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About the Author


Jim Livingstone is the only surviving son of Bridie Gallagher. A qualified psychologist, he retired in 2012 after a career in the Northern Ireland Civil Service. From 1974 he was his mother’s business manager and, for a period, musical director, until she retired in 2000. He toured with her in Ireland, Britain and North America and, more than anyone else, knew and understood the woman who won the hearts of millions of Irish people around the world during her fifty-year career.
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Bridie relaxing while on tour in Waterford and Cork in 1957. © THOMAS TOBIN






FOREWORD


It is a great honour for me to be asked to write these few words as the foreword for this book.


I first saw Bridie perform in Annagry Hall when I was about ten years old. To see her glide across the stage in her wonderful gown singing all the songs we came to know through her is a memory I will never forget. Fast forward to 1985, I had the privilege to be part of a concert tour that also featured Bridie. From the first show Bridie and I hit it off. I suppose the fact that we were both from Donegal was a major plus. I watched her again night after night just as I did all those years before. She had that very special something that you can’t put your finger on. I suppose it’s called star quality. And Bridie had it in abundance. It was during this tour that I came to know Bridie the person.


She loved to reminisce about her years growing up in Creeslough. I can still see her throw her head back and laugh out loud as we traded stories about funny happenings from home. She liked nothing better than a good laugh. You never had to wonder what she thought because she’d tell you right from the word go, whether you liked it or not. She wanted me to be the best I could be and was always happy to advise me on what to do and, more importantly, what not to do while on stage. Even though we toured together on only that one occasion, we kept in touch in the years that followed right up to her death.


Bridie was the one who paved the way for all of us Donegal singers who came after her. Her music brought her around the world and although she spent her adult life living in Belfast, I feel her heart never left Donegal. I’m so glad that her son Jim has finished this book that Bridie had started. It gives us a peek into the life of an incredible lady who reached the top of her career in the music business but, that said, who never lost the common touch.


DANIEL O’DONNELL
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Bridie with her good friend Daniel O’Donnell in 1985.









PREFACE


On 9 January 2012 a very special lady died at the age of eighty-seven. She was my mother, Bridie Livingstone, better known to many people as Bridie Gallagher, the internationally renowned Irish ballad singer, and often described as ‘The Girl from Donegal’. In the weeks and months following her passing, so many friends, family and fans asked me was I going to write a book on her life story that the prospect became irresistible. Bridie herself had done some writing many years earlier with that very intention. But as her health failed she never finished it. So I decided to pick up the baton and finish the job: the result is now in your hands.


With Bridie’s own written memories to start with, and my own, I also researched published references, including newspaper articles, from different stages of her life and career and interviewed friends and family members who knew her well.


I have attempted to present an honest and interesting account of her life experiences, her achievements, her personality, her strengths and weaknesses, her triumphs and her lows. Some readers will already know much about her life, and others perhaps very little. Everyone, I hope, will find some surprises.


I owe a great debt to many people who have helped and encouraged me in producing this book, especially family and friends of my mother Bridie, the team at The Collins Press, and my colleagues and tutors at Belfast’s Crescent Arts Centre, particularly Jo Egan and Ruth Carr.


Most of all, I will be forever grateful for the love and support of my wife Paula, daughters Teresa, Shauna and Nuala, and son Peter. Without their love and support I’d be lost and this book would never have been written.


JIM LIVINGSTONE
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Bridie with her son Jim (author) at his First Communion in 1959.







PROLOGUE


‘Two minutes, Miss Gallagher,’ whispered the assistant stage director busy with his clipboard and lists, stagehands scurrying about like silent mice.


Bridie stood motionless in the wings of the vast stage. Both her hands were clasped together in white-knuckle terror like a girl about to board a rollercoaster, and she stared ahead, her mind whirling with thoughts. ‘Is this really happening to me? Am I actually going to sing on the London Palladium stage? Please God make it good.’


She could hear the orchestra playing Rob Murray’s big finishing number. She knew that her eight minutes on stage were about to start, eight of the longest minutes in her short show business life. Once Rob was off, Bruce Forsythe, the MC, would be on, building the audience to the edge of heightened expectancy like the pro he was. And then the call to action would come for ‘The Girl from Donegal’.


She stepped forward and nervously drew aside the large velvet curtains just an inch to peek out at the cavernous auditorium, blood red and gold, glaring back at her. Rows and rows of glowing white faces singing, swaying and cheering along with Rob as he reached the pinnacle of his act. Was that her mother and father she could see out there? Was that Bob and the children there in the fourth row too? No, they were all back in Ireland. She knew she was alone and felt a pang in her heart. No family there to support and pray for her. No friends to lead the audience in applause. Nobody to hold her tight and reassure her. As so many times before, and many more to come, it would be her alone on stage, striving to win the hearts of the crowd and thrill them with her songs.


Gazing up to the upper circle of seats so high above, she suddenly felt she was looking at Muckish Mountain near home and could even feel the Donegal wind in her face. She saw the school choir with her sister Grace and herself giggling and singing while Miss Cahoun scowled in disapproval. ‘Sing up, Gallagher, and concentrate.’ So much had happened since those giddy days twenty years ago and now, holy God, she was about to sing at the world-famous London Palladium.


The orchestra stopped with a flourish. The audience exploded in noise. All became a blur. She couldn’t see or hear for a moment. The air around her chilled. She felt her brow rise in sweat. Her mouth was dry. She stole a quick gulp of water, pushed back her coal-black silken hair, fluffed her petticoats and shook her head. Someone thrust a microphone into her hand. It seemed to fit like a favourite glove. She could hear Bruce winding the crowd up.


And then magically she was calm, ready to perform, ready to embrace another audience like all the others and make them hers. She heard Bruce exclaim, ‘Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome The Girl from Donegal, Bridie Gallagher.’ She glided onto the stage and was instantly bathed in brilliant warm light. She took her cue from the orchestra and sang ‘There’s one fair county in Ireland …’
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Advert for Sunday Night at the London Palladium from January 1959. © LONDON EVENING STANDARD


[image: images]


Bridie with concert producer Shay O’Hara at Sydney Opera House in 1977.




Chapter One


THE WHITE GATE


Ah ’tis well to be you that is taking your tae, where,


They’re cuttin’ the corn around Creeslough the day.


‘CUTTIN’ THE CORN IN CREESLOUGH’, (FRENCH, HASTINGS)


[image: images]


When the phone rang that Thursday morning, on 22 December 2011, it startled us all. We were about to leave for work. Early morning phone calls rarely brought good news. It was Linda, Mum’s private carer, who visited her every morning and afternoon. She cooked, cleaned, ironed, washed, shopped, chatted and, most importantly, made Mum laugh. She was really like a daughter to her – the daughter she never had. She had just arrived for her morning call to discover Mum had had a fall, and so she rang me. I didn’t hesitate. I ran to the car to get to her house.


Ten minutes later I found Mum lying beside her bed, a blanket over her, and Linda sitting beside her on the bedroom floor. After a quick inspection I could see she was obviously in severe pain and rang for an ambulance. It pulled up a few minutes later and the paramedic came in to make an assessment. Typically, she immediately put on a performance, smiling and joking with the paramedics checking her pulse and heart, even flirting a little while still wincing in pain at any movement.


Twenty minutes later we were in the hospital A&E department where she was seen quickly by a doctor, had X-rays taken and it was soon confirmed she had fractured her hip and needed to be admitted immediately for treatment.


The ward, like so many others, was a long corridor with five 6-bed units and single rooms off the right-hand side, and nurse stations and doctors’ rooms off the left. The sickly yellow walls of the corridor were decorated with a variety of oil paintings and prints. The nurses were getting Mum into the first bed. Just across from the bed on the corridor wall was a painting. A painting of a very special scene that shook me. It was one that Mum and all our family knew very well. It was of a little beach near Creeslough on Sheephaven Bay in County Donegal, with a wonderful view looking up to Crockatee Hill at the end of the bay with the towering dark-blue mass that was Muckish Mountain in the distance behind. The place was known as The White Gate. It was Mum’s favourite place in the world, half a mile from where she was born.


She was born on the Ards Peninsula, near Creeslough, just half a mile from The White Gate, on Sunday 7 September 1924 and a few weeks later was christened Bridget Ena Gallagher. But she was always called Bridie. Her mother, also Bridget, gave birth in a little cottage on the main road through Ards near Doe Chapel. Bridie lived her first year there with her mother and father Jim, as well as five sisters and three brothers. Her younger sister Maggie was born the following year, making it a family of ten, and they moved to a larger two-storey, four-bedroom farmhouse at Aghallative on Ards, set below a high ridge crowned by the pines of Ards Forest, which has been the Gallagher family home ever since. It was set up a steep rocky lane 300 yards from the main road along Ards peninsula, and half a mile from the ‘big house’ at the end of Ards, which was then the stately home of the landlords, Sir Pieter and Lady Ena Stewart-Bam. The big house was demolished in the 1960s and replaced by a new Franciscan friary and retreat centre. Bridie was to spend her most formative years in this wild and wondrous place at the foot of Muckish Mountain until she was twenty-four years of age.
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The Stewart-Bam house on Ards, near Creeslough, County Donegal. © G. KIELY, BALLYSHANNON





Creeslough lies on a gentle green slope bounded by a few small lakes below Muckish with breathtaking views across the narrowest part of Sheephaven Bay, one of the many sheltered inlets on this beautiful Donegal coastline. Along with neighbouring Falcarragh, Dunfanaghy, Carrigart and Downings, it now welcomes a constant stream of tourists from all over the world. They come to enjoy Ards Forest Park, visit Doe Castle, climb Muckish Mountain and marvel at the spectacular scenery of Horn Head. But for Bridie, from a very young age, her favourite place was that little beach on Ards, The White Gate. She played there as a child, playing hide-and-seek with her sisters and hunting for cockles. Often she just sat on the rocks looking wistfully up the bay towards the dark brooding Muckish Mountain dreaming a young girl’s dreams.


The Gallagher house on Ards provided the setting for a happy childhood in which laughter and music played a major part.
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The Gallagher family house on Ards c. 1930.





‘Our home was a big country house with an open fire in the stone-flagged kitchen on which everything was cooked, as well as providing heat. We had no electric, drank water from a spring well, and lived a simple but happy life. There was always someone singing or laughing and often too many people talking at the same time. Mother baked home-made bread every day in a pot oven hung on a crook over the fire. When the dough was put into the black pot oven its lid was covered with pieces of glowing turf puffing whiffs of blue smoke into the room. That beautifully warm sweet baking smell always reminds me of home.’


They were a hard-working family, of modest means, and all active in the local Parish of Doe, especially its sports and music. There was little to suggest in 1924 that this pretty little dark-haired girl of this large family would one day become one of the most famous and glamorous singers ever to come out of Ireland, selling records around the world in vast numbers, starring in many of the great theatres of the world, like the London Palladium and Sydney Opera House, and performing on television and radio shows across four continents.


Her mother Bridget (affectionately known by friends as ‘Biddy’) and her father, Jim, met as teenagers working at Ards House in 1902. This mansion was built in 1708 and was set amid glorious scenery by the shores of Sheephaven Bay, 3 miles from Creeslough, at the end of the Ards peninsula, looking across to Downings and Carrigart. Sir Pieter and Lady Ena Stewart-Bam, whose 2,000-acre estate encompassed Ards and beyond, right up to the outskirts of Creeslough, were the estate owners and landlords. The Stewards, Lady Ena’s ancestors, were a long-established landlord family and had houses in County Down (Mount Stewart), Argyle in the west of Scotland and Kensington in London. Biddy started work as a housemaid and Jim as pantry boy at the age of fourteen in Ards House. Jim later progressed to head gardener and Biddy became Lady Ena’s highly valued personal maid.


‘While working for these upper-crust people, Mother and Father learned a great deal. The Stewarts treated all their staff very well and with great respect. Before she married, Lady Stewart also had a beautiful house in Addison Road, Kensington and about 1907 took Mother there for a few years as her personal maid. Lady Ena was very fond of her, and in fact I only discovered many years later that she christened me ‘Bridget Ena’ in honour of Lady Ena Stewart. She returned to Ards when Lady Stewart married Sir Pieter Bam, a captain in the South African Army, in 1910 and met up with Father again. They fell in love and married in 1912.’


Jim and Biddy lived briefly in two other houses, first at Cashellilly, deep in the middle of Ards Forest, and then in a cottage at Cashelmore on Ards on the edge of the forest. When they made the short move to Aghallative up the road the cottage became the home of an O’Donnell family who became close friends of the Gallaghers.


‘Their son, Willie, became a close friend of ours and a good neighbour. He was a frequent visitor to our house, or “raker” as we said in Donegal, and a great comfort during troubled times, always caring for us like younger brothers and sisters.’


Following the Irish War of Independence and tragic Civil War the Stewart-Bam family left Ireland, and their estate on Ards was taken over by the Irish Land Commission. It was broken up into lots, and given to the young families of the estate who, up to then, had been paying tenants. Biddy and Jim were given the large farmhouse and eight acres of land at Aghallative on Ards and settled there in 1925. As well as a large kitchen with an open turf fire on which all the cooking was done using a crook and big black pots, the sitting room and each bedroom had its own fireplace to provide heat. There was no electricity and so light came from candles and a Tilley lamp, which was used only in the kitchen. There was no bathroom or inside toilet. Bathing was done in a large tin bath in front of the kitchen fire and all water came from a well at the back of the house. Modern household conveniences now taken for granted would not appear until many years later.


There was a farmyard to the rear bounded on two sides by stone outhouses, with a byre for four cows, sheds for chickens and ducks, a stable for the horse, a hay barn with a thresher, and a store. At the back of the yard was a steep rock-face reaching up some 30 feet, fringed with gorse bushes and fir trees, at the bottom of which was the house well. At the front of the house there was a small rock garden with large stone steps rising 4 feet up from the lane to the front door. The sides of these broad steps were like two stone benches and were to form the platform for hundreds of family group photographs in the years to come, or just a place to sit and admire the wonderful vista beyond the fields below, looking down on Sheephaven Bay and beyond to Creeslough in the distance.
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A rare occasion of Bridie milking a cow on the family farm c. 1938. She loathed the job of milking the cows and avoided doing it as much as possible.





Jim had trained at Ards House to be a gardener. He bought up a few more acres alongside the original lot given to him. This included an orchard and garden in which he cultivated all kinds of vegetables and fruit. The ten apple trees he planted in the orchard were named after each child in the family.


‘My tree bore crab apples – which maybe says something about me as a child.’


As well as working as a gardener, and later a forester, Bridie’s father grew potatoes and corn on his small holding. When the corn was threshed in the summer, he brought bags of corn by donkey and cart to the big mill near Falcarragh for grinding – a round trip of 24 miles. Meanwhile Biddy was busy from early morning to late at night in the home cooking, making clothes, cleaning and generally organising her large family. The seven sisters did their bit helping out in the household.


‘With no washing machines or modern conveniences we all grew up with each having our own jobs to do around the home and in the garden, which stood us in good stead as the years passed by. Nobody could ever say that the Gallaghers were idle.’


One of her earliest memories was sitting beside her mother watching in wonderment as she made little dresses for her sister Maggie and herself for Sunday Mass on an old Singer sewing machine given to her by Lady Stewart-Bam as a farewell gift. Biddy also made all her own jam, which lasted the whole year and included apple, gooseberry, blackcurrant, strawberry, rhubarb and blackberry. But Bridie definitely preferred working in the house to outside in the fields.


‘I loved any job inside the house rather than outside. I always felt the cold very much. Maybe I just hated getting my hands dirty.’


As well as cultivating some crops, the farm had ducks, chickens, sometimes a couple of turkeys, five cows, a couple of pigs, a horse and a donkey. Bridie loathed the job of milking the cows and avoided doing it as much as possible. She also hated gathering potatoes on a cold October day after school.


‘I had to gather them following the horse and potato plough. It was hard, back-breaking and filthy work. You certainly couldn’t be fussy about your fingernails. I hated it.’


While they were industrious, the family were by no means well off. Bridie recalled how, if she was lucky, she took a sandwich of bread and jam with her to school. On a Monday, there was often no bread in the house, since the Gallagher household frequently had visitors on the Sunday.


‘My mother was so good natured or afraid to “let herself down” once or twice she would give all the remaining bread to Sunday visitors without a thought, leaving us none for Monday morning.’


So on the way home from school that day the young sisters would eat berries from the bushes along the road, especially sloes. Bridie and her sisters also used to creep into neighbours’ fields to pick a turnip to eat raw. This was regarded then as a lovely treat, albeit slightly illicit. But she was also resourceful and clearly had developed an engaging personality at a young age.


‘When I was about seven I used to call at two different houses on the way home from school, about half a mile apart, and ask for a glass of water. I knew full well that the two old ladies living in these houses would offer me bread and jam, or better still, bread and butter with sugar on the top. That would keep me going until I got home.’


At home dinner of buttered potatoes toasted by the fire with a glass of milk was the staple diet. Meals were very simple then. The girls and younger boys had meat only at weekends – usually chicken or bacon, but during the week there was always some meat for her father and eldest brother Jim, who worked with his father in the forestry. Bridie would laugh loudly years later telling of her mother sitting as usual by the fire, and her older brother John, the youngest of the three boys, rushing in breathlessly from school every single day and shouting: ‘What is it today, Mam?’


Biddy would laugh heartily, never understanding why he bothered asking since it was always the same answer – potatoes and butter. On a Friday this might have been mixed with onions to make ‘poundies’ as they called their favourite meal. Desserts, like jelly and custard, were only to be had on rare Sundays, when visitors called, or when someone in the family was sick. Bridie could laugh at the memory of her brother Josie, once sick with jaundice and crying: ‘Why are you forcing me to have this custard now when I’m sick and can’t eat it, when I never get it when I’m well?’


There was some outdoor work Bridie loved. It was in the hay and corn fields helping with the harvest in the summer. On a warm summer’s day, toiling for hours in the fields, they looked forward to Biddy and the eldest sister Nellie bringing out the tea with hot buttered currant bread and rhubarb jam for the workers in the field.
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Bridie and her mother Biddy c. 1940.





The Gallaghers were particularly fortunate as children since they often received ‘hand-me-down’ clothes from the wealthy Stewart-Bam family. Lady Ena was especially fond of Biddy, her favourite maid, and before she left Ards frequently helped the family as it grew. Any clothes given were usually of the highest quality. Bridie never forgot how she was once given a lovely bright blue coat with a white fur collar that her elder sister Rose had been given by Lady Ena. She was the envy of all her pals at school.
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In the lane outside the Gallagher home on the Ards Peninsula, County Donegal, (l–r): Rose, Maggie, Bridie’s father Jim, Bridie and Josie c. 1938.





But the generosity of the Stewart-Bams was not just confined to the Gallaghers. In Ards House every Christmas they held a big party for the children of all the estate families. They had a huge Christmas tree covered with decorations and surrounded with presents for every child on the estate. The children gathered excitedly round the tree and picked their gift before the party, with lots of goodies to eat, started.


When the Stewart-Bams left Ards, the Franciscan Order purchased Ards House in 1927 and established a Capuchin friary. There were no local laundries or washing machines so they asked Biddy to do the laundering of their priest vestments and clothing. She agreed instantly. It was a great opportunity to supplement the family’s income. But it was not easy work, especially during wet weather when altar clothes and vestments could be found drying on clothes horses in every single room in the house.


The family had a pony and trap, but Bridie was scared of the pony. Fortunately her younger sister Maggie could handle him well. There were very few cars on the roads then and when the friars needed to go to Letterkenny they had to walk 2 miles from the friary up to the main road to catch a bus outside the ‘Rockhouse’, one of the original gatehouses of the Stewart-Bam estate. One day, on returning from such a trip, Fr Andrew, one of the Franciscan priests, spotted Maggie and Bridie on the pony and trap on their way to deliver the clean laundry to the friary, neatly packed in a big hamper on the cart. Regarding himself as a bit of a practical joker, he crept up behind the cart and started swaying it back and forth, shouting to Maggie, the driver: ‘What’s the matter Maggie, can ye not steer that yoke at all?’


He was doubled up with laughing at his own hilarity but the two young teenage girls were too terrified to utter a word and waited for him to go on his way. Bridie was frightened that day by Fr Andrew, but she was to become very close to the same Franciscan priest for many years, as he guided and advised her throughout much of her adult life.


If Biddy and Jim were away shopping or visiting, one or two of the older brothers and sisters would be left in charge of the ‘weeans’. Theirs was a big spacious house where the kitchen also served as a family living room with its traditional dresser in the corner, full of plates of different patterns and sizes. Precious things were put in the drawer of the dresser or behind the plates for safe keeping. The children were always able to amuse and entertain themselves. There was no television or radio in the house until many years later, but everyone could play the fiddle or accordion, or sing and dance. All the girls had dancing lessons in Creeslough Hall on Saturdays. Often, bursting with all this talent, they got old curtains or bed sheets and hung them over the scullery door, secured them with two heavy candlesticks, and put the kitchen table in front of this, thereby creating Bridie’s very first ‘stage’. They put a chair in front and behind to climb up onto it. Each would take their turn at performing, with Bridie never having to be asked twice to sing.


In the spring and summer on fine days, the girls would go out to the big steps at the front of the house to skip, while the boys played football in the lane, or they would all race to the apple trees in the garden to play.


‘We were like monkeys, we spent so much time climbing trees around the house and “walking the gates” – tiptoeing along the tops of gates like tightrope walkers in the circus. Many a fall we had too. Once we were out in the “planting”, which was an area of tall trees beside the house, and Grace climbed this large elm tree, but clambered well above her reach and got stuck. All we could hear was her screaming and crying: “Get me down, get me down – my hip is choked!” – her knickers were caught on the branch.’
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Bridie at the farm gate c. 1940 with her accordion. Her mother taught her to play the instrument.





When there was snow or a heavy frost they would go up to a sloping field owned by a neighbour, and slide down icy slopes with skis made from the metal rims of old cartwheels. Some of the girls also went bird-watching, looking for nests, but never to steal eggs or destroy them – just to look. Bridie once found a corncrake’s nest in the middle of rushes. The little chicks were black and dark brown in colour.


‘I foolishly took them home to Mother just, in my innocence, to show her but she scolded me and made me take them straight back again before the parent bird returned. I hated to part with them but I knew better than to disobey Mother.’


On summer days, when the tide was out, the children often trekked down the lane and across a field to the strand of Sheephaven Bay to collect cockles and mussels. The boys would find wood and light a fire on the beach. They would boil the shellfish in an old can and have a picnic with bread, butter and scallions, and of course tea – there were no fizzy drinks then. At other times they would walk further to what is locally called Lucky Shell beach at the other end of the peninsula near Ards Friary. The older boys would collect dulse and carrageen moss for Biddy while the younger girls played in the sand collecting the supposedly ‘lucky’ shells. But strangely, being born and bred by the sea, none of the family could swim. There was no one to teach them.


In 1930, Bridie’s paternal grandfather James Gallagher died. He was eighty-four and had lived with the family for a few years prior to his death, his wife having died a young woman many years earlier in 1903. His was the first corpse Bridie, then only six years old, ever saw, and she never forgot the sight at the wake as the old man’s remains were laid out in the bed upstairs. Ever after she recoiled at any suggestion that young children should be brought to the bedside to see a dead body. She would shiver at the memory of how her mother brought her and her young sisters upstairs to kneel down by the bedside and say prayers for the deceased. The horror she felt stayed with her for the rest of her life.


Grandfather Gallagher was a lovely old man who used to go for little walks near the house, always carrying a stick. He left his stick in the same place behind the front door on his return every day. Bridie recalled, with a guilty smile, how one day there was a small muddy pool on the road in front of the house.


‘I sneaked out with Grandfather’s stick and put the handle into the mud and then left it back again behind the door. I then hid with Maggie at the side of the house under the trees to watch Grandfather’s reaction. He came tearing after us with the stick, chasing us up into the fields behind. But it was all a bit of fun and he would laugh hoarsely and long at our impudence.’


Biddy’s parents, the Sweeneys, lived 5 miles away in a remote cottage in Brocas, at the end of a long steep lane at the foot of Muckish Mountain. Bridie loved going to visit Granny Sweeney with Biddy. Granny was a friendly little lady who told the children stories and gave them little treats. But the girls were always a little afraid of Granda Sweeney.


‘I think we thought ourselves a wee bit more grand – at least we had an outside toilet with a river flowing underneath. Nevertheless, whenever we got up to Granny’s and got settled in we grew to adore those visits.’


It was not uncommon for neighbours to visit the old couple any night, sitting around the open fire telling stories and sharing local news. It was a byre cottage of one room, with a bed to the side of the open fire. Granny always sat on a stool by the fire.


‘There was always a smaller stool by her side on which I sat. The neighbours, with Granda and his brother, Uncle Owen, sat around the other side of the fire on hard-backed chairs. There were no soft seats in that house. The bed in the kitchen always had lovely curtains, which were pulled across when there was nobody sleeping there during the day so that it was neatly cordoned off.’


The cottage also had a half-door so that when the sunshine cast shadows on the door her Granny could tell the time, almost to the minute, just like reading a sun dial. As for Granda Sweeney, Bridie never really felt close to him and always got the feeling that he didn’t like children. She could never remember getting a cuddle from him. She recounted cutting the corn with him in the field behind the cottage.


‘It was a slow procedure with a scythe. So we children had to hold a stick that was especially cut from hawthorn bush, and trimmed for the job, to pat stalks in place in front of the scythe that Granda swung, as he proceeded along to cut the corn. You had to walk backwards to do this, which was difficult, and if you lost concentration for a second and let the rod drop, Granda would let out a roar that would frighten the life out of us. You felt he might cut the legs off you at any moment.’


Bridie always proudly proclaimed the good education she received at Massinass National School in Creeslough. The teachers were very particular about grammar and diction, which she claimed stood her in good stead in her career years later. She loved school and was always near the top of the class at reading, writing, spelling, geography and Irish. She firmly believed that Irish people should be able to have the chance to learn and speak their native tongue and indeed, many years later in her sixties, she attended evening classes in Belfast to refresh her knowledge of the language. She made good friends at Massinass School, and one in particular was to be life long.


Anna Maria Kelly became her closest school pal and they remained friends for life. They played, sang, danced and played camogie together. At dances after camogie games, according to Anna, both of them became well practiced at telling over-romantic boys: ‘You can have a kiss but no trimmings.’ They forged one of those rare friendships that seem to last no matter how little they saw of each other in later years. Seventy years later, with Anna living in Dublin and Bridie living in Belfast, they still maintained regular contact by telephone and letter, sharing their life experiences of all kinds, and once in a while would visit each other for a day of chat, laughter and sometimes tears for lost family and friends.


From an early age at school Bridie’s singing ability shone through. If Biddy sent Bridie for a message to the nearest shop a mile away, she always chuckled that she didn’t have to look out for her returning as she could be heard singing at the top of her voice as she made her way up the lane to the house. Even when she was about seven years of age, her teacher used to put her at the front of the class to sing for other pupils – she claimed that she hated it, but that could have been false modesty. Later she and her older sister Grace were asked to join the local choir at Doe Chapel, which proved to be something they both loved and enjoyed. Miss Cahoun, one of the two teachers in Massinass, was the organist and her sister Fanny was the lead singer of the choir. This was when Bridie’s later reputation for uncontrolled laughter and giggling first came to the fore.


‘One night, during October Devotions, the parish priest was celebrating Benediction and we had to sing unaccompanied as neither of the Cahoun sisters turned up, for some reason. So Grace and I started to sing the Latin hymn “Salutaris”, but both of us started in different musical keys. We stopped and tried again but it happened a second time. We tried for a third time unsuccessfully, and eventually broke down with a torrent of giggles. It was torture getting through the rest of the hymns that night without laughing, but because we were up in the gallery nobody could see us. We always thanked God it was poor old Fr Gallagher on the altar that night. He was a civil old man who never said a word against us for our giggling. Nonetheless, we waited in the gallery after the service until everyone had left the chapel before coming down and then scurried out to the road home.’


But Bridie was no ordinary school pupil. According to Anna Maria Kelly, she was, in fact, one of the brightest in the class. The two pals excelled at all their subjects, so much so that both were offered extremely rare and valuable scholarships to extend their studies beyond the age of fourteen (then the normal school-leaving age for most children) and attend the Loreto Convent Boarding School in Letterkenny for three years. Sadly, and inexplicably, Bridie was not allowed by her parents to accept the scholarship, then worth £40 annually. Instead, they wanted her to go out to work and earn a living like the rest of her sisters. For whatever reason, Bridie never again spoke of this major educational opportunity denied to her.


But at the time she was, according to Anna, bitterly disappointed. Anna did take up the scholarship and later went on to nursing studies in Dublin and a professional career in health. Were Biddy and Jim wrong to be so short-sighted in depriving their young daughter of such an important chance to further her learning? The fact is that the cultural and economic realities for most families in Ireland in 1938 were usually more focused on finding paid work early rather than pursuing extended education, especially for girls. Bridie’s disappointment was only shared with Anna, and no one else, perhaps to protect the reputation of her parents, whom she loved and respected deeply. But it explains perhaps why some thirty years later she went to extraordinary lengths to ensure her two sons received the best possible education. Her further education beyond fourteen was to come by a very different route.




Chapter Two


DONEGAL TO BELFAST


No more beside the sycamore I’ll hear the blackbird sing


No more to meet the blithe cuckoo to welcome back the spring


No more I’ll plow your fertile fields, a chuisle geal mo chroídhe


On foreign soil I’m doomed to toil, far away from Glenswilly


‘THE HILLS OF GLENSWILLY’ (M. McGINLEY)


[image: images]


Bridie left school at the age of fourteen and went to work in the local post office, which was also a general stores, near the chapel at Doe on Ards. She was paid the princely sum of three shillings per week for a nine-hour working day. The fascination of learning to use the telephone exchange for the small number of people who had a telephone really appealed to her. In her last year at school she went every day after school to work for an hour serving behind the counter. So the transition to full-time work was much less of a difficulty. However, the postmistress, Annie Hunter, was a tiny woman with a fierce temper who would often scold Bridie in front of customers whenever she did something not to her liking. Bridie never got used to that scolding and knew her future lay elsewhere.


But she claimed much later to have learned one important lesson in that first job. That was honesty. At the end of each day, she had to sweep up the shop and tidy the office after closing. One day she found a ten-shilling note and handed it over to Annie. Obviously one of the customers had dropped it. The next day a large man, who was not local, came in and enquired if anyone had found the note, a lot of money in those pre-war days. The postmistress told him that Bridie had handed in the money the night before. Much to her surprise and delight, the man gave her a shilling as a reward for her honesty – a fortune in 1938 for a young teenager. It was a lesson well learned and one that she never forgot.


As she grew into her teens her family on Ards grew smaller. The older brothers and sisters, like most young people in Donegal and Ireland of that generation, began to seek employment and pursue new dreams away from Donegal and Ireland. The eldest brother, Jim, after following in his father’s footsteps and working in the forestry, soon got itchy feet and emigrated to England to seek a better life. He trained there and worked as a carpenter, settling in London where he lived until he died. The second eldest brother, John, went first to Garvagh in County Derry to work at turf cutting and then to Kildare and the Bog of Allen. Soon the lure of London drew him to join Jim and he also became a skilled carpenter.


Her three eldest sisters, Sarah, Nellie and Mary, initially worked in local hotels and guest houses. But soon, one after the other, they went to Dublin where they all secured better-paid jobs. Her other two older sisters, Rose and Grace, also worked locally at first until they too left. They went to Belfast to live with a sister of their father, Aunt Mary, who lived on the Donegall Road. They eventually moved to Scotland where they settled with their new husbands and were joined by Nellie, who moved there from Dublin with her new husband James after the Second World War.
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Bridie at Ards House, near Creeslough c. 1940.
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Bridie (left), and Grace (right), collect the laundry from Ards Friary c. 1940.





Bridie’s third brother Josie trained as a mechanic at O’Briens garage at Cashelmore, a mile from the family home. In later years, he worked as a lorry driver when a mineral mining company opened up a white sandpit on Muckish Mountain and shipped the silica, used for making glass, to the Pilkington factory in England from the pier on Ards. He later joined his father working in the forestry on Ards, married Bridget Gallagher (no relation) from Cashellily and stayed in the family home at Aghalattive to care for Biddy and Jim as they grew into old age.
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Family and friends cutting the corn c. 1940.





Bridie’s younger sister Maggie didn’t leave home until she married. She and her husband John lived for a time in Clydebank, Scotland, until they decided to come back to Donegal to bring up their family less than a mile from Biddy and Jim. Finally, Bridie’s older sister Mary returned to Donegal to marry and begin a family. Tragically, her husband died while she was expecting their only child, James.


As a consequence, Bridie soon had family in Donegal, Glasgow, London and Dublin. It was a large and now widespread family indeed: her brothers and sisters were parents to over thirty children. Throughout her life Bridie was to see all her Gallagher family many times in her travels across Britain and Ireland. It was a great consolation to her to know that she had family nearby no matter where she went across Ireland and Britain.


Meanwhile, she grew more and more interested in music and sport. Apart from all the games played around the house, the four youngest girls in the family – Rose, Grace, Maggie and Bridie – loved to play camogie, one of the fastest and most skilful field games in the world, unique to Irish culture. Nowadays all the players wear protective headgear because of the obvious danger of being hit during play and sustaining serious injury. When Bridie was a girl, no such protective gear was used. As a result, players were frequently injured, especially the attacking forwards. This was the role Bridie played well.




[image: images]


Creeslough Camogie Team in 1941, back row (l–r): Lettie Brennan, Peggy Trearty, Mary Reilly, Grace Brogan, Maggie and Bridie Gallagher; middle row (l–r): Frances Brennan, Cathleen and Brigid McGinley, Teresa Conaghan and Nell Ferry; and front row (l–r): Teresa McGarvey and Anna Maria Kelly (Bridie’s school pal).





There were annual sports days at Creeslough and Portnablagh, which meant a big family outing. Her eldest brother Jim was a fast bicycle rider, apparently winning all before him locally. But her brother John was the star athlete in a rather more esoteric pursuit – the ‘slow bicycle race’. He could balance – motionless – on a bike for what seemed like hours without falling off. Her brother Josie was a good footballer, but the girls excelled at camogie. They were very effective forwards and popular with the rest of the team and spectators for their flair and skill.
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