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Chapter 1


Not One Thing or the Other


Ireland is a stew. It has been for most of its history. The Vikings came, then the Normans, then waves of English and Scots. Millions of Irish people went away and never came back. Then, in the first decade of this century, over 100,000 returned, along with migrants from around Europe, the Americas, Asia – people who by their very presence here have made their own indentations on Irish life and have changed the ether of Irishness. According to the 2011 census, nearly 20 per cent of the population are classified as immigrants. In a decade, Ireland transformed from a homogenous, pale-skinned society to a multi-ethnic one.


Ireland was once a country in thrall to a strict Catholic morality, but within 30 years the power of the church evaporated. We became secular. In 1993, we were one of the last countries in Europe to decriminalise homosexuality. In 2015, we became the first country in the world to vote for same-sex marriage. For many years we were one of the poorest countries in Europe, then we morphed into the second richest nation on earth. For decades we attempted to insulate ourselves from the outside world, then flipped to become one of the most globalised places on the planet.


We’ve been clever and stupid, principled and corrupt. We can be kind and cruel, guilty of dopey optimism and chronic fatalism. We’re friendly, but near impossible to get to know. We peddle myths to ourselves and to anyone else prepared to listen to them in the hope that the myths prove to be true. We’re proud to be Irish but often crippled with self-loathing. We think we’re great, but not really.


We find ourselves fascinating.


Of course we do. We’re a paradox.


That’s what we’re looking at in this book: the contradictory, mutating nature of Irishness. Because if there is one constant of our national character, it’s uncertainty. We’re never quite sure what kind of people we are.


I’m part of this stew. I’m Irish, and like a lot of Irish people I was born in England. The first place I remember is 60 Cobbold Road in Willesden, northwest London. My father was born in Edinburgh and my mother was from Killala in County Mayo. For the times, they were an unlikely match. He was from a Protestant family while my mother was the most ardent sort of Irish Catholic. But perhaps these differences mattered less in a clamorous city where every face was strange.


What they had in common was more important. They had travelled from faraway places where there was a stony acceptance of what today we’d call poverty, but they never would have; other people were poor. Yet it had enough of a dream-crushing quality to prompt them to pack a bag and get on a train. It was life. You got on with it. My father had a childhood memory of coming home to find his baby sister dead, laid out on the dresser. His family home was a dank, Dickensian basement flat on Tron Square in the centre of Edinburgh, where to be male meant being a big drinker and a hard man.


So with a group of others (which briefly included Sean Connery), he headed south to work on building sites beside Scots and Irish and all the other economic refugees.


Dad wasn’t, however, extravagant with his recollections. Like my mother, he came from a generation that didn’t dwell on past miseries. Even to speak about them was considered weak, or worse, complaining. You got on with it.


Mum was even more closed. From what she occasionally let slip, I have a picture of her as a wistful young girl. She liked to cycle around the Mayo countryside. She read poetry, Yeats: I will arise and go now. Yet my sister and I don’t know when, or in what circumstances, she travelled to London. Perhaps we should have asked more when they were alive, but they would both reflexively close up in response to any direct questions. Ah, what do you want to know that for? The past, or at least the bad bits, didn’t need to be remembered.


What we have managed to thread together is that she arrived at some stage during the Second World War. For a time, perhaps during the summer months, she worked as a Clippie – the slang term for female bus conductors. The rest of the time, she taught. After her death we found a job reference stating that Miss O’Reilly came to St Louis High School in Frome, Somerset, in December 1945, where she taught Form 1 boys and girls. She was a good, conscientious teacher, according to the letter, and a popular member of staff. Where she went after that, we don’t know. How long she was in the country beforehand is also a mystery. She may have arrived when the war had just ended. She may have seen London in flames.


They were introduced through a mutual friend – an Irishman – courted and (after my father had converted to Catholicism) married. There is a wedding picture of them that sat beside my mother’s bed during her final days in the nursing home. They are in the back seat of some chauffeured car, shiny-faced and impossibly young. As far as we know, no family members from either side travelled to the wedding. London was very far away.


Cobbold Road was the first place I remember, though it was not the first place I lived. Before that there was a ground floor flat on Melrose Avenue in Cricklewood, a long road of shabby, late Victorian houses, all of which had been broken up into flats. It later achieved a grim fame for being one of the two places that the serial killer Dennis Nilsen operated from.


My sister Helen, who remembers the Cricklewood flat as dark and a bit scary, can remember travelling back from the hospital in a taxi with our parents and me, the new addition to the family. When we got home, she asked if I would be staying long and when, exactly, they would be taking me back to the hospital.


Not long after that we moved to Willesden. By then my father was working in a factory (a step up from the building site) and there was a general sense in our family of working towards something significant – specifically, house ownership, an achievement that would edge the Moncrieffs from working class to lower middle class. It was our mother who was particularly keen that this happened. She was the one who scrimped and saved and doggedly fought every little financial indulgence. In material terms, her family had been not much better off than my father’s, but under the tenets of the unspoken Irish class system, she’d been able to grow up thinking that she was a bit better than that. She’d done the Leaving Certificate, which somehow qualified her to teach in England. To have to live in this part of London – to have to live in England at all – she regarded as an affront.


The houses in Cobbold Road were terraced and red-bricked, though after decades of being smeared in smog the exterior walls resembled the faces of miners emerging from the pit. They were built in the 1880s as part of a furious urbanisation of the area. In the 1960s there were still some Irish living there, along with Poles and Jews, Afro-Caribbeans and Asians. The homes, as originally designed, would have had three bedrooms along with a parlour and kitchen downstairs – quite comfortable for a family our size. But that was never the intention, and not how most people on the street lived. My parents rented the house and sub-let the top section to the Kennedys, a family with a noisy squad of kids who provided Mum with plenty to complain about. Later on, the Kennedys moved out and we took over the top section of the house, presumably to avoid having another set of noisy tenants above us. The downstairs flat was let to an elderly English woman called Mrs Jones and her dog, Lassie. She lived alone, though she was visited regularly by her middle-aged son. Sometimes he would stay over, and one day Mrs Jones found him dead. He had hanged himself.


My memories of the upstairs flat are the most vivid. There was a large bedroom at the front that had been partitioned into two rooms: one for my parents and the other for my sister and I. Behind that was the room where we did everything else: cooking, eating, sitting, bathing, watching television. My parents would sit on a stiff armchair and do piece work for extra money. They would assemble biro pens or insert transistors into Stylophones, a kind of small electronic organ that was advertised on the telly by Rolf Harris. Further back, on the return landing, was another room that I don’t recall us using. It stored massive bags of unassembled pens, though in one corner my father had built a small partition room that housed a chemical toilet. This was to save us having to trek out to the back garden to use the flush toilet we shared with Mrs Jones. But I avoided using the chemical loo whenever I could. The room was too dark and it smelled funny.


There was no bathroom. We had a pink plastic bath that was gradually filled with water from a boiled kettle.


I would play mostly in the bedroom. I had two Action Men, a Major Matt Mason, a teddy bear and an old doll of Helen’s, all of which lived in a house I constructed from cardboard and yards of sellotape my father would bring me home from work. My favourite telly programme was Lost in Space, and I hoped that when I grew up everyone would own lasers and jet cars and be able to visit the moon any time they wanted. When Mum wasn’t looking, I’d slide around on the lino floor of the kitchen, pretending I could fly. I would ascend to one of the cupboards under the sink and sneak out the biscuits needed to sustain my super powers: custard creams.


We went to Saint Joseph’s Primary School on Goodson Road, a worn Victorian building with Harry Potter-esque turrets, dark wood floors and brick walls glazed the colour of the Atlantic. Many of the kids in my class lived nearby. Kevin Edmunds (Irish father, English mother) lived two doors up. On the other side were the Harmons, also Irish, who had only one child, Adrian. Not a cool kid. My best friend lived two streets away, on Franklyn Road. His name was also Sean, though his surname is lost to me now. There were other children we knew from playing on the street. George and Maria White lived in an upstairs flat like us, but it was much more modern. The Whites had a washing machine and Maria got to wash her hair every day. Helen had a friend named Susan Smith who was Catholic but went to mass only at Easter and Christmas. Her father was English, her mother Cypriot. Due to their à la carte Catholicism, our mother didn’t approve of the Smiths.


And there was a man who lived opposite, whose name we also can’t remember now. But he was Irish and we would regularly see him at mass in Our Lady of Willesden Church, which, confusingly, was located in Harlesden. He would light lots of candles, but never took communion. The story was that his wife had divorced him, and because of this the man assumed he was excommunicated, but had always been too scared to ask a priest.


We were aware of who was Irish and who was not, but only just, and only because our mother felt the need to point it out. We were young and had no concept of nationality and all the historical weight that went with it. At the time, ‘Irish’ seemed more a statement of worth. ‘Irish’ was good, others not so much.


But we knew we were different, which was something else she constantly reminded us of. We lived in a huge, callous city, where the vast majority of people were not like us; so different, in fact, that they were to be suspected. And the main way that difference manifested itself was not through nationality, but religion. Or to put it another way, being Irish and Catholic seemed largely the same thing. Ireland was the home of Catholicism, and it was the best thing to be. Below that were Irish Catholics who didn’t fulfil their responsibilities through omissions such as not going to mass every Sunday, and below that, a tiny sub-group that our mother referred to as ‘good-living Protestants’. At the time I didn’t know there was such a thing as English Catholics, or Irish Protestants. I thought they were all mutually exclusive. Helen can remember, when we moved to Ireland, being shocked that the Irish weren’t quite as devout as how our mother had presented them.


The reminders of our Catholicism were constant, like a protection from the primeval tangle around us. We went to a school where morning prayers were part of the routine; at night we would be corralled into saying a decade of the rosary; and every Sunday we would make our way to Our Lady of Willesden Church, an enormous Romanesque hall with vaulted ceilings and back-stiffening chairs. I would be dressed in short pants and a blazer, while Helen had to endure itchy Crimplene suits, a mantilla to cover her head, or worse, a hat that would be secured by way of a pin plunged into her skull.


The church was so large that it seemed as if every Irish Catholic in London went there. The mass was gruellingly long and broken up only by the walk to take communion. Helen could do this before I could, and I was nakedly jealous of her for it. Making my confirmation after that seemed eons away, and extravagantly grown up.


Expressions of Irishness were less regular, and felt more like an allegiance, like supporting a football team. There were records that would be played: Seven Drunken Nights by the Dubliners or Val Doonican, who also had his own television show, where he would inoffensively croon and wear jaunty jumpers. Helen did Irish dancing.


But the main expression was in our holidays. Despite all the financial stringency, every year we trekked to Ireland for two weeks. At a time when the package holiday was still a rarity, going to another country every year did mark us out as different. It was fantastically exciting, almost exotic, and even today the metallic sounds and smells of the car ferry make me slightly giddy.


The journey, however, was tortuous. A six-hour drive to Holyhead, a three-hour crossing, followed by an equally long drive to wherever we had rented a holiday home in the west of Ireland: Westport or Swinford or Galway. The location would be chosen on the basis that it was close enough to Castlebar, where our cousins, the Dunfords, lived. The dates would be chosen so that my father could attend the Galway Races with my Uncle Alfie, something they did together for decades after.


Alfie was the golden child of my mother’s family, being the eldest, the only boy and the one who went to study medicine in UCD. But due to a chronic lung condition, he never completed his degree and so returned to Killala to live with my grandmother and, after that, with his sister Kathleen and her husband, Tom Foy (for some reason never made clear to me, he was always referred to as Tom Foy, even by Kathleen). Because he was in receipt of a disability pension, Alfie never worked, but he did invest considerable energy into studying horses. He had a room filled with dusty towers of newspaper clippings and he had a professorial grasp of the form and history of various horses, jockeys and trainers. But how often, or how much, he gambled was not known. He would deflect all such enquiries with a bluff jauntiness. For years I would ask how he did at the Galway Races, and I always got the same answer. He would hold up one finger, meaning one pound, but wouldn’t say whether he had won the pound or lost it.


My middle name is Francis, after my father, who everyone called Frank. Alfie, in a gently teasing way, would always call me John Francis, as if to remind us both of where I was born and where my father came from. On holidays I would proclaim to my aunts and uncles and relatives that I was Irish – because they always asked, and I always wanted to please them. I have wondered since if Alfie was telling me no, you’re not – and you don’t have to be.


But this is retrospective speculation. On another occasion, while on a visit to Killala, Alfie brought myself, my sister and one or two cousins to see a cow being slaughtered. It took place in a shed not too far from my grandmother’s house. I was about six at the time and had no idea what something like that might involve: that a gun-like implement would be put to the animal’s head, shooting through its skull, and that the animal would squeal and stagger while pints of brown blood gushed from the hole. A man tried to control the dying cow and collect the blood in a basin.


I don’t know how long this went on for. It seemed like hours, at least for however long I remained there. I ran back to the house, wondering what was wrong with me that I couldn’t witness what the others seemed to be able to watch with casual interest, though later on, Helen admitted that she, too, was horrified. When they returned, Alfie, as jaunty as ever, asked, What happened to you? I made some excuse. Perhaps he was making a point by bringing us there, or perhaps it never occurred to him that all that death and blood might be difficult for a six-year-old to take. But it was the first time that it occurred to me that Ireland was different to where I lived, that being Irish might involve more than just saying it.


Our visits to Killala were usually brief – day trips for the most part. It was always quiet and smelled of turf. We’d be allowed to go down the street to small, pungent shops that sold red lemonade and crisps that were much cheaper than in England. Invariably it would be an old woman behind the counter who wouldn’t be able to understand our accents.


Most of my holiday memories, though, are of being in Castlebar with our cousins, the Dunfords. Although we came from one of the biggest cities in the world, it was the Dunfords who seemed more sophisticated. They were confident and funny and played music and seemed to have a more complete sense of who they were and where they came from. I can’t remember them displaying any interest in what our life in London was like. Castlebar was all they seemed to need. They belonged to it and it to them. Although I wasn’t quite aware of the feeling at the time, I think I envied this.


The only variation to our trips to Ireland was when my grandmother died. At enormous expense, we flew from Heathrow (the first time for all of us to be on a plane), hired a car at Dublin and drove down, a trip punctuated by stopping to let Helen throw up; she’d rather enjoyed the plane food.


Granny was laid out in the front room, though at the time I don’t think it registered with me that this was an actual dead person. It looked too fake, like a porcelain copy. And anyway, I had barely known this woman (my grandfather died before I was born). Like much of the Irishness in our life, she was distant: the sender of five-pound notes on our birthdays, and copies of the Western People. Because of this distance, because of the eternal summer in which it seemed to exist, Ireland had formed a mythical status in my mind. It was a place where nobody worked or went to school, where everybody was pleased to see us and keen to give us money for sweets.


At some point my father changed jobs and began working for Roussel Laboratories, a pharmaceutical company that produced, among other things, the drug Mandrax, which for a time was popular on the disco scene as Mandies or disco biscuits. The job involved a promotion and the possibility of more advancement, and it would eventually take us out of London. One Christmas we attended the Roussel panto, where various men my father worked with sang songs and dressed in grass skirts. One of the performers called out, Who’s from London?


I put up my hand, only to have it whisked down by my mother. No you’re not, she hissed. You’re Irish. She said it as if this had always been self-evident, as if what I had just done was a profound act of betrayal. It was the first time I think I realised that I couldn’t be Irish and from London. I had to choose.


In the 1960s there was some concern that England was becoming bottom-heavy with industry and jobs – that everything was coalescing around London and the South East. The Expanded Towns Act gave tax breaks and other encouragements to companies to relocate a bit further north in what became known as ‘overspill towns’, one of which was Swindon in Wiltshire.


There wasn’t a precise moment when we were told of the move. It was, rather, something that was a long time coming and well prepared for. Roussel organised coach tours to see the town, the schools, what places we might live in. Swindon was an old railway hub in some decline, but thanks to the Expanded Towns Act, it exploded in size. During the years we lived there, there was constant building.


The day we left, we were given money to get sweets at the corner shop. I bought a plastic tank with chewing gum inside. Some of my friends called around to say goodbye, and they briefly ran after the car as we drove away. I waved goodbye to them out the back window of our dark green Anglia and it occurred to me that I would never see these people again. I never did. I was nine.


There was, however, much to distract me. For the first few months we lived in a council house, something our mother disapproved of in principle but was prepared to tolerate because it was a house. Number 1 Taplow Walk provided Helen and I with our own rooms and an indoor bathroom (we were warned never to mention our previous bathing arrangements to anyone in Swindon). There was even a hatch that could be used for passing food from the kitchen to the dining area. We never used it as we always ate in the kitchen. But when my mother wasn’t looking, I enjoyed climbing through it.


We made friends on the very first day. The Bonds next door had a son and daughter roughly our ages. And they were Irish too, though they were Dublin Jackeens, a sub-category of Irish that our mother found suspect.


Yet it seemed as if Swindon was already fulfilling its promise. We lived just across the road from a shopping centre where we would go for sweets or to pick up the Advert, as everyone referred to the Swindon Advertiser. I remember the day decimalisation came to Britain, and running over with my old shillings and pence to swap them for the shiny, gold-coloured coins.


In those days, parents didn’t agonise so much, or at all, over every psychological bump their kids might hit. But if Molly and Frank Moncrieff had wondered about how we had adjusted to our new situation, they would have been pleased. We both settled quickly in our new schools. Helen’s was Saint Joseph’s Secondary and mine was Holy Family Primary, a school less than 10 years old and located on the same street as the equally new Holy Family Church, where we went to mass.


Within a few months we had moved again, this time to a house we owned. Covingham was a massive estate bolted onto the east side of Swindon, consisting of a central park and dozens of streets emanating from it like bicycle spokes. The streets were wider than usual, designed more for kids to play on than cars to drive on. All were in the style of the time, though the design varied depending on what street you lived on. Some were dormer bungalows, others more conventional semi-detached or detached. Although my parents coveted a dormer, we ended up in a three-bed semi-d. Number 5, Finchdale. All the streets were named after birds: Heronscroft, Wrenswood.


Many parts of it, including the plot across the street, were still being built, but that just added to the sparkling newness of the place. In London our life had been consumptive and claustrophobic. We followed the same dusty path to school every day, walked on ancient stained pavements, on treeless streets filled with the sounds of rattling traffic and the mustard smell of exhaust fumes. In the evenings we squeezed into our tiny, dim flat. A trip to a park, or even the sight of grass, was a rarity. Cows and horses were exotic creatures. And now we were in a house, a whole house, more than twice the size of where we had lived before, but with acres of green to play on and building sites in which to construct adventures and sustain injuries. There was a reservoir within walking distance where we made rafts out of pallets and polystyrene. There was a VG shop on the other side of the park where we would buy crisps every Thursday, and swings we could go to any time we liked. It was brighter, cleaner and safer than anything we had known before. Even our mother seemed to relax in terms of marshalling us. Previously, going out the front door required permission and detailed explanations of wheres and whens. Now she was surprised to find us at home.


This was the future I’d dreamed about, finally arrived. Men had landed on the moon and every week on the telly Tomorrow’s World told us about all sorts of breathtaking gizmos we’d be using in the next few years. By the time I’d grown up, there would be flying cars and holidays on Mars. In Swindon it seemed as if it was all going to come true. Nearly everything around us seemed crisp, full-colour and newly made.


Helen’s school, Saint Joseph’s, was the only Catholic secondary school in the town. It was a massive education factory. Even then there were more than 1,000 students between the lower and upper schools. Many were not Catholic, or only nominally so, and those who were came from a wide range of backgrounds: English, Polish, Italian, even Scottish. They had surnames like Perrigo, Harris, Porter, Donnachie and Chambers (which we were told was a Mayo name and worthy of approval).


Holy Family, perhaps because it was smaller, was more homogenous and seemed dominated by Irish. Even the teachers were Irish. Mister Nolan had a bass voice like Eamonn Andrews and used to tip out his blackboard duster on my head. Virtually all my friends were Irish too. The Mullane brothers, whose parents were friends with the singer Gilbert O’Sullivan (who had grown up in Swindon). Gavin Doyle, with a father from Graiguenamanagh in Kilkenny and a mother with a sardonic Northern Irish lilt. Such was the torrent of boys scrambling through her house that sometimes I’d knock on their back door and hear back, Oh, go away.


There was, almost instantly, a community we belonged to, much of it orbiting around Holy Family Church and Covingham. For a year or so I was an altar boy, which I was never particularly good at. I could never remember when to ring the bell or bring the wine to the altar. And I couldn’t stop sniggering, or farting to make whoever was beside me snigger too. Still, I did get to hold the communion paten during midnight mass when the aforementioned Gilbert O’Sullivan was there. This remained my claim to fame for many years afterwards.


Helen joined the Legion of Mary, and as a 13-year-old girl, she and another would be dispatched to visit elderly Catholics who lived around Covingham. As they were representing the Legion, they were invariably let in. Sometimes the person would be pleased to see them. At other times the recipient of their kindness would remain largely silent, waiting for them to leave.


Dad got involved with fundraising for the church and before long had made friends, mostly with people who lived nearby. We went to their houses and they came to ours. In London this had never happened. In London we had been made to feel that we were different – refugees in an alien city. In Swindon this sense almost completely dissipated. I remember some kid in Covingham once asking me, Are you Catholic? What’s that like? But this sticks in my memory because of its rarity. We lived in a place where it seemed many of our neighbours went to the same school and church and originated from the same country. Our parents’ friends were all Irish: the Kellys and the Finnegans. Yet whenever they used the word home they didn’t mean Swindon or the estate or their house. Home always meant Ireland.


Home was the place where we all went on holidays or where we would speculate about one day going back to live. It was slightly idealised, a fantasy place, and all the more unobtainable for that. In retrospect, perhaps many of them enjoyed the idea of Ireland – of returning there – more than the reality.


But for my mother it was still different. Swindon may have been better than London, but it still wasn’t what she wanted. Even when she seemed to be enjoying living there, it was grudgingly so. It was still a foreign country, a place of heathens and subtle anti-Irishness. Owning a house, becoming lower middle class, was beside the point. As Helen put it, we were still the Israelites, bereft until we could return to the Promised Land.


So Dad started applying for jobs, filling out forms and travelling for interviews. When he finally landed one and the news was announced to their Irish friends in Swindon, the reaction was oddly muted, as if by acting on an aspiration they had all voiced, my parents were judging them, pointing out their hypocrisy. Some were more frank. I can remember one finally blurting out to my father, You’ll never stick it back home (then, and for the rest of his life, people would regularly forget that he was Scottish, not Irish).


In the months before the move, I was aware of a tension between our family’s long-held ambition and my contentment with life in Swindon. The parents of my friends would continually ask, How do you feel about moving to Ireland? They asked so often that I came up with a stock response: that I was happy. But I wished I could bring Covingham with me. I was 12. I didn’t want to let anyone down.


For Helen, by then 15, it was far more difficult. She cried when they told us and made it plain that she didn’t want to go.


My father travelled over before we did. He had to start work, leaving our mother to arrange the move and the house sale. She didn’t cope with it well. It was a time of snapping and shouting, where we seemed to be betraying her with even the smallest complaint. We missed the balancing presence of our father. We’d go down to a phone box in the park and conduct brief conversations over a scratchy phone line, where it sounded like the person on the other end wasn’t Dad at all. Mum would complain to him about how much she had to do while we’d relay our nuggets of childish news. He’d give enthusiastic responses, though at times the line was so bad I suspect he couldn’t hear what we were saying. Helen and I would argue over who got to speak with him for the longest.


His absence provided a distraction, in an odd way. Being so keen to see him again blunted the edge of finality about the move. And unlike London, we both made all sorts of unrealisable plans to see our friends again. They’d be coming over to Ireland for their holidays. It was possible. They’d already asked their parents, who’d said We’ll see. But of course it never happened.


Sleepy-headed from an overnight crossing, we ate rashers in the Busárus bus station. Dublin seemed a bit glum in the dirty morning light, but at least familiar in the way all cities are. Rather than nag our mother about where he was, she kept saying it to us: Where’s your father? Where’s your father? As if we knew something she didn’t, as if he had simply forgotten to collect us or had decided not to bother.


He arrived, harassed by the bad traffic, just as we finished eating. Helen and I wrapped ourselves around him.


For about a month we lived in a damp grey house on a field close to the village of Ahascragh, and after that we moved to another rented house close to the train station in Ballinasloe. And just as in Swindon, we were lucky. I made friends with boys on the street even before I started school, and who, I’m pleased to say, remain my friends today. We played football and other games on the plot of grass beside Tom’s house across the street from mine or wandered along the railway line. For the four of us – me, Tom, Ciaran and Brendan – the railway line was a playground and also a sort of living symbol – of other places, where we hoped something better was happening.


For the first few weeks, even months, life in Ballinasloe felt as it did when we were on holiday. We bought a house in a new development. It was not dissimilar to one we had lived in in Swindon. Starting school was an adventure, and at first, probably because of the novelty I provided, it gave me a lot of positive attention. It was only gradually that my differences to everyone else became apparent. In class I knew nothing about Irish history. I had an exemption from studying Irish and so was consigned to sit at the back while the others recited guttural-sounding phrases. I wasn’t sporty, so football or hurling were not options. The kids around me seemed rougher and louder than what I was used to. They openly smoked cigarettes and were familiar with social codes and cues of which I had no knowledge. I kept getting things wrong, but without knowing in what way I had made a mistake.


Perhaps two months after starting school, one of the other boys called me a Brit bastard – a declaration that, in my naive state, I found completely shocking. We had come back. We were the returning Israelites. But we weren’t. We were blow-ins, a phrase I’d never heard before.


In writing about Ireland and the Irish, the word contradiction will probably come up more than any other. So here we go. So much of the story of Ireland is about the pain of emigration, of families and communities hollowed out. Yet the returning emigrant and their family can find it difficult, particularly so if they are not originally from that specific village or townland. The Irish are, in my experience, capable of being gregarious and ostensibly friendly, but also quite closed. When a new person arrives in the community, the level of acceptance they receive is in proportion to their own history and connection with that area. The less connection there is, the less acceptance they get, from a returning local at one end of the scale to a ‘plastic Paddy’ at the other.


I don’t want to overstate this. It’s a very subtle process and probably unconscious. It’s rarely intended to be cruel. But it is there. Only since I’ve begun writing this have I noticed that over the years I have made a habit of asking immigrants similar to myself how they found settling in Ireland, and invariably they reported a difficulty fitting in and an initial surprise that the difficulty was there at all. Some shrugged and got on with it. Others found it deeply hurtful. They had spent years feeling like a foreigner in England, only to return and be made to feel like a foreigner here too.


Incidentally, this is not a phenomenon unique to rural Ireland. For some years I lived in Howth, where it’s possible to be considered a blow-in if your ancestors haven’t been there for at least 500 years.


So we mourn the Irish emigrant, but we are slightly uncomfortable when they come back, particularly if they don’t sound the same as us. The Irish-American essayist John Jeremiah Sullivan has written about arriving for the first time in Ireland, his mind sizzling with ideas about roots, heritage and blood wisdom, only to have them all quickly smacked out of him. ‘Nobody cared about “Irish-American”; nobody wanted to hear about it. Were you born here? Then you’re not Irish.’


I was lucky in Ballinasloe in that I already had three good friends, yet unlucky in that, for reasons now lost to me, I was sent to the technical school rather than Garbally College, where my friends went. Whatever the reason, we had certainly misread the opaque social structure of the town. Largely due to our mother’s doggedness, we were now firmly middle class. The arc of Helen’s life and mine would now reasonably expect university, or a good job in the bank or the civil service. The tech was the working-class school, with a much lower set of expectations for its students – a job in one of the factories (in the early 1970s, Ballinasloe was relatively prosperous) or a return to the farm. For many of my classmates, this intention was baldly stated. At certain times of the year, the boys who lived on farms wouldn’t turn up for a stretch of several weeks and wouldn’t even pretend to make an effort to learn. Some of them could barely read, and many of the teachers were far too unmotivated to do anything about it.


I wasn’t consciously aware of these differences, but I was aware that I had to make some sort of effort to fit in. So I lost my accent, and within the space of a few months I sounded as Ballinasloe as anyone else.


No one seemed to notice this transformation, or at least no one ever mentioned it to me. In later years, after I’d left the town and moved to Dublin – when I’d developed more of a sense of myself – my accent flattened out. Now I probably sound like I’m from the east of the country: a middle-class Dub – appropriately, a West Brit. But sometimes that old accent comes back. When I meet up with my old friends or even on the radio when I interview people from outside the capital, the old syntax and burr returns. Ingine for engine. Fadder for father. The ghosts of an old insecurity.


Helen was also lucky in that she made enduring friendships, though she thinks the two years she spent in school in Ballinasloe were marked by a degree of rebellion. She thinks her accent (which she didn’t work to lose) gave her a slightly exotic gleam among her friends. She can remember being told that she was okay for a Brit. We arrived when she was 15. By 17 she had completed the Leaving Cert and landed the good job in the bank. Financially independent, she was able to make some trips back to Swindon, but even that gap of two years had changed things. It wasn’t the same; her life and friends were in Ireland now. After moving around Ireland a bit with the bank, she now lives in Ballinasloe with her family. But she says she didn’t come to regard it as home until many years later, when she was married and they bought their own house.


After the Inter Cert I moved school to Garbally College. I had settled into life in Ballinasloe, though never completely. Even among my friends there was a shared history before my arrival that I wasn’t a part of. There were people and places and events that I didn’t know. That feeling never completely left.


Our mother got Helen and I Irish passports soon after we arrived, perhaps fearing that we might rebel and claim British citizenship. Yet despite bringing the Israelites back to the Promised Land, she still didn’t seem happy. She would complain about Ballinasloe and, sometimes, about Ireland, though she would bridle at any suggestion that life in England was better. Perhaps she couldn’t shake off the decades of wanting to come back, of wanting to be elsewhere. She had resisted ever accepting England as her home and now couldn’t change that habit in Ireland.


Of course, it was a different country to the one she remembered. It always is. It was messy and loud and disorganised. The television was full of political rows, moaning about recession, arguing over sex. It wasn’t pious and pure, as she remembered. That place had gone, if it had ever existed.


I didn’t consider this at the time. I took her discontent as a function of being Irish – that to be Irish meant to complain about the place; to find it entertaining but also infuriating; to say that’s so Irish as an example of laziness and illogicality and hypocrisy.


Years later, when she was dying, a nurse suggested that perhaps she had been suffering from depression for years. And perhaps that’s true. There was certainly a constant restiveness. In my Leaving Cert year my parents moved again, this time to Castlebar, where they consolidated their middle-class status by building a four-bedroom detached home.


It was similarly unfulfilling, particularly so as Helen and I had now left home. They were alone in a large, empty and pointless house.


Eventually they returned to Ballinasloe, where at least they got to see their grandchildren grow up. They are both now buried in Creagh Cemetery, just as you enter the town.


After the Leaving Cert, I took off for college in Dublin. I didn’t return that much. There was something about the anonymity of the city, the dust, the pavements, the traffic noise, that made me feel more at home. Even the briefest of visits back to Ballinasloe left me feeling trapped, suddenly panicked that I’d never get out.


I did the journalism course in what was then the College of Commerce in Rathmines, part of which involved a week-long trip to London to visit newspaper offices. The red pillar-boxes, the rubbery smell of the Tube – it was all so strange and familiar at the same time, like a half-remembered dream. I visited Cobbold Road. The house, as such things always are, was much smaller than I remembered. I bumped into Kevin Edmunds’s mother, who seemed faintly amused that I would come back there just to look at a house. All changed now, she said. Now it’s all Indians, sitting out on the pavement. Didn’t you get tall? And that accent.
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