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The most abiding characteristic of Dublin’s citizens is the intense hum of conversation. For whatever else has altered in recent years, Dubliners’ love of talk remains the same. One aspect that even Joyce would recognize as unchanged, and very likely unchangeable – the talk, the talk, the talk. Like the wash of the Liffey, it runs through Dublin in a ceaseless flow. (Robert O’Byrne, New York Times)


He that has trod our city’s streets
And has heard the tales of old …
Who but he has heard so much
That has so well been told?
(Vincent Caprani)




INTRODUCTION


Narrative is ageless. The impulse to tell a story and the need to listen to it have made narrative the natural companion of men throughout the history of civilization. (Linda Degh)


Oral historians are modern muses armed with tape recorders in quest of first-hand knowledge that would otherwise decay. (Louis Starr)


Life is a series of vignettes. (Tamara Pearson)


Dubliners are renowned connoisseurs of savoury narrative. They are addicted to talk, gifted at storytelling, always appreciative of a lively or fascinating tale. Indeed, there is a long tradition of rich verbal expression and oral history in Dublin in which people, before the hearth, in the local pub, on a street corner, pass along stories and life experiences.


In the age before radio, films, television, Ireland’s narrators and storytellers – ordinary folk ‒ provided entertainment and historical knowledge. In his autobiography, W.B. Yeats recalls the “poignant memory” of his mother passing down stories and oral family history to him and his sisters – “She would spend hours telling stories ... she had a great depth of feeling.”


This rich tradition of sharing oral history survived vibrantly into the first half of the twentieth century, not only in rural Ireland but among city folk in Dublin. These personal narratives, life stories, of common people constitute a vast repository of oral history from the likes of street traders, dockers, publicans, jarveys and tram drivers. In the early 1990s, Bertie Ahern TD proclaimed the importance of this urban oral history, stating that Dublin was a “store-house of history and lore” from “ordinary people” and expressed the hope that it could be preserved before it “vanishes”.
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Oral history may be defined as “a process of collecting, usually by means of a tape-recorded interview, the reminiscences, accounts and interpretations” of people, events, past conditions and personal experiences of historical interest. Like archival data, it is a primary source of information. Through such recollection and verbal sharing, “memory becomes history”.1


Oral histories possess a unique directness and spontaneity, revealing personal details of daily life not usually recorded in written form, and thus capturing and preserving the life experiences of individuals who typically lack the time or literary capability to record their own memories, their own history. It thereby creates a “new kind of history”, not a history of prime ministers, presidents, politicians, business barons, but of plain people; a “grass roots” or “real world” history. This democratises history by giving expression to those generally forgotten people.


The importance of urban oral history, as opposed to rural “folklore”, was recognised in the 1940s in the United States when some university historians began to record it in a special archive. Columbia University made urban oral history part of its history department’s programme. In Ireland, however, traditional university historians paid scant attention to the concept of urban oral history. While they may have had some political interest in unions and labourers, they saw no historical value in their daily lives. Factory workers, firefighters, shopkeepers, women market traders held no academic allure. Conversely, for urban oral historians they were a goldmine. As the publication Living in the City declared in 1992, “Oral history and folklore are the very roots of Dublin’s historical, geographical and social identity.” As Paul Thompson succinctly puts it, “the old survivors are walking books”.2
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Eliciting oral history from an informant is a delicate, exploratory process. Carried to its highest form by a skilled practitioner it becomes the “art of oral history”. Probing the mind and heart of an interviewee is similar to an archaeologist uncovering a dig site ‒ there is always the element of expectation and uncertainty. Promising prospects can prove to be rich discoveries or disappointing vacuums.


The invention in the 1950s of the small portable tape recorder was a marvel for oral historians carrying out their research. Compared with the old large, cumbersome machines they were a godsend, allowing researchers to cast a wider net without being noticed while interviewing a subject in a public setting. My small (about four inches by five), unobtrusive Sony recorders could be hand-held anywhere, placed on my lap or a table or pub counter without being noticed or drawing unwanted attention.


Many factors determine the success or failure of an oral historian’s efforts. None is more important than the quality of the relationship between interviewer and respondent over the course of hours. As Gluck emphasises, close collaboration depends in great measure on what she terms the “cultural likeness” identity, or sense of shared “kinship”.3 This creates an atmosphere of trust and candour. The concept has special validity in a small, socially cohesive country like Ireland.


This element of “cultural likeness” worked favourably in my case. I am an Irish-American with an unmistakably Irish name (Kevin Corrigan Kearns), a Roman Catholic, educated by nuns, brothers and Jesuit priests; I possess a keen awareness of my Irish roots, and had visited Ireland previously. All of which helped to create an immediate atmosphere of shared identity, ease, openness. How often I heard straightaway upon meeting a prospective informant, “Ah, Kevin, is it? Now that’s a fine Irish name.” Welcoming smiles, a relaxed feeling on both sides.
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In 1966, at age twenty-six, I graduated from St Louis University, a fine Jesuit institution, with a PhD in history. After I settled in as an assistant professor at the University of Northern Colorado, Ireland became the focus of my scholarly research and writing. This was a period when Pulitzer Prize-winning Studs Terkel, America’s foremost oral historian, published his classic book, Working, which reached the top-seller list. It was a collection of oral histories recorded from ordinary Americans ‒ taxi drivers, hairdressers, police officers, shop workers. This fascinating new genre of history book sparked an energised oral history movement in America. The work of Studs Terkel had a profound influence on me at a formative period in my early academic career.


I began my field research in Ireland thanks to a grant from my university. Over the following fifty years I would make some forty-two summer research trips to Ireland, with grants from the National Science Foundation and National Geographic Society as well as other funding institutions. During this period I would publish fourteen books on Ireland, primarily Dublin, most being imprints from Gill & Macmillan, one of the country’s premier publishers.
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Between 1969 and 2019 I conducted hundreds of oral history recording sessions. As one of Starr’s “modern muses armed with tape recorders”, my fifty-year quest began with being properly outfitted: a sturdy Colorado mountain backpack stuffed with two small Sony tape recorders, extra batteries and cassettes, Pentax 35mm camera and film, writing notebook, pens, detailed Dublin city street map, collapsible umbrella ‒ and a package of McVitie’s biscuits. I wore jeans, casual shirt and comfortable canvas walking shoes so as not to be mistaken for another “lost Yank” tourist wandering the cityscape.


My explorations extended roughly from the Liberties‒Coombe area to the northside inner city, to Stoneybatter’s maze. It was entirely a hiking expedition (countless thousands of miles) along streets, down alleys and mews seeking informants, through neighbourhoods with all types of dwelling ‒ flat complexes, tenement rows, artisans’ cottages, Victorian and Georgian buildings in varying condition. Along the way I’d make contacts in shops, pubs, street markets, churches, newsstands, bus queues – wherever people lived or gathered. Meetings were mostly welcoming, co-operative and only rarely curt.


Back in the 1960s and 1970s there were some inner-city neighbourhoods designated by the press as “no-go” zones, areas troubled by crime, juvenile gangs, robberies. But I could not allow this to deter me in my work since most all of these were high-density areas rich in elderly folk of the sort I was seeking. I gratefully accepted the good advice from some local gardaí, priests and social workers, then proceeded to continue seeking informants. In one particularly memorable case, the legendary garda from Store Street Garda Station, the hulking Tom Troy, befriended me and spent days with me walking beside him on his beat, dispensing advice about the rough-and-tumble areas while introducing me to dozens of people of all ages he thought I should meet. And how right he was! A wonderfully kind, gentle – and tough ‒ man.


Over my many years of rambling through high-risk neighbourhoods, my worst experiences were getting some pails of dirty washing water dumped on me from balconies above, and a few stones and jeers hurled in my direction. Mostly, I felt, a “testing” gesture. The vast majority of my thousands of contacts were gracious and generous. Indeed, a good many lasting friendships were made.
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Most of my informants were in their 70s, 80s and 90s. Some were born as far back as 1895‒1900, others early in the twentieth century and into the 1930s. Their recollections are treasures to oral historians. They had vivid memories and descriptions of the great events of their lifetime: living under British rule with the fear of the dreaded Black and Tans, the sinking of the Titanic, the 1916 Rising, the First World War, independence, the Civil War, the Great Depression, the scourge of TB; and the invention of the motor car, aeroplane, wireless, gramophone, motion pictures (silent and “talkies”), the Jazz Age ‒ and much more.


However, I was primarily seeking their own personal life stories, which were often as fascinating, dramatic and exciting as the “great” events in the newspapers. Indeed, as I found, “In each of us is a small piece of history” (Svetlana Alexievich).


Since many informants are of an advanced age, oral historians often face a race against time to find them, record their words, preserve their recollections before ill health or death arrives, always bringing to mind the old adage, “Oral historians are haunted by the obituary page. Every death represents the loss of a potential narrator ... and society’s collective historical memory.”4


Thus, the stakes are sometimes high in terms of trying to track down an informant of special importance possessing invaluable memories. In each quest, luck can play a fickle role. In every oral historian’s career, rare opportunities are barely missed by only a few weeks, or days. In other cases, sheer good luck prevails and oral history narratives are captured securely on tape ‒ just in the nick of time. This author was blessed with extraordinary good fortune over the span of fifty years. A good example is the lucid and lively three-hour recording session with Paddy O’Brien, the legendary barman at McDaid’s pub for nearly forty years during the halcyon days of the galaxy of great writers, poets and artists who daily gathered there. As it turned out, I got his story only a few months before he passed away.
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Interviews typically lasted from one to three hours, though some went beyond. Taping was normally conducted on the informant’s own turf, where they were most comfortable: at home, in the local pub or workplace, or on a park bench. Home taping sessions usually began with a gracious offer of tea and biscuits. In pubs, informants had a pint or whiskey while the interviewer, being a teetotaller, had a Club Lemon. I never relied on notes but arranged mentally in advance the natural series of questions I intended to probe so that conversation would flow naturally. It had the feeling of a casual, congenial chat, not a formal interview. When respondents drifted away from the subject at hand, they were gently corralled back to the topic.


Nonetheless, an oral historian never knows what a person might say, or how they might react emotionally. Thus, a full range of human emotions could be experienced: sorrow, anger, joy, resentment, fear, piety, deep introspection and nostalgia, covering life’s joys, losses, abuses. As John Simon puts it: “With oral history you don’t know where the interviews will take you ... and you’re apt to get surprises.”
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Considering the fifty-year span of oral history recording and the great spectrum of types of informants interviewed, it was hardly surprising to get unexpected, sometimes shocking, responses. A sample of the immense variety of long-lived Dubliners puts the project into perspective:


Dockers, jarveys, firefighters, coffin makers, tram drivers, publicans, coopers, bus conductors, seamen, concierges, soldiers, midwives, preservationists, stevedores, priests, butchers, housewives, cinema ushers, undertakers, hatters, booksellers, draymen, minstrels, Trinity’s porters, market dealers, grande dames, boxers, signwriters, bakers, poets, newspaper sellers, prisoners, musicians, shop clerks, factory workers, horse dealers, “hoggers”, tailors, “pirate” bus drivers, gardaí, grannies, buskers, railway drivers, grocers, shoemakers, fortune tellers, bird fanciers, muses and mystics.


Among others.
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There are over 450 vignettes in this book selected from a fifty-year archive of oral histories. They portray an image, tell a story, create a scene, describe an event or life experience. Evoke an emotion. Make a vivid impression.


While some are illuminating, joyful, poignant, others are dramatic, reflective or sorrowful, perhaps recalling anguish or struggle during days of British rule, poverty, loss of loved ones to TB; or childhood glee over the memory of a first tram ride, gramophone, going to the “talkies” at the local picture house. A vignette of only a few brief sentences can depict as much meaningful imagery and emotional impact as a full paragraph. As Tamara Pearson explains, “A vignette is short ‒ often one to four paragraphs ‒ and is about communicating meaning ... to give a sharp impression about a thing, person, event or issue. Others are short, thoughtful. Every word counts in shorter vignettes.”5
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A fine example of “painting a picture” is Moira Lysaght’s memoir entitled “My Dublin” in the 1977 Dublin Historical Record. She recalls how common it was back in the 1920s and 1930s to see some of Ireland’s most illustrious figures ambling casually along Grafton Street:


Maud Gonne McBride with the off-the-face veil falling from the head to below the knee and clothed in black, ground length, flowing garments, was to be seen gliding by with the walk of a queen.


William Butler Yeats of whom I have special recollections ... as I saw him moving majestically down Grafton Street with his hands clasped behind his back, a large loose bow-tie at his neck and a wide black ribbon falling from his pince-nez. From head held high and dreamy gaze.


Vivid, colourful, flowing, leaving a lasting impression in one’s mind. A picture perfectly framed.
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The vignettes culled for this book are rich in detail and description, each a unique, small story in itself. As Thompson affirms: “A human voice, fresh, personal, always brings the past into the present with extraordinary immediacy. The words breathe life into history.”


The voices in these vignettes tell of Dublin’s bygone days ‒ as they were lived. The days before the modern age of television, jet planes, space travel, computers. These voices were fortunately captured on tape towards the end of their lives and chronicled for future generations, to whom their stories may one day seem like Dickensian tales and characters. Which makes them all the more treasured. Voices now silenced ... having passed away into the mists of history.


“We cannot, alas, interview tombstones.”6




Chapter 1 [image: image]


YOUTH AND INNOCENCE


MAY HANAPHY, b. 1907


Born and reared in the poorest of the old Liberties. In 1921 she was employed by Jacob’s biscuit factory, where she worked for over fifty years.


“Jacob’s always took on girls at fourteen. At Whitefriar Street School we were taught how to write an application and we all applied: ‘Dear Sir or Madam, I am fourteen years of age. I am leaving school. I would be very pleased if you would accept me to give me a trial.’ And I always remember my teacher, Mrs Simpson, saying, ‘now always make it short because they don’t be bothered going into details’. And at the end, ‘awaiting the courtesy of your reply’, I thought that was beautiful.


“Then they sent you a card for an interview. So you lined up and you’d be all excited ... a kind of excited fear. Now, the interview was a wee bit personal, the lady supervisor would look at your head to see was your head clean. They went through your hair with a pencil, they wouldn’t touch you. And they looked at your nails and at your feet and made you walk across the room and back. And they had a doctor and a nurse on the premises and the doctor’d examine your chest and your ears and your eyes. And they had their own dentist and he went through your teeth. And he’d say, ‘Oh, you have to have that tooth out!’ ‒ and you had to do it ... if you wanted to work there. Oh, you were just like little animals ... and we were called ‘Jacob’s mice’.


“After the doctor examined you, you were told to start on Monday morning. And you got your little card and your name and address on it. Oh, I was delighted! And I went home and said, ‘Oh, Ma, look!’”


MARY DOOLAN, b. 1915


One of thirteen children including three sets of twins.


“As kids we could stand on the wall outside Francis Street Chapel ’cause our tenement was next to the church. The girl and fella got married and come out of the chapel and, oh, you’d see them skipping rope on the street. Married ‒ but skipping rope! They were so innocent! And the groom would throw out a few coppers in a brown bag to the kids. Ha’pennies and pennies. Oh, yeah, that was called the ‘grushie’. Ah, the kids’d kill one another for it!”


VINCENT MULDOON, b. 1910


Fishmonger on Manor Street.


“We were in the fish business since 1904. Mother run the shop. At fourteen I delivered the milk on a horse and cart, two pence a pint. I started at half four in the morning. I’d make the rounds to the fish market that opened at five so they could get a cup of tea with milk in it. Then on to the men who worked at Guinness’s and the Post Office because they had to be in terribly early.


“Then I’d go around with twenty-gallon churns on the cart. They were silver and you’d have to have them shined to look clean. I could go to two hundred and fifty [tenement] rooms in a day. Up five flights of stairs with the loose milk in a can and a pint and a half measure. I was terribly active and I flew up and down the stairs. And there’d be about ten cats smelling the milk and you’d nearly fall over them!”


MARO WYNN, b. 1932


Lived on the northside in Avondale House flats, where women were forced by husbands to have large families.


“I had to leave school to look after my [sick] mother at ten years old. When she died I just took care of me brothers. I grew up very young. But I had to be the mother ... you know, I just had to be the mother!”


HUGH MAGUIRE, b. 1927


Tram and bus conductor.


“I started off in 1942 as what they called a ‘ticket boy’. I was fourteen. I’d get onto the trams at Nelson’s Pillar and pick up all the tickets on the floor. In those days there was gross unemployment and I was very proud that I had a job. I had a uniform and I was very proud! My wages were eleven shillings and sixpence. Nine shillings went to my mother and father and two and sixpence for myself.


“Then when I was seventeen I got a job as a messenger on Aston Quay. CIÉ buses had depots around the country and on the buses they’d bring in correspondence and money in black boxes. Oh, they would be heavy black metal boxes about eighteen inches long by about twelve wide. It was my job to bring these to the head office. I had a little handcart and I wheeled it up along O’Connell Street every morning at nine.”


MARY O’NEILL, b. 1907


Lived on Chamber Street in the Liberties.


“We had a great landlord, Mr O’Leary was his name. Every New Year’s Day we’d [children] all stand outside the doors waiting for our pennies. And we’d get brand new pennies! Every one of us, all the kids in the street.”


CHRISTY MURRAY, b. 1910


One of the storied barefoot newsboys of the 1920s.


“At age eight I was selling papers outside of Bewley’s in Westmoreland Street. Oh, I sold in the snow in me bare feet when I was small. Sure, I don’t think I wore boots till I was fourteen. And often I was very cold ... very cold. Your fingers would be freezing. You had to get a half crown licence at the police station, like a piece of tin and a strap and it had a number, to wear on your wrist. And at the time of the Troubles that was a bad time here with the Tans here ... prisoners and murderers and robbers out of prisons in England, sent over here. The Tans often bought papers off me.


“Then I sold the evening papers, the Mail and Herald and the Telegraph. I used to go up to the Nelson’s Pillar and I’d jump up onto the trams, dash upstairs to sell the papers, then hop off. It was a poor life ... but there was eight of us [children] in the house and we had bread and potatoes for dinner ... you were very poor.”


BERNADETTE PIERCE, b. 1933


Director of Lourdes Day Care Centre.


“Diphtheria was very much around at that time and I always suffered from my throat. And I could never speak loud in school. And this nun would humiliate me and make me shout until she could hear me. And I had nice curls in my hair, Granny’d give it a curl. So I’d go to school and I’d think it’d be lovely. And I remember this nun once put me under the tap, put the tap on my curls. ‘Vanity!’, she said. But I didn’t tell granny. I was afraid.”


PADDY FOGARTY, b. 1925


Pageboy, porter and concierge at the Gresham Hotel.


“A friend of the family was the head porter and he got me in as a pageboy, I was fourteen. There was about ten pageboys then on different shifts. We wore the jacket with twenty-eight brass buttons down the front. Oh, I was proud of that! And always a little pillbox on our heads. And white gloves ... give the person a letter on a silver tray. The Shelbourne went in mostly for the English people, but we went for Americans and the home market. Americans were the best tippers.


“When I came in it was all horse cabs at the door and only a few taxis. A big open fire in the residents’ lounge with mostly turf during the war. And big drays going out to the Phoenix Park races ‒ oh, it was more romantic then, all right.”


ANTOINETTE COOPER, b. 1939


Member of Dublin’s most famous horse dealer family, the Coopers of Queen Street.


“From the time I was knee-high I remember nothing else but going around all over Ireland, buying horses, selling horses. It was just in the blood. I was the youngest of eleven children and I was born with horses. I took as many horses down to the North Wall for export as a man would take. I took four on my own. I did that as a young girl, at about eleven. Leading our horses down to the docks you started at three in the morning walking down the back streets. You always had a stick, an ash-plant, when you were driving horses. To wave and check them back and keep them in line. And I could handle the horses as well as a man could!”


NELLIE McCANN, b. 1910


Native of City Quay and dockland.


“I was born in number twenty-five City Quay, a tenement. City Quay was a great place, beautiful, and beautiful people lived in it. A busy place ... boats and horses and carts. I loved it. And my father was a sea captain and he went all over the world. There was twelve of us children and he loved City Quay ... ‘the salt of the earth!’.


“My father drowned in England. He was coming home and he fell between the ship and the quay wall. My father used to say to me mother, ‘Susan, when I die I’ll come back as a seagull.’ And after he died, for years after, this seagull used to come and knock on the window ‒ and she used to say to me, ‘That’s your father knocking.’”


JIMMY McLOUGHLIN, b. 1942


Grew up on Marlborough Place; his mother worked as a washer-woman and charwoman to feed her family.


“There was a bakery on North Earl Street and me mother’d give me a pillow case and a shilling and I’d go down and ask for the stale bread. And I remember going to the [charity] stew house in Seán McDermott Street. You’d bring a galvanised pot and ask them to fill it up and you’d bring it home in the pram. Oh, it’d be warm and by the time you got back you might have spilled half of it.”


CATHLEEN CANNON, b. 1915


As a child she was sure that her father had answers to all her questions in life.


“Daddy always explained things to us and I believed what he said. One day we [Cathleen and her friend Eileen] looked in a window and discovered a lady breastfeeding a baby. And we couldn’t get over it! We kept looking. We had never even seen pups being fed. Dumbfounded! ‘How did that woman get that baby?’ I said they just opened the woman’s breast bones and lifted out the heart while they lifted out the baby. That was it! My daddy said …”


PADDY WHELAN, b. 1908


Railway engine driver for over fifty years.


“My father was an engine driver on the railways. Now, at that time the railway was a family job. Nobody could get into it except if you were a railwayman’s son, or if some railway official recommended you. So I came out of school at fourteen and the minute I left school me father says to me, ‘Now – what do you want to do?’ Says I, ‘I want to go on the railway and be an engine driver!’ So, says he, ‘Righto!’ So I started on the railway in Kingsbridge at age fifteen. First I was a messenger in the office, then I was oiling cattle wagons and railway cars. I was mad for railway knowledge. After about seven or eight years of cleaning engines a man would go to fireman – drivers had one fireman with them to fire the engine. And then on to engine driver!”


JOSIE O’LOUGHLIN, b. 1923


Like many children years ago, her life was profoundly shaped by her loving grandmother’s influence.


“My grandmother was very gentle, very kind. And genteel. I loved her. Always someone you could depend on. She was a very strong character ... a very, very proud person. Very independent. She had great pride and great sayings, like ‘always hold your head high ... always put a value on yourself ... be assertive ... be independent!’ You know? ‘You’re as good as anybody – and better than some,’ she used to say. That was the type of grounding she gave me. Only for that grounding could I have managed [in life] the way I did.”


JIMMY OWENS, b. 1919


One of the last dealers along Thomas Street.


“I was born in sixteen Coombe and my father was a stoker on a boat around the time of the Titanic, and me mother was a fruit dealer on Thomas Street. Very hard times, all poverty then. And there was a penny bank ’cause it was poverty-stricken. I was on the street since I was eight years old and I was often half hungry going to school. The Christian Brothers were hard, if you were a minute late on a cold morning you got a few leathers. So I was a little boy and sold women’s hairnets on the street for a penny each. Out in the freezing cold and snow. I had to come out of school when I was thirteen ’cause me father died. Then I sold cabbage and potatoes in the 1930s ... very hard times.”


WILLIE MURPHY, b. 1912


Spent his entire life as a tough Dublin docker, one of the last of a dying breed.


“The docks in my young days ... it was magic! My father was a docker and me great-grandfather was a sea-going captain. And I loved being around the docks. In them days there’d be hundreds of horses going in all directions. Fantastic activity!


“My father died when I was fourteen. My father’s brother was a stevedore on the docks, a rough, tough kind of guy. I had just gone fourteen years of age and he said to me, ‘You’d better get yourself over there!’ And I was still in short trousers and still wearing my confirmation suit! So I got a pair of dungareens and heavy boots. Most of my uncle’s work was with these small hand trucks they used in the warehouse. He discharged all the fruit coming from Spain – apples, oranges, onions, melons – all in cases. You put one on your truck and went running with it. They called us ‘greyhounds’ ... always running. That was my first job.”


MARGARET O’CONNELL, b. 1917


One of the last dealers at the Daisy Market.


“My mother was a dealer and her mother again. They sold everything – vegetables, fruit, fish, geese, rabbits. They used to do cockles and mussels and winkles. Winkles was a penny a cup. They called it the Daisy Market because daisies grew on the ground here ... it’s part of old Dublin.


“We used to come as little girls and helped our mothers. And my mother used to buy a few hundred rabbits and I used to skin rabbits for her with just an ordinary knife. Just chop the paws, skin the rabbit ... and the head. And we had sticks, a ‘skiver’ [skewer] it was called, to display the rabbit properly, to decorate them all up. Oh, rabbits was the best dinner of the lot.”


JOE MURPHY, b. 1918


A Ringsend native and master shipwright.


“I lost my father when I was four years old, I believe he drowned out in the bay here. My grandparents reared me and I think that was a bonus ’cause my grandfather was a boat builder and a shipwright. And what he gave me you couldn’t buy it or teach it!


“And my grandmother, she used to send me over to ‘Baldy Fagan’s’ pub for her gill. Now, a gill was an enamel jug that held about a half a gallon and you went over and put this thing, and sixpence, on the counter. And carried the gill back and she’d have the fire roaring and she’d take this poker about two foot long and it’d be red with flying sparks and she’d stick it into this jug and it mulled it. And then she drank it lukewarm. And the smell off it – I used to run out the door!”


MARY CORBALLY, b. 1918


One of fifteen children, she went on to give birth to twenty-one of her own. A legendary figure. “I don’t feel any shame in coming from the Monto,” she confides. From her window on Corporation Street, she “had a ringside seat” on all the notorious activity below.


“Christmas when I was young ... ah, it was grand. We hadn’t much but, oh God, it was lovely. Christmas morning you were up at six and the beds all decorated. They used to have a white honeycomb quilt for the bed but it’d be taken off and pawned till the next holiday. And the brass beds, they’d be shined up for Christmas! My father always washed the bed down first with paraffin oil and then he’d use Brasso. Oh, it gleamed for Christmas!


“And we used to hang up the stockings on the bed rail and there’d be chains, not glittery ones like now, just paper chains. And always a big red candle. Everyone’d go mad for a red candle. I still do myself. And me mother’d put a big red paper bell in the middle of the curtains ... so that people passing by could see the bell.


“At Christmas when we were waking up you’d be sitting on the [tenement] landing, or stairs, with whatever toys you had, Woolworth’s toys for maybe sixpence. Nearly always a little doll for young ones and for boys a little car. And a few sweets. And the little ones would all be out in Talbot Street singing Christmas carols. I can cry when I think of them years ... happy years.”


NANCY CULLEN, b. 1918


Recalling a popular young woman on Cook Street back in the 1920s who would assist children who injured themselves playing on the cobblestones.


“Children used to go around in their bare feet, no shoes, and have stone bruises. And if a kid fell and hurt himself and was badly cut they’d shove him into a pram – no matter how big he was – and push him to the hospital. They were the old-fashioned prams. There was one lady, a youngish woman, named Kitty Gorman on the street and when a child was hurt she was the one that’d just throw him into the pram and run to the Adelaide Hospital.”


MARY DOOLAN, b. 1915


On the shame of having to wear “police clothing”.


“I was born and reared on Francis Street ... they were brutal days. Police clothing, I got them meself. They’d be inhuman!


“They’d hand you an old shirt and jumper ... horrible dirt, filth. You wouldn’t want to put them on, but you had to. And a little stamp ‘PC’ on them and all the kids would know you got them off the police and they’d jeer you.”


PAT MOYLETT, b. 1939


Sweetshop proprietor on Manor Street.


“This shop has been in the family since 1940. It was my aunt and uncle’s shop. When I was about four or five years old I would come in here with my father and it was a wonderland, an Aladdin’s Cave for a small boy. Nice mahogany wood and two scales for weighing out the sweets. And probably twenty different drawers and we had everything – pencils, nibs, jam pot jars, school supplies ... holy pictures, a wide range of stuff. We prided ourselves for having the most oddish things. And we sold milk, tea, sugar, bread, butter.


“And on the back shelves there used to be nearly a hundred different jars of sweets! Sold a lot of penny sweets. In those days people would buy only two ounces of weighed sweets. You could get six sweets for a penny! You had Honeybee Sweets, Circus Toffee, Sailor’s Chew, Gifty’s Toffee, Cough-No-More, a black toffee with liquorice through it. And you had a two-penny bar known locally as the ‘Two Penny Honey Cap’, a bar covered in chocolate and wrapped in silver paper. Now, that was a luxury – if you had two pence for that! See, the main thing for children back then was how long they’d last! And Sundays used to be good for business because children would have three pence when their grandparents came to visit them.”


CHRISTY “DILLER” DELANEY, b. 1923


Drover and horse dealer.


“I was born in Blackhall Street and me father was a drover at the cattle market. My mother fed pigs and sold vegetables up around Oxmantown [Road]. Drovers’ families was all born in one room, like meself ... ten of us. As a boy at age eleven I’d go out in the fields with me father in the night time, in the dark. I was reared up to it. We walked three miles in the darkness, I’d have me leggins and hobnail boots on. You’d have maybe three hundred to four hundred cattle in the field and five hundred sheep. You brought the sheep in first and then back out for the cattle. We used dogs for both ... it was a difficult life.”


RICHARD GERSTER, b. 1930


Pensioner.


“We used to skate on the ponds in the Green [St Stephen’s Green] ’cause if you fell through it wouldn’t matter because it’s only about two feet deep. But the Liffey was frozen [in 1947] – and you could walk across it! It was that cold. You wouldn’t think the Liffey would freeze – but it did! I wouldn’t have been brave enough to walk on it ... ’cause if you went through the ice ... And it happened to a few of them and they were drowned.”


MAISIE DALY, b. 1906


Fruit and vegetable shopkeeper.


“Maisie, that’s a pet name. I was really christened Ann Margaret. But my aunt said, ‘Oh, that’s very straight-laced, I’m going to call her Maisie!’ Oh, dear, oh, dear.


“My father came out of the British Army and got this little vegetable shop. In the Troubles of the twenties my mother was worried to let me go far in case of the sniping and firing. So I went to a little private school in Manor Street. We were taught beautifully by two ladies, two sisters. Only ten or twelve of us in the drawing room and out in the garden. It was a beautiful education ... about books and old histories and autobiographies. And about nature, flowers, plants and birds. I was a great reader. I love old history books. And we were taught refinement and manners and music, and a great love for older people. It was a beautiful education.”


TOMMY HOBAN, b. 1924


Coffin maker.


“I started out when I was sixteen, about three months before the outbreak of the Second World War, in 1939. I’d guess that there was about thirty coffin makers in Dublin at that time. I worked in the back of an undertaker’s premises, my apprenticeship was five years. Men wore bibs and aprons, kind of a hard canvas cloth, and dungarees. Oh, and people used to say, ‘Stay away from me!’ See, the elm used to smell. It’d get into your clothes. Like me aunt used to say, ‘Get away from me – I can smell coffins on you!’”


JIMMY McLOUGHLIN, b. 1942


Recalling costly childhood devilment.


“One day I was scutting – we always done this when they’d [horse-drawn vehicles] come into the street, jump on it – and my leg went through the wheel, the spokes. Oh, I remember it! A multiple break. They brought me to Jervis Street Hospital. Oh, I was screaming … screaming!


“And for devilment there was this man, ‘Hopalong Cassidy’, a local man, and we used to jeer him ... so we’d get the chase. He ran after us and we’d try to lose him. And he hit me with a belt, a buckle, and it knocked the pupil right across. I nearly lost the sight of my eye over a small prank like that. They sent me just old wire glasses but they would jeer you, call you ‘four eyes’. So I never wore the glasses and today I’m half blind.”
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“Those of us who know and love “Without Kevin, the lives of ordinary
Dublin owe Kearns a huge debt.” decent Dubliners would be forgotten.
This book is a celebration of them.”






