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“Oral historians are haunted by the obituary page. Every death represents the loss of a potential narrator and thus an absolute diminution of society’s collective historical memory”.


(Cullom Davis, Oral History: From Tape to Type, 1977)


“Anecdotes and insights are the nuts and bolts of oral history”.


(Ramon Harris, The Practice of Oral History, 1975)










Introduction


“Dublin has a strong history of street characters and street presences.”


(Thom McGinty, 1988)


“Certain habitues of the streets are worth recording.”


(Rev. Canon F.F. Carmichael, Dublin — A Lecture, 1907)


Dublin’s streets have always been a grandiose stage for human events and expression — from noble, heroic, joyful to tawdry, bizarre and delightfully daffy. Dubliners have ever relished good street theatre be it a gala guild pageant, impassioned political rally, rebel uprising, clamorous parade, feisty “ruggy up” between two tipsy men, scathing exchange of street trader curses, or the amusing antics of balladeers and buffoons. Classical characters from Zozimus to Bang-Bang have graced the gritty streets of Dublin entertaining the common folk on their daily rounds. No less important has been the colourful galaxy of street figures such as lamplighters, buskers, jarveys, newspaper sellers, dockers, drovers, dealers and spielers who have contributed to the exuberance and drama of the streets. Yet, their distinctive role in creating Dublin’s unique social streetscape has never been explored and chronicled.


Fascination with street activity has evolved as one of the most salient traits of Dubliners. In Medieval times they thronged the streets to witness spectacular guild processions and pageantry. And major political events, like the 1916 Rebellion and Civil War, have often been enacted in part out in the open streets. But apart from historic feats, Dublin’s streets have always been a focus of daily action and excitement, teeming with hawkers, singers, newsboys, ragmen, tuggers, horsemen and coal block sellers, all issuing their energetic cries. Foreign visitors to the city, whether enthralled or appalled by the street mayhem, regularly commented on its raucous nature. Around the turn of the century the Reverend F.F. Carmichael declared that “Dublin is the noisiest city in the Empire”.1 In 1917 an anonymous Englishman in his book aptly entitled Dublin Explorations and Reflections, wrote that “the life of the Dublin streets must, I think, seem very odd and foreign and attractive to any Englishman”.2 He confessed to passing his time “very happily in a more or less aimless perambulation of the streets and in looking at people”. Davies, writing about Dublin Types some seventy years ago, termed this the “free pageant of the streets”, observing that the “life of the poor people of Dublin is made bearable, even delightful, by the things they see in the street”.3 For the city’s impoverished tenement dwellers the streets indisputably provided free shows and amusement, a welcome diversion from their struggle. But as Longford notes in her Biography of Dublin it appeared that all classes of Dubliner possessed this “passion for amusement” and were “devoted to walking about the streets.”4 It was conspicuously the most popular, egalitarian pastime.


The first half of this century was Dublin’s heyday of animated street life with the bustle of open-top trams, “pirate” buses, newfangled crank-type motor cars, pioneering cabbies, rival jarvey brigades, hordes of bicyclists, dockland chaos and thriving cattle and horse markets. Add to this Dublin’s rare abundance of local street figures and you have what John J. Dunne celebrates as the grand “cabaret of the streets of Dublin”.5 Modern social scientists confirm that such “street life” and “living streets” are a vital ingredient in a healthy urban environment. Indeed, city streets have been likened to a stage upon which there are actors, inter-acters and audience. The sheer spontaneity and pandemonium create a visual cornucopia and symphony of street sounds which are inticing and energising. Such street activity is part of what Jacobs calls the “drama of civilization” in cities.6 Even An Taisce (The National Trust for Ireland) has declared “street character” to be one of the most important elements in Irish cities, lamenting that a “high proportion” of Dublin’s streets have become discernibly “drab”.7


Dublin’s lively and colourful streetscapes have largely been moulded by the mosaic of motley “characters” and “figures” who have frequented the streets either by occupation or habit. Peddling postmen, cart-pushing chimney sweeps, torch-bearing lamplighters and whip-cracking jarveys plied their daily work rounds while street traders, spielers, newspaper vendors and drovers contributed their special banter and badinage to the scene. This was further embellished by performing buskers, clowns, mimes and pavement artists. All were part of the intriguing social collage of Dublin’s streets which compelled Robert Gahan to vouch in the Dublin Historical Record a half century ago that the “most extraordinary characters” were to be seen upon the streets of Dublin:8


These old street characters of Dublin may not be of the calibre which entitles one to a prominent place in the history books, but they and their doings were an integral part of the everyday life of our city while they enlivened its streets.


Paddy Crosbie nostalgically agrees: “these characters were ever-present during my boyhood … they meant so much to life on the Dublin streets. Old Dublin would not have been the same without them”.9


Collectively, Dublin’s numerous street types make up a valuable repository of what has been termed “urban folklore”. They possess their own heritage, customs, traditions and city lifeways comprising what local historian Eamonn MacThomais calls Dublin’s unique “lore of the street”.10 Yet there is virtually no written record of Dublin’s street figures and their lore in archival collections. It is paradoxical that they have been so highly visible, yet little known and documented. One can, of course, find charming vignettes about some of the legendary characters like Zozimus, Endymion and Soodlum. But what of those more mortal souls — jarveys, dockers, postmen — who daily lived out their lives working the streets quite unheralded? For example, sparse historical information exists about Dublin’s renowned women street traders. Other than occasional journalistic snippets, what do we know of their origins, family life, struggle, traditions? Yet they and the others deserve to be recorded because they have contributed significantly to the life and character of the city.


Only recently have scholars devoted serious attention to the urban folklore of the “common” classes. Pioneering oral historians such as Professor Richard Dorson have strongly espoused the need to record oral histories of “ordinary and poor city folk”, arguing that they “possess a culture and history well worth recording”.11 Similarly, Paul Thompson urges fellow scholars to write about the lives of common city people by detailing the “day-to-day life of the community and the street”.12 This can only be accomplished through the oral historical method or, as one academic put it, the “grass-roots” history approach.13 In harmony with this goal, the 1980 Urban Folklore Project was launched in Dublin as a modest initial effort to gather the city’s folklore “before an irretrievable part of our culture is lost forever”.14 Despite this admirable endeavour, attention was not given to the street life realm.


The purpose of this book is to chronicle and preserve a part of Dublin’s rich street life as it has existed in this century through the vivid oral narratives of the participants themselves. To capture the life and lore of such individuals is a challenging task. Old-timers such as lamplighters, chimney sweeps, tram drivers, jarveys and dockers are a fast vanishing breed, few in number and diminishing. Conversely, surviving market traders, buskers, spielers, car parkers and the like tend to be highly independent spirits, often wary and evasive. Hence, taping sessions ordinarily had to be held on their turf and their terms. Respondents were allowed to tell their tales in the inimitable vernacular of the street. From ninety-year-old lamplighters and jarveys to fresh-faced pavement artists on College Green, all are part of the human tapestry of Dublin street life past and present.


It is important that their lives be duly recorded before they vanish from the scene as have so many of their ancestral street kin from bygone days. One such individual, Margaret O’Connell, whose grandmother sold cockles and mussels on Moore Street, was out in the old Daisy Market selling vegetables and skinning rabbits alongside her mother at twelve years of age. Now seventy-three and one of the venerable “old crowd” of Daisy traders herself, she confides with sadness:


The Daisy is nearly on its way out. There’s just ten of us left now. Oh, we’ll go on until God takes us. We had a good, happy life but eventually you’re going to see no traders. All the Molly Malones will be gone and there will be none of us left … and Dublin will not be the same.




It is hoped that this book will convey a sense of the history and continuity of Dublin’s street life and generate an appreciation for that which survives in locations such as Moore St., Henry St., Cumberland St., Thomas St., and Grafton St. This unique heritage deserves to be recorded and preserved for future generations of Dubliners.










Chapter 1


Dublin Street Life and Oral Urbanlore


Think of a city and what comes to mind? Its streets. If a city’s streets look interesting, the city looks interesting; if they look dull, the city looks dull. Streets and their side-walks, the main public places of a city, are its most vital organs.


(Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, 1961)


Listen to Dublin. Listen to its heart beating. Listen to the dealers in the streets, and the jingle sounds of silver and copper coins in their aprons … the most colourful thing about Dublin is its people.


(Eamonn MacThomais, Me Jewel and Darlin’ Dublin, 1974)




Sights, Sounds and Characters


“Dublin delighted to watch a free show” proclaimed Seamus de Burca in the Dublin Historical Record.1 Indeed, by the fifteenth century the city had a reputation for gala street life. Webb, in his book The Guilds of Dublin, describes the renowned pageant put on by tradesmen on Corpus Christi Day dating back to the Medieval Age:2


A pageant that for sheer picturesqueness can scarcely have been excelled in any town in Europe. The pageant consisted, not of a series of tableaux vivants, but of a succession of mysteries or miracle plays performed in the open on movable stages which were transported from street to street. The actors had for an audience all Dublin, every man, woman and child.


Coopers, blacksmiths, tailors and their brethren exhibited a dazzling extravaganza with floats, plays, processions, music and mimicry delighting the crowds lining their path. This annual spectacle, along with numerous other events held during the year, became part of Dublin’s street tradition. As O’Neill confirms, by the 1700’s the flamboyant processions and pageants had become so popular that even Englishmen were lured over to witness the sight.3


Trade processions took place in the city and were a great attraction. In the 18th century when travelling was not the simple thing it is today, crowds attended those pageants — even crossing from London for that purpose.


Free street shows were always most important to the city’s massive poor population which huddled in dreary dwellings and struggled to eke out an existence. They provided diversion from daily monotony and hardship. Even a small event or incident offered welcome entertainment for the downtrodden. Davies found that “one great characteristic” of the poor was their “sense of drama” drawn from the most mundane occurrences:4


They are loquacious, fiercely interested in their neighbours, in the things they see in the street. In the free pageant of the streets the poor take a delight which many of their jaded superiors can neither guess at nor imagine. A funeral, a scuffle with a policeman in Parnell Street, a crowd, a group of well-dressed important people, the look of the shop fronts in Grafton Street — all such things brighten the lives of the very poor.


Years ago when people tended to act out more of their private lives in the “full public gaze” observers derived great pleasure from watching the drama played out in the street, whether it was happy or sad. Bill Kelly portrays a typical clash between two tenement women:5


Two of the oul wans, at odds with each other … like two she-elephants disputing a bull they collided in mid-fight, claws grabbing for hair, eyes, or clothing, as the neighbours tried to separate them, and the word spread along the street like wildfire — “Ruggy Up” — and the crowds poured in from nowhere. It was cheap entertainment for the masses.


Dublin’s street life was as much a matter of sound as sight, especially early in the century. One was literally bombarded by clamour – horse-cart wheels on cobblestones, passing trams on steel tracks with bells clanging, honking motor cars, barking jarveys, balladeers singing, organ grinders churning out hurdy-gurdy tunes, sundried sellers vocally advertising “coal blocks”, “five oranges for tuppence”, “violets”, “sweet lavender”, “Dublin Bay Herrin’s”, along with the strident tones of “rags, bottles and bones” collectors and the piercing cries of “Evenin’ Heral’ or Mail” from the barefooted newspaper boys. To this add the stentorian shouting of drovers, spielers, dockers and one can understand Rev. Carmichael’s complaint that Dublin was the noisiest city in the Empire:6


The city is full of noises … the cars and carts whose wheels the owners never dream of oiling, which go on for ever grunting, grinding, screeching and excruciating, without pity or remorse … perpetual noise. Savages, bold children, drunken men and women, lunatics and vulgar people delight in it.


Despite his distaste for the auditory onslaught, he had to concede that it was part and parcel of the daily street life so relished by the natives.




No feature of street life has more charmed onlookers than the abounding characters. As Dunne boasts, “Dublin was ever a city that knew no scarcity of colourful characters”.7 Some of the more notable ones like Endymion, Soodlum, Jack the Tumbler, Johnny Forty Coats, Fat Mary, Hairy Lemon, Damn the Weather, and Bang-Bang have been identified in print. But apart from typically brief descriptions of their appearance and behavioural traits we know little about them. Most exist as mere caricatures in our mind. A few have gained legendary status and are better documented. Michael Moran, better known as the storied Zozimus, is probably best known.8 Born in 1794 in the Liberties, he rose to become Dublin’s premier ballad monger. Attired in long frieze-type coat and cape, soft brown beaver hat, baggy cordouroy trousers and blackthorn stick, he would traipse about spouting eclectic ballads to enraptured audiences. McCall importantly notes that Zozimus and the many street kin who came before and after him are actually all part of a great tradition of Dublin street characters.9


For some unknown reason, Dublin has always seemed to breed street characters in marvellous profusion and variety. Because of their entertaining, unorthodox or eccentric behaviour they became prominent figures widely recognised — sort of icons for the community. Indeed, locals have always taken pride in their amusing or deviant doings, boldly declaring, “Oh, he’s one of our great characters”. Exactly what constitutes a bonafide “character” is open to dispute. Local historians MacThomais and Crosbie contend that most regular street figures like dealers, ragmen, lamplighters, paper sellers, jarveys and chimney sweeps were legitimate characters in their own right, known for some pleasing idiosyncrasies. Of Dublin’s street dealers one writer has declared that they are all “invariably characters”.10 Though most street characters never become famous enough to warrant documentation in written form they are well imprinted in local oral history and urbanlore. And the oral narratives of the more than fifty street figures in this book give unmistakable credence to MacThomais’s proclamation that “Dublin still has many (street) characters … talk to them and get the feel of real Dublin”.11


The Concept of Living Streets and Streetscapes


The grand assemblage of sights, sounds and characters creates what social scientists term the “living streets”. And, as Jacobs attests, “watching street activity” has throughout history been one of the primary pleasures of city life.12 But it is important to note that street life is not confined to the geographic centre of the thoroughfare itself — it is also found along the pavement and fringes of the street proper. This comprehensive street scene is what geographers term the streetscape. For example, while jarveys, tram drivers, cabbies and drovers charted their course down the middle of the street, the buskers, postmen, signwriters and pavement artists used the footpaths. Whatever their precise positioning, each is part of the holistic streetscape mosaic.




The social dynamics of city streets are unique because people of every imaginable type are brought together closely as in no other setting. In Dublin, where people have a natural proclivity toward strolling and watching, this has always been strikingly evident. For example, Henry Street spieler Liam Preston marvels at the variety of faces, dress and demeanour of those gathered around him — posh society matrons in their fur coats, raggedy-clad tinker children, dignified professionals in pin-striped suits, dowdy housewives and beggarmen. All stand shoulder to shoulder to get a good glimpse of his spiel. Nowhere else in Dublin would you find so curious a social mixture.


Some street activities which thrived earlier in the century, like droving, lamplighting and tram driving, have died out. Other once-vital elements of the old streetscape such as pawnshops have declined drastically. Only a few have survived into the modern age as relics of hard times past. In the 1930’s they still numbered about fifty and were a central feature of inner-city streetscapes in the poorer districts, highly visible with their gleaming brass balls and queues of chattering women laden with parcels of every description. Though the actual financial transaction took place over the shop counter inside no one would deny that the pawn has long been one of the most conspicuous components of the Dublin street scene. Similarly, the old Iveagh and Daisy markets, though now sheltered overhead, remain tattered fragments of the city’s earlier street life. All of the women still active in these markets are traditional street dealers, having inherited the trade from their mothers and grandmothers before them.


Since the 1960’s many of the city’s once-charming streetscapes have been adulterated or obliterated entirely by insensitive urban redevelopment. An Taisce recognises this loss and champions the cause of preserving those living streets which have survived. Dubliners, too, seem increasingly aware of the need to protect their street life heritage. In the early 1970’s when the survival of Moore Street was in serious question the U.C.D. School of Architecture undertook a study to determine the importance of the street. Its final report declared that the street carried a “strong sense of tradition” and that most Dubliners wanted it saved because they regarded it as an “important part of life in Dublin”.13 But the only way to ensure the preservation of the street life heritage is to orally record and chronicle the rich lore of the remaining street figures before the last opportunity is lost.


Oral History and Street Lore


‘Oral history provides a people’s history … it charts the history of the unknown people who have not before been considered important; people who do not figure in documents and records”.


(John D. Brewer, The Royal Irish Constabulary: An Oral History, 1990)


An illustrated broadsheet printed in 1775 entitled The Dublin Cries depicts in sketches the women fruit traders, flower girls, oyster seller and rag woman. Constantia Maxwell, reflecting on this picture in her book Dublin Under the Georges, 1714-1830, speculates that “there must have been many pleasing characters among them”.14 Regrettably, we know precious little of these “pleasing” street types because they have been ignored by historians. Simply put, “ordinary” or “common” city people have traditionally been deemed unworthy of serious documentation by academics. The belief was that they didn’t possess a history and experience which merited recording. This seems particularly true of the lower echelon street groups. In his study of Victorian Dublin, F.J. Little found that street dealers and their like were perceived in Dublin society as a sort of “sub-class”, devoid of historical significance.15


With the advent of oral history, attention was finally given to common people excluded from the written record. Initially it was applied almost exclusively to the rural setting, gleaning information from the likes of Appalachian mountain families in America or Gaeltacht dwellers in Ireland. But by the 1960’s pioneers like Thompson and Dorson began focusing their efforts on collecting oral histories from ordinary city people exploring their everyday neighbourhood and street life. As oral historians mined the urban milieu they extracted primary historical testimony from the forgotten working classes. This is what Morrisey terms “grass-roots” or “demotic” history, stating proudly that oral historians are a “vanguard of scholars” practicing their craft in the “real world”.16 Or, as Starr more adventurously puts it, those “modern muses armed with tape recorders in quest of firsthand knowledge that would otherwise decay”.17 Recording city lifeways and lore has given rise to a new genre of literature which historians and folklorists term “urban folklore”.


In Ireland oral history and folklore are still strongly associated with rural life and customs. Indeed, to many in Ireland “urbanlore” might seem a contradiction in terms. People do not normally think of the city as a repository of old customs, traditions and folkways as they do the countryside and village. Nonetheless, in recent years three notable books have focused on the lore of ordinary workers in Irish cities — Messenger’s Picking Up the Linen Threads, Kearns’ Dublin’s Vanishing Craftsmen, and Munck and Rolston’s Belfast in the Thirties: An Oral History. These works have provided a fresh approach to the study of Irish urban social history.


Dublin is particularly conducive to the extraction of oral urbanlore because of its surviving antiquated neighbourhoods, inner-city traditions, large elderly population, and thriving street life. Yet little oral history has been gathered in the capital. To be sure, there are some fine works devoted to Dublin’s old lifeways, such as Mairin Johnston’s Around the Banks of Pimlico, Crosbie’s Your Dinner’s Poured Out! and MacThomais’ Me Jewel and Darlin’ Dublin. These, however, are largely personal and descriptive recollections rather than oral historical accounts. But in recent years the concept of collecting Dublin’s folklore via the oral historical method has gained credibility and support. In part, this is due to Comhairle Bhealoideas Eireann (The Folklore of Ireland Council) which came to recognise the “similarity between the traditional customs and social attitudes of Gaeltacht people and those of native Dubliners”, thus promoting the “importance and urgency of recording the lore and idiom of Dubliners”.18 Coincidently, Professor Seamus O’Cathain of U.C.D., lamenting that “ordinary people have been largely written out of history” in the city, launched the Dublin Urban Folklore Project in which students were dispatched to collect oral recollections from elderly residents.19 Similarly, authors Sheehan and Walsh in their 1988 book The Heart of the City drew heavily upon what they label “Dublin folklore” from the 1920’s and 1930’s. The publication a year later of my work, Stoneybatter: Dublin’s Inner-Urban Village, an historical reconstruction of an old community through the oral narratives of the elderly residents, further illuminated the potential of applying oral historical methodology in the urban environment.


Despite the belated recognition of Dublin’s oral urbanlore, virtually no attention has been given to street life and figures.* Yet, within the urban setting there is surely no more “grass roots” or “real world” history to be unearthed than that of the street itself. The prevailing notion that street people are unimportant and unworthy — even unapproachable — has doubtless dissuaded many scholars from exploring this source. Another deterrent is probably the perception that street types, unlike organised factory workers, tradesmen, and merchants who have historically had their own guilds and organisations, function freely on their own, quite independent of any cooperative contact; thus they couldn’t possess any significant social history beyond their own personal experience. Simply stated, we tend to see street figures as lone operators. In truth, this is largely incorrect. Their oral testimony confirms that even those seen as the most humble street people — traders, newspaper sellers, car parkers — have long shared a sense of unity and cooperation, even possessing their own customs, traditions and codes of street conduct. This is expressed by eighty-two year old Moore Street trader Lizzy Byrne who was out playing on the street in 1916 when the Rebellion erupted:


My mother was a trader before me and me grandmother. All of us on this street were reared in a basket … or a banana box. And we all followed the trade. It carries down. Oh, it’s in the blood, definitely. But people had hard times. There was one trader here had twenty-one children. Me own mother had fifteen. We all helped one another, never let one another down. We’re all like one big family here.


Henry Street’s horde of traders also had their own traditions, one of which was the annual laying-claim to coveted pitches for the prosperous month of Christmas. Ellen Preston, fourth generation street dealer, fondly recalls the scene:


Now for Christmas month there was a five shilling licence and we used to have to go and sleep outside in Henry Street the night before to get your place. It was a tradition, because if you didn’t sit down in the street you wouldn’t get your place. We’d go down the night before about 10:00. We’d all sit there with our boxes in place waiting for the next morning. We’d relieve each other for an hour and then go back again. But one family member would always be there. All sit there and send for a few chips and have tea and a bit of laugh, a bit of crack, and we didn’t feel the cold. Once it was morning then you just had to put your board out and that was it. When you put your board down that place was yours for the whole month and nobody touched it.


Like the women traders, Dublin’s fraternity of newspaper sellers also inherited their trade from parents and competed for pitches. A half century ago this was legalised through a system of police licensing. However, even when one held authorised entitlement to a particular street corner if a rival attempted to steal the pitch the tough “law of the street” prevailed. Christy Murray, one of Dublin’s famed barefoot newsboys who was selling papers outside the Bewley’s on Westmoreland Street in 1918 at the age of eight, remembers well:


Oh, I sold in the snow in me bare feet when I was small. There was an awful lot of newsboys. You had competition all right. You had to have a half crown licence. You’d get it at the police station. It was like a piece of tin and a strap and had a number and you had to wear it on your wrist. If you had a place you’d make a pitch of it and no one else could stand there. Oh, there was often boxing matches over fellas claiming pitches.


Early in the century Dublin’s pioneer bicycle and car parkers faced a similar situation. Apart from acquiring licensed status from the police they even formed their own protective union against interlopers. Henry “Ginger” Kelly started minding bikes and cars back in 1927 in front of Wynn’s Hotel in Abbey Street. Now eighty-three, he reflects with pride on his street role in the city’s early motor car age:


I was made “official”. The police gave you a badge and licence. I had me cap and badge and a badge on me arm. Hail, rain, snow in winter, it didn’t matter. All I’d get was four or five shillings a day in copper. I worked me heart out and got very little thanks for it. We led the way, the early pioneers of the motor car (age). There’s not many of us left.


Jarveys, tram drivers, busmen and cabbies also felt strong camaraderie with their mates, abiding by established street codes. As traffic worsened in the first quarter of the century the often-rambunctious jarveys and free-wheeling cabbies were subject to licensing, regulations and strict inspections. George Doran, born in 1898, recounts his experience of driving a crank-type cab in the 1920’s:


I broke in first in O’Connell Street. There was no driving exam but you had to get a badge from the police. You had to get two households to sign for you and a letter from your parish priest. And if you had been up in the court for breaking a window or mitching or anything when you were young you got no licence. The police ran it and inspected your car mechanically and everything else every year. Oh, yes, if you had a dirty car you’d get a summons. We wore a suit and you must have a collar and tie, that was compulsory. And the police, they’d check your shoes and if you weren’t shaved they’d tell you to go and shave.


These few oral extracts are evidence of the type of street history and lore missed by historians. Most Dubliners would not have imagined that “lowly” car parkers actually had a licence and union some fifty years ago. Yet every street group featured in this book had their own distinctive customs and codes. By recording their lifeways and lore we create a unique historical chronicle of Dublin’s renowned street life to be preserved for future generations.


A Note on Taping Oral History


Many street individuals had to be tape recorded in the outdoor environment on their own turf. This familiar, non-intimidating setting was the most conducive to the flow of natural, spontaneous conversation. This sometimes meant turning on the tape recorder in lashing rain, wind, pedestrian traffic and motor noise — less than ideal conditions. Some preferred to chat over a pint in their local pub and a good number invited me into their homes. Because of their vulnerable position, street traders, spielers and buskers tended to be the most wary and evasive. Many are still subject to occasional harassment by shopkeepers, being “moved on” by police, or actually arrested under the archaic 1848 Vagrancy Act. Understandably, they were initially more reluctant to be taped “for the record”. In such cases, several casual visitations were necessary to establish trust and rapport. Conversely, those holding more formal positions — bus drivers, postmen — were most inclined to cooperate.


Many individuals learned of their occupational heritage through the oral tradition — accounts and stories passed down by word of mouth through the generations by relatives or others in the trade. Chimney sweep Bernard McGuinness, whose detailed knowledge of the trade goes back to Victorian times, explains simply, “I’ve studied it up as much as I can from the old sweeps”. In some cases there was a sense of responsibility and even urgency to relate oral history for the permanent written record. John Clarke, self-appointed custodian of oral lore in the old Liberties bird market, shares his concerns:


The bird market originated with the Huguenots and that was in the middle of the seventeenth century. As far back as I can remember it’s been part of my life. But the bird market is going to die out eventually. The old fellas are dying and there’s nothing written about it. When it’s gone, it’s gone. It’s the end of it. I want to let somebody know about it so that if I’m gone tomorrow at least somebody knows about it. Now with you I know that it’s going to be recorded somewhere.


Most respondents possessed remarkable powers of recall and description. Having been on the streets most of their lives, stimulated by daily interaction with others, seems to have heightened their observational and recollective senses. In the simple vernacular of the street they spoke with great candour about poverty, struggle, family life, conflict, and personal traumas. But mostly they dwelled on the sheer joys of Dublin street life and their part in it. Taping sessions normally lasted from one to three hours. In some instances individuals were revisited and taped a second time. Their oral narratives have been condensed and organised to create a coherent flow but their words and expressions remain unchanged.


Despite hardships, all loved their work and cherish their experiences. Even the most humble ragman, pig raiser, drover expressed unmistakable pride in the honest work they performed; each understood his special niche in the city streets. Collectively, they exhibited a sense of history about their role in the evolution of Dublin’s street life. Some clearly saw themselves as a vanishing breed. Tom Flanagan, at eighty-five the last of Dublin’s real lamplighters, typifies these sentiments:


The old lamplighters … oh, they were a hardy breed of men they were. And they loved their work. Every one used to walk miles in the day and they’d take up a pace like a half trot as they’d go from one lamp to another. Had no bicycles. Oh, the children would follow you and you’d get a chorus of that little song “Billy the Lamplighter”. The old lamplighters, everyone knew them. And when they’d make their rounds at Christmas they’d always get a free drink at the pubs — and didn’t light half the lamps after that! It was the best job in the world — but it was a dying business. I was the last lamplighter to use the pole in Dublin.


*One notable exception is Eilis Brady’s book All in! All In!, a marvellous collection of Dublin’s old street names and songs.










Chapter 2


Historical Perspectives on Dublin Street Types


I


STREET FIGURES OF YESTERYEAR


To many Dubliners the street characters of the past are nostalgic symbols of a simpler, happier age before the city was modernised and “progressivised”. Only a few decades ago they were ubiquitous figures along the streets. Their images have been captured in old photographs. They variously bicycled, walked and pushed handcarts carrying sacks, boxes, poles, ladders and other paraphernalia. They knew almost every cobblestone and person in their path. Local people could nearly tell the time of day by their appearance. Back when the tempo of life was more leisurely and conversation savoured they regularly engaged in chat along the way. They were social fixtures along neighbourhood streets — part of the community itself. Street life would not have been the same without their presence.


Lamplighters


No street figure has been more romanticised or rhapsodised than the lamplighter, as the old song goes:


He made the night a little brighter


Wherever he would go


The old lamplighter of long, long ago


He turns them on when night is here


He turns them off when dawn is near


The little man we all loved long ago




His arrival in blue serge suit and uniformed cap adorned by a badge carrying Dublin’s coat of arms was as regular as clockwork. He made his rounds either on bicycle or walking with his torch always borne aloft. When darkness fell people awaited the lamplighter with his magic wand to light the glass globe so that children could play relievio or other street games and men could congregate beneath the glow to chat, sing or play cards. As Redmond poetically put it, the lamplighter put the “sparkling sequins in Dublin’s midnight black hair”.1 And his familiar image with friendly greeting was always reassuring to those wandering home late at night.




Children especially delighted in his arrival, usually scampering behind him chanting in unison some doggerel rhyme like “Billy with the lamp, Billy with the light, Billy with his sweetheart out all night”. Or, in more taunting tone, “Billy with the lamplight, Billy the fool, Billy with the wooden leg, wouldn’t go to school”. Only when bold children would swing dangerously by rope around his lamp-post or mischievously climb up the ladder behind him would he have to exert his authority and chase them off — it was all part of the game.


Despite the romanticised image, the lamplighter’s task was not an easy one. By 1909 there were some 4,400 gas lamps in Dublin that not only had to be lit and extinguished but also cleaned and repaired.2 This meant trodding the streets seven days a week in the fiercest of weather and without relief. However, as lamplighter Frank Wearen, now ninety, tells it, the rules could be bent:


I’d do hundreds of lamps and I’d no bicycle. You’d carry your pole over your shoulder like a rifle, like a soldier. If it was raining you had to keep going. You’d be saturated. Now if you were hungry you could drop into a shop or have a pint … quick! Oh, it was against the rules. But your tongue would get dry in your mouth running and trying to settle everything right with the lamps.


Some lamplighters, as members of the I.R.A., played a clandestine role on the streets during the Troubles. When the feared Black and Tans stalked the streets after curfew in search of violators the lamplighters, as official Corporation night workers, had free reign to roam, carry messages and even conduct missions — so long as they were crafty enough to conceal it. As Wearen confides, they were very valuable men:


Lamplighters knew everything. Everything! They seen everything. But they kept their mouth shut. Oh, we had a few of them in the Movement … oh, they were very useful. If it was curfew they’d be stopped by the Black and Tans but you carried a permit when you’re a night worker for the Corporation and they’d let you go. They always carried a bunch of keys for opening the lamps and they could open a lamp and shove a gun into it and shut it if they were after doing a job. That took place.


In 1912 the Dublin Corporation initiated a programme of change in the public lighting system from gas to electricity. However, it took some forty-five years to make the full conversion and the last gas lamp was quenched in 1957, though the Office of Public Works still maintains gas lighting in Phoenix Park. With the disappearance of the last lamplighters from the streets the night lost its special glow but, as Nolan observes, they linger in the mind as a “reminder of a bygone age.”3




Postmen


Postmen, like lamplighters, were always a welcome sight in neighbourhoods, either peddling a basket bike or ambling along with pouch slung over shoulder. Their uniform was respected, worn with great pride and brass buttons burnished and gleaming in the morning sun. Years ago postmen stuck to assigned districts and got to know everyone personally. They were the street carriers of news, both good and bad. It could be welcome letters and money orders from distant relatives or bills, eviction orders and numbing telegrams notifying the family of a soldier’s death during the war years. All had to be delivered. Yet postmen seemed forever cheery and gregarious, entering the dim hallways of old tenements and roaring out the names as people from the top levels would clamber down. And fifty years ago postmen like Jeremiah Crean delivered items unimaginable today:


I did the tricycle delivery with the basket on front. It was to deliver parcels. The basket was larger than the cycle … the balance wasn’t so good. A great thing in those days were the egg parcels from the country. And we had fowl and fish. The fowl still had the feathers on them and the fish were wrapped in rushes and reeds.


Negotiating the streets on a shaky bicycle was hazardous duty, especially in slippery weather. But as Joe O’Neill found, back in the 1930’s you simply learned how to cope with the conditions:


Most traffic then was trams and horse traffic. On your bike you were out in all weather. The bicycle had an oil lamp. The most difficult thing getting around was the cobblestones on the wet days and crossing the tram tracks. There was an art in crossing them. If you tried to cross them slant-wise the tyre of the cycle got caught and it’d throw you off.


As Dublin experienced urban redevelopment old neighbourhoods were obliterated and residents moved out to the suburbs. Sometimes rougher social elements moved in and some postmen grew “afraid of the challenge of the streets”, preferring office jobs.4 The days of the inner-city neighbourhood postman are nearly gone now. In retrospect, Crean likes to boast that he has been in “every dump and dive in Dublin and I’ve never come to any harm”. But that was before there were mean streets in the city.


Dockers


No part of the old Dublin street scene was more explosive than dockland. It was a world of masts, funnels, towering cranes, barges, carts, horses … ‘a hundred sounds becoming a symphony of dockland”.5 Thousands of men bustling about, shouting orders, heaving mightily and dashing frantically from one “read” to another in hopes of getting a day’s work and wage. There was never a dull moment on the docks. Indeed, Dubliners were instinctively drawn to the quayside streets to watch the activity. One of the major attractions was always the dockers themselves, reputed to be the toughest men on Dublin streets. Skirmishes were common as rivalries developed and factions formed. Eighty-two year old docker Tommy Bassett saw his share of clashes:


Oh, Christ, tough men … toughest men in Ireland they were. It was no place for a clergyman’s son, I can tell you that. There was certain docker crowds fighting one another, like Ringsend and the Northside crowd. Now rows in them days, there was no knives or bottles. Oh, I remember some trouble with bats … but it was a fair fight.


To old dock hands no memory is more vivid — or traumatic — than the morning reads along the streets at Liffeyside. The docks provided the main source of employment for the working classes of the North City and competition was Darwinian. The tension and emotion were palpable with sometimes hundreds of men desperately vying for a few dozen precious jobs and the stevedore perched above the crowd like a dictator. Willie Murphy, who began his life as a docker in 1927 at fourteen, still shows strain in his facial expression as he recounts the scene of which he was so often a part:




Stevedores had great power, terrific power. A hundred, two hundred men might turn up for a reading and for maybe sixty-three jobs. So he’d get on the bridge of the ship and we stood on the wall. Stevedores would call you from their minds. No lists. They knew all the names. And if they didn’t get a job that just put them down in the depths … heartbreaking. And they’d run from one read to another. Some we’d call cross-country runners cause they could run that fast to get to another read.


This wrenching experience was part of the street scene each and every morning. Dockers survived it but say they never got used to it. Once the most pulsating street section of all Dublin, dockland is now essentially dead as old dockers refer to it sadly as a “graveyard”. They saw the end coming and knew it was inevitable, as Pete St. John’s lamentful tribute tells:6


Sure the Dublin docks is dyin’


And a way of life is gone


And Molly it was part of you and me.


Chimney Sweeps


Their trade is one of the oldest and their presence on the streets goes back many centuries. Chimney sweeps were a solitary sort, highly visible but little known. Like some Dickensian character they traversed the streets blackened with soot, lugging long rods, brushes and sacks, shouting out their cries to women peering out of tenement windows. They could also be seen on rooftops along the streetscape clearing chimney stacks with long chain or rope and metal ball. Some were so blackened that their age was indeterminate and they could be frightening to small children. Most, in truth, were kindly but kept their social distance. In part, this was due to perceptions about them. Bernard McGuinness, who learned the trade from his father and has been at it for more than forty years, remembers when sweeps were plentiful and competition keen:


Sweeps were their own breed … loners … rivalry. We never liked to see other chimney sweeps in the area where we were sweeping. And the public looked on sweeps as a kind of lower class person. I didn’t like telling people that I was a chimney sweep.


Though he was embarrassed to identify himself as a sweep when he was a lad starting out, he now takes obvious pride in his heritage. Recognising the honourable antiquity of his trade, he has patiently culled information and stories from the old sweeps via the oral tradition. One of the last sweeps in Dublin cleaning chimneys in the traditional manner, he is a valuable source of oral history and lore.




Signwriters


A half century ago most shops and pubs in Dublin had handwritten signs and signwriters were much in evidence ornamenting and embroidering the fringes of the streetscape. Through their wizardry with paint and brush they could spin magic upon the fascia board, leaving behind a wondrous display of colourful lettering and ornamentation. They gave dowdy little shops and stern pubs marvellous facelifts. They lovingly etched the character lines into the face of Dublin, bestowing upon the streetscape an artistic and personalised ambience for which it became renowned.


Signwriters were always popular street figures, says Kevin Freeney, one of the city’s master craftsmen in the 1930’s. By his own admission he has done “at least 700 pubs and shopfronts” in Dublin:


I often remember pushing a handcart with ladders on it eight miles to a job and back again along the street. I liked working to create relief. People on the street would stop and gather around.


Indeed, the sight of a gifted signwriter perched atop his ladder doing a bit of three-dimensional lettering or fancy ornamentation invariably drew the rapt attention of an admiring audience. It was one of the best free shows on the street. Sometimes the crowd would grow so large that it would interfere with the flow of pedestrian traffic and a policeman would have to disband the people. Admirers and friendly critics might try to engage the signwriter in conversation which could be both an annoyance and distraction. Some would take mischievous delight in pretending to point out a misspelled word. But most signwriters were flattered by the attention and enjoyed a bit of chat. In the 1950’s when plastic signs assaulted Dublin the signwriters began disappearing from the streets and only a few of the real old masters are still around today.


Fortune Tellers


Virtually all inner-city women who were around in the 1920’s and 1930’s remember the fortune tellers quite well. Back then it was Ireland’s Romany gypsies who were reputed to have the “gift”. Though most circulated the rural districts a few settled in Dublin, mostly around the Liberties and Stoneybatter. They assumed an important role in the street history of Dublin’s poorer district. Some had their horse-drawn caravan on a vacant site along the street while others would tell fortunes in such secreted places as Thundercut Alley in Smithfield. Queues of women beside their caravan or alleyway were a common street sight. Despite condemnations by the clergy, women flocked to their fortune teller for “readings”. Back in the more conservative times it was often the wise and non-judgemental fortune teller to whom women could turn in troubled times, revealing secrets not told to husbands, family or priest. A few gained an astonishing reputation and following, not only among the poor but also among middle-class and upper-crust patrons. Indisputably, the most legendary is eighty-four year old Gypsy Lee whose horse-drawn caravan was parked on vacant ground in the notorious Monto District in the 1930’s:


There were these crowds coming to the caravan. I used to do forty and fifty people a day. Many times outside the caravan there’d be queues … mostly women then. Some people came in terrible trouble. I’m glad I’ve had the gift and helped them.


Pawnbrokers


As Hudson documents, Dublin pawnbrokers were a “central figure in working-class life for more than two centuries” and yet they have been “almost totally ignored” by social historians.7 The three brass balls affixed to pawnshops was one of the most identifiable symbols along Dublin’s poorer streets. Dublin local lore has it that they symbolise “faith, hope and charity”. Even his nickname “Uncle” signifies what a personal relationship the pawnbroker had with local folk. To poor families facing hunger, destitution, eviction he was indispensable. In 1870 there were sixty pawnbrokers in the city owning seventy-six pawnshops. By the 1930’s there were still about fifty pawnshops, most strongly associated with such streets as Queen, Dominick, Summerhill, Gardiner, Marlborough, Bride, Francis and Dorset. On Mondays and Saturdays, the major pawning days, streets were visibly more alive with the commotion of women streaming towards the shop laden with bundles of every description. Some early morning trams were even christened “pawn trams” they were so packed with women. Patrick Carthy, whose shop on Marlborough Street is one of Dublin’s last, recalls that some mornings the “queue outside our pawnshop went down the street and around the corner”.8


Known as the “people’s banker”, the local pawn would take in almost anything and give out a few bob for survival’s sake. Clothing, bedding, shoes, pots, wedding rings, religious pictures were all collateral. The interest charged was 2p on the pound per month. On a good day there could be 500 to 1,000 women beating the familiar path to the little local pawn. Thomas Lyng, counter manager at Carthy’s, came into the business in 1938 at fourteen years of age in short pants:


The place was absolutely loaded with customers … it was like going into hell, really … the place was packed from morning to night with all women wearing their shawls and petticoats. We had queues going out into the street. Pawning all kinds of sheets and bedclothing and old suits, shoes. All that was taken in was old and smelled and the sheets and clothes would have fleas and everything in them.




Pawnbrokers and their assistants were required to live above the shop to meet the needs of the masses. Almost all treated customers with genuine friendliness, dignity, even humour. Lyng explains that pawn day was a social occasion for women and their quips and banter enlivened the scene:


Pawn offices were very easy-going, had a jolly kind of air … always a great sense of fun in the whole proceedings. The women, they’d be laughing and joking, a great feeling of solidarity among them because they’d all be in the one boat.


This oral testimony clearly refutes the perception held by many that the pawn office was a grim, sad scene. Also, some popular mythology portrays pawnbrokers as greedy and mercenary, exploiting human misery. This may have been the case with some pawns in Dickensian England but in Dublin people unfailingly testify that the local pawnbroker was almost always a decent sort. Because of the prevalent misconceptions, Hudson contends that the oral historical method is most reliable for dispelling myths and discerning truths about pawnbrokers. For example, even in Dublin today the belief prevails among many that decades ago most pawnbrokers were of Jewish extraction. This may be due to the fact that so many Jewmen (as they were locally known) were involved in scrap collecting and moneylending. However, the oral evidence of Lyng debunks this myth … “nearly all the pawnbrokers were Catholics. There were no Jews in it at all hardly”.


Today there are only three remaining pawnshops in Dublin, a way of life almost gone. But when inner-city women reminisce about life in the old days they invariably laugh about trekking down to the local pawn with their neighbourhood pals — it was just a weekly street ritual.


II


DEALERS, SPIELERS, VENDORS AND COLLECTORS


Dealers


“Street traders are a part of Dublin heritage and tradition. Can any Dubliner imagine the city without ‘the dealers’?”


(“Street Traders”, Irish Times, 1985)


Dublin’s quintessential street figure is that of Molly Malone hawking cockles and mussels along “streets broad and narrow”. This sentimentalised image is found in Irish song, literature and legend. Dublin’s famed ruddy-cheeked women dealers, attired in apron and crying aloud their fruit, vegetables and fish for sale, are true survivors of the hard life on the streets. Centuries ago local shopkeepers complained — as some still do today — that they were a “constant annoyance” obstructing traffic and interfering with business.9 As early as 1660 an attempt was made to abolish street traders except for those duly licensed, but to little avail.10 Following the Great Famine and exodus to Dublin of impoverished rural families, the number of street dealers increased markedly. As social historian Daly states, men had little employment opportunity and dealing became “predominantly the refuge of women”.11 By the 1800’s the proportion of females engaged in this activity in Dublin was “far in excess of most other cities”.12


Many dealers were destitute widows with children to feed. Charitable agencies helped them get a basket and some produce to sell rather than having to rely on begging and handouts. Commonly they reared their children beside them and put them to work when they were of age. By 1900 juvenile street trading was widespread. As O’Brien explains, it was “as much evidence of straitened family circumstances as youthful enterprise”.13 Most of these “trading waifs” were between ten and fifteen years of age and from the poorest families. Bedraggled, barefooted urchins standing rain-drenched in the streets selling, was a pathetic sight. Often it was no more than a pretence to disguise begging. But despite the harshness of street life it was argued by some authorities that it was actually better for the children to be out and active on the streets than confined to the unhealthy, rat-infested and diseased tenement slums in which they lived.


This century’s women dealers are descendants of their nineteenth century kin; most can trace their trading roots back at least several generations. Reared as babies along the street in a box beside their mother and granny, theirs is a heritage of struggle and hardship — but also of pride. It was naturally expected that they would follow in their mother’s footsteps. As they like to put it, it was “just tradition … generation follows generation”. Like their mothers, they wore shawls, pushed wicker barrows and balanced baskets on their heads. Now they and their daughters wear aprons, push prams or stand before stalls. Though no longer hawking cockles, mussels or rabbits, they still sell fruit, flowers, vegetables, fish, poultry, clothing and shoes in the old-fashioned way.


The “old crowd” of Dublin dealers — as they like to reverentially refer to themselves — are mostly between sixty and eighty-five years of age. They are found primarily along Moore, Henry, Thomas and Parnell Streets as well as the Daisy and Iveagh markets. As they tell it, street life in the 1920’s and 1930’s was every bit as tough as in their grandmothers’ time. Like their mothers and grannies before them, most became street traders because of family tradition, limited education, jobless husbands and sheer desperation. Henry Street dealer Ellen Preston epitomises the plight of the Dublin street dealer in this century. Having had to raise twelve children off the street, she does not forget the hard days:




I’m part of the history of the street … yes, I am. Trading goes well back in my family, over a hundred years. My mother and grandmother sold vegetables and fruit on Parnell Street. My mother had fourteen of us. Very, very hard times … you had nothing at all. There was no work for the men. The women traders, they held the families together. They were the whole upkeep because they had to go out. It was very rough.


I was about twelve years of age when I started selling. Every day I pushed me pram on the road in the traffic. Every day. Over the cobblestones and it was really very hard it was. And there was horses and cars and we’d be walking through them … keep walking. Some days was miserable. I often come home with the rain beating off me. You’d be drowned but you had to do it. I remember one day I went out to sell and it was snowing and the snow was getting into me shoes and I was expecting one of the babies at the time and I brought me little parcel with me and I went straight to the hospital and had me baby. And I was out on the street again then in a week.


Despite the rigours of trading, women relished the independence and social life of the street. Friendly banter, bargaining and haggling with customers was invigorating. Even better was the social interaction among dealers themselves which revolved around animated chat, crack, gossip, story telling and pranks. Singing and dancing commonly added to the mood of merriment, especially after a good funeral or around Christmas. At the Daisy and Iveagh markets where characters abounded women would regularly get their jill or half-jill from the nearby pub, dress up in absurdly comical old gowns and hats — even men’s baggy suits — and burst into song and dance. For Nanny Farrell, at eighty-four still seated behind her little stall, it always made her day when two Daisy pals would put on a good performance:


You’d see them all be dancing and singing. Used to take a few pints and dancing and singing all day to their heart’s content. They were a good laugh. They kept everyone alive. Two howls they were. Oh, I could listen to them all day … two devils they were. It was grand.


Dealers and customers alike would gather around to watch. The more ridiculous the antics, the better the show. Some women dealers were notorious for their uninhibited prankish behaviour, parading their act around the streets and even invading the sacred male sanctuary of the local pub in full costume and song. The men howled even more loudly than the women.


Apart from their humorous nature, Dublin’s street dealers have always been known for their kindness and generosity, to friends and strangers alike. It is more than just part of Moore Street lore that the weathered visage, sometimes gruff manner, and tart tongues of some of the veterans belie a “heart of gold”. Stories of their helping the needy are countless. For those in trouble they always had an understanding ear, compassionate word or a few bob. As Daisy trader Annie Ryan relates, both the poor and the outcast could always turn to the dealers for help:
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