insisted on paying her sixpence. O’Casey must have retained the ticket she was given, for he reproduces all details in the autobiographies. He was seen by the senior surgeon John Benjamin Story (1850–1926), a man of considerable reputation, a graduate of TCD and a Fellow of the Royal College of Surgeons, of which he was to become President in 1918. He had studied at Zurich and Vienna, specialising in ophthalmology. Since he died on 19 February 1926, just before O’Casey left Dublin for London, it is not unlikely that the details carefully incorporated into ‘The Hill of Healing’ chapter in the autobiographies have some of their basis in the obituaries published at the time. In any case, the account of the first examination by Dr Story is both graphic and plausible.


This ‘tall thin man, with a sharp face and an elegantly-pointed reddish beard’ brought John to the window, removed his bandage, sat down at his desk, and forcing the boy’s head between his legs pressed his fingers below the eyes and commanded John to open them. When John, afraid of the light, refused, two students were called to apply force, stretching him on his back, ‘froglike, on the floor’, and holding his legs while nurses held his arms. The doctor then forced open the eyes and injected ‘what looked like cold water, [but] which spread like a cooling balm over the burning ulcerated surface of his eyeballs’. There followed a fuller examination in a ‘pitch-dark room’ and in the end Story was able to tell Susan: ‘The boy will not be blind [. . .] but getting him well’s going to be a long job.’ Then, because no cure for trachoma was available, he could only prescribe cleanliness and palliatives. ‘Bathe the eyes regularly in water as hot as he can bear it, afterwards with a lotion they will give you at the dispensary.’ She was also to insert ointment underneath the lids night and morning, possibly Golden Eye Ointment or yellow oxide of mercury, which was favoured at the time ‘because gold signified brightness, therefore sight’.8 John would have to wear a bandage for a long time, and required nourishing food, together with a tonic. School was out of the question. ‘His eyes must be given absolute rest. No school for a long, long time.’ When his mother remonstrated, Dr Story laid out the stark choice: ‘Better to be a dunce than to be a blind man.’ John would have to visit the dispensary every Monday, Wednesday and Friday until such time as attendance could be reduced to a weekly visit.


When Dr Story departed a nurse bandaged John’s eyes. Susan collected the prescribed medicines and led the boy from the institution ‘that was to know him so well in the future that the doors nearly opened of their own accord when they saw him coming’ (A, 1, 24–25). Alongside Dr Story he was to be treated by the young Dr Robert Dwyer Joyce (1874–1959), son of P.W. Joyce and future Professor (in 1935) of Ophthalmology at UCD. Thus Wilde’s hospital, soon to amalgamate with Dublin’s other eye and ear hospital, the National, to form the Royal Victoria Eye and Ear in 1897, continued to make first-class treatment available to Dublin’s underprivileged. The building itself, St Mark’s, first designed as a Methodist chapel, survived until the late 1990s.


Bearing in mind the records of school attendance cited above it is clear that O’Casey later exaggerated his lack of schooling. Yet it is nevertheless likely that his intermittent attendance early on held up his progress. Soon the time would come for him to leave St Mary’s Infant School and move on to a boys’ school. By this time the family had moved from Innisfallen Parade down to the East Wall area. Attending school with a bandage over one eye (the left) is no recipe for popularity either with teachers or with other boys, and ‘scabby eyes’, as O’Casey was cruelly called, never settled into the harsh regime then in operation after First Class. The autodidact was born in the outpatients’ at St Mark’s.


The long-term implications of O’Casey’s trachoma were daunting. All his life long he followed Dr Story’s prescription to bathe his eyes morning and night in hot water, and to apply the necessary ointment. But secondary infections occurred, one of which was ingrown eyelashes which exacerbated the pain from trachoma. It was necessary to have someone pluck out these eyelashes regularly with a tweezer. The trachoma recurred all through his life, and led in the 1920s to ulcerated cornea, requiring an operation. This happened just at the time when his playwriting career was taking off. As a disability it was a chronic cause of stress, though with periods of remission when he apparently experienced no difficulty at all and could read, as was his bent, voraciously. But light always bothered him. Hence the practice of wearing a peaked cap drawn down well over his eyes for protection, which he sometimes wore indoors also.


Yet the paradox, if not the great miracle, of O’Casey’s life is that he was a seer although visually impaired. As will appear, like his brother Mick he developed a skill in sketching and drawing and could dash off excellent cartoons (seen in his letters) based on close observation of life around him. He had a particularly good ‘eye’ for colour, extraordinary in the circumstances, and the stage directions in his plays are full of colourful descriptions of costumes, lighting effects, and settings. In addition, rather as Shaw described his own vision as abnormally normal because he could see what others preferred not to see,9 so too O’Casey, for all his eye problems, could see the world and see into the world with far greater clarity and precision than those gifted with naturally good eyesight. Never has there been, since olden times, so appropriate a metaphor for the Irish artist as O’Casey’s eye-trouble. Joyce’s eye problems came later, when he was in his forties and when he had his best work done; O’Casey’s arrived just as he was starting out, and allowed him to see in pain, like the blinded Gloucester in King Lear, how the world goes.


Through all this trauma, following the death of his father, the young O’Casey was very dependent on Bella, after his mother the most important person in his young life. She was a second mother to him, indeed, while he attended her class in St Mary’s. As he saw it later, she did not have a minute to herself. Not only were her teaching duties onerous but the school manager Canon James Hunter Monahan insisted she sing in the church choir.10 She did well as a teacher, getting good reports annually from the inspector who reported on the Results Examination held. One inspector said: ‘The teacher is attentive and has a very attractive manner with the children.’ Other comments included, ‘Spelling very well taught’, ‘Writing satisfactory for class’, and ‘Pupils orderly and intelligent’.11 By February 1887 she had been promoted to Third Class, Grade 1, which meant a slight increase in annual salary to £16 (plus fees). But some six months later at the start of a new school year a head inspector found fit to comment somewhat ominously: ‘There are some omissions in the accounts, to which I have called Miss Casey’s attention. The pages of the Report Book set apart for [illegible] of School Room etc. not filled – No entry of salaries and other grants. The amount of fees received from children should be entered in monthly folio – and the weekly total [. . .] should also be entered there, at the end of the Report Book.’ Two weeks later the visiting inspector complained that the above remarks had not all been attended to: ‘The Teacher should lose no time in remedying the defects noticed.’ It was pointed out also that there were no desks in the school and insufficient ‘objects and appliances for a regularly organised Infant School’. It is hard to see what Bella was supposed to do about these points, or the purchase of a small harmonium ‘[to] make the singing exercises more attractive to the little ones’.


Bella was thus under kinds of pressure she could not deal with. The inspectors continued to harry her through 1888, especially over her ‘returns’ in the school records. Following the examination at the end of January, when John formed one of thirty infants examined from 11.00 a.m. to 1.20 p.m., the inspector commented: ‘Today, the error of calculating attendances for year ended 31.12.1887 instead of year ended 31.1.1888 rendered all the entries of attendances “incorrect”. The first page of Daily Report Book should be filled up.’ It was a difficult time, with Mrs Casey worried about making ends meet and talking of getting some place cheaper to rent than Innisfallen Parade, even staying in Bella’s spartan rooms with John and Isaac for a time. John’s eye troubles no doubt complicated Bella’s attendance returns. His presence in class may even have affected her teaching performance. But there was one other factor in Bella’s life which was causing distraction. She was in love.


Nicholas Beaver was a soldier in the First Battalion, King’s Liverpool Regiment, the one James Connolly had joined around the same time. Beaver, born in County Waterford in 1867, joined up in Clonmel at age fifteen. His father, James Beaver, was a colour sergeant in the 76th Regiment before him. As Connolly’s biographer says, the First King’s Liverpool counted as an Irish regiment.12 Normally stationed at Aldershot it was sometimes posted to Dublin, as happened in 1888.13 Here he met Bella. Since her brothers Mick and Tom had already joined up in 1887, for the Royal Engineering and the Dublin Fusiliers respectively, it may be that they met Beaver socially and brought him home to Innisfallen Parade. Bella fell for him immediately, though he was two years younger. A surviving photograph shows him to have been strikingly handsome, and the uniform, scarlet, with dark blue collars, cuffs and trousers, was given special splendour by the fancy ‘wings’ Beaver wore as drummer. These caught the eye of the young John also, though the older O’Casey must have done some research to provide the detail he enters into in the autobiographies (A, 1, 46–47): ‘Johnny stared at the red-coated soldier who had a lovely epaulette, like a sickle moon, on each shoulder, covered with white braid, sprinkled with little red crowns [. . .] And over his back and shoulder there ran a cord which met just above his left breast and then fell down in two big lovely tassels of blue, yellow, and green plaited cords,’ the famous ‘swallow’s nest’.14 Here he introduces Beaver (whom he always calls Benson) at Michael Casey’s funeral, on 8 September 1886, an unlikely though powerfully charged encounter, featuring Bella’s blushes and their mother’s fixed disapproval. In spite of the inappropriateness of his flirting with Bella [‘Ella’] in the graveyard, Beaver is invited to share the Casey coach on the pretext that they ‘all go the same way home’, to the grave or to the devil.


O’Casey detested Beaver and depicted him as a no-good, vain individual, like ‘a peacock turned into a moving man’ (A, 1, 62). The way he is made to pop up in his thrilling red at the Casey funeral is like a scene from a Hardy novel: Sergeant Troy, perhaps, entering the life of little Fanny Robin. Of course, O’Casey’s narrative is coloured by his knowledge of Bella’s subsequent history. But even then, even looking back in the 1930s, O’Casey was unable to come to terms with Beaver as intruder in his own as much as in Bella’s life. The draft versions of I Knock at the Door reveal some of his complex response to the love affair. ‘When & how & where they courted I do not know. These things then I did not understand, & they did not exist for me. The idea of relationships stopped at father, mother, brother [,] sister, son & daughter, & after a good deal of thought included Aunt, Uncle & first cousin.’ He was aware of a major row between Bella and Mrs Casey over Bella’s impending marriage to Beaver: ‘You will sup sorrow if you marry him.’15 What the grounds of Susan’s objection were young John could not discern. He was like one of those child observers in a Henry James novel, alert, observant, but incapable through innocence of telling the story in full; the older narrator O’Casey sees corruption. What John knew, in the Jamesian sense, was that Bella was sullenly looking into the fire, night after night, while Mrs Casey kept knitting away in disapproval, and the boy sat wondering what the row was about. He could tell that his mother disliked Beaver’s heavy drinking. He did not know that Bella was pregnant.


Bella and Nicholas were married on 7 March 1889 at her parish church of St Mary’s. Their first child, Susan Archer Beaver, was born less than six weeks later on 17 April. Though Mrs Casey did not attend the wedding she must have been sufficiently softened by the baby’s name to make peace, since Bella moved in with her, Isaac and John at their new address, 25 Hawthorn Terrace, East Wall. Nicholas returned to his regiment at South Camp, Aldershot. He had almost five years to go before his discharge, during which Bella and offspring stayed with her mother and the resentful John. No doubt, where and how Bella proposed to live had formed part of the row with Susan but the extra-marital pregnancy would have been the primary cause. For a woman to be almost eight months pregnant before marriage was then a scandal; for a teacher of small children it was close to unforgivable. Bella knew this well. On the baby’s birth certificate Bella’s occupation is given as ‘mother’ and not ‘teacher’. It was as well for Michael Casey that he was not alive to see his daughter’s fall for, like Captain Boyle in a similar situation in Juno and the Paycock, he might not have been responsible for his actions.


At this time, it was always the young woman who carried the blame for the scandal brought upon family and community, since it was firmly believed that ‘respectability, once lost, can never be recovered.’16 A fictional example is recorded in Brinsley MacNamara’s The Valley of the Squinting Windows (1918). Here the clerical manager of the school where the young teacher has become pregnant makes clear the ‘enormous offence’ of which she is guilty:




Listen to me, girl! You are to go from hence, but not, as you may imagine, to the place from whence you came. For this very evening I intend to warn your pastor of your lapse from virtue while in our midst, so that you may not return to your father’s house and have no more hope of teaching in any National school within the four seas of Ireland.17





Bella’s baby was not baptised in her parish church of St Mary’s. Yet she somehow managed to continue teaching for the rest of 1889, resigning on 31 December. She never taught again, ‘within the four seas of Ireland’ or elsewhere. Although O’Casey implies in the autobiographies that a married teacher had to resign, this regulation was not introduced until the 1930s. The real cause of Bella’s decision lay in the regulations enforced by the Education Commission. Among the ‘Twelve Practical Rules for the Teachers of National Schools’ was (no. 8): ‘To pay the strictest attention to the morals and general conduct of their Pupils, and to omit no opportunity of inculcating the principles of truth and honesty: the duties of respect to superiors, and obedience to all persons placed in authority over them.’ Hyland and Milne remark that the rules in general ‘required a high moral code of conduct from teachers and they emphasised the importance of the example given by teachers to their pupils both inside and outside school.’18 Reading between the lines, one must believe that the Rector as school manager had to be told of Bella’s situation and that, in effect, she had little choice but to resign. The resignation meant the loss of her accommodation in the teachers’ residence at 20 Lower Dominick Street.


O’Casey never referred to any of this scandal. It was very private. As a nine-year-old he would have known little about the affair, but he would have observed his mother’s fury. In another unpublished draft of the autobiographies there are passages which show how difficult it was for the child to accept Bella’s sexuality and her marrying Beaver. In one interesting episode referring to this time when Bella was living with the Caseys he describes a row between them. Bella was studying Geography Generalised, sipping tea and eating bread and butter; Jimmy [sic] annoys her by reading aloud Tennyson’s ‘The Brook’. His mother intervenes to tell him to read the poem quietly. When he does not, Bella snatches the book from him and sits on it. Mrs Casey tells them to stop fighting before father comes in for his ‘breakfast’. Jimmy gets into a temper and attacks Bella. A baby sleeping in the corner of the couch awakens and adds to the row, which takes a nasty turn when Jimmy tilts Bella’s chair back until her legs are kicking in the air. ‘If your little drummer boy was here now, he’d see something worth while,’ Jimmy shouts, referring to her underwear. But Bella retorts that the drummer boy will ‘smash his face in, knock him down & jump on him, kick him [,] twist his arms till he roared & roared & batter him to bits’. Then, since Jimmy was twisting her legs and causing her pain, she flings his book across the room and calls him a ‘dirty, savage stony-faced baboon’. She lies there – the chair, presumably having fallen – sobbing as if after a kind of rape: ‘panting, exhausted, ashamed, angry, her leg muscles stiff, & painful with the strain they had met & the pressure they had so unexpected[ly] had to resist. She lay where she had rolled sobbing quietly.’ Jimmy picks up his book, deplores a torn page, opens at ‘The Brook’, sits down again, and resumes his recitation.19


Although this draft account is partly self-consciously the portrait of an artist in embryo, seen as a lover and defender of books, the subtext is John’s desire for Bella and his confusion over her revealed sexuality. A companion piece in the same draft goes back a year earlier. After Bella and Nicholas were married in St Mary’s Church on 7 March 1889, Tom standing in as best man (which suggests that Mick was abroad at the time), the couple brought young John along with them on the honeymoon to Bray, a seaside resort some twelve miles south of Dublin. O’Casey reports that Beaver told him not to worry about anything, that he would be ‘something in the way of a father’ to him. As O’Casey remembered the event in later years it was a halcyon day in summer. It was Bella who insisted on their bringing her ‘orphaned brother’, and so off they went, taking a horse-drawn tram down to Harcourt Street station for the 1.30 train to Bray, third-class return. Bella was dressed in ‘a tight-fitting brown dress [in spite of her eight-months’ pregnancy?] with tiny white ruffs round neck & wrist, buttoned closely from throat to belly, wearing a black felt rock [?] hat with a single narrow white feather, & Nick was in his regimentals.’ To match this grandeur, young John had to have a clean collar and his hair well tamed with what Beaver called ‘a good shower of Gob-oil’ (spittle), for it stood on end, Bella quipped, like quills upon the fretful porcupine, showing off her knowledge of Shakespeare.


In the railway carriage the honeymooners sat at one window, young John, ‘stiff & timid & wondering, & inwardly excited’, at the other. ‘They kissed and held hands & looked at each other. Whispered & smiled; he petted her thighs, she kissed him & I looked on, & then looked out the window. I felt lonely.’ Writing here forty years after the event O’Casey pauses to reflect that most of our adult lives is spent in such loneliness and isolation, ‘passing here & there, now & again through patches of companionship’. But the boy within the narrative is at odds with the man looking back on the horrors which were to face his happy sister, with Beaver’s ‘ignominious end in a lunatic asylum’. Neither could Beaver, seeing her now so radiant and so obviously proud of him,




see her before him, pale, worn [,] harried, with the stare of a dead peace in her eyes [,] dirty, careless, clad in torn blouse & satin skirt, making stews for his dinner; or putting on steak, or an egg & a rasher on his plate; dry ey’d, because years of silent crying had wasted the flow of sorrow, & she was now palsied with resignation & a dead peace. Then the train glided into Bray & we hurried out of the carriage, walked down to the beach, & I looked for the first time & saw the sea.





It was a painful day out. The lovers sat on a bench and proceeded to whisper and make love – rather more daringly than Jack and Nora in the privacy of their tenement room in The Plough and the Stars. Pruriently, the older O’Casey witnesses his sister’s sexual invasion, Nicholas ‘sometimes suddenly shooting his hand to her thing & pressing his fingers through her dress into her flesh, so that she winced, reddened & said Please Nick, don’t; someone’ll see us.’ Bella, noting John’s keen interest, orders him onto the beach to play; Nicholas helps him down the steps. ‘Then I found myself down on the beach, standing on the sand, my head down so that the shining sun might not send his rays of pain through my good [eye] or on to the eye that shelters behind its flannel bandage & woolen [sic] swab. The pair of them wanted to be rid of me.’ He had no idea how to play on a beach, and had neither bucket nor spade. He went down to the sea’s edge and watched the sea come in to where he stood and tried counting the waves. But at ‘five’ the scorching pain from the dazzle of light hit him, making him grind his teeth and clench his nails until they cut into his hands, ‘as I waited for the searing tears to gush out [. . .] carrying the agony away with them’. Having got his feet wet he runs up on some rocks and kills a crab. Sick of the sea, he wants to go home.


[image: Image]


What the young O’Casey needed was something to believe in. His world, brittle enough from the outset, began to fall apart after his father’s death and Bella’s failure to fulfil her academic potential. The move to Hawthorn Terrace held its own excitements, however, for it meant totally new surroundings, in an area unequivocally working-class. Bounded by the northern railway line on one side – a kind of ‘Berlin Wall’20 – and the docklands on the other, East Wall is a veritable world in itself, even today, with the development of the Spencer Dock area. Theatre director Alan Simpson, who was aware of how the topography permeated not only Act 1 of The Silver Tassie but the whole of Red Roses for Me, wrote in 1980: ‘East Wall was, in some respects, not so much a part of Dublin as an actual microcosm of that part of the British colony of Ireland which was most intimately integrated with the about-to-collapse Empire.’21 After the railway began in 1843 the area combined its mainly seafaring trade with servicing the new railway system. Employment related to both callings was skilled and unskilled, and some of it attracted Ulster people to the area because of the Great Northern Railway, a typical Ascendancy employer.


In 1900 the protestant population was put at eight hundred for the newly established District Parish of St Barnabas. Proportionately, this meant quite a protestant enclave, although as elsewhere in the city the majority of residents was catholic. The Rector of St Barnabas at this time, E.M. Griffin, who befriended O’Casey, offered a clear picture of his parishioners and their economic states:




We have no resident Gentry or Merchants.


Many of the Dublin Merchants, who have interests in the Parish subscribe to our Funds. [. . .]


The bulk of our Church population is composed of Quay Labourers, Railway Porters, Ticket Collectors, Stokers, Fitters, Carters, Carpenters[,] Plumbers, Painters & such like, a large number of whom subscribe 6d a month to our Sustentation Fund.


We have a considerable number of good Clerks in Railways, some Mercantile Shop Assistants, Compositors, Bookbinders &c many of whom have promised subscriptions.22





It was a strictly working-class area. As Simpson has emphasised, O’Casey spent twenty years of his life here before becoming a playwright – by which time he was back living close to the city centre – and it was here for the most part he grew up and formed his life-long convictions.


Although the area was poor and the ways of life hard, the people were tough and buoyant. It was a place which did not change much until the 1930s, when Dublin Corporation moved in to build new houses and establish an inner city area. People born before that time comment in ways that relate directly to O’Casey’s experience in the East Wall district. Thus Mrs Bridget Heffernan, née Whitty, born 1910: ‘The rooms were kept spotless clean. There were no carpets or lino on the people’s floors, they only had bare floorboards. They scrubbed their floorboards every morning and even scrubbed outside the front door of the house right on to the footpath.’23 Jack Kelly, whose grandparents lived before him in Coburg Place (a most Victorian placename) comments:




The houses on the left as you enter Coburg Place were the property of the Great Northern Railways and all the company employees lived in them. My grandfather and my own father both were engine drivers for the GNR. There were also about six North of Ireland families living in Coburg Place – they had been transferred from the North to Dublin by the GNR. At six o’clock in the morning the whole area would come alive with people going to work on the docks.24





It was a great place for soccer, in spite of the rise of the Gaelic Athletic Association after 1884, with its links to nationalism. In O’Casey’s time there were two soccer clubs, Strandville and St Barnabas, and the interest fuels the plot of The Silver Tassie. James Kavanagh, later Bishop Kavanagh, recalls his childhood in Coburg Place as one of freedom and security. ‘We use[d] to play soccer too, of course – on the quiet. When we’d go down to Fairview Park we’d play soccer and when we saw the [Christian] Brother coming we’d switch to Gaelic. That’s the way things were in those days.’25 Another priest from a later generation recalls the cattle coming down from the market on North Circular Road to the quays for shipping to England, just as in O’Casey’s day, when he recorded in a chapter of the autobiographies entitled ‘The Tired Cow’:




Johnny suddenly remembered that the day was Thursday, and all the cattle would be pouring down to the boats that carried them all to England [. . .]. As he turned into drowsy Dorset Street, he could hear the cries of the drovers, pitched high or pitched low, as he ran along till he came to the corner of North Circular Road [. . .]. Here he loved to stand to watch the passing beasts, holding his stick ready, shooing back any one of them that tried to turn aside from the straight road, running forward, when the animal turned with a low circular move of its horned head and a frightened look in its big eyes, to give it a parting swipe on the rump as hard as he could with the ashplant. (A, 1, 70–71)





In 1998 Father Des MacNaboe recalled much the same scene, even if the market day was different: ‘There was not much traffic then, but every Wednesday the cattle came down from the cattle market up on the North Circular Road. They were going down to the Band Boat on the Quay. So we used to see this sight of the cattle being driven, droves of cattle coming down. There was always one man to a bull going along. Sometimes a bull would get loose and we would be dead scared.’26 Between a bull and a tired cow, however, the artist intervenes to capture the sights, sounds, smells and atmosphere of Seville Place.


The ten years spent at 25 Hawthorn Terrace were at least tolerable, even though money was always a problem. The street is quite attractive, with little gardens in front of small or what real estate lists might now call ‘bijou’ cottages but then were artisan dwellings on reduced rent. The Caseys had the house to themselves, unlike the situation later at Abercorn Road, where they would have to share. It was from Hawthorn Terrace that the nine-year-old O’Casey would have made his way to Upper Sheriff Street each morning for school, a bad experience which he transformed into vivid prose in I Knock at the Door. He was unfortunate in having a bad teacher in John Hogan, principal of St Barnabas’s Boys’ School, where there were no more than sixty (protestant) pupils. Appointed in July 1879, at age thirty-four, Hogan was an untrained teacher who had come up the ladder as monitor and assistant, and seems to have understood only one way of getting boys to learn: through force. It was a common if brutal method rampant in the Irish school system. Hogan was well respected in the community, and strongly committed to church affairs. It was simply that in John Casey he found a pupil who not only had eye problems but also needed far more progressive teaching methods than he possessed. Hogan was under pressure to keep up attendances, his salary (based on capitation) being threatened in 1891 when numbers fell off. He thus went after John Casey and, as the boy saw it, tyrannised him. In the circumstances, the boy fell further behind and, as he later insisted, learned next to nothing. But he did have available, contrary to the impression O’Casey later created in interviews, a basic national-school education. One of the results of Hogan’s treatment was that O’Casey formed a life-long interest in education: having experienced some of the worst and most negative methods, he argued often for a more enlightened, child-centred approach, and when it came to his own three children he insisted on this.


He was lucky, however, to have Bella at home, for she was a gifted teacher and was always described as gentle.27 But in due course, when Nicholas Beaver returned to Dublin for good, Bella moved to Rutland Place, some distance away, and John was educationally on his own. This was when he began to teach himself, using not only Bella’s books (including the three volumes of Shakespeare she won as a school prize), but those which his father had left behind him, those Mick had not yet sold off for drink. John was about twelve or thirteen when he motivated himself to read well, spell almost impeccably by poring over Walker’s Dictionary, and inform himself in an encyclopaedic fashion about the world and the nature of things via a book entitled The Comprehensive Survey. This sudden love of learning, born of frustration and unhappy schooldays, marked the beginning of ‘the passionate autodidact’.28


His accounts of his schooldays, even their social side, reveal little but boredom, pain and humiliation. The friends he made were protestant allies, who in later life were to become rather bigoted pillars of the parish church. O’Casey was discovering how the freemasonry of street politics worked: regardless how obnoxious, a pal must always be protected and fought for. He learned loyalty early and lived by it thereafter. Yet always there was no place like home. He loved to be in his mother’s company, even if that meant no more than sorties into or across town to do shopping or to visit St Mark’s Hospital to have his eyes treated. Susan protected him from the world he dreaded, the visits from the teacher or the rector demanding his presence at school, or the exposure to ridicule in the streets. In the autobiographical play Red Roses for Me (1942), the mother who is based on Susan Casey says to her son: ‘I did an’ dared a lot for you, Ayamonn, my son, in my time, when jeerin’ death hurried your father off to Heaven.’ To which the O’Casey figure replies: ‘It’s I who know that well: when it was dark, you always carried the sun in your hand for me; when you suffered me to starve rather than thrive towards death in an Institution, you gave me life to play with as a richer child is given a coloured ball.’29 The reference here is to the Blue-coat School in Blackhall Place, an orphanage to which the rector wanted to send John at one point. In the draft version of the affair, Mick and Tom are present, which would put the date around 1887; in the version used in the autobiographies they are in the army and write home ‘to say the idea was a grand one’ (A, 1, 171), which suggests a later date. In the draft version in the New York Public Library the rector has made all arrangements when he calls to the Casey home and tries to convince Susan that the move would be altogether for the child’s benefit physically and morally. Moreover, John would receive an education there ‘suitable to his class so that he may make his way in the world later on as a sober, loyal & respectable citizen’. The word ‘loyal’ meant, of course, unionist. But Mrs Casey stood resolutely against the proposal, claiming that such schools took all the spirit out of the boys so that they seemed ‘orphaned out of life’.30 Clearly, Susan made the right decision, and John was instinctively aware of this. Her support compensated for bad schooling.


The terms on which he could enjoy Susan’s approval, however, were primarily religious. He had to know and love the Bible. When he was seven he won a certificate for proficiency in Holy Scripture and Church Formularies, signed by no less a figure than Archbishop Plunket. The occasion was a diocesan examination held by the Board of Religious Education, Church of Ireland. The result was Second Class, ‘not so bad for a half-blind little chiseller’, as the older O’Casey acknowledged. He conceded that the Bible was ‘the important book in our house’.31 In one corner of the certificate awarded there was the motto ‘Search the Scriptures’, which was identical with that of the Irish Church Missions. In effect, O’Casey was following in his father’s footsteps, as his mother hoped he would. She was a stern churchgoer and so was he. Including the Reverend Edward Griffin of St Barnabas in his sense of loyalty O’Casey declared: ‘I was a stubborn kid with a mind of my own, but I wouldn’t have done anything to let them down.’32 Later on he was to tell another Bible-lover, Lady Gregory, about his childhood achievement, adding that the prize was a book entitled Alone in Zulu Land. As this (late 1880s) was the time of exciting events in the Sudan the boy ‘was delighted thinking it was a book of adventure but it was only about a missionary and the converts he made among the Zulus’.33 So, he was not any different from boys everywhere. Yet the Sunday School prize is an early indication of O’Casey’s absorption by the Bible even before he could read properly. What he imbibed was an oral tradition, ‘the word-music of Bible and Prayer-book, when I went to Sunday School and Church, which lingered on in my sub-conscious mind, though they bored me at the time – six years of age on to eleven or twelve’.34 The influence was deep and lasting.


While Mick and Tom were in the army, the young O’Casey was dependent on Isaac, seven years his senior, for companionship. Isaac was an office boy for the Daily Express, working from 4 a.m. to 6 p.m. for a wage of fifteen shillings a week. If it were not for this income the family would have been in serious trouble; as it was they got a coal allowance from the parish, which could be withdrawn if John’s school attendance was not kept up (A, 1, 115). ‘Food was rare, though there was almost always a hunk of bread to be had.’ Clothes were a different matter, and John had mainly to make do with cast-offs and much-mended garb. Later, he recalled having only two suits ‘that had come fresh to his body: one, a blue sailor suit [. . .] and a soft tweed suit, fitted after many trials and finally accepted from a Jew for two shillings down, and a shilling a week after, till the full price was paid.’ It too lived on to be ‘patched and stitched till it was tired; coaxed with care to stay together a little longer’ (A, 1, 153). Isaac’s weekly wage financed a trip for John and his mother to Lipton’s in Earl Street for tea and sugar. O’Casey found these trips agonising because they meant passing through streets crammed with good things to eat. Yielding to temptation, the hungry boy would steal when the opportunity arose.


‘I always imagine’, wrote Turgenev in Fathers and Sons, ‘there must be something special, a certain sort of vanity, in a person who realizes and acknowledges that he is poor.’35 For all that, ‘Hold them cheap/May who ne’er hung there’, as Hopkins says of the lower depths. Those who have not experienced want in childhood are always quick to accuse those who have of self-dramatisation. In looking in contrast at another Russian autobiography, Vladimir Nabokov’s Speak Memory (1968), one sees in glaring detail the difference between rich and poor: luxurious surroundings, private tutors, the best of foreign delicacies imported from France and England, a world altogether as different from O’Casey’s miserable youth as that of a foundling is from a royal palace. One must turn to Gorki instead to find an equivalence to O’Casey’s harsh maturation. It is from Gorki one begins to appreciate how such a daily humiliation as John Casey had to suffer from routine privation could result in the generosity of spirit, the courage and the intellectual acuity which make the artist different in degree from the common man: ‘Life is always surprising us – not by its rich, seething layer of bestial refuse – but by the bright, healthy and creative human powers of goodness that are for ever forcing their way up through it. It is those powers that awaken our indestructible hope that a brighter, better and more humane life will once again be reborn.’36 There is no glamour in deprivation. O’Casey describes his mother’s scrubbing her little house as ‘washing away the venom of poverty’ (A, 1, 216). Indeed, as Shaw said, poverty is actually ‘the greatest of our evils, and the worst of our crimes’.37 No doubt, it was through poverty, through feeling it as well as seeing it, that O’Casey came to be fired by that rage against injustice which infuses all of his writings. The stealing he confesses to, and attributes also to Tom and Isaac, is clearly part shame and part defiance: an assertion of those ‘powers’ Gorki speaks of.


Isaac was the theatrical one in the family. He rigged up some kind of stage at Hawthorn Terrace and supplied scripts for little plays to be acted out by himself, John, the dog (in his glory days) and, as time went on, even Bella’s offspring. Next came scenes from dramatic authors, with Isaac always in the lead, the Henry Irving of the dockside. Mrs Casey did not quite approve. She had never set foot in a theatre in her life – a circus, indeed, but never a theatre. Yet John had seen the posters with their attractive pictures advertising old-fashioned melodramas and longed to see a live performance. He saved a penny a week until he had eight, to which Isaac added four and announced he was taking John to the Queen’s to see Boucicault’s The Shaughraun. Having stood impatiently in line for twenty minutes outside the brightly lit theatre in Brunswick (later Pearse) Street they got into the pit, three rows from the stage. Looking around the typically Victorian auditorium John admired ‘the gilded balcony & boxes, the red, covered ledges, the band before him playing “I’d Mourn the Hopes that Wail Me”, & the gorgeous crimson curtain, veiling the stage, was heaven at home to him.’38 This was a rare occasion rather than prelude to regular playgoing at this venue, since financially theatre-going was out of the question for the likes of John. But many years later, when the Abbey Company moved to the Queen’s in 1951, following the fire, the first production they played there was to be O’Casey’s The Silver Tassie. So, the boy all agog at The Shaughraun in the 1890s was one day to ‘keep the home fires burning’ at this very venue. Looking back he saw that first experience as ‘a wonderful revelation. Then, it seemed, the world was lit by footlights.’39


Isaac, meantime, fell head over heels in love with theatre. He befriended the actor Frank Dalton (1852–1936), referred to in the autobiographies as ‘Tommy Talton’, father of the playwright Louis D’Alton. Frank was regarded as ‘the best character actor of his time’.40 His sister Marian was married to the noted exponent of Boucicault’s plays, the actor-manager Charles Sullivan. After Sullivan died in 1887 Dalton joined his sister on tour with the Sullivan Irish Combination, which played at the Queen’s from that year until 1890.41 Then they joined other troupes, one of which staged the production of The Shaughraun O’Casey saw with Isaac, who became a hanger-on. Isaac formed the Townsend Dramatic Society, rented disused stables in Hill Street and with scenery made of leftover canvases from the Queen’s and costumes loaned by Frank Dalton, opened for business some time in the mid 1890s, attracting audiences of forty or fifty for the cut-rate admission of two pence. The name of the company derived from the street where Michael Casey had long toiled for the ICM. One wonders what he might have made of the spectacle of his two sons not merely entering the Temple of Dagon but actually running the show. On Townsend Street in the 1890s there was also a Coffee Palace or music hall where Willie Fay staged little farces and dramatic scenes. Here Isaac and John once performed the quarrel scene between Brutus (Isaac) and Cassius (John) to little or no applause, possibly from patrons expecting something rather different.


In their own space in Hill Street Isaac and John played such Shakespearean scenes. As Norfolk in Henry VIII, John ‘sported dark-blue tights, yellow buskins, black trunks, brown velvet coat, and rich green silk cape’, while as Cardinal Wolsey Isaac strutted ‘in a red gown, topped with a low-crowned, wide-brimmed jerry hat that had been soaked for days in soda to remove the black colour, then dyed in crimson, with red curtain cords laced round the crown, the heavy tassels hanging down over his left shoulder.’ After his parting shot as Norfolk (in 3.2), ‘And so we’ll leave you to your meditations/How to live better’, John had to get off stage and come back again as Cromwell in less than a minute and stand amazed as Wolsey finished his twenty-two line soliloquy.42 Such moments engrained in the future playwright the importance of timing and the significance of making an entrance. The brothers also offered the scene between Henry VI and Richard, Duke of York, which O’Casey effectively introduced into Red Roses for Me in an autobiographical mode: a rehearsal at Abercorn Road, though with Isaac now dropped from the cast. This interest in Shakespeare also reflected an ardent admiration for the stars who visited Dublin. O’Casey said he saw Henry Irving among others at the Theatre Royal: that would have been in November 1894, about the same time as the venture at Hill Street.43


He and Isaac also played scenes from melodramas, using Dick’s Standard Plays for texts, which sold then for a few pennies. They mainly acted Boucicault: O’Casey mentions The Octoroon and The Shaughraun. Dion Boucicault (1820–90) was himself a Dubliner, and once worked, briefly, as a clerk in Guinness’s brewery, for he was reportedly related to Arthur Guinness on his mother’s side.44 His plays, romantic melodramas with spectacular scenes of sensation, included three with Irish settings, of which The Shaughraun remains the best. But the earlier Octoroon, set in Louisiana, equally deserves its high reputation as radical drama. The play premiered in New York on 6 December 1859, ‘only four days after the hanging of John Brown for his Abolitionist rebellion at Harper’s Ferry’.45 In Isaac’s little theatre, they played the scene in Act 4 where the villain Jacob M’Closky is confronted by the kind-hearted overseer Salem Scudder, the leading role originally played by the great Joseph Jefferson but here (no doubt, for one night only, by public demand) by Isaac Archer Casey. O’Casey carried the thankless role of M’Closky, who has little to say in his defence beyond such disclaimers as, ‘What court of law would receive such evidence?’ It would have been impossible for the Casey brothers to create on their small stage the sensational ending to this scene, with the blowing up of a steamer. Thus here as with The Shaughraun, where the chosen scene was probably that between Corry Kinchela and Harvey Duff at the end of Act 1, spectacle, the core of a Boucicault melodrama, was avoided in favour of verbal exchange. The impact of Boucicault’s plays on O’Casey’s own work was nevertheless to be considerable.46 It was to come in the use of song, of comedy, and of colourful if somewhat stagey characters within a story-line invariably pitting light against dark, decency against villainy, high spirits against snivelling subordinates of powerful, corrupt forces in authority. On the other hand, O’Casey as playwright was to outstrip Boucicault by shifting from Victorian illusionism to twentieth-century social and political realism.


One would not wish to exaggerate the degree of this theatrical activity.47 In all probability O’Casey’s involvement was limited. While undoubtedly he was fired by the whole process of creation on the stage he preferred reading plays to attending the theatre. When Isaac had about a hundred of Dick’s Standard Plays bound in one volume (getting the bookbinder to entitle it, misleadingly, Irish Plays) John was in his element: the book gave him ‘an unappeasable desire for the reading of plays’.48 At the same time, it must have been important to him that Dublin was a theatre-going and theatre-loving city, with its many music halls as well as its ‘legitimate’ theatres: for sixpence or a shilling one could see any of the London popular successes on tour at the Gaiety, while at the Theatre Royal and Dan Lowrey’s Music Hall (later the Olympia) one could see all the English popular entertainers from May Kendall to Dan Leno.49 The admission was always to be one problem, O’Casey’s eyesight another, yet he could enter imaginatively, as Stephen Watt has shown, into fruitful ‘negotiations’ with popular forms.50 And who is to say how much the ‘Irish political melodrama’ on view may not have been consciousness-raising, helping to transform this member of a unionist family into the Gaelic Leaguer he became after 1900?51 There are ambiguities here, as in so much of O’Casey’s life.


If it were not for Isaac, however, the young O’Casey might never have experienced any of this theatrical excitement. In the autobiographies Archie is an endearing figure, whose stylish mediocrity was to be perfectly captured in Jack MacGowran’s performance in the film based on the autobiographies, Young Cassidy (1965). To the later O’Casey, ‘poor devil he [Isaac] was nearly drowned in the theatrical sea of one-night shows in Irish towns.’52 The best he could do for the moment was to stay close to Frank Dalton and through him the Sullivan Irish Combination, now managed by Charles Junior. When the Combination played at the Mechanics’ Theatre in Abbey Street Isaac got supporting roles and provided his young brother with free tickets for a front bench in the pit. Originally opened in 1820 as a ‘minor’ theatre or opera house, which burned down in 1839, this venue became the Mechanics’ Institute later in the century. ‘As well as a small concert-hall, there was a lending-library, a reading-room and a chemical laboratory.’53 Because of the patent laws then operating under the 1847 Theatres Act, the Institute failed to have the concert-hall converted into a ‘legitimate’ theatre and could only put on short sketches or vaudeville acts of twenty minutes or less. It subsequently became the New Princess Theatre of Varieties and following that the People’s Music Hall, first managed by Dublin comedian Pat Langan. It continued, however, to be popularly known as ‘the Mechanics’. The well-known picture by Jack B. Yeats, ‘“Willie Reilly” at the Old Mechanics Theatre’, must refer to the 1880s, since the Yeats family left Dublin for London in 1887.54 In the picture one can see a small Victorian-style theatre, with gallery, stage boxes and a pit (admission threepence) inhabited altogether by men wearing hats and smoking pipes. On the small stage a melodrama featuring uniformed soldiers and an old, hunched woman with a stick is taking place. There is a row of footlights but no band; over the stage and to the right are blatantly Irish national insignia, one a woman with harp and torch representing Ireland (‘Erin’), the other a large portrait of the romantic rebel Robert Emmet. Jack B. Yeats himself was delighted with this theatre.55 Had he returned a few years later on the right night (date unknown but perhaps in 1899) he would have seen O’Casey’s only performance here, as Father Dolan in The Shaughraun, to Isaac’s Harvey Duff (A, 1, 306).


Taking his curtain call that night the teenage John Casey was elated and soaked up the applause and later the compliments of Dalton and Sullivan. But behind the scenes he overheard a couple of actors speak more frankly. ‘Father Dolan, how are you! I’ve a pain in me arse lookin’ at him. A sad sight I hope I’ll never see again. Disasthrous, disasthrous!’ (A, 1, 308). As quickly as it had fired, the ‘fairy feeling’ of the Mechanics’ faded. He did not need Isaac to tell him, on the way home, that there was no cause for him to get a swelled head over his night’s work. As fate would have it, however, this little theatre, converted once again and provided at last with a legal patent,56 was to be transformed in 1904 into the Abbey, where his name would be made in earnest.


But that was some time away. O’Casey attended the wedding of actor Frank Dalton to Catherine Lynch in Dublin on 5 July 1899: this is one of the few unequivocal dates surviving for O’Casey’s activities in the 1890s.57 Frank Fay, then drama critic of the United Irishman, on 8 July faulted a production of Boucicault’s Arrah-na-Pogue at the Theatre Royal and asked, ‘Why is not that admirable and versatile actor, Mr Frank Dalton, in the cast?’58 The answer is that he was elsewhere engaged. One may surmise that John Casey was a wedding guest (probably with Isaac) because his theatrical contributions just outlined had extended into 1899. But they stopped there for some considerable time, while he turned to other things.









3


‘GIVE ME THAT OLD STYLE RELIGION!’


[image: Image]


Like Shaw, O’Casey hardly distinguished between a church and a theatre. For both of them, the theatre which became their mainstay and their mode of communication was an extension and transformation of the church which they rejected. For Shaw, what the Christian churches believed and taught was both nonsensical and outmoded, but not their methodology or technique and not their use of a designated space in which to perform. He hoped to transform the theatres of the West End into temples in which a new gospel could be preached. Shaw emphasised the necessity of religion for the survival and fulfilment of the human race. Conventional religion had ossified and its replacement, science, ‘claimed exemption from all decent and humane considerations’.1 It was time to find a religion which made sense, which inspired action for good rather than evil, and which could change the selfish and thoughtless ways of the vast majority of people. Drama was to be the means of inventing new parables to condense and render dynamic this new religion, which Shaw was disposed to call Creative Evolution. What he was after was ‘the revival of religion on a scientific basis’, and he maintained that such a purpose ‘does not mean the death of art, but a glorious rebirth of it’.2


Although O’Casey was never fully to work out his position as philosophically or as coherently as Shaw in his preface to Back to Methuselah – that ridiculously long play which he had the nerve to call his masterpiece – he nevertheless ended up quite close to Shaw’s ideas on religion. ‘What then’, asks Shaw, ‘am I, an artist-biologist, to call myself when asked to define my religion? I am a Catholic because I am a Communist (the two words mean the same) intelligent enough to perceive that our civilization, such as it is, could not exist for a week without its vast Communist basis of policed roads and bridges, water supplies and street lamps, courts of justice, schools, churches.’3 It would be some time before this paradoxical self-definition applied to O’Casey. Also, a while even before he would describe his first success at the Abbey Theatre as ‘the temple entered’, ‘where he was an acolyte now, in full canonical costume’ (A, 2, 139). He would see himself, mockingly, to be sure, as some kind of priest and the theatre as the place where the congregation is transported by stories, myths, anti-myths, into some kind of critical awareness.


One must first know religion before one can reject it. One must know the world, understand its nature in all its forms and purposes, before assuming ‘full canonical costume’ as artist. No writer thinks quite like that, probably. Looking back, O’Casey was being ironic. The writer, surely, is the sum of many parts, many false starts, many embarrassing affiliations, allegiances and even fanaticisms. The way towards truth, the truth of our own fulfilment as much as that of a biographical subject, as the poet almost said, is a high hill to be reached only through byways and circumnavigation.4 So, John Casey the man could become Seán O’Casey the playwright only through a series not so much of false starts as necessary pursuits which he in time abandoned but which never abandoned him. Along the way, in due course, Shaw would be his mentor and role model.
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Nicholas Beaver returned to Dublin some time in 1893, his army service now completed, and taking a job as a parcels clerk with the Great Northern Railway he, Bella and daughter Susan moved to 14 North Rutland Place, Summerhill. O’Casey was thus deprived of his private tutor, and had to fend educationally for himself from here on. It would appear that he left St Barnabas’s national school in 1894, but there are no records to support the date.5 Soon, however, Isaac found a job for him in the ‘situations vacant’ of the unionist Daily Express. Beckett’s Willy in Happy Days could not have done better: ‘A smart, respectable, and honest boy wanted.’6 The firm in question was Hampton and Leedom in Henry Street which sold hardware, delph and china. Bella wrote him a reference, Mrs Casey arranged for the loan of Georgie Middleton’s top coat, his erstwhile school pal and protector, and John set off to present himself for the job. He was asked only one question: ‘You are a protestant, young man, are you not?’ To which, receiving an emphatic affirmative, the employer munificently agreed to employ the future genius at the rate of three shillings and sixpence per week – to rise annually if services were found to be satisfactory. O’Casey’s protestantism put him ‘on the staff’, one cut above van-men and messengers. He stayed long enough, perhaps two years, to be promoted to dispatch clerk at six shillings per week, but then was fired for insubordination. At least, that is how the story is told in the autobiographies; what John told his mother is something we shall never know.


What is most interesting in O’Casey’s reminiscences of this experience, which unfortunately cannot be verified because the records of the firm were lost in the devastation of Henry Street during the 1916 Rising, is the evidence of his growing awareness that books were to be his lifeline out of the trap of serving Mammon. He read and showed off his reading; he bought and stole books; he gorged on facts, definitions and learning all the time he was employed as a lowly clerk. With his extraordinary memory he came to realise that he could do it, that he could acquire knowledge others around him did not have; that he could quote Shakespeare, Shelley, Whitman and lord it over those who considered themselves his betters. His pride came striding forth, and with it the ready phrase, the nicely turned insult, the well adjusted refusal to be anybody’s slave.


O’Casey makes it both clear and risible that the two men heading the firm of Hampton and Leedom were members of an evangelical sect, the Plymouth Brethren. He formed the impression that unless he was willing to attend a weekly service in Merrion Hall (a church off Merrion Square – the fashionable side, indeed beside Wilde’s house) his hope of promotion would be quite exploded. Pressed, he said he would rather open a girl’s bodice than a prayer-book any day (A, 1, 251). It is likely that the bosses knew well of his father’s employment by the Irish Church Missions and expected John to conform to their own evangelical interests. It is not unlikely that he did, indeed, comply for a time. He once explained to an editor at Macmillans that the hymn ‘Ninety and Nine’ was a great favourite at Evangelical Missions: ‘I must have sung it myself a hundred times.’7 The Plymouth Brethren, however, may have been too close to home. In a sense, then, in rebelling against these bosses, especially his immediate boss Anthony Deverell (‘Dovergull’), O’Casey was rebelling against his father. This view is borne out to some degree by a passage in the autobiography prior to his final humiliation by the firm. He had, somewhat against his will, participated in a social visit to present Deverell with a clock to mark his recent marriage, and the occasion had not gone well. The venue was 69 Palmerston Road, Rathmines, a select area in Dublin’s southside. Ill at ease in the strange, upper-middle-class surroundings and impatient with the formality of the discourse John had delivered himself, as was his wont, of some plain Dublin speech laced with a vulgarism or two. The effect on the other men as much as on the delicacy of the Deverell couple was more than disapproval: it was horror. Not seeing the implications, John believed a wage increase to be on its way after this heroic occasion and dreamed about the book he would buy with the extra shilling to add to the one-and-six carefully saved. It was to be Paradise Lost. ‘He had extracts of it from a book on Elocution, left behind by his father; and, since the bits of it were so good, what must the whole of it be like?’8 He then quotes from Book 6 (lines 207–20), Satan’s fury when the battle in heaven breaks out, ‘Now storming furie rose;/. . . and hath earth bin then, all earth/Had to her centre shook.’ Satanic fury is, of course, a romantic stance against patriarchal authority; so far, so Freudian.


But in the passage italicised something else is also going on. Milton imagines the impact on an earth yet to be created as a result of Satan’s very revolt: a strange, mind-boggling shift in time and paradoxical consequence. Looking back from 1940, or thereabouts, O’Casey could see that his own primal revolt created the world of the artist for him. It was a non serviam more complex, in its way, than Joyce’s, as mediated through A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, because for O’Casey rebellion was fantastical, its resultant expulsion real in time. Moreover, when his pay was reduced rather than increased it was for a misdemeanour other than the one in the boss’s house. All was displaced, as injustice was exposed. In short, Joyce’s prototype Stephen Dedalus could loftily say, ‘Welcome, o life!’, and neatly flying by the nets of nationality, language and religion set out in linear fashion eastward (ho?) to, well, forge in the smithy of his soul the uncreated conscience of his race. O’Casey’s Johnny, his biographical self at this point in his history, must endure a less mythical, less exalted course. He is punished for ‘impudence and disobedience’ at work, rebels at the fine imposed, and is expelled from the ‘paradise’ of secure, bourgeois employment.9 But he wanted this. It was inevitable. And there was nowhere to go yet – no boat eastward – but back onto the streets to join the unemployed. Not having the money to buy Paradise Lost he stole it from the Dublin Book Shop, along the quays at 32 Bachelor’s Walk.10 He was of the devil’s party without knowing it.


Where could he go from here? His brother Tom had returned from army service in 1894 and was working in the railway as shunter in the North Wall Goods Stores. Mick was unavoidably detained in England, having been awarded fourteen months in jail for assaulting an army sergeant who called him ‘a good-for-nothing Irish bastard’.11 When he returned to Dublin, Mick resumed his job in the Post Office, where, with time out for army reserve work, he was to remain. Before Mick returned, however, the Caseys moved house to 4 Abercorn Road, East Wall. (The road was later renumbered, so that number 4 became number 18.) The move was to benefit Tom, so that he could be near his work. In fact, he could hardly be nearer, for the trains were virtually outside the back window. But the real reason for the move was probably financial, John being out of work and Isaac being absorbed in theatre matters and at times on the road, and the rent at Abercorn Road being much less than the six shillings per week for 25 Hawthorne Terrace. This was because the family had to share a small house, which O’Casey later described as a four-roomed cottage but which the 1901 census defined as a ‘second-class house’ of five to six rooms and two families. The Caseys were incorrectly said to have three rooms upstairs, the Shields family (with eight children) two rooms downstairs.12


Things remained unsettled. Mick was drinking heavily and on one occasion, having been released from overnight detention, asked John to appear in court on his behalf to pay the expected fine. John went to the Four Courts on the appointed day at nine o’clock on a cold morning, in thin clothing insufficient for the weather, and offered an apology for Mick and an assurance the misdemeanour would not recur. ‘Huh! An exceedingly plausible young fellow, eh?’, said the magistrate, a man in some pain who had to be carried into court on a stretcher. He fined Mick ten shillings, Mick having assured John the fine would be half-a-crown, or at worst five shillings. ‘I wish I could make it more,’ the judge added in his pain. John had obviously failed to impress, the mix of poverty and verbal skill sending the wrong signal. He paid in the five shillings he had with him and had to bring Mick the bad news that five more were outstanding. On the way home John met an acquaintance (the ubiquitous tram conductor) who invited him along to heckle Yeats’s The Countess Cathleen that night, which dates the incident 8 May 1899.13 A few months later the Boer War broke up the Casey family once again, as O’Casey recalls in Pictures in the Hallway:




Johnny’s whole world was divided against itself. England was at war with the Boer Republics. His brother Tom [. . .] had been called up; had been dressed in khaki, helmet and all; had marched, with a contingent of his regiment, the Dublin Fusiliers, through the city, Johnny by his side, carrying his rifle, and had gone [. . .] to the front, after promising Johnny he’d bring home a bunch of hair from Kruger’s whiskers. He had gone up to Natal under General Sir Redvers Buller [. . .]. Thousands of Irishmen were out there on the veldt, risking all for England; for her honour, and, Johnny thought bitterly, for the gold and diamond mines of Johannesburg. (A, 1, 361, italics added)





The Boer War was to have ‘a seismic effect on the Irish cultural and political landscape’.14 Irish nationalists tended to identify with the Boers, protestants though they were, in their fight against British control. Indeed ‘most of Catholic Ireland was staunchly pro-Boer.’15 Despite this fact, no less than 28,000 Irishmen fought with the British army against the Boers, while only 400 volunteered to fight with them.16 The Caseys stood with the majority, and young John carried his brother’s rifle with pride. The First Battalion, RDF, sailed out to the Cape on 10 November 1899,17 just two months after the first major anti-Boer rally in Dublin passed a resolution condemning ‘all enlistment of Irishmen in the English army’.18 On 28 February 1900 Tom took part in the Relief of Ladysmith,19 which had been under siege by the Boers for one hundred and eighteen days. General Buller received a congratulatory telegram from Queen Victoria. But in Dublin the campaign roused huge controversy. O’Casey describes the riots which took place on 1 March 1900 when Trinity students attacked the Mansion House where nationalists, opposed alike to the war and to Queen Victoria’s impending visit to Dublin (her first since 1861), were flying the Irish green flag and cheering Kruger. But in the telling, the mature O’Casey, determined to distance himself from the pro-British faction, presents himself as speaking Irish at the time, as though already a member of the Gaelic League, which he did not join until 1903. The Boer War, according to historian Roy Foster, was ‘nearly as crucial an event for Irish nationalism as the death of Parnell’, since it ‘focused much moderate Irish opinion into an anti-imperial mould’.20 Clearly, O’Casey would have retrospectively deplored the Boer War, but at the time, with Tom’s life at stake in Natal, it is unthinkable that he would have been on the side of James Connolly, Maud Gonne and Arthur Griffith. What, then, was he doing at this fracas? Was his ‘whole world’ really ‘divided against itself’?


In an unpublished draft of the relevant chapter in Pictures in the Hallway (‘I Strike a Blow for You, Dear Land’) O’Casey does without Daisy Battles and the unconvincing but lively sexual encounter he describes in the autobiographies as following on from the Boer riots. Real battles took her place: ‘Every man woman & child fought battles either for the British or the Boers. The freedom of Ireland took a second place to the Freedom of the S.A. Republics. The Transvaal flags, big & little, were waved fervently by man & child. The Volksleur, they called it, of red, white, blue & green.’ He goes on to describe in detail the atmosphere during 1899–1900:




At times spasmodic & spontaneous processions were formed, headed by the Boer colours & Irish & American coming into collision with the police & bashing every red-coat that happened to pass. All the newsagents [,] shops & fancy goods were filled with little Transvaal flags for sale, & every person [would] have one or two or more buttons in their coats bearing the portraits of Kruger, De Wet, Botha, or De la Rey.21





He is careful not to say he wore such a button.


The first British troops returned to London at the end of October 1900, and among them, apparently, came Tom. Mick, too, had done his bit, although he was not shipped out to South Africa. Called up in the reserves he served in England. On St Patrick’s Day 1900 he got seven days confined to barracks ‘for wearing a disloyal emblem thro [sic] the streets of Chatham; even though Mick pleaded that what was worn wasn’t shamrock, but watercress, the nearest thing he could find!’22 So O’Casey writes in a draft note in the New York Public Library. What he does not say is that Queen Victoria had ordered that all her Irish regiments should wear shamrock in their head-dress on 17 March 1900, ‘as a mark of Her Majesty’s appreciation of the daring display by her loyal Irish soldiers in the recent operations near Ladysmith’. (Soon afterwards the queen formed the Irish Guards, on 1 April 1900.23) It is likely Mick was actually scoffing at the order to honour the shamrock. Here again the older O’Casey is re-writing his family history in an attempt to reconcile loyalism and his own as-yet-unconscious nationalism.


On 29 April 1900 Isaac married, the first of Susan’s sons to leave home permanently. Isaac married a catholic, Johanna Fairtlough, and converted to catholicism himself, changing his name to Joseph.24 Susan Casey was not pleased even though Johanna was of a good Dublin family. In recent years Isaac had been property master in the Theatre Royal, but had failed to make a career in the theatre. Frank Dalton, the actor in Boucicault’s plays, said that Isaac was stage manager at the Queen’s ‘for a time’,25 but if this is correct the engagement must have been a brief one, because in the autobiographies O’Casey outlines Isaac’s rapid exit from theatre business, the management of men (and women):




After serving as a property master in Dublin’s Theatre Royal, he had gone on a crazy fit-up tour in the West with a company playing Saved from the Sea. One of the nights he had been put to take the money at the door; had found that when no more came, he had taken just enough to pay a third-class fare to Dublin on the midnight train. Leaving the rest of the company to do their best to keep the people happy, he hurried to the station, flung himself into a carriage corner, and arrived home, covered with white Connemara dust, wearing an old narrow-caped long coat, used for the part of Myles na Coppaleen [in The Colleen Bawn], with three-ha’pence in one pocket and a hen egg in the other. (A, 1, 372–3)





Subsequently, through a chance encounter, Isaac had secured a job as a clerk for Harmsworth Magazine in Dublin, where he did sufficiently well (a pound a week) to launch into marriage. Isaac, or Joseph as he was now to become, rather faded from view after his marriage, his wife being regarded as something of a snob. This was probably O’Casey’s bias, because when ‘Archie’ got him a job in the Harmsworth office Johanna when visiting would affect not to know him. O’Casey never suffered a slight easily or failed to avenge it in good time. The newly-weds lived at 7 Lower Gloucester Street. Although this was not very far away from Abercorn Road, it is doubtful if much family visitation went on, and for a few years, until be became involved with Liberty Hall, Isaac disappears. As far as the protestant Caseys were concerned he had let the side down.


Thus it happened that on the night when Susan Casey filled in the census form in her careful hand, on Sunday 31 March 1901, there were but four members of the family in residence at 4 Abercorn Road: Susan herself, who gave her age as sixty-six; Mick, aged thirty-four; Tom, aged thirty-two; and the baby of the family, John, just one day past his twenty-first birthday. It was a good night for stock-taking. Where exactly was John Casey situated at this time? Before attempting an answer it may be useful to look at the social context, the place itself, across the railway bridge from St Laurence O’Toole’s grim-looking catholic church and the cosy streets immediately off Seville Place.


Abercorn Road was a working-class road in a working-class district. Patrick Shields (downstairs) is described in the census form as a general labourer, his wife Jane a dressmaker. On one side, in number 3, were Michael Guilfoyle, a tailor, and John Hoey, a boiler maker; in 3A was William Coulter, a ‘Packer in [a] Druggist’. Edward Hyland in number 5 was a sailor, William Leahy in 5A was a ship’s watchman. Further down the road were a bricklayer, a horse trainer, a bagmaker, a mantle maker, a chemical plumber (whatever that was), a lithographic printer, a ‘sailor in oil works’, a sewerage contractor (a nice euphemism), two railway porters in number 11, a ‘railway servant’, a coal labourer, two more boiler workers, another labourer, and in number 16 an engine fitter and two sons who were apprentices.26


The Caseys were not out of place, except perhaps in their religious denomination. Surrounded by catholics, Susan Casey as head of a household defiantly described all of her family on the census form as Church of England, a very political statement. Only William Coulter in 3A and William Leahy in 5A were also protestant. The former entered ‘St Barnabas Church’ on his form, corrected by another hand to ‘Church of Ireland’, while Leahy wrote ‘Irish Church’. Coulter became sexton of St Barnabas’s in 1901 and must have been quite close to the Caseys. Out of seventeen families on the road, three were protestant. In other respects the Caseys were in their class: Mick was described as a telegraph labourer, Tom as a postman, and John as a ‘Junior Delivery Clerk’.


The move to Abercorn Road, besides being a move closer to the railway, was also closer to St Barnabas’s Church, its tower clearly visible from the back-window. O’Casey began to take a renewed interest in the church after the arrival of a young curate, Henry Arthur Fletcher, B.D., on 1 January 1897. He was the son of the rector, James Saul Fletcher, D.D., incumbent since 1872, a man whose unhappy task it had been to try to coax the young John Casey into school on a regular basis. The parish population at this time was around eight hundred, ‘composed, for the most part, of a class that requires constant visiting’, according to a letter from the Select Vestry to the Diocesan Councils in November 1900.27 Through visitation, young Fletcher came to know the Caseys well, and in particular found in John someone he could help. His first good deed was to write him a reference for a position in Eason’s, the well-known Dublin wholesale newsagents and booksellers.


The job as vanboy, which mainly entailed loading and unloading horse-drawn vans with bundles of newspapers to be delivered from Abbey Street to the railway stations, was an even greater disaster than O’Casey’s first venture into employment at Hampton and Leedom’s. This time he lasted, he says, but one week. For one thing, it meant a very early start, 4.15 a.m., and a long day until 6 p.m.28 A second reason was that the job was too physically demanding. In later years, O’Casey confessed to being lazy, without perhaps caring much about the implications. Physically, he was tall and apparently strong; he was to become much stronger when he took up manual labour with the Great Northern Railway. But he never accepted labour as such; work, he maintained, was for slaves. Therefore, it is likely that, although the working day at Eason’s was indeed daunting for a beginner, he did not give it a chance. O’Casey recounts the story of his brief employment entirely in the heroic mode, however. It is unconvincing on at least two counts. In the autobiographies he makes his exit altogether in the same vein as his exit from Hampton and Leedom’s, quixotically refusing to doff his cap when being paid. The second reason the account is unconvincing is its interfusion with details of O’Casey’s initiation into the Irish language movement, which belongs to a period beginning several years later. The incident forms a set-piece in his life-story which has more symbolic than realistic value. Yet O’Casey’s account of Eason’s warehouse has been verified by a member of the Eason family: ‘His description of the basement, ground floor and cashiers’ office etc. of the premises destroyed in 1916 accord with my memory of the pre Larkin-strike period. I entered at 1908 but was in and out of the place for many years before that.’29 It is this combination of invention and fidelity that gives to the autobiographies their constant fascination.


One must imagine considerable embarrassment in the Casey household following John’s latest failure to hold on to the job for which the curate Mr Fletcher had kindly written him a reference. John ran a bit wild for a time. He came to know the lifestyle of his other two brothers, and inevitably this meant frequenting pubs. He was never to become much of a drinker, and in adult life was virtually a teetotaller and even hostile to drink (especially when he befriended Jim Larkin, who was strongly against alcohol). But in the later 1890s there was no escaping the example of Mick and Tom. Mick was a heavy drinker, who would pawn family items (including Bella’s hard-won school prizes) for the price of a drink. Susan disliked Mick’s excessive drinking and when on a batter he would stay with Bella and Nicholas rather than go home and face her. Susan, for all that, was fond of a beer herself, which John would fetch upon occasion. More often, he would run such messages for Mick and Tom (for it was then common practice for youngsters to carry home draught stout or ale in jugs). In that way he knew all the city-centre pubs and got to love and learn the songs, the talk, and the Dublin characters he found there. Being an observer rather than a participant he was lucky, unlike Brendan Behan in a later generation, not to have been drawn into the dissipation awaiting working-class boys. Were he not very self-disciplined his programme to educate himself would have ended up a mere pipe-dream. It is a sobering thought, if the pun will pass, that had O’Casey taken Behan’s path he would have been dead before a single play had been staged, at the age of forty-one.


The Reverend Harry Fletcher played a significant part in keeping John’s natural religious enthusiasm active. He was the kind of young man, bright, open-minded, interested in all the arts (and a special lover of Dickens’s novels) sure to be able to counteract the lure of Dublin pub life. Fletcher prepared John for confirmation, conferred the day before his eighteenth birthday on 30 March 1898. At the time, Fletcher had just left the parish, because he wanted to go to London and not, as O’Casey believed, because he was ejected for High-Church tendencies.30 But he left behind him a profound influence on a somewhat confused young man.


In 1898 confirmations were administered in the Church of St John Baptist in Clontarf, an affluent seaside suburb on Dublin’s northside. How large a contingent came from St Barnabas’s is not known, as the records have not survived. O’Casey mentions only Jenny Clitheroe, the first girl he had kissed, but now a cashier in Arnott’s. She snubbed him: ‘he was too poor for a nod from her’ (A, 1, 326). The church itself still stands and thrives. Opened in 1866 it was described in glowing terms by the unionist paper Isaac Casey had worked for, the Daily Express:




Church stands on an admirable site – one which commands a fine view of the city and of the picturesque mountain scenery on the South side of the bay, as well as of the bay itself. The interior of the church presents a neat, elegant and comfortable appearance. [. . .] The East window is of stained glass – the figures representing the twelve Apostles – and is a magnificent work of art. It was executed by O’Connor of London and was presented by Mr John E. Vernon [Clontarf Castle . . .] The organ, which has been built by Mr Brown of Camden Street, appears to be a very fine one, if we may judge from the full, rich tones which it gave forth yesterday under the manipulation of Mr Philips, organist of Trinity Church.31





Confirmation day somehow lodged in O’Casey’s memory as a rite of passage. As with his recollections of Eason’s furniture and fittings, his detailed account of St John Baptist’s is verifiably accurate; the stainglass, ‘the big east window’ depicting the twelve Apostles, particularly caught his eye. The final detail of this description is extraordinary, of the light streaming through the colours: ‘Rays like tongues of fire, from their coloured cloaks, flooded and swept away the demure modesty of the lacy girlish caps’ (A, 1, 326–27). One wonders if O’Casey did not revisit the church during his return to Dublin in 1935 specifically to note such details. The only point he fails to comment on is the replacement of Judas by Mathias among the twelve apostles. He goes on to describe without mockery his actual confirmation: ‘he knew that he had got his first great share in the priesthood and kingship of Christ.’


Harry Fletcher later recalled this confirmation class and that ‘some of the lads, if not most of them [,] were quite 17 or 18 years of age.’ So O’Casey was not unique in his maturity. Fletcher remembered the schoolteacher Hogan, ‘a very decent kind-hearted pedagogue’, on the day marshalling the boys in St Barnabas’s church (after returning from St John Baptist) and ‘spouting Grattan Burke &c. after announcing each name – it must have been some duologue.’ Can this have been a ballad about Edmund Burke and Henry Grattan, the eighteenth-century Irish parliamentarians? The occasion was not without its juvenile humour, Fletcher recalled. ‘Hogan gave a loud nasal sniff – which in time set us giggling – one chap – was it Wylie, echoed each sniff,’ but Hogan took no notice. Wylie was a divinity student at Trinity College who ‘used to help at social & other gatherings’.32 Fletcher’s account puts the villainous ‘Slogan’ (from I Knock at the Door) in a new light and again suggests O’Casey’s dramatising of all he experienced. Fletcher presented each boy, O’Casey remembered, with a coloured certificate with a golden cross, ‘which shocked a lot of people’, because of its Papist suggestions, and a copy of Bishop Walsham How’s Holy Communion, ‘a small blue-covered book, with red edges. It told us first of all that the best preparation for Communion was a holy life. “Easier said than done,” as one of the Confirmed, Nicholas Stitt, said to me when we were looking over the book together.’33 Yet O’Casey took it seriously.


The seeds Harry Fletcher had sown were brought to full harvest by the new rector, Edward Morgan Griffin, nominated by the trustees of St Barnabas on 13 April 1899, less than one month after the resignation of Harry’s father. The new Archbishop, Joseph Ferguson, certified Griffin’s appointment on 21 May. There now followed a period of intense religious and parish activity on O’Casey’s part. David Krause says that Griffin became for O’Casey ‘a second father’.34 Then forty-seven, roughly the age O’Casey’s natural father was when he died, Morgan had taken a B.A. from Trinity College in 1880, and, unusually, an M.A. in 1884. He seems to have been a sensitive and compassionate man. In dedicating Pictures in the Hallway to him O’Casey describes him as ‘a man of many-branched kindness, whose sensitive hand was the first [after Harry Fletcher?] to give the clasp of friendship to the author.’ Within the text itself he is described as son of a Methodist minister and former secretary of the Hibernian Bible Society, which would make him somewhat evangelical. He was ‘a man of middle height [with] a sweet face, bearded brown, now firmly streaked with silver [. . .] a warm, sensitive, and humorous mouth; a fine presence, gracefully rugged, that endorsed the confidence of a broad and scholarly mind’ (A, 1, 389). He had four children whom O’Casey got to know, Robert, Jennie, Alice and Sonny, but a Mrs Griffin is never mentioned.


Griffin caused a great stir in the parish. ‘The Choir began to sing well, and Johnny sat with them, singing lustily when he was in the mood, the rector telling him not to be afraid to let himself go.’ (The choir was being trained by one Mr Ashe, professor of medicine to the Pharmacy Society.) All his life long O’Casey was to be a singer, though not often of hymns, and whereas it was to be mainly through the Gaelic League and its social occasions that he developed his love of Irish ballads it was probably through the church that he first learned to enjoy – as so many Dubliners of his generation did – contributing a song. But Griffin had more in mind than stirring music. Bible classes were renewed. Besides Sunday services at 11.30 a.m. there was evening service at 7 p.m. On Tuesday evenings the men’s association met at 8 p.m. and on Thursdays a prayer meeting was held at the same hour. All this renewal was as good as a Jesuit mission in Gardiner Street.


Likewise, poor though the parish was, every effort was made to keep up protestant morale by refusing to let the church physically deteriorate. During Griffin’s incumbency (up to 1918), the church was renovated and decorated, the south window renewed with leaded lights and supplied with incandescent lighting.35 According to the Annual Report for 1899, the lighting was paid for by C.H. Griffin of Fairfield House, Rathgar, probably a relative of the rector. The Report also stated that Zion Church, Rathgar, had ‘adopted’ St Barnabas’s and had sent not only £40 in financial aid but ‘several ladies [who] gave help in our schools, and in visiting in the houses of the parish’.36 Recognition by such an affluent parish as Rathgar of such a working-class, dock-side parish as St Barnabas on the other side of the city indicates something like a concerted campaign to maintain waning protestant fervency in the post-Cullen era of Roman Catholic revivalism in Dublin. The Rathgar connection was further strengthened through the new curate, another Fletcher (Richard Edward), who entered St Barnabas’s in May 1899 but who lived at 71 Grosvenor Road, Rathgar, instead of in the rectory in Great Charles Street.


There was also the matter of a new organ, installed in the church in 1909 at much expense. By this time, symbol though the organ may have been of progress (as opposed to ‘the buzz of the harmonium’, which to Joyce was ‘the asthmatic voice of protestantism’,37) O’Casey was in his Gaelic League phase and inclined to take offence at a purchase made in England. But up to that time he pitched in enthusiastically in all of this parish renewal. One of Griffin’s daughters later remembered him as very devout. At the weekday prayer meetings he would frequently volunteer to lead the final prayer:




He sat behind us and we were afraid to turn round and look, but soon we heard his voice ringing out loud and clear, in that drawling, lilting way he had of speaking. He didn’t read from the prayer-book as the others did, he just made up his prayer as he went along, using some biblical passages but mostly his own words about the glory of God. [. . .] He would have made a great preacher.38





Some would say he did make a great preacher. Yet it is surprising how orthdox he was in his piety at this time.


Reverend Griffin’s ambitious plans involved fund-raising. The Caseys are not listed as contributors to the Vestry Restoration Fund but Mrs Beaver gave sixpence. Strange to think that Bella, perhaps temporarily living with the Caseys at Abercorn Road, could afford to give away a day’s rent from the pittance earned, like Juno, from scrubbing floors. Perhaps the ladies from Rathgar had got to her. Towards the end of 1900 the new young curate died suddenly, apart from the grief creating the problem of how to pay his successor (for Richard Fletcher had been paid only £50, or half the usual salary, obviously by agreement). A list of annual subscriptions for his replacement included the family names of O’Casey’s schoolfriends Middleton and Rocliff (‘Rocky’), his old schoolteacher John Hogan (who was a member of the Select Vestry) and Inspector Dowzard of the Quay Police, an Orangeman later to feature in Red Roses for Me. As a new curate, John Edward Tomlinson, arrived in July 1901 the fund-raising was clearly successful. O’Casey contributed half-a-crown the following year, and in addition is listed as a collector under ‘Missionary Boxes’: his total collection of £1–0s. 7 ½d. was almost three times that of his hated schoolmaster Hogan who could only manage 7s. 6d.39


For the same year, 1902, O’Casey is listed among the one hundred and ninety registered vestrymen for St Barnabas’s parish. As he describes in the final chapters of Pictures in the Hallway, he then attempted to get onto the Select Vestry, but was foiled by what he describes as an Orange conspiracy. The politics of this affair are surprising until one recalls that in his sermon in tribute to O’Casey after his death, the Dean of Christ Church commented on the ‘colony of Ulster railway workers’, in St Barnabas’s Parish, ‘who were members of the Orange Order’.40 But politics apart, the account in Pictures in the Hallway reveals and underlines how deeply O’Casey was involved spiritually in Rev. Griffin’s mission. The Orangemen, he says, disliked the favour Griffin showed O’Casey, ‘poverty-stricken and ill-kept; asking him to his house, discussing all kinds of questions with him, welcoming him every Sunday to the vestry before the service began when the rector was to preach, to sing a hymn with him, or recite a prayer that the rector’s words might be blessed and bear fruit in the minds of his hearers’ (A, 1, 399–400).


The parish historian Arthur Garrett contents himself with the remark that O’Casey’s activities ‘were in direct contrast to the ideals of the majority of the Protestant community, at the time’.41 This can only mean that the Select Vestry were more than suspicious of O’Casey’s fervour, though he himself puts it down to his Fenianism. In an early outline for this section of the autobiographies, perhaps drafted in 1930, O’Casey has these cryptic words: ‘Rev. E.M. Griffin. Orangemen. I become devout & Catholic & Eager for Communion. Hating God Save the King.’


It is all, or nearly all, there. O’Casey was so High Church as to be catholic (though not Roman Catholic), and at the same time he was turning nationalist to the point of upsetting the unionist community already ill-at-ease at the way the wind was currently blowing. Surrounded on all sides by miles of railway tracks leading in various directions, John Casey, soon to be Seán Ó Cathasaigh, was as yet caught in the middle, unsure either of who he was or where he was going. As he sat in number 4 Abercorn Road on the evening when Susan filled out the census form on that Sunday in March 1901, with his two brothers who had already been to and returned from fighting for Queen and country, and his devout mother who insisted on describing him as a ‘Junior Delivery Clerk’ – the job with Harmsworth Magazine – at age twenty-one, what was he thinking? Was he not, on all sides, on the wrong side of the tracks?
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