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Although this is a narrative, it is not an autobiography, except in so far as all the seven men remembered in it played some part in my life and are seen through my eyes. There is no significance in the number chosen, outside the fact that they are all dead; they all died within a short space of time of each other; all of them were acquainted with some of the others; and I was acquainted with them all.
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Introduction


Joseph O’Connor


Tony Cronin was always suspicious of what he called ‘the Kerry schoolmaster’ genre of Irish literary writing, which prized rootedness, authenticity and tweed. His fine novel The Life of Reilly (1964), a kind of cousin to Dead as Doornails, has a lot of fun mocking the subspecies of wordsmithing Celt that haunted 1950s BBC Radio in London, hanging out in the pubs near Broadcasting House, talking wistfully of turf and the mammy to attractive young people while assembling scripts full of marketable Synge-Song. 


This isn’t the only sort of author to whom Tony’s prose was, and is, an implied rebuke. Auden and Cyril Connolly were among his touchstones; he liked clarity, exactitude. The mid-century era of Dead as Doornails was one in which many an Irish writer, flailing in the slipstream of the great ocean liner that was Joyce, piled up the adjectives as though trying to assemble them into a raft, but Tony’s sentences have an almost Augustan classical elegance even when they describe sitting in McDaid’s in wet socks and wondering where the next crust is going to come from. This tension between content and style is where the wonderful energy of his writing arises, and his control of it is unerringly deft. He knocks worlds together in a way that makes the sparks fly but he does it with the laidback skill of a jazz drummer using brushes. I find Dead as Doornails a book that is difficult to stop reading once you start, even though I know it so well. I’m always wondering how Tony works the trick with such brilliance.


The book is immensely funny but not as continuously funny as is often said. There is hunger, loneliness, worry, a lot of drinking, which you feel is self-medication more than ordinary social boozing. When a man in a pub in London says to Tony, ‘You have a nice face. I’d like to know you,’ you want to put your arms around them both.


Literature might be defined as the art of writing about things that matter for longer, or about things that matter at all. Tony’s book is hugely important as a picture of its times, of the desolate condition of Irish writers and artists and the society around them, but it is at heart a series of portraits of his friends. His own great and lasting gift for friendship is obvious on every page: no saint, but he is forgiving, companionable, accepting of eccentricity, seeing it as a price he is content to pay for knowing such remarkable people. In Farewell, My Lovely, Raymond Chandler writes of one character, ‘She’d make a bishop kick a hole through a stained glass window.’ There are times in the book when Kavanagh, Behan and Brian O’Nolan are outrageously annoying. Tony doesn’t judge. Well, not much. It has often seemed to me that in its picture of the compassion sometimes required when you love someone impossible, Dead as Doornails anticipates Withnail and I. 


The book has been seen, rightly, as a powerful evocation of Dublin in the 1950s, a backwater of crusty proprieties and pitiless squalor, where the rain lashed horizontally and happiness was prohibited by constitutional amendment. Self-esteem was not thought to be useful or wise. Tony understood suffering; his biography of Beckett was acclaimed by the late Eileen Battersby as ‘one of the greatest Irish books ever written.’ Yet, there was fun to be found in what Tony calls ‘the possibilities of the day’ and in the nights heading out in someone’s hire-purchase car to the drinking dens on the city’s outskirts, where you could gargle away after hours if you claimed to be a bona fide traveller. Often there would be a woozy trek back into town, to a network of cellars under a Georgian house on Fitzwilliam Place, where there was ‘a smell of money gone’. Close to dawn, this underworld heard many a rebel ballad and last-minute chat-up line and some subterranean homesick blues. Tony always resisted the word ‘Bohemian’ when applied to the Dublin of his past – he was a poet, first and last, resisting lazy words was a part of the job – but you can see that there was a shabby glamour, a monochrome, hardboiled, collar-raised-against-the-rain sense of doomed life, and there was even a bit of sex in the suburbs. 


It shouldn’t be forgotten that this is also a tremendous book about an already vanishing corner of England: the postwar Soho of sullen jazzmen and partying painters and red light reflected on broken glass. Tony’s vision of these streets and alleyways is surely a presence in Shane McGowan’s love songs to them. I can never hear Shane’s line in ‘Fairytale of New York’, set in another great metropolis, ‘got on a lucky one, came in eighteen to one’ without remembering Tony’s fondness for the ponies. Some people get a lot from reading the lives of the saints. We learn more from the lives of the sinners. It’s fabulous how at ease Tony is, whether in Dublin or in the then capital of literary Ireland, London W1. I love how he says to an English policeman called to the lodging house because two blokes who are lovers are having a drunken, half-naked fistfight in the garden, ‘The lads were just being a little ebullient.’ Authority, Tony points out, must be either obeyed or confused. Threadbare but cosmopolitan, he moves through his tale of two cities with admirable coolness and watchful wit, no better or worse than any of the memorable people he encounters. His curiosity is always so attractive.


These days, Irish writers are feted, interviewed, promoted, pointed to by politicians as a sort of national fruit. Back then they were ignored, censored, rubbished or found baffling by a young, congenitally insecure state, which like all post-revolutionary societies was at war with itself about images and didn’t know what to do with these misfits. Every Irish author and artist owes a debt to Tony Cronin for his work, not just the writing, which is so achingly vivid and enjoyable, but the many years of advocacy for those who work in the arts. He knew what it was like to be afraid that the knock on the door is the bailiff or the man come to cut off the gas. In Dead as Doornails, he has us laugh. But he knew. 


And like all the greatest Irish storyteller-comedians, from Wilde to Roddy Doyle to Dave Allen and Tommy Tiernan and Lisa McInerney and Deirdre O’Kane and Joanne McNally and beyond, he knew that when we laugh, we are thrown a little off balance. The truth goes in deeper when we’re laughing. The glee that is only grief on a good day is never far away in this wonderful, important, brilliantly irreverent memoir by a poet who walked on the wild side.


Joseph O’Connor, 2025 
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My subject is not myself and my doings, but it is never any harm to establish a little circumstance. In 1948 I had ceased to be a student and had become, for some reason, a ­barrister-at-law. It was a state in which I took no pride; indeed I was acutely ashamed of it for a number of reasons, some of them ideological and connected with whatever amalgam of anarchism and utopian communism I luxuriated in at the time, some to do with the fact that I was a poet, in so far as I was anything that could be named, and thought the barristership consorted ill with the practice of the art and the necessary dooms that attached to the calling. I was too ignorant to know that Beaumont and Fletcher, Browne of Tavistock, John Donne, Patrick Pearse, William Cowper, W.S. Gilbert, Sir Walter Scott and Robert Louis Stevenson, among others, had been in the same boat.


But in any case the company and general demeanour of my contemporaries who were now repairing to the Bar library, that peculiar communal place of business in the Four Courts, did not appeal to me. Among them I experienced what I think is probably a not uncommon mixture of feelings: superiority and inferiority at the same time, the latter for certain social reasons, ludicrous in the retrospect and impossible now to define, and by this time I felt, and I dare say looked, an oddity. Besides, I had never had any intention of practising the profession, though since I have never been any good at long-term decisions, nor very much aware of what I really want beyond certain fundamentals, I had never thought about the matter very clearly. Drift had, up to now, been the order of the day. 


So I got a job – ideologically of course as indefensible as the practice of law – in the offices of an association of retail traders, bluffing my way through a large field of candidates with the aid of the barristership and some borrowed clothes, the only use the former had ever been to me, if it was a use. The job was supposed to be a bit of a prize – other members of the senior branch of the legal profession had applied. But then, hard times were in it all round. The facts were that I earned seven pounds three shillings a week, paid three pounds for digs and drank the rest. The borrowed clothes had been returned. My own were in no sort of shape. I was no good at the job. I was not happy and I knew it.


My personal inadequacies and griefs were many. There was my relationship with my parents and theirs with the onset of age; my non-existent sex life, perhaps really an improvement over student dating and courting, though that was not how I saw the lack; my sufferings in the office. But anyway Dublin in the late nineteen-forties was an odd and, in many respects, unhappy place. The malaise that seems to have affected everywhere in the aftermath of war took strange forms there, perhaps for the reason that the war itself had been a sort of ghastly unreality. Neutrality had left a wound, set up complexes in many, including myself, which the post-war did little to cure.


Nor were there then concourses of young poets to associate with, such as exist to keep each other company today. Most of the elder ones, known to local fame, were respectable Gaelic revivalists, in orthodox employment in the civil service or the radio station. Left becalmed in the wake of genius, they sat, it seemed, nightly in the Pearl or the Palace, comforting themselves with large whiskeys, reminiscences of F.R. Hliggins and discussions of assonance, before going home to the suburbs. One recognized their life-style as the vie de lettres locally accepted and approved. It was not somehow attractive, nor probably attainable, but of course one felt the lack of confrères. Except for one or two who had been student poets along with me, and were now busy bracing themselves for the serious business of getting on in the world, I had none. I disliked, as I say, my childish, snobbish, bar contemporaries. I knew no girls; could not be bothered to go through the motions necessary to pick one sort up in dancehalls, nor make the arrangements involved in taking another to the middle-class dress and supper dances in the Gresham and the Metropole which appeared to provide my contemporaries with a large part of their social and, such as it was, their sex life. What I needed, I obscurely felt, was a bohemia of some kind, but I did not know where to find one.


Then things suddenly took a turn for the better. I got thrown out of digs and met an acquaintance to whom I explained my problem, which was really that I could not afford ordinary digs and do my drinking at the same time. He told me he knew about a place where I might get to stay pretty cheaply and told me the name of the pub where I might find the owner. The pub was McDaid’s; and the place was the since-famous Catacombs. I did not know it then, but my feet had been happily set upon the downward path, and there was to be no looking back.


McDaid’s is in Harry Street, off Grafton Street, Dublin’s main boulevard of chance and converse. It has an extraordinarily high ceiling and high, almost Gothic, windows in the front wall, with stained glass borders. The general effect is church-like or tomb-like, according to mood: indeed indigenous folklore has it that it once was a meeting-house for a resurrection sect who liked high ceilings in their places of resort because the best thing of all would be for the end of the world to come during religious service and in that case you would need room to get up steam.


The type of customer who awaited the resurrection and the life to come has varied a little over the years, but in spite of rather weak-minded attempts to make it so, McDaid’s was never merely a literary pub. Its strength was always in variety, of talent, class, caste and estate. The divisions between writer and non-writer, bohemian and artist, informer and revolutionary, male and female, were never rigorously enforced; and nearly everybody, gurriers included, was ready for elevation, to Parnassus, the scaffold or wherever.


At the time of which I speak the company was very various. There were a number of painters and sculptors, few of them serious, fewer to last. There were some ­Americans, ex-servicemen who had come to Ireland originally to be Trinity students under the G.I. Bill and remained on when its bounty was exhausted, among them J.P. Donleavy, then supposed to be a painter but meditating a big book about Ireland to be called, I seem to remember, ‘Under the Stone’; and Gainor Crist, who was to provide the original for that book, subsequently The Ginger Man (a curiously transformed and lessened portrait), and to die, in appalling circumstances, in the Canary Islands in the early sixties.


Originally perhaps because of the association of Desmond MacNamara, a sculptor who had a studio nearby, with the late ‘Pope’ O’Mahoney and the Republican Prisoners’ Aid Fund, there were numbers of former prisoners, variously in need of aid of diverse kinds (some of it highly unorthodox) and fairly recently released from various gaols and internment camps in Britain and Ireland. In fact if the prevailing atmosphere in McDaid’s at this time could have been described, bohemian-revolutionary might have been the phrase. Eddie Connell, who had been, in I.R.A. parlance, ‘Officer Commanding Parkhurst, Isle of Wight’, and Peter Walsh, who had similarly ‘commanded’ the I.R.A. prisoners in Dartmoor, were prominent; but there were many others, chiefly ex-internees from the Irish government’s camp at the Curragh; and, to go with them, in case there were any lingering vestiges of activism about, there were a few special-branch men, or reputed special-branch men. Not many of the I.R.A. had orthodox, or indeed any, employment, no more than had the sprinkling of latterday anarchists, communists etc. who had followed them in, or the bohemian rentiers, many of them English or very Anglo-Irish, who rejoiced in the general atmosphere. There were also a few girls, some of whom had employment as wives, mistresses or otherwise, some not.


Most of this company assembled in McDaid’s every day under the benevolent aegis of one of the great barmen of all time, Paddy O’Brien, and almost every night the entire assemblage moved on to the Catacombs. These and what went on there have been described so often now, in works of apparent fiction like The Ginger Man, or alleged fact such as Mr Ulick O’Connor’s biography of Brendan Behan, that another description may seem, as they say, superfluous. But still …


The Catacombs had once been the basement, composed of kitchen, pantries and wine-cellar, with presumably also a servant’s bedroom or two and their attendant corridors, of one of those high Georgian mansions that are the pride of Dublin. One went down the area steps and through a pantry into the kitchen, which was large, low-ceilinged and vaulted, with a flagged floor. The whole place smelt of damp, decaying plaster and brickwork, that smell of money gone which was once so prevalent in Ireland. Off the ­corridor leading out of the kitchen were various dark little rooms. Mine had, I think, once been the wine-cellar. There was hardly space for a bed in it, and none for anything else except a few bottles and books.


The other rooms were variously occupied and people came and went according to need and circumstance, but our host was a great stickler for the rent, so one had to preserve some sort of affluence or go. There was never any difficulty about gatherings, however, for he lived partly on the proceeds of the bottles that the revellers brought and left behind. He was rumoured by outsiders – who rumoured much in those days about both McDaid’s and the Catacombs – to have another source of income; but, although once in the watches of the night I heard him ejecting some young lout who had apparently accompanied him home under a misapprehension with the angry declaration that he was not accustomed to pay but to be paid for whatever it was, as far as my observation went anyway the charge was unfounded, and what he was saying was a mere boast.


Ireland has changed somewhat since, and I suppose the existence of our little enclave had something to do with the change, but so holy was Ireland then and so strangely afraid that I still hear lurid descriptions of our goings on, descriptions echoed with a delightful innocence in Mr Ulick O’Connor’s book. Alas, no. When asked, ‘Qu’as tu fait de ta jeunesse?’ I can truthfully answer: ‘Even with this part of it, not enough, not nearly enough.’


Most of what went on in the Catacombs was in fact ordinary social boozing. Where there is booze, it will usually prevail over other matters. The Irish for a musical gathering, a concert, is coirm cheoil, the combination of words indicating a necessary connection between song and drink. That is what we had in the Catacombs. Nearly every regular frequenter had a party piece. One had thousands. This was Brendan Behan.


When I first went to McDaid’s and took up residence in the Catacombs, Brendan was in Paris, whither he had gone with Gainor Crist and a Limerick man who had come into a small legacy and was disposed to spend it, if such can be imagined. His doings there were much storied and talked about and his return was much heralded. It was a wet Sunday morning when he eventually arrived in the pub. He had his father, mother and brothers with him and there was a large company assembled, but as we walked up Leeson Street towards the Catacombs at three o’clock closing, he fell back deliberately so that we walked together. Friendship, like other forms of love, takes immediately or not at all. In the course of that otherwise dismal Sunday afternoon we became friends and discovered we were confrères.


Brendan in those days was far from being the gross ogre whose picture became so familiar years later in the English newspapers. He was fat, it is true, for his height and age, but his girth combined with his personality gave the impression that he was somehow merely bursting at the seams. Nor was the porcine effect, to be produced later on by the contrast between his general grossness and his tiny hands and feet, apparent: one was struck instead by the sort of expansive and inflationary possibilities he managed to extract from the contrast, like an operatic tenor who can seemingly expand parts of his anatomy at will.


At this time he worked, when it suited him, and when he was not on his travels, at the house-painting which was his father’s trade, but he had published a few poems in Irish and a documentary piece about one of his terms of imprisonment in The Bell – he belonged, he said, to ‘that large and respectable body in the community that had once had an article in that magazine’. Both then and later he would pose when it suited him as much more of an orthodox ­working-class product than he really was. In fact there were currents of literacy, liberalism and unconventionality on both sides of his family which many a product of the lower middle classes like myself might have had cause to envy. And on one side there was a strong theatrical tradition. (His uncle was a music-hall song-writer who had written the national anthem.) If the realities of working-class life were known to him it was also true that he had never been among the great unacquainted submerged; there was plenty of acquaintance and tradition about in his growing-up; and indeed it was, to some extent at least, the show business element in him that contributed to his destruction in the end.


He lived for the most part in his parents’ house, out in the grey spaces of Crumlin, a working-class housing estate dating from the thirties, better than some of the more recent experiments in ghettoization, but not a very cheerful place all the same. However, he was nomadic by nature and it was frequently too far from him to go in the small hours, so he stayed wherever he was welcome, and often in the Catacombs. Sometimes in the days to come he would share my palliasse in the wine-cellar and on these occasions we would talk long in the mornings, and then when the pubs were open venture forth into the streets, in search of company, drink and diversion. These days became more frequent as my resolution, such as it ever had been, weakened, my new acquaintance developed, and my hold on the job loosened in the clouds of hangover. Eventually I gave it up altogether and became fairly happily jobless, though beginning to publish poems and ill-informed critical comment in the backs of such magazines as there were.


You could not in fact have a better companion in a day’s idleness than Brendan. He was a kaleidoscopic entertainment, but he was also fecund in serious ideas. He had a line in bemused wonderment about the activities of the world which was only partly an affectation, for he was genuinely naïve in certain ways and genuinely full of questionings. And he knew too when to drop the act and show himself capable of intimacy. The salt which makes penury palatable, ironic comment on all forms of possession and ownership, sometimes quite savage, he had in abundance. He had also in those days the remarkable gift of being able to realize and humorously illuminate the other person’s circumstance while comically examining his own; and he was a good ally, fiercely contemptuous of all who disapproved of one’s way of life. ‘Fuck the begrudgers,’ he used to say, the implication being that envy lay at the root of most such disapproval.


He talked a lot in those days about his homosexuality, though I have since met others who knew him then and who claim they never heard of the matter. Mostly when he spoke of it, it was not as a difficulty but as a distinction. Sometimes he adverted to it simply to shock. In the presence of a bishop and a curate for example, if that unlikely eventuality can be imagined, he would declare that he fancied the curate, or perhaps even the bishop, in order to shock the one and embarrass the other. He used to say wryly that de Valera’s housing reforms had ruined his ordinary sexual development; that the move from the cosy slums out to the windy spaces and semi-detached houses of Crumlin had come at a crucial age and had been disastrous. On the landings and in the dark hallways of the tenements you could always get a grope or a squeeze and at fourteen he was just getting the hang of things and acquiring the necessary casualness of approach when the move came along, the casual courting opportunities among childhood acquaintances vanished and the elaborate approaches and settings-up which all sensitive, shy adolescents find difficult became the order of the day. This history was not advanced as a justification or a pathology nor, to do him credit, were his prison experiences. ‘No worse than boarding school’, he said he supposed, and in terms of my own experience, we agreed he was right.


It was agreed also that whatever the accidents or the latent tendencies involved one would probably have suffered in any case from the Irish syndrome. Apart altogether from prisons or boarding schools, ‘life’ would not have lived up to certain literary notions. ‘Normal’ adolescent development, ‘normal’ adolescent ecstasies were a myth. Something had gone wrong somewhere along the line, as it was pretty well bound to: though you could of course be cheerful about your flaws or your freedoms and suggest that it had gone right. This feeling was perhaps particularly strong in our generation. You could, and most people did, blame the Catholic religion, of which, incidentally, in the early days – he was to become rather maudlin about the matter later – Brendan had a ferocious hatred. The war, with its impediments to ordinary living, had something to do with it. So had boarding schools. And prisons. Indeed perhaps government housing estates.


It is almost impossible for sensitive, intelligent, over-­imaginative people not to make a hames of their development anyway, and then only two responses are really open to them; they can believe themselves the ultimate oddity, or they can suggest that everybody else is lying. There are always those of course who lay claim both to sensitivity and simplicity of development; who allege that in spite or because of their poetic imaginations they slipped into life and cunts as to the manner born. Patrick Kavanagh was later to invent a word to cover this sort of literary pretence along with other related ones: ‘bucklepping’. As far as we were concerned the buckleppers were liars.


In public Brendan’s manner was Rabelaisian, jocose, knowledgeable. In private he would admit to difficulties and bewilderments about which he was in fact much funnier. Unfortunately for him, his writing – with the possible exception of Borstal Boy – when he eventually got round to it, was a public matter also, and as a way of sorting himself out through the rigours, honesties and ironies of art, it was largely useless to him. That was part of the debacle.


Whatever the truth of his assertions about his basic homosexuality may have been, I do not ever remember him striking up any sort of a liaison, and though there were considerably fewer admitted homosexuals around in our age-group in those days, there were enough. Nor did he give any surface impression of being queer; of course, contrary to popular belief, most people who are do not: the word covers a multitude of sins and states anyway.


Apart from being queer, he claimed that he suffered from what he called ‘a Herod complex’, a preference for youth, named so after Herod’s fancying the daughter rather than the mother. He fancied only boys of about fourteen to eighteen, he would say; and in the right circumstances these declarations were usually made publicly, humorously and loudly enough to destroy any prospect of success. Once when we were sharing the wine-cellar together he made advances to myself: perhaps he felt he had to. The matter being cheerfully disposed of was never heard of again, through all our wanderings and bunkings.


He complained, however, of strange ignorances and naïveties where ‘ordinary’ sex and the female were concerned, and was bitter about those who, not being privy to his real preferences, prescribed more orthodox sex as a corrective to our way of life. When reproached once by a progressive lady we knew for not having a regular girl-friend, Brendan replied that it was every bit as un-Marxist to reproach a man for not having a fancy woman as it would be to reproach him for not having a motor-car. For a long time afterwards he used to refer to her suggestion that all his ills and malaises would disappear if he had more sex as ‘Dr so-and-so’s remedy for the human condition’.


But even about the physical side of homosexual relationships he would admit to bewilderments. He came across something in Enid Starkie’s biography of Rimbaud which apparently bothered him and led to much speculation; and he spent days in the National Library reading various accounts of the trial of Oscar Wilde to find out precisely what practices Oscar had engaged in – the only time I can remember him ever going near the place.


In saying all this I do not mean to suggest that Brendan was more than ordinarily ignorant, naïve or innocent about sex. Quite the contrary in fact. And if one were to take some of his boastings for gospel one would have to assume heights – or depths – of sophistication rather rare at the time. These boastings were not of the ordinary kind, however, suggesting mere conquest and procured licence. There was in them an element of picaresque braggadocio which was meant to suggest cynicism and villainy on his part. He did, at one time, have a penchant for such boastings and surprised me by asserting that he got money from a woman I knew for performing what was to him a particularly onerous, not to say unpleasant, sexual service for her. 


However that may be, and behind all the boastings and the jokes, what is certain to me is this: Brendan, when I knew him first, had a much more complex awareness of himself, his diffidences, failures and complications than he chose to present even then, and more especially later, to the outside world. He knew he was complicated and he chose to deal with the complications in the best way possible: ironic confession, humorous self-disparagement, mock surprise, combined of course with a satiric savagery about the pretensions of other people. Unfortunately very little of this appears later on in his work or his alleged work, whichever it happens to be. Here the complications and their confessional shadows are constantly at the mercy of bravado, show, pretence. And in the public figure as well as in the writer, for the two are now inseparable, it is the same. He is the great liver, who has drunk it to the lees at all stages of the game, the great avatar of booze and sex and ‘life’. Fatal of course, the more so because part of our nature impels us to try ‘to become what we sing’; even though, the more our pretences take over, the more we secretly know how much we need ‘the deep counterminings of art’.


In public, comic drama was Brendan’s primary mode of being and his enormous talent for it was constantly employed in enactments of one kind or another, created anywhere there was an audience, from the cold morning kitchen of the Catacombs to the partially empty McDaid’s of the mid-afternoon. Some of these were merely satirical in intent and involved imaginary scenes between people we knew; but he had too a strangely coherent if very mixed mythology, peopled by miscellaneous patriotic and literary figures, and in the miniature dramas involving these an extraordinary talent for the grotesque took over, so that the originals attained a new surrealist dimension.


‘The childhood of D.H. Lawrence’ was a very elaborate performance, often repeated with many variations, in which Lawrence’s drunken father comes home to find the boy reading a book and keeps up a running stream of monstrous abuse of the child while getting into the bath and having his back scrubbed, Brendan playing scurrilous father, anxious mother and patronizing little boy in various postures and with accents varying from broad Yorkshire to badly cultivated middle-class English. ‘The boyhood of John Ruskin’ was created as a sort of companion piece one winter night in the Catacombs when there was very little to drink, and it took the sensitive Ruskin and his doting parents on a tour of Europe in which sulkings and reconciliations, aesthetic wonderments, raptures and incomprehensions alternated. How Ruskin came to find a place in his mythology I do not know, but his reading, being a matter of chance, was strangely various. ‘Maud Gonne at the Microphone’ was usually performed with a towel over the head by way of a veil and it consisted of fruity recollections of Yeats in a quavering, aged, but, of certain undertones, deeply expressive voice. ‘Mr Cosgrave’s Visit to Mountjoy’ involved the former President of the Free State in a scene with a patriotic lady who to her chagrin is not arrested in a general swoop. She puts a camp bed outside the gates of the prison, gets into it and goes on hunger strike. Goaded by questions in the Dáil about the ill-treatment of other republican lady prisoners who are on hunger strike within, Mr Cosgrave arrives at the prison in a motor-car to see for himself. The disappointed lady rises up in her camp bed and calls after him: ‘Imperialist! Lackey! West Briton! Liar! Arrest me! Arrest me!’ To which Mr Cosgrave turns round and replies: ‘Madame. Imperialist I may be. Lackey I may be. Liar I may even be. But I am not a collector of curiosities.’ The rich part of the performance consisted of the lady attiring herself suitably for her vigil, setting up the camp bed, composing herself on it, and refusing all offers of refreshment.


These vignettes were, where possible, embellished and illustrated by song; but he loved song anyway and was happy to sing anywhere and in almost any circumstance. He had a resonant baritone, perfect pitch, and, again, an enormous theatrical sense, whether for the rendition of scurrilous comic pieces or passionate patriotic and leftwing ballads – often the two merged into one. According to what was needed by the song, the lips would curl, the eyes flash and roll and the tiny, sensitive hands clench or unclench in passion, or reach out in mock unavailing yearning and despair.


It was, in all its elements, an original form of cabaret intime and it was a highly developed art. Given the proper circumstances he might have used it to feed the exhibitionist in himself that eventually devoured him and the unsatisfied actor who interrupted his own plays, desperate to appear on stage himself and be, for every moment of the performance, the centre of love and attention. It was not an ignoble art – far from it. It was spontaneous, and as his later addiction to the tape-recorder apart from anything else shows, he was an essentially spontaneous creator, who needed company in the act. It drew from its audience and depended on a confidence in affection given and received which might have been the ultimate reassurance for one who so feared to go it alone. It might certainly, ephemeral or otherwise, have been a better outlet for him than the tape-recorder. Perhaps there was a better, and certainly a happier artist of another kind lost in Brendan.
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Time passed. Brendan and I spent some of it out in Ralph Cusack’s house in County Wicklow. It stood on the side of a hill which sloped down to the upper waters of the Avoca River and on the opposite hillside was a wood which flamed and died unforgettably that autumn. ‘Is it any wonder I can’t paint any longer?’ cried Ralph to me, tears streaming down his cheeks as we stood in the doorway. After a young manhood spent on the Continent, principally the Riviera of the thirties, he had come back to Ireland during the war and bought a house in the Wicklow mountains. He had always been supposed to be a painter – in his sort of intellectualrentier bohemia you had to be something. Ireland in those years was the haunt of many refugee non-combatants, sensitives and progressives of one kind or another. There was accordingly much artistic activity, but standards were not high and so Ralph flourished for a while in this new oasis. Alas, even so, although others might be convinced or might pretend to be, he knew himself that the paintings, of which there were dozens in the room upstairs where I slept, were terrible. Apocalyptic nightmare forms whirled, intersected, balanced and collapsed, tired by their own pretence of energy, that most enervating pretence of all. Cones penetrated ovoids to no purpose. The brush was heavy, the spirit weak. But what is one to do when one has a certain amount of money, is an immensely civilized and intelligent man and rejects religion, ‘a career’ and the bourgeois conventions? Surely art is the answer?


Later he was to emigrate to the South of France, grow acres of roses for a living and write a moderately celebrated book, Cadenza, which largely fails to contain his ­personality. It is a failure analogous to Brendan’s and yet different, for Ralph had spent his young manhood believing in the subconscious and when he came to write he insisted on digging deep into it. Unfortunately the sub-conscious in his case, as in that of many other left-wing surrealists, including the French whom he so admired, turned out to be inhabited not by truths but by mere wishes, so that his book is a sort of pretentious schoolboy fantasy with heavy ­psychological-environmental-consequential themes. Instead of letting himself emerge from a funny account of doings and disgraces in his past, he had to show his hero as a significant, if comic, product of his upbringing and environment. As Kavanagh was to put it: ‘He doesn’t realize how amusing he really is. He thought he had to psycho-analyse and be interesting.’


Amusing, and more, he certainly was. I first arrived out in his house one night with Brendan, a painter acquaintance of those days, and his girl-friend. On the night of our arrival we all sat round the kitchen table after supper, drinking. Although we had not been expected, there was certainly enough drink in the house to float a battleship. Ralph seemingly admired our painter friend and he had recently read a poem of mine in a magazine. He accordingly thanked Brendan with tears in his eyes ‘for bringing to my house the two young artists in Ireland I most wanted to meet’. Whether or not it was meant, it was said; and I was new to the sort of household where art was taken with any sort of seriousness. Certainly there were none among the Irish middle classes. Ralph’s household seemed to me then to be one of the most civilized I had ever been in; and, in spite of the scenes I was subsequently to witness as that extraordinary man thrashed around among his yearnings, enthusiasms and despairs, by and large it does still.


When I knew Patrick Kavanagh later on he was to describe Ralph to me as ‘the arch phony’. I don’t want to go ahead of my story, so suffice it to say here that according to Kavanagh’s oftrepeated opinion any artist or would-be artist with a private income – especially from Anglo-Irish sources, and Ralph’s grandfather had been a titled gentleman and a principal shareholder in the Great Southern Railway – was a ‘phony’. The existence of such people ‘confused the issue’, distracted attention from ‘the genuine article’, weakened his position if only because numbers are never an advantage to him, as in the case of the ‘standing army of Irish poets’ which amounted to twenty thousand when the bardic order assembled at Druim Ceat ‘and has never been allowed to fall below that figure’. Such people were also inclined to be mean under pressure and to suggest to the sufferer that they, being artists themselves, are exempt from the small tolls he is of necessity compelled to levy on his richer acquaintance. ‘They fear’, he would say, ‘that no one will love them for their art alone and not their yellow gold.’ As for their desperation, he admitted it and pitied them for it, but ‘art could be no man’s salvation except the artist’s’; they confused art with self-expression, which it wasn’t; and ‘the king you seek you must bring with you’. Besides, he ‘found it hard to like anybody richer than myself.


Anyway, as we sat around the kitchen table, I remarked to myself on the level of civilization obtaining, warmed as we were on a cold autumn night by the Esse cooker inseparable from the kitchens of Irish country houses, the whiskey, the converse and a very genuine sort of affection that Ralph himself could radiate. A moment later it seemed that civilization was about to break down.


Brendan had disappeared for quite a long time and Ralph’s eldest boy, then about fourteen, who had been in and about while we talked, was absent along with him, until he reappeared alone, with tears on his face and unable or unwilling to say what had happened. We all, I think, leaped to the same conclusion, and I must say I was shocked, both because of the circumstances, ‘under a man’s own roof etc.’, and because, in spite of his verbal exhibitionism, to have actually made a pass at such a boy at such an age seemed so extraordinarily unlike Brendan. Yet, there stood the boy, now weeping again and resistant to questions, and there in a moment stood Brendan himself, looking remarkably hangdog.


Ralph stood up. He was a short but barrel-chested man, with broad shoulders and long arms. In spite of Brendan’s chat on the bus coming out I did not know then about his bouts of violence, but even the most peaceable of fathers might incline to murder in the circumstances. ‘Brendan,’ he said softly, ‘have you …?’


‘I swear to God, Ralph …’ said Brendan.


‘Roy,’ said Ralph, ‘has Brendan …?’


The boy shook his head, sobbing still. What he thought was meant I do not know.


‘I swear to God, Ralph,’ said Brendan again, and in view of what I now know the form of words is ironic, ‘I swear to God I didn’t touch him.’


Perhaps because it was now said, and it carried such assurance, Ralph sat down; his wife took the boy, who was the son of a previous marriage, from the kitchen; and after some awkwardnesses, we all got back into our stride.


Much later I learned what did happen. Apparently Brendan had found the boy in the music room, as it was called, and he had got into that sort of matey, comradely, questioning converse with him that some men and many drunks adopt with boys, whether sexually attracted to them or not, patronizingly indulging – perhaps unconsciously – in a display of their superior life-wisdom and experience. The discussion had ranged wide, and the boy, who, in spite of his parents’ beliefs, attended a Quaker school – there was of course a shortage of agnostic progressive schools in Ireland – ­confessed, not only to a belief in God, but to the kind of intense love of him that some people feel in adolescence and perhaps never again. Brendan, whom he admired very much, retorted with a savage attack on the concept of deity, calling to his aid all the stock arguments there are, and perhaps, being carried away by drink and that hatred of all forms of religion, especially the Catholic Church, which was in those days one of his strongest traits, giving them an even more than usually scurrilous point and edge. The boy fled, distressed by conflicting loyalties, wept by himself in the dark corridor, and came into the kitchen showing signs of having done so.


Here the grotesque part of it started. Ralph, the product of his time and generation, marred almost irretrievably as he felt he had been by a Church of Ireland and English public school upbringing, hated the concept of the deity too, and the boy had kept his devotion and love a secret. In the kitchen he could not or would not or was afraid to say what had happened. Meanwhile, all of us, having heard Brendan on the subject of his penchant for adolescents, of course believed the worst. Ralph was officially a raging liberal, but even liberals are inclined to get angry when they believe their young sons are being led down sexual byways, and, perhaps, even among liberals, the wolf should not cry wolf about himself too often.


In any case the liberal ethic, though, officially at least, it ruled Ralph’s hospitable household as the teachings of Cornelius Jansen once ruled Port Royal, had, as I was to find out, its weaknesses. Though fanatically devoted to all the good, left-wing, liberal causes; hating censorship, obscurantism, prejudice, puritanism, accidental religions of all descriptions (oriental ones were of course another matter) as he did; prepared as he was to assert the absolute right of all men and women to all forms of behaviour which did not conflict with the rights of others; pacifist, humanitarian, sedulously progressive as he remained; he was extraordinarily prone to violence as an answer to what he believed or imagined to be defiance or contradiction of his principles.


As I am to relate, I became a resident in the house, and many’s the man I saw battered to the ground or forced to flee into the night and walk the twenty-odd miles across Calary bog back to Dublin because he had offended, either in actual fact or in Ralph’s sometimes fevered imagination, against the principles that were dear to his pacifist and unprejudiced heart. Thus on one particularly awful evening, when there was a large gathering present, Brendan was assaulted with a bottle because he had made a rash (and black) joke about Hitler believing in ‘giving every man his due’; and, a few years before, Sir Herbert Read, who had come over to open an exhibition of the White Stag Group, of which Ralph was a member, had to leave the house in a hurry because of some remark he was understood to have made about the later work of Marc Chagall being ‘schmalz’.


Anti-Semitism was practically a capital charge, and most people, grasping the dangers, took great pains to avoid any reference to the subject whatever. Yet this was difficult to do, for whether because his then wife, Nancy, was part Jewish, or because he had spent part of his young manhood in Germany just before Hitler came to power, Ralph refused to let the matter alone. This would not have mattered so much except that any reference, even enthusiastic condemnation of racism of any sort, carried its dangers. Ralph could and would rant about anti-Semitism to his heart’s content. The guests dared not risk a comment of any description, for fear of misconstruction or misinterpretation. Thus a sort of final solution was arrived at by everybody but the host: as far as they were concerned the Jewish race had ceased to exist.


Many of his traumas were related, however obscurely, to the subject of money; and it, in general, was one best forgotten also. He was, or had been, a comparatively rich man; but he was patriarchal by nature; and more than one household was now dependent on him. He was therefore ‘going into capital’, a process which seems guaranteed to produce typhoons and earthquakes in the mentality of those engaged in it. Worse still, he had expectations. These hinged on the deaths of two very old and rich uncles who lived on opposite sides of Dublin bay: one in Howth and one in Killiney. The old uncle in Howth was free to leave him the money or not as he chose; the one in Killiney would have to do so, since it was entailed to Ralph, and it was only a question of waiting on, and if possible hastening, his death.


The two ends of the bay became therefore opposite poles in his psychology. The old uncle in Howth had to be visited regularly, cosseted and charmed. Little presents would be brought, family news exchanged, anecdotes of the far away and long ago dutifully listened to, the persona of the affectionate nephew adopted for the occasion. All this would of course be followed by a terrible revulsion of feeling; and, as like as not, Ralph would then get into his motor-car, drive all the way round the bay, and take it out on the other uncle, even going so far as to hurl stones and articles of garden furniture through his windows. The two uncles seemed to symbolize the Jekyll and Hyde duality in his nature and the mere thought of them to elicit startling transformations.


In order to stem the famous inroads into capital, he had gone into business of a sort. This was the selling of flower bulbs. To further it he issued an annual catalogue which was a masterpiece of description and prevarication. The charms and beauties of each flower, guaranteed to be actually ‘growing wild somewhere’, were described at length and at leisure in highly individual and persuasive prose. The conditions in which it grew best were stated. What was not quite clear was whether Ralph had ever succeeded in inducing it to grow at all. The bulbs he sold were imported from Holland. They arrived in large boxes, packed in a substance which looked like fragmented mica. The manual part of the business consisted in repacking these bulbs and sufficient of the substance to keep them going in smaller boxes, labelling these and posting them off to individual customers.
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