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“The grandest of heroic deeds are those which are performed within four walls and in domestic privacy.”


(Jean Paul Richter, 1763–1826)


“The Irish woman presents one of the enigmas of twentieth-century Ireland. Her public face is that of wife and mother, enshrined in the 1937 Constitution as guardian of public morals and repository of the State’s regard for family life. Her private face is that of one who has been … hidden from history.”


(Margaret MacCurtain and Donncha O’Corrain, Women in Irish History, 1979)


“The (Rotunda) hospital is well known in history for the contributions … to medicine … (but) hitherto, historians have paid less than their due attention to the hundreds of thousands of Dublin mothers who gave birth there.”


(Cormac O’Grada, Masters, Midwives, and Ladies-In-Waiting: The Rotunda Hospital, 1745–1995, 1995)










Author’s Retrospect


DUBLIN, SUMMER — 1969




“It’s a Yank you are now? Ah, I can tell that right off … an historian you say … well, I don’t know anything about that. I don’t mind talking to you for a bit, I’ve loads of time now, that’s for sure. But I’ve little to tell you, I’m afraid you’ll find that out soon enough. We’ll have some tea first, Kevin. It is ‘Kevin’, isn’t it? Sure, that’s a grand Irish name, as well you must know.”





Thirty consecutive years of tape recording voices of the traditionally “voiceless”. Giving affirmation to lives historically “invisible”, long missed — or dismissed — by chroniclers. Valuing tales of ordinary women, accounts of daily life, simple events. Conversing with countless thousands of mothers strewn across the inner-cityscape of old Dublin. Culling supportive testimony from family, friends, neighbours, priests, nurses, nuns, shopkeepers. Seeking holistic life portraits of common mammies, whose photographs hang on flowery-papered walls between Christ and Pope, with equal reverence.


Purposefully probing, excavating memories, stories. Weaving a tapestry of human experience and emotion — joy, anguish, love, sorrow. Anger. Regret. Oral historian and respondent — ensconced in a frayed, cushy chair beside the fire, perched upon a stony stool in the scullery, sometimes tucked back in a dark corner of the local pub on a wobbly wooden bench, jostled by every jarred pintman that lurches past. But most often in a Ma’s home.




“There you are now, Kevin, will you have some milk and sugar with your tea? As I said, you’ll find I’ve little to tell you …”





Honest talk. A warm, muggy July afternoon passed in narrative splendour, the forgotten Sony tape recorder whirring softly. In tones variably serene, confessional, at times emotionally charged with a sort of soul-cleansing rant, lives are bared in cathartic easy rhythms and exclamatory spurts. It’s doubtful any parish priest heard truths more naked from behind the screen.




“Will you listen now to this, for it’s as true as I’m sitting here — and I’ve never told this to anyone before, this is the sacred truth, not even to me dear departed husband, God be with him. But I’d like you to know … before I go. Cause the children’s got no interest nowadays, that I can tell you! It shouldn’t be that way … Lord no. T’wasn’t so in my time. Not at all! But  you’re a man of history, as you say, so it’s well told to you. Of course, just what you’ll do with all this, I’ll never be around to know. But then I suppose that’s not important.”





The rude “click!” of the recorder signals need of a new tape. A chance to shift slightly to a more comfortable sitting position.




“Now there’s a few things I’ve yet to tell you about, Kevin, but we’ll have some fresh tea first.”





Plenty of cups of good tea gone cold over a third of a century a-listening. “Memoryising” can do that to a hot cuppa.


DUBLIN, SUMMER — 2000




“It’s ‘Kevin Kearns’, is it? Ah, I know the name … I’ve picked up a few of your books down there in Eason’s. They’re over there on the shelf. Yes, I know what you do. But you don’t always get the full story — I hope you don’t mind me saying that to you. Now if you’d been talking to me all them years I’d have set you straight on a few things. Anyway, sit down there now and we’ll talk. But first we’ll have some tea.”











  

Introduction




“Refusing to be rendered historically voiceless any longer, women are affirming that our everyday lives are history. Using an oral tradition, as old as human memory, we are reconstructing our own past. We search for hidden clues to direct us to ‘lost heroines’, to record their past experiences because so little documentation was available on their lives and activities.”





(Sherna Gluck, Frontiers: A Journal of Women’s Studies, 1977)




“The (Dublin) mothers, they were heroines. They struggled on day after day in dreadfully depressing conditions with large families, ill health … washing, cleaning, cooking and a lot of problems with (husbands’) alcoholism. It was the mothers that would keep the family together. They had tremendous resilience and such a marvellous spirit … heroines.”





(Father Michael Reidy, 76)


In all human language, there is no word more evocative and devotional than “mother”. Throughout history, Irish mothers have been especially canonised in literature, legend and song. Their saintly visage is embedded in the national psyche. The familiar, long-enduring “stereotype of the sainted Irish mother” is founded upon an ideal of abiding love, compassion and sacrifice.1 Even W. B. Yeats, recalling his own mother, expressed “a poignant memory … her desire of any life of her own had disappeared in her care of us.”2


In Woman in Ireland, Beale concludes “there is truth in this image … that mothers have traditionally been the dominant figure in their families’ emotional lives.”3 This strong “attachment and affectional tie … to the mother figure” in Ireland is further verified in The Irish Journal of Psychology.4 However, the “word mother conjures up more than a person — a mother is a life force, a spirit.”5 Thus, Taoiseach Bertie Ahern, in poetic tribute to his mother, wrote “the life I breathe is breath of yours.”6 While poet Patrick Kavanagh confided, “there is only one real death in your life and that’s your mother’s.”7 So profound is the imagery of exalted motherhood in Irish society that it even pertains to the country’s identity. As Edna O’Brien observes in Mother Ireland, “countries are either mothers or fathers … and Ireland has always been a woman.”8


Despite their predominant role in family life, and reverential place in the national character, Irish mothers have been woefully neglected by historians. Especially so the lower-income, working-class “Mammies” in Dublin’s long-deprived,  inner-city communities. As Ellen Kennedy, 74, of York Street so simply avows, “I don’t think that history has given the mothers their due. They done everything. Really and truly, they were saints!”


A WORLD AND CLASS APART




“My mother was an inner-city mother. The suburban middle-class (mothers) … they were different worlds! The inner-city mother accepted her lot. She saved, she spent absolutely nothing on herself, having to slave basically. She had different life expectations, different hopes.







My whole political life has been dominated by the belief that the deprivation and social inequality which my mother struggled against all her life must be eliminated.”





(Tony Gregory, T.D.)


Irish mothers span a broad social, economic and geographic spectrum, from humble country towns and farmsteads, comfortable suburban communities, elite manorial estates, to “rough and tumble” Dublin inner-city neighbourhoods. The latter group has a long history of hardship and struggle, from the wretched tenement days to the present hard world of Fatima Mansions and Hardwicke Street flats.


The origins of their plight may be traced to the urban phenomenon which O’Brien describes in Dear, Dirty Dublin as the “flight to the suburbs” that occurred during the 19th and 20th centuries.9 The inevitable result was the city core lost a growing number of middle-class families “anxious to enjoy the salubrity of the suburban villa … hopeful to avoid streets in disrepair, houses in decay, industry in decline and inhabitants in distress.”10 Historian Mary Daly confirms in Dublin — The Deposed Capital that professional and middle-classes were “seeking residences which were physically removed from the dirt, smells and congestion of the city centre.”11 This blight of Dublin’s heartland was politically and morally scandalous and has been well documented in numerous books. Those left behind were mostly poorer, working-class families who had to cope with the deteriorating conditions the more fortunate classes were able to escape.


As a result of the exodus of the privileged ranks, there came to co-exist, as Garda Tom O’Malley, 67, put it, “two such different worlds” — that of the declining, decaying urban centre and the burgeoning, prosperous suburbs. The inner-city realm was one of inadequate, often dilapidated housing, endemic unemployment, meagre wages, large families, cramped living conditions, poor health and nutrition, and chronic stress. In the first half of the century, most life here was carried out in the horrid tenements for which the city became so notorious. In the latter decades, the urban landscape evolved into grim blocks of flats interspersed with small, brick artisan-type dwellings a century or more old, set amidst depressing demolition sites. Some blocks of biscuit-box flats were referred to as “cages”, characterised by shoddy construction,  dreary design and minimal amenities. A cold, sterile world of uninviting courtyards, balconies and stairwells.


Local historian and Liberties activist Larry Dillon declared angrily, “inner-city flats blocks … have become ghettos — gloomy, dull and miserable … nothing but concrete jungles.”12 Frank McDonald, The Irish Times environmental journalist, lamented that much of the city’s core had degenerated into “a squalid place” — a sadly slummy setting in which mothers must rear their families.13 Indeed, when teacher Elizabeth McGovern, 58, took her assignment at a Sean MacDermott Street school in “modern” 1970 she found it still “very much an O’Casey world” of impoverishment and decrepitude. Local mothers, she immediately noticed, bore the enormous daily pressure to make ends meet financially while caring for virtually all their family’s needs. It was an unsettling realisation.


“Distress”, contends Daly, was “an ever-present fact of working-class life” in the inner-city.14 Money perpetually tight. Living week to week, trying to make ends meet. Struggling to rear a family of eight, ten, twelve or more in cramped quarters. Made more difficult because they lagged years, even decades, behind suburban mothers in obtaining domestic work-saving appliances. Husbands habitually in and out of the relief or dole office, typically handing over to them only a portion of the money. Forcing many mothers to become primary financial providers as well. Limited by lack of education or skills, they had to take menial, unskilled jobs as domestics, cleaners, factory hands, cooks, waitresses and the like. A life of perpetual stress and stretching.


By contrast, families in the wholesome suburbs typically enjoyed a comfortable home, attractive garden, good food and clothing, nice furniture, steady income, monetary savings, educational opportunities, holidays, club memberships, even automobiles. This bred a comfort and security little known to inner-city mothers.


The city’s core, it seemed, was fated to hardship and deprivation. With the long-awaited advent of urban redevelopment, economic boom and modernisation of the sixties there came “a surge of affluence” for most Irish people.15 But, as Sheehan and Walsh document in The Heart of the City, “city-centre communities went in the opposite direction … as their economic base deteriorated.”16 Traditional manual labour for men around the docks and in factories became obsolete as Dublin’s economic structure was transformed. Employment in construction was temporary, not permanent. Husbands’ unemployment put greater pressure on already-burdened mothers to seek work outside the home. Employed largely as domestics, cleaners and hotel-shop-restaurant staff, mothers from the city-centre formed a working “underclass”, supporting the rising economy and lifestyle of the rest of Dublin society. To The Irish Times journalist Mary Cummins, they became the “faceless women … dismally rewarded … who do the most basic but necessary work … the unsung and heroines.”17


It was often noted by those more fortunate that these mammies appeared prematurely weary and worn. Not only in generations past, but often in present times as well. As Liberties chemist Patrick O’Leary, 75, explains, they were  “generally run down” from prolific childbearing and rearing, domestic and outside toil, and money pressures. “Old before their time”, it was said in their own communities. To exacerbate matters, in the sixties and seventies they were tormented by new worries and fears — an epidemic of crime, vandalism, juvenile delinquency, theft. And drugs. City kids were the most vulnerable to predatory drug pushers who deliberately targeted the deprived urban neighbourhoods. Dublin’s much-publicised “drug problem” — and, later, “heroin crisis” — struck mothers at their very heart, as scores of their children became addicts and many died. City life gone bad, gone “mad”. Ultimately, it was predominantly mothers who found the courage to combat the dealers on their own turf, and at great risk.


Despite their relatively close geographical proximity, city folk and suburban society have had precious little first-hand contact with, and knowledge of, one another. Father Paul Lavelle, 63, long-acclaimed advocate for inner-city inhabitants, was from a well-to-do suburban family. When first exposed to the urban centre in the 1950s he was compelled to admit, “I was totally shocked at this other world, a totally different world. The middle-classes, they didn’t have contact with the lower socio-economic groups. They had a very tough life. Poles apart!” Fellow priest and social worker, Father Peter McVerry, concurred, “the inner-city was a real eye-opener, to see the suffering of the people there … these people at the bottom of society.”18 Ballsbridge, Ranelagh, Rathmines, Blackrock — Dominick Street, the Coombe, Oliver Bond flats, Gardiner Street, Hardwicke Street flats. Hard to imagine all being part of the same city. All Dubliners.


Separation far transcended geographical location and economic circumstances. It was also a matter of class and inequality. Dublin has always been a class-conscious, class-stratified city. Once almost a caste-bound society. And, as Anthony Clare contends in A Class of Our Own, classes did not tend to mix:19




“There is a recognisable class system … and it is rigidly maintained. It is difficult to know how the other half lives.”





Bill Cullen, 61, defied the social class system and learned well how all classes lived. And thought. He grew up dirt poor in the forties and fifties, proudly — boastfully — quite at the “bottom of society”. One of thirteen children, he sold apples alongside his street-dealer mother on the rough cobblestones. By middle-age, he had risen from the Summerhill tenements to multi-millionaire businessman status, and social prominence in the highest echelon of Dublin society. Great personal pals with taoisigh and presidents. As high as the high-and-mighty themselves. Hard earned is his right to speak with veracity about the lowly social position of inner-city Ma’s, most notably his own:




“There was great social inequality — the ‘haves and the have-nots’. But my Ma never complained. She refused to recognise class — ‘just because they’ve more money doesn’t make them better.’ She was never a begrudger of the better-off.”







Beleaguered mothers philosophically reasoned, and religiously accepted, that all in life was the “will of God”. If their station in life was predestined by heavenly order, it was not to be dwelled upon or resented. Causing Garda O’Malley to marvel at the positive manner in which they “happily accepted their lot” in society. Their children, however, have been vociferously less accepting of the injustices of their mother’s deprived life and class status. Tony Gregory’s observation about northside mothers “having to slave” to rear their family and make ends meet financially is not political hyperbole. It is, in fact, an analogy commonly made by those who grew up in the city. Claims publican John O’Dwyer, 74, “Oh, sure, the mothers were slaves — it was part of the culture at that time.” Which is why Gregory so defiantly declared that his political career has been devoted to combating the unjust “deprivation and social inequality” his mother and others so long had to endure.


The stark disparity between the inner-city world of struggling, socially-economically marginalised mothers and that of the comparatively prosperous suburban women existed throughout most of the century (and in certain areas still does). In recent years, vivid memoirs have provided illuminating — often startling — glimpses into these opposite classes and cultures. Pauline Bracken’s Light of Other Days: A Dublin Childhood tells of growing up in Blackrock in the forties and fifties.20 In Dev, Lady Chatterly and Me: A Suburban Childhood, Maeve Flanagan recounts her upbringing in the south city suburbs.21 These rather rosy portraits of Dublin life collide sharply with Angeline Kearns Blain’s Stealing Sunlight, a painfully poignant chronicle of growing up frightfully poor in the city.22 Astonishingly different life experiences — only a few miles apart.


Subtle revelations are telling. Bracken, for example, writes, “my mother was of the view that no doors are closed to you in life … and so we were encouraged to explore whatever life had to offer.”23 Buoyant optimism to fuel a child’s imagination and aspirations. This positive life philosophy, so breezily dispensed by mothers of means to their children, was diametrically opposite to that inherently held by most inner-city mammies who felt coldly fated to their bleak present condition and future. Affirms Father Lavelle:




“Their world was very small. They were confined … they were trapped, no sort of breaking out of it. No airs, no notions of upward mobility.”





No fanciful ideas about “getting out”, “moving up” — going anywhere! And, worse, in their heart they worried that their children were likewise economically and socially destined.


Yet, they exhibited a gregarious nature and indomitable spirit that utterly belied the burdens they daily carried. And exuded a purity of pride and dignity which defined the very essence of their character. Peggy Pigott, 73, a teacher at Rutland Street School from the forties to the eighties, befriended countless local mothers. Looking back upon them, one impression burns brightest:






“They knew that they were disadvantaged, that they were underprivileged — but they had a dignity and pride!”





MATRIARCHS AND “MOTHER HENS”




“I loved the mothers of the inner-city. They have an ability to cope with poverty, with tragedy … they have courage, compassion. They’re the salt of the earth!”





(Sister Sheila Fennessy, 60s)


Ireland was long regarded as a staunch patriarchal society. Women were relegated to secondary, clearly inferior, status by the State, Church and Establishment. Consequently, the “only roles for women were as wives and mothers … with very limited rights.”24 In greater Irish society, husbands traditionally held the role of major provider and presided as principal authority and decision-maker. It nicely fit the national patriarchal pattern.


Paradoxically, within Dublin’s inner-city, working-class communities — famed for brawny dockers, hard drinking pubmen, and “rough and ready” fellas of every ilk — a solid matriarchy reigned. Matriarchal rule was essentially the result of the role, or non-roles, of husbands. Undeniably, many fathers were the victims of an unjust economic system depriving them of decent work and wages, stripping them of self-esteem. That many became dispirited was understandable. When fathers did gain employment it too often fulfilled, in their mind, all paternal domestic responsibility, “everything else, every other problem or challenge, was the mother’s. She had to take on so many different roles for her family to survive.”25 Husbands were habitually absent from the home during non-working hours, leaving all family matters in the Ma’s hands. Too many were neglectful and intemperate. It was a deeply entrenched cultural pattern. Explains Una Shaw, 70, “mothers were the mainstay, they were everything — mother, father, counsellor, doctor. Mothers were the providers — fathers seemed invisible.” Lavelle’s candid assessment is based not on sociological theory, but 30 years of personal observation of inner-city family life:




“It is a matriarchal society. Mothers played the main role. And the men were hopeless … hopeless, for whatever reasons. And became feckless or would give up after a while. But, then, they never had a chance either, like if they were unemployed. The men were in the background, in every way.”





Despite the multiple responsibilities, motherhood was indisputably their most fulfilling role. It was, contends Cathleen O’Neill, 50, the greatest “affirmation they ever got in that society.” A legendary devotion to their broods commonly numbering ten or more — and sometimes up to two dozen. Amidst city life riddled with perils, “the mothers were superwomen, like mother hens the way they’d protect their chicks,” remembers Pigott. “In my young days”, says Noel Hughes, 67, “the mother was the supreme queen of earth. She gave her heart and soul to her children. She struggled on … she was everything.”




Fathers naturally expected mothers to be the primary caretaker. Cope with problems, make decisions, handle crises. In The Urban Plunge, Father Lemass notes that the invisibility of fathers meant family decisions had to be made solely by mothers, quite in contrast to suburban families:26




“In suburban Dublin … decisions are made, not uniquely by the mother, but by both parents in consultation. In the inner-city, women play a dominant role in a matriarchal society, working to keep the family together. Men … for many reasons have failed to play an important part in the family and community.”





A lad of the Liberties, Matt Larkin, now 70, always found it a curious incongruity how local mothers so naturally ruled the roost within an external patriarchal society. How, outside the home, their husbands liked to posture as the boss or “big noise” (as many older women like to put it). His reaction was one of both amusement and resentment. His insight in explaining the dichotomy is infused with emotion:




“See, there was two different levels of society. The Establishment, the State, and, of course, the Church — you can’t leave out the Church, especially — forced upon us a (national) patriarchal society where women were put in an inferior role. All institutions, legislation was there to keep them as inferiors. It was discrimination!







(Yet) it was (locally) a matriarchal society! The mothers took over! They were the authoritative ones. There was an accepted myth that it was a patriarchal society, where the man was the boss … this macho image of the tough men. And the mothers sort of felt, ‘well, let them think that!’ But it was a matriarchal society, they carried out the essential work, they were the backbone … they ruled the roost.”





With one painfully conspicuous exception — the husband ruled the bed. According to past dictates of the Church, the man had the right of control over all matters of sexual intimacy. Wives were to be obediently subservient to marital needs and demands of their husband. May Cotter, 72, remembers all too well the standard declaration of the priest in confession: “You were told that your husband was your lord and master. You must obey. No sort of give-and-take. Obey your husband, and that’s it!” Owing to fear of God and man, most wives submitted in silence. Even if demeaned and frightened. A good many suffered physical abuse as well as emotional trauma. With no right of dissent, they dutifully carried out their prescribed role of good Catholic wife. And too often ended up strapped with more children than they could properly provide for, severely pressured, and depleted in body and mind. It was not the most perfect of matriarchies.




HALOES AND HEROINES




“I’ll tell you one thing, if there’s a heaven, those mothers, they’re all up there … for what they went through. Saints!”





(Paddy Hughes, 74)


Such worshipful appellations abound in old Dublin. It is remarkable the number of individuals who fervently refer to their mothers — as well as those of others — as “saints” or “heroines”. Even local nuns and priests commonly exclaim, “they were saints,” or “unsung heroes”. This veneration is expressed with deep conviction and reasoned attribution, rather than romanticised sentimentality. That such terms of adoration are part of local vernacular is understandable, because inner-city mothers were genuinely perceived as leading a life of unremitting toil and sacrifice. Mairin Johnston, local historian and author born on the banks of Pimlico 72 years ago, recalls, “mothers would sacrifice anything. They just lived to provide for others — as individuals they weren’t important.”


The mother “heroines” in this volume do not fit the classical historical or literary definition of “a mythological or legendary woman having the qualities of a hero … a figure of divine descent endowed with great strength or ability … admired for her (great) achievements.”27 Heroines immortalised for their epic feats of bravery, religiosity or political acts. Perhaps a Joan of Arc, Florence Nightingale or Constance Markievicz. Quite to the contrary, the heroism of mothers from the Coombe or the Diamond is of a distinctly more subtle type. Theirs is not a heroism of grandiose deeds, for they are not revolutionaries, suffragettes or political activists.


Historically, heroes and heroines have been anointed by challenging great adversity and triumphing. Usually on a grand stage. However, Jean Paul Richter’s belief was that the most truly heroic acts are those “performed within four walls and in domestic privacy.”28 Similarly, Frost’s 1871 humanistic definition of a heroine is perfectly befitting Dublin mothers. In identifying qualities for distinguishing heroes and heroines, he ranks “courage, intrepidity, self-sacrifice” as paramount.29 Further, he regards the “heroism of the soldier, Christian martyr and (sacrificing) woman” of equal significance. Of his two types of heroine, “the noble woman of history and the self-sacrificing household martyr”, he attributes particular glory to the latter:30




“A heroine who bravely bears the hourly annoyances of domestic toil, poverty and sickness, with cheerful resignation … faces privation and daily self-renunciation for duty’s sake.”





His “household martyr” is a mother who sacrifices gladly her own independent life, individual identity, personal dreams. Who endures life’s adversities and sorrows with but the singular thought of caring for her family. A heroism of the highest order. And the most unsung.




Within this context, the city’s mothers have been revered, not for great achievements on a public stage, but for their saintly and heroic nature in performing noble, selfless deeds daily and within the confines of their humble homes and local community: caring for family before self, masking worries and pain to spare others, toiling without relief, enduring hardship without complaint, administering to the sick, suffering hard husbands. The natural propensity to give of themselves everything for others. A quiet courage and nobility of spirit and character. Heroines more akin to Mother Teresa than Joan of Arc.


Those who knew such mothers most intimately are inclined to speak of them, with the simplest sincerity, as “saintly” in nature. Writing about Cullen’s Ma, Mary, and granny, Molly Darcy, market dealers who reared huge families during the most desperate of times, Aiden Thomas concludes:31




“It was obvious that Mary Cullen and Molly Darcy were saints … the question I posed to myself was, ‘how odd so few people like them are canonised in the Church.’ There are many more (such mothers) … these situations are repeated everywhere (in inner-city). Their lives are relevant to us, we identify with them, rather than some remote or obscure saint. One of the criteria for sainthood is proven miracles. Both Mary and Molly have passed the test — by rearing families in dire poverty and hardship. Putting bread on the table was a daily miracle.”





A VOICELESS AND LITERARY SILENCE




“There has been silence around so much of (Irish) women’s lives.”





(Frances Fitzgerald, T.D., Chairwoman of the Council for the Status of Women, 1994)


Fitzgerald’s plea to “expose the silences that are there for women” in Ireland applies to all classes.32 Underprivileged city-centre mothers have long been conspicuously rendered the most silent in Irish society. Even by their own “sisters”. In 1924 the National Council of Women was established in Ireland and included a society known as the Mother’s Union. Members worked fervently together on issues which affected the welfare of mothers and their children. However, this was a middle- and upper-class organisation and “lowly” working-class mothers received no invitation to participate.33 This exclusionary attitude still prevailed in the late 1980s when leaders of the women’s movement in Dublin held a “World Think-In” at Trinity College — yet invited “no working-class women to address them”.34


In truth, it is probable that few of the excluded would have had the confidence or assertiveness to participate in such privileged forums. For they had traditionally been conditioned to what Gregory calls the “voicelessness in the poor areas” of the city. Intimidated by Church and authorities, dismissed by menfolk. Priests instructed them to be submissive and silent, landlords and  other officials often bullied them, husbands ignored their “yap”. Explains Bernie Pierce, 43, director of an old folks centre on the northside, “their voices weren’t heard because women were never listened to … they accepted that men’d be putting them down, that was always the way they were treated, very badly.” Their voice was further constrained by limited education and feeling of secondary status. “They were voiceless … and they had no power,” divulges Officer O’Malley. In an age without advocacy, says a nursing nun who made home visits, “they had nobody to speak for them.”35


Absence of a Literary Voice


In generations past, women relished the ritual of expressing thoughts and recording life experiences by writing letters and keeping detailed diaries or journals. This gave them a literary voice and satisfying sense of expression. But this practice was almost exclusively the luxury of the better-off classes who enjoyed both literacy and leisure time. This surely excluded struggling city-centre mothers. Exclaims Gregory, “who would be keeping a journal? No one would … in disadvantaged areas.” Indeed, can one imagine any figure in Irish society with less time and opportunity to write letters and keep diaries than Ma’s from the Liberties or northside — past or present — burdened with large families, financial problems, domestic chores, outside job duties and emotional strains? One of the most recurrent revelations throughout this volume is that of mothers having no time for themselves — till their dying day.


Consequently, rare were the homes in which they left behind any type of written record of daily life. With the sad exception of unpaid bills, stale pawn tickets which once held dim hope of redemption and curled paper scraps with hand-scrawled notes about fees due to moneylenders, Gas Company, landlord, Electricity Supply Board — gloomy testaments to a life of struggle. And what if such mothers had had pen and paper, a flat surface upon which to write, comfortable chair in which to settle, and leisure time to reflect and record thoughts and experiences? When queried today, most elderly mothers, in retrospect, confide that they would likely have found little worth recording in a life then perceived as dreary and uneventful. They were far more inclined to let the wearisome tasks and minutiae of each day fade blissfully away at nightfall, so they could gather energy to face the next. In this manner, generation after generation, they have quietly passed from the scene without leaving voiceful testimony to their existence. Laments Susan Albert in Writing from Life, when such “ordinary women couldn’t write, their stories of ordinary life were lost.”36


HISTORICAL OBLIVION




“Little has been written about women in Ireland … there is a danger that women’s experiences could be lost.”





(Jenny Beale, Women in Ireland, 1987)




The tinge of alarm in such proclamations is well founded. Irish women have been conspicuously missed — and dismissed — by historians. This is not due solely to the fact that ordinary women of lower rank have failed (for reasons previously stated) to leave behind convenient written records of their gender for scholars. Rather, archival historians have traditionally dedicated their efforts to chronicling the achievements of important male figures from such spheres as politics, military and finance. Kings, presidents, prime ministers, generals and business barons fill their tomes. It was, as Hoff regrets, a “patriarchal history … which eliminated most women from historical consideration.”37 Women of the common or lower-income status were deemed an “underclass” whose “life experiences” were not regarded as relevant to historical archives.38 Historians have not been the only neglectful ones. In Ireland: A Sociological Profile, Jackson accuses scholars in other disciplines of being equally remiss, noting that women in Irish society have been “sociologically invisible” as well.39


Heeding the lament of Professor Seamus O’Cathain of University College, Dublin, that “ordinary people have been written out of history — not to mention women,” some historians have attempted in recent years to redress this omission.40 Many of these efforts, though well-intentioned, have been far from satisfactory. In large part, this is due to the entrenched mindset of scholars who persist in applying to women the traditional patriarchal model of historical achievement, focusing almost exclusively on the likes of social reformers and political activists. Understandably, female academics have been most critical of this approach. Luddy and Murphy denounce the type of “compensatory history” which includes “only famous or extraordinary women in the historical process”, such as Maud Gonne or Constance Markievicz.41 “For many Irish people”, it is argued, they are not only the best known figures but the “only women who have any historical presence.”42


Nor are they approving of “contribution history” strongly emphasising “women’s contribution to political and social movements”, such as the Ladies Land League, at the exclusion of the lives of more ordinary women from all social and economic ranks.43 Prompting Goldstone to criticise that — in the year 2000 — it still remains in Ireland “difficult for women to come to be regarded as subjects worthy of serious study.”44 Adding that “rectifying the intolerable situation of women’s invisibility in history books” should be a priority. Rather than having “historians of women simply look for heroines from the past” who conveniently fit the standard patriarchal archetype, there is need for a new type of “comprehensive study of the (Irish) family and women’s place in it”.45 The mother’s role, as central and most indispensable in the family, should be of paramount importance.


SEEKING ORAL HISTORY




“The work of discovery — of digging women out of obscurity — goes on.”





(Maryann Gialancella Valiulis and Mary O’Dowd, Women and Irish History, 1977)






“Our sacred stories, women’s stories, must be told … stories drawn from the dailiness of our ordinary lives, drawn from the depths of our souls … full, rich stories passed from mother to daughter … through the generations. Our stories are important.”





(Susan Wittig Albert, Writing from Life, 1996)


Owing to the dearth of written documentation about the lives of Dublin’s ordinary — and, particularly, disadvantaged — mothers, we must seek alternative sources of authentic information. Eliciting oral testimony is a valuable method of gathering personal life stories and experiences. In Ireland, however, “social and oral history were neglected and until the 1970s women’s history was not in the picture at all.”46 Belated interest in both oral and women’s history left a glaring gap in the historical literature. Virtually no value was placed on extracting oral narratives from the city’s deprived mammies. After all, it was reasoned, what worthwhile tales had common mothers from Parnell or Patrick Streets to tell?


Though they may have been voiceless in the public forum, mothers often privately confided their deepest feelings to daughters, sons, peers, grandchildren and select others. This created a rich repository of oral history passed down from generation to generation. However, in an age of television, computers and videos there is far less inclination and opportunity for sharing substantive recollections. And, regrettably, younger generations often express little interest in the “old days”. Consequently, tales of maternal ancestors are increasingly being lost.


Therefore, vouches Albert, these “sacred stories … must be told” before they vanish.47 Fortunately, given the opportunity, “women seem compelled to find their real voices, to tell the stories of their lives.”48 It is therapeutic, empowering, soul satisfying — and historically invaluable. For this reason, exhorts Gluck, “we must search for hidden clues to direct us to ‘lost heroines’ … those still alive in order to record their past experiences.”49 Through oral inquiry, the most intimate elements of womanhood and motherhood can be probed: courting, sexual mores, relationships, marriage, pregnancy, childbirth, miscarriage, family life, domestic duties, religious values, illness, loss of children, emotional trauma, abuse — life’s greatest joys and sorrows. For these are what constitute a mother’s very being.


Only through exhaustive oral interview can such delicate human subjects be adequately recorded. Success depends upon trust between interviewer and respondent. Mairin Johnston, early proponent of the women’s movement in Ireland, places the highest value upon oral history as the most reliable method of obtaining authentic life stories and experiences of Dublin’s inner-city mothers from the hard days passed — of whom she is one. As she candidly explains:




“Historians would never be able to do it from the ‘lofty heights’ of Trinity College, or any other academic place. They would have to do what you’re doing, Kevin, and talk to women … get the mothers themselves telling their own tales, in order to get at the truth of what women went through.”







To construct the most complete composite of mothers’ lives using oral historical methodology, it is also necessary to “seek out their living associates … to record their stories, for only then can we see the whole picture.”50 Motherhood is multi-faceted and best viewed from diverse perspectives. Irish novelist Maeve Binchy agrees, “it’s hard for one member of a family to describe a mother, because she belonged to all of us, so we all have different stories to tell.”51 Therefore, to create a holistic portrait, this book is based upon oral testimony gathered not only from mothers and grannies themselves, but also their children, relatives, friends, local priest, doctor, nurse, Garda, teacher, shopkeeper and others.


Being asked to share personal recollections of one’s mother is often an emotionally wrenching ordeal. This was evidenced when editors of the Irish UNICEF book Mothers: Memories from Famous Daughters & Sons contacted prospective contributors and promptly found “how emotive the whole subject is … many people we approached felt it was too difficult a task to write about their mother” and declined to participate.52 Of those who did contribute, “many said it was one of the hardest things they ever had to write.” Verbally expressing the deepest of feelings about one’s mother can be more emotionally demanding than writing them. As Padraig Flynn, T.D. confessed, no matter how absorbed he may be in work or thought, “when someone asks me about my mother it stills me, no matter how busy I am.”53


GIVING VOICE AND VISIBILITY




“Irish women have a history which is vibrant and worth recording.”





(Maria Luddy and Cliona Murphy, Women Surviving, 1989)


When older, middle-class, suburban Dublin mothers are today queried about the greatest hardships of their lifetime, they commonly cite wartime rationing and scarcities — while inner-city mothers are more apt to reply “daily survival”.


It is astonishing to realise the range of responsibilities held by mothers of previous generations. Apart from rearing their flock of children and carrying out virtually all household duties of cooking, washing, ironing, cleaning and shopping — and quite often working at an outside job as well — they were primarily accountable for the following: dealing with all “authority” figures such as landlords, health inspectors, Corporation officials, social workers, pawnbrokers, money lenders, agents of charitable organisations, teachers, police, priests, doctors, nurses and juvenile court officers; coping with matters relating to money and budgeting, health and illness, a husband’s absenteeism, alcoholism and abuse; arranging assistance for the local infirm, dying, new birth mothers, orphans, evictees, “unfortunate girls”; organising wakes, burials, outings, financial collections for good causes; protesting housing injustices and local evictions, arranging protest marches and activist campaigns, confronting drug dealers. And, of course, keeping their family together, and at peace with one another. In short, they were the caretakers, the indispensable figure — and force — in family and community life. And yet, regrets Larkin, “there’s been  no acknowledgment of the mothers … nobody ever gave them sufficient credit for what they’ve done. And I can’t understand it.”


This book is an effort to remedy that omission. Indeed, injustice. To finally give voice and historical recognition to the traditionally silent, forgotten mothers who struggled, coped, survived. Who never made it to the leafy, salubrious suburbs, remaining instead lower-income, working-class city folk to the core. It is the fruit of 30 consecutive summer research trips into Dublin’s oldest urban neighbourhoods where oral history was gathered about all facets of family and community life. Over these three decades, many hundreds of lengthy personal oral histories were tape recorded and transcribed into thousands of typed pages of authentic testimony. The role of the mother was central, or significantly peripheral, to the vast majority of these narratives. They were drawn from an expansive swath of Dublin — the northside, Liberties, Stoneybatter to Ringsend. From the “grand old streets” when they were still vibrant and teeming with family life, the likes of Gardiner, Patrick, Oxmantown, Summerhill, the Coombe, Dominick and Sean MacDermott. Residents living in all sundry inner-urban dwellings, from laneway lairs and stone cottages to arthritic tenements, artisans’ homes, Corporation Buildings, Iveagh blocks and Harcourt Street flats. Whatever their locale, all mothers bound by the commonality of their life experiences in the heart of the city. An arduous journey for most.


But theirs is hardly a tale solely of woe and gloom. For a mother’s courage, grace, and emotional stamina — whether agonising over her family’s welfare in a dreary flat or holding a trembling heroin-addicted child with all her might — have always been fortified by faith, friends and humorous relief. Consequently, these pages are laced with generous doses of pure inspiration, amusing life episodes and old-fashioned earthy Dublin wit. Even under the most adverse circumstances.


This book essentially covers the period from 1900 through the 1970s, indisputably deprived and difficult decades for families living within the inner-city. Life in a block of dingy flats at Oliver Bond or St Joseph’s Mansions in the sixties or seventies could be just as grim as that in a dusky tenement room a half century earlier. From myriad settings, oral narratives were gathered from four generations. Respondents ranged in age from their twenties to nineties. Often the eldest were most forceful in expressing the plight of mothers in generations past. Sentiments simmering for 50 years or more can be scalding when finally released. Truths bluntly unfurled by a docile granny about motherhood and menfolk in the old Liberties. Tongues unleashed after years of silence, all too eager to speak of once-taboo subjects — hard husbands, physical and sexual abuse, discriminatory Church dictates, bullying landlords, intimidating confessional priests, induced miscarriage, depression, despair. And children of long-suppressed, self-sacrificing mothers impassioned in their graphic narratives — as if doing their duty to set the historical record straight. Speaking with a scattered verbiage of love, veneration, compassion. Regret and resentment. An anger at the times, institutions and culture in which their mothers were entrapped. Emotions needing expression.




In no manner or intent is this book an indictment of inner-city husbands and fathers. For many were indisputably loving, kind and dutiful. As good a person as the Ma herself. However, a wealth of oral testimony upon which this book is based — provided by mothers, their children, priests, Gardaí, nuns, nurses, teachers, candid menfolk — irrefutably portrays too many men of the times as “invisible”, passive, neglectful, intemperate and often abusive. This was the hard reality of much inner-city life during the tough past decades. Acknowledgment of this personal behaviour and social condition is essential to an understanding of the matriarchal nature of family and community within the inner-city.


Women’s liberation and a “Mother’s Emancipation” came late to the city’s centre. As Sheehan and Walsh attest in The Heart of the City, the feminist movement in Dublin was dominated by middle-class women who essentially ignored, even excluded, their working-class sisters.54 Enlightenment and new freedoms for mothers around Sean MacDermott Street, Pimlico, Buckingham Street emerged gradually with the arrival of television, social discussion and media coverage of women’s issues, pub lounges, improved housing, financial assistance programmes, educational and employment opportunities, legal protections from hard husbands, and greater mobility. Freedom from the confining coils of the old Church and national patriarchal society. Eventually, even acceptance of contraceptives, separation and divorce. Women’s empowerment.


Inner-city mothers of the new millennium enjoy liberties, opportunities and protections unknown only one generation ago. Nonetheless, old problems and patterns still persist for many in the city’s still deprived working-class enclaves where mothers struggle with traditional hardships of tight budgets, too many children, poor housing, difficult husbands. Tina Byrne, 39, a mother and leading social activist in Fatima Mansions flats during the eighties and nineties, marvels at the coping powers of contemporary mothers:




“Inner-city mothers, I don’t know where their strength comes from, their resilience. How they keep going! To keep their head above water, get through the day. Maybe it’s an instinct … their survival make-up.”





Reflecting upon their long history of silence and obscurity, Sister Sheila Fennessy, 63, midwife and nurse who knew the mothers intimately, confides with regret, and hope, “they didn’t make the headlines … nothing about inner-city mothers. But I think something should be recorded about them.” A sentiment soulfully shared by descendants and friends:55




“Mothers were the backbone of the community then, as now. Life was hardest for them. Many got worn out and there were too many early deaths. We need to honour these women, and not forget them.”





(Paddy Reid, All Around the Diamond)


This book is an attempt to see that they are duly honoured, historically chronicled and long remembered.




AUTHOR’S CAVEAT


To be sure, not all mothers of the inner-city, of any generation, should be regarded as saintly or heroines. There were those discernibly imperfect, even miserable failures, in their maternal role. Nor have they all been impoverished and forced to struggle to survive. Those more fortunate enjoyed decent housing, a liveable income and generally secure existence. However, the vast majority of mothers throughout the first three generations of the past century knew real privation and hardship in varying forms. Most lived in officially-declared “dis-advantaged” and “marginalised” areas. This book recognises and records historically those mothers who, as Father Reidy aptly put it, “struggled on day after day … with large families … a lot of problems … (who) had tremendous resilience and a marvellous spirit … heroines.”










SECTION 1


CHAPTER ONE


Tending to Home and Family




“Mothers were the mainstay of the family, the anchor. The father took a secondary role, he kind of stepped aside. Mothers took the brunt of everything, they held families together. And the children had to come first.”


(Mick O’Brien, 68)


“Mothers, they never really had a life themselves. Food on the table and clothes for their children … didn’t do anything for themselves. Their whole life was their children.”


(Bernie Pierce, 43)


“With a bit of maturity, you look back and say, ‘Good God, the sacrifices they made for us!’”


(Matt Larkin, 70)





It was their highest calling in life. Their very raison d’être. Tending to home and family. Consuming all human energy and emotion. Carried out in a deprived and distressful urban environment. For the inner-city was never an easy or wholesome place in which to “keep house” and rear a family. Whether in a decrepit 1920s’ tenement room or spartan blocky flat of the 1970s — it was always a struggle.


A fundamental tenet of history is that no human event or condition can be adequately comprehended without knowledge of the locale in which it occurs. Hence, one cannot understand, or appreciate, the nature of an inner-city mother’s life without keeping constantly in mind the physical and housing  surroundings in which she existed. A milieu strikingly different from that of mothers elsewhere in Dublin.


Poor and inadequate housing plagued the city’s core for centuries. During most of the 1900s, housing for the lower-income, working-class families was inferior in construction, space, amenities and general living conditions. The scandal of bad housing for the masses was cause for great shame among the city’s authorities because it was so conspicuous an urban blight and social injustice. Actually, the term “dwelling” was more appropriate than “house”. They ranged from wretched tenement rooms to flimsy flats to brick working-men’s abodes. Dotting back lanes, alleys and mews were assorted other habitations such as stone cottages and carriage houses where countless more families huddled in antiquated conditions. Some still had outdoor privies in the eighties. Most dwellings were small, cramped and lacking in decent water, lavatory and heating facilities. Families normally had only one or two rooms in which to play out all human domestic activities in their lives. Privacy was unknown.


Dublin’s notorious tenements and the lives of those forced to reside in them are documented in Dublin Tenement Life and other works.1 Throughout the first half of the century, one-third of the city’s population subsisted in them. Conditions were appallingly primitive, families of ten to twenty crammed like cockroaches into one and two rooms. In the absence of toilets, running water, proper heating and furnishings, the inhabitants had to rely upon water vats, slop buckets, open fires and straw mattresses on the floor. Many such hovels were called “pigsties” and declared “unfit for habitation”. Yet, some continued to be inhabited — out of dire housing necessity — all the way into the 1980s.


Efforts to move families out of the dangerous tenements into new flats began in the first decade of the century when the Corporation Buildings were constructed. It is interesting to note that these were referred to at the time as “municipal tenements”. And, indeed, there was often scant difference in actual living conditions between the old Georgian tenements and the newly-built flats. Though most flats had some indoor running water and toilet facilities, they were depressingly cell-like in design. They could feel more claustrophobic than the high-ceilinged tenement rooms with large windows.


From the forties to the sixties, tenements were largely demolished as new blocks of flats mushroomed across the cityscape. Most were architectural monstrosities devoid of any pleasing aesthetics. To many, they were visually akin to crude military barracks — or concentration camps. Mazes better fit for rats. Typically of poor materials, shoddy construction and sparse amenities. In truth, many were not far removed from the discomforts and primitivity of the old arthritic tenements, as verified by Sadie Grace’s description of the flat in which she was reared during the “progressive” 1960s:




“Just one room, then a small scullery and a toilet. No bathroom. One room for sleeping, for everything. No privacy, just a double bed and night mattresses pulled out. No bath, we had a big enamel vat and everybody’d have a bath. A fireplace … coal and we used turf.”







The city’s sprawling, flatland life was often not that different from the tenement world a half century earlier.


Dublin Corporation authorities, of course, lauded the “luxury” of piped water and toilets. But those who lived in the flats knew the folly of any claims of luxury. Utilities regularly malfunctioned and the Corporation and private landlords were famously negligent about maintenance. Structures quickly showed deterioration due to poor materials and workmanship. Hallways, staircases, courtyards were soon despoiled by litter, vandalism, graffiti, urination. From the outset, most residents took little pride in their flat and were not motivated toward communal upkeep of the block. The term “slum”, so long applied to squalid tenements, soon became affixed to new flat blocks. Along with “ghetto” and “dumping ground”. Some, of course, were markedly better than others. But in terms of the quality of life in the flats — especially as compared with that of suburban homes — it was a bleak and difficult existence.


Mothers found that when they were moved from a tenement room to a flat they still had to contend with the same hardships — large family, cramped quarters, poverty, stress. Blain makes it quite clear that families transplanted during the fifties and sixties from brittle tenements to sterile flats were still struggling to subsist:2




“With so many families living hand-to-mouth in the flats, it’s a wonder any of them survived the times.”





Through their automobile windows, Dubliners of means driving past the barren flatlands scanned them, tending to shake their heads slowly, in disbelief or sympathy. Perhaps both. The interior scene would likely have alarmed them more. Few middle-class mums ever set foot inside a flat in Oliver Bond blocks or on Dominick Street. Had they done so, their reaction would doubtless have been similar to that of a visiting priest — in the 1970s:3




“Huge overcrowding … one room and four kids, two rooms and twelve. Mother having a baby and then pregnant again within weeks … overcrowding, smells, poverty. I’m talking about the flats!”





A decade later, some inner-city mothers still endured such privation and pressure in pockets on both the northside and southside. The Buckingham Street flats stood out as a pathetic example:4




“These blocks of flats on Buckingham Street are privately owned … in 1987 some 28 families lived there. Three toilets served each group of five flats; there was one sink per landing, one bathroom per block. There was no hot water in the flats … no lighting on the stairs. There were rats.”





The Fire Brigade declared the flats a fire hazard and the Eastern Health Board deemed them “unfit for human habitation”.5 Surely, few suburbanites could  have imagined that any Dublin mother had to struggle to rear her family under such horrendous circumstances in the modern age.


Scattered across the centre of the city were also thousands of small, brick working-men’s houses (such as those still found along Rutland Street) and artisans’ dwellings, most built between the 1860s and 1880s. They were generally better constructed, equipped and more liveable than tenements or flats. Nonetheless, for the average mother with a large family trying to make ends meet, life here was by no means easy. Tony Morris was born and reared in the fifties in an artisans’ dwelling on Malachi Road, just above Arbour Hill, “seven of us reared in two bedrooms, four of us slept in the one bed … and there was thirteen children in the family two doors from us. It was rough.”


Finbarr Flood, who rose to the position of Managing Director of Guinness’s, grew up a stone’s toss away in Rosse Street cottages, and later on Oxmantown Road. Because his father worked at the brewery, “we were never in danger of starving,” but most definitely “you were struggling” from week to week to get by.6 The dwellings were humble and mothers frugal. Even as a young lad, he was struck by the juxtaposition only a few paces away on the North Circular Road where there lived “a different bracket of people … you kept away from there.” A world where mothers had big, stately homes, gardens, maids, handsome furnishings and elegant dress. At night one could peer in through the large windows and see gleaming chandeliers, sparkling crystal, and fashionably attired figures moving about slowly, properly. Genteel society, just across the road. It was enough to raise questions in a child’s mind. But mammies had gentle ways of letting their young ones know where they belonged — and where they didn’t. “City kids” learned early to know their place, their element.


Wherever she lived, most every Ma had her own horde — and handful. For one of the most distinguishing traits of inner-city mothers was their prolific childbearing. Usually due to maternal duty, rather than personal choice. Streets teemed with children playing, hollering, engaging in devilment of every sort. Their laughter resonated happily through the corridors of the city. When they straggled home depleted from their frolicking, the Ma was always there to give them a feed, scrub them, patch up their scrapes. Console them if need be.


During the first half of the century, the average number of children per family ranged from about seven to fourteen. “Six or seven would be looked on as a rather small family,” remembers Shaw. Some mothers brought enough children into the world to field their own athletic team. As many as twenty. Even 24. When outsiders got a glimpse into the small home quarters they could be astonished at what met their eye. “Eighteen or nineteen children in a family”, discovered Father Reidy. Never had he seen such a sight among the upper classes. From the 1950s through the 1970s, average figures declined to around six to eight children — still about double the number in suburban families.


Tending to household chores, while caring for the needs of their brood, took every waking minute of the day. Well into the second half of the century, most tasks required strenuous manual effort: cooking, cleaning, washing,  ironing — all carried out with cumbersome implements. They lagged well behind middle-class mothers in obtaining work-saving appliances such as clothes washers and dryers, electric vacuum cleaners and irons, refrigerators, ranges and cooking devices. They relied upon washing boards, heavy hand irons, scrub brushes and brooms. Modern electricity, heating and plumbing were unknown to many until the fifties and sixties. Even into the eighties. And since the Corporation and private landlords were habitually negligent in providing proper maintenance, it was often left to mothers to try and make home repairs, clean stairwells and shared toilets. As a young girl growing up in the Corporation Building flats in the 1950s, Betty Mulgrew sympathised with the harried mothers, “the housework, cooking, cleaning, washing — it was never done!” A monotonous, endless cycle. Depressing to see, even as a child.


Nothing was more gruelling than washing and ironing clothes and bedding for a large family. A good Ma took monumental pride in cleanliness. For many, it was a sort of religion. Their surroundings may have been grubby, but children would be turned out in clean duds. Perhaps frayed and patched. Even ill-fitting. But clean. And their hung white sheets put the seagulls to shame. Mondays were normally washday. Sometimes two weekly washings were required. They could undertake the task in their cramped quarters, which meant heating buckets of water for the vat, thrashing away with a washing board fit for an antique shop, and then heaving heavy irons. Since many women were hampered by a bad back and arthritis from a young age, it was doubly difficult. On washday, young Mick Quinn, 72, grimaced watching his mother bent over for hours, her arms constantly in strained motion, “she had a tin vat and a scrubbing board. By God, the sweat would be pouring out of her.”


When they could afford it, they would stuff the wash into a rickety pram and push it through the streets to the Tara Street or Iveagh washhouse. Washhouses provided hot water and wringers. Nonetheless, it was still strenuous, and the stifling heat and steam sometimes overcame women. But always enjoyed was the companionship of womenfolk. In the 1960s when Dublin streets were becoming clogged with cars freshly purchased by the prospering classes, Mulgrew’s mother still relied on the old push-pram system, heading off every Monday with a few pals and flock of children tagging behind:




“Wash all tied up in a sheet and put in the pram and wheel it over to Tara Street. A load of mothers would kind of saunter over, and we’d all trot behind. Oh, they used to sweat in there, especially in summer.”





They might have set out in good spirits, relishing the socialisation, but inevitably dragged home exhausted. To face cleaning, dinner preparation and other tasks.


Their daily schedule would have been unfathomable to mothers nestled beyond the canals. Invariably, they were the first to rise and last to retire. Typically up around six, start the fire, draw water for tea, prepare breakfast. Get the husband and children up and out as necessary. Begin housework,  mind young ones, do the shopping, perhaps deal with landlord or pawnbroker. Contend with special needs of husband and children that pop up each day. Prepare dinner and do the dishes. Spend the last waking hours sewing clothes or patching — for which she could at least finally sit down. At day’s end, mothers were sapped.


Typically, they retired between eleven and one, welcoming the rest as much as the sleep. Hoping, of course, that one of the children didn’t beckon or get a bad tummy during the night (curiously, it seldom seemed to stir the Da’s slumber). Or that neighbours wouldn’t erupt in a row that disturbed everyone around. Many mothers managed to get by on only a few precious hours of sleep per night. All their life. Bill Cullen’s Ma, contending with thirteen children, regularly got only half a normal night’s sleep:




“The Ma worked tirelessly to make the money needed for food, clothes and all the outgoings of a large family. She barely slept four hours a day, working long into the night knitting, darning and mending the clothes. She dedicated her life, every waking hour, to her family.”





Two contrasting descriptions of daily life for mothers in different social-economic classes in Dublin during the thirties and forties are illuminating in both perspective and detail. Paddy Hughes, 73, of Coleraine Street on the northside encapsulates his mother’s life of tending to home and family:




“Oh, she had very much hardship. Every day was the same. Up at six in the morning, washing in big vats, getting food ready. Heart! All the mothers at that time, their pride and joy was their family. They must have been made of iron. She was exhausted at the end of the night. Surviving. Trying to survive!”





A 1930s article in Model Housekeeping magazine — which professed to represent the typical Dublin family — portrays a rather different home life in the city’s “better” sections. Revealing a smug oblivion toward the very existence of about one-half of Dublin’s mothers who lived in the inner-city. The article extols the value of acquiring more electrical appliances — when most city centre mammies had none — to further improve the quality of life and create more leisure time:7




“One resolution which could be most profitably adhered to is that of providing more electrical appliances for the home if we are to arrive at the ideal of an easily-run, efficient household. This resolution is, after all, easy to put into effect, and the more we use of that universal housemaid, electricity, the more pleasant will become the daily routine tasks, and the more comfort we will get from life. At least she (mothers) can look forward to many a free hour with her favourite author, or many pleasant sight-seeing or shopping excursions in town! Now leisure is hers for the asking!”







The word “leisure” was not in the vocabulary of mothers from Gloucester Street or Bride Street.


Getting grub on the table and clothing on the children’s back was their paramount concern. Food for basic sustenance and health. As evidenced in old photographs — even those dating into the seventies — city kids typically appeared scrappy but scrawny. We know now that many were under-nourished. Mothers had no grand notion of providing them three good meals a day. The goal was at least one decent meal, attests Noel Hughes:




“The main thing with a mother was that the children would have a good dinner — the one good meal a day.”





Setting enough food on the table didn’t necessarily mean providing the right food for proper nourishment. But a mother did her best. Each had her “own” grocer, butcher, fishmonger and street dealer. With whom she had a real relationship. Ma’s were experts in appraising cheap meats, parings and fish parts that could be turned into gorgeous soups and stews. “Blind” (meatless) stews were standard fare and could be just as delectable. Cabbage and potatoes were staples. Explains butcher John Valentine Morgan, 75, whose busy little shop on North King Street was in the midst of one of the most populated areas, “there was a great go on leg of beef, stewing beef, beef heads, fish heads and corned beef.” When affordable, coddles, black and white pudding, rashers and eggs were devoured. Bread, porridge and tea sufficed for breakfast. Fresh-baked bread was best, but bakeries sold slightly stale bread loaves for a small sum. Although mothers were magicians at producing meals from very little, hard times could spell hunger. Hughes witnessed it too often in his early days, “there was mothers with tears in their eyes because they hadn’t got it (food) to give to their children.” Neighbours always provided what help they could. And, in crisis, a Ma could also turn to charity (later discussed). There were a number of “penny dinner” and stew houses dispersed around the city, some of which survived into the last years of the century.


For clothing, suburban mothers could shop at fashionable shops for smart outfits for their children. Style and quality were sought, says Flanagan:8




“The girls in school had something different to wear each day … startlingly white socks, black patent shoes, cardigans and dresses. All of their clothes came from shops.”





City mothers, however, were primarily concerned with warmth and wear. Function, not style. An outfit that could be washed and worn till you could see through the fabric. And no worry about “matching garments”.


Prior to the 1980s, inner-city mothers seldom — if ever — set foot in Clery’s, Switzer’s or Brown Thomas. Except, of course, to clean the premises! Instead, they had their own, small local shops that sold decent clothing at a low, affordable price. And on credit. There was a genuine bond of trust between proprietor  and customer. Mothers rarely violated that trust, making every effort to pay off an item in due course. Most shopkeepers had a heart and knew the mothers all their lives. They’d simply scratch the transaction in pencil on the pad — no worry. Around Foley, Railway and Corporation Streets, mothers flocked to little Brett’s on Talbot Street. In the Liberties were similar establishments along Meath and Thomas Streets. Here you were personally known and respectfully treated. Very important considerations. And a visit to Dunne’s was a real luxury shopping excursion.


It was an old saying that half of Dublin’s population were clothed in the cast-offs of the other half. And it was true enough. Such clothing ended up in markets, hauled in by tuggers, bought at church “jumble” sales, or acquired from pawnbrokers’ auctions. The city’s famed markets, most notably the Iveagh, Daisy, Cole’s Lane and Cumberland Street, were meccas for mammies. Here they could outfit their whole family. The markets were a godsend, as many a mother exclaimed, “Oh, I reared me family out of the markets.” They used to be jam-packed. Mountains of clothing heaped side by side, looking like Connemara’s Seven Bens multiplied manyfold. Much of it brought in by a small army of tuggers who scoured the suburbs gathering used clothing to sell to market traders. Many garments were little worn, quite nice and some nearly new. They were always washed and, if necessary, disinfected before being sold.


Anything could be found — from trousers, jerseys, dresses, suits, jackets, undergarments, shoes, to Communion and Confirmation outfits. Women had to literally wriggle their way through and climb over others to reach their stalls of choice. Bargaining and haggling were part of the process. Bustling about the market provided animated socialisation — seeing pals, chatting away, exchanging craic. And there was no shame in buying second-hand articles in the open markets because everyone else did just the same. Even “respectable ladies” from the middle classes often ambled in, browsed about, picked up real bargains. Always conducted, of course, very discreetly with an eye out for an acquaintance who might lift a brow in spotting them there. The Iveagh and Daisy Markets held out into the 1990s and a truncated version of Cumberland Street Market made it into the new millennium.


Much clothing was also made at home since virtually all mothers were skilled with the needle. “They all had marvellous hands years ago, able to sew, knit,” claims Waldron. Making their children’s clothing was a matter of economics and pride. As part of their preparation for becoming “good mothers”, young girls were taught sewing in school. Often, it was one of the most emphasised subjects. Right into the modern era. When Grainne Foy, 41, attended Stanhope Street School in the late sixties and early seventies it was still the practice that “needlework and knitting were stressed.” A talent good for patching clothes as well as making them. For nothing was wasted. “They were just worn and patched and handed all the way down … patched and patched,” recounts Shaw. The natural frugality and resourcefulness of a good inner-city Ma.


Being a good mother meant more than performing domestic tasks and minding children. It demanded coping with every problem and crisis that  arose. By custom, mammies were the designated mediators and problem solvers. Husbands expected them to settle matters of every sort. Growing up in Iveagh flats during the 1970s Catherine Clarke, 36, saw how her mother and others invariably took charge in times of troubles:




“No matter what crisis happened in the family, my Ma would just take control and sort it out. She’s a safety net.”





Acting as the family’s safety net required having to negotiate with, and sometimes boldly confront, various authorities. Often an unpleasant and tension-filled experience eschewed by husbands. Dealing with landlords to keep a “roof over one’s head” (chapter 3) was a perpetual worry for mothers. They fretted about making weekly payments, having the rent raised, or even facing eviction if all went wrong. Similarly, the gas man, health and sanitation inspectors, or Corporation agents could cause stress when they came poking around, querying about this and that. Around Blain’s flats, mothers “dreaded the sight of the gas man” who had the power to cut off the supply if money was missing from the meter.9 The gas company sometimes sent an official letter threatening “terrible things”. Even worse, she recalls, were government health and sanitary inspectors who went as far as to claim they “had the power to take the children away” if conditions were deemed unsatisfactory. Terrified mothers, her own included, suffered “great anxiety” over these matters.


There were also the necessary meetings with social workers, charity agents, school teachers and the like. “Fathers would rarely come to the school,” reveals teacher McGovern, “the mothers were the support … and that still continues.” When children ran afoul of the law, from mere mitching to petty theft or worse, it was always the Ma who would mediate with police and courts on their behalf. Only a few decades ago, a wayward youth could be taken from the family and put into Artane or Glencree Reform Schools for infractions as slight as snatching apples from a dealer’s stall or lifting a small item from a local shop. This posed real worry for mothers with mischievous youngsters — which meant most. Around the 1960s, with the onset of new urban problems such as juvenile delinquency, vandalism, car theft, robbery and drug use, mothers’ fears greatly magnified. It was no longer simply keeping peace within the family and local community, but keeping their children at peace with greater society. When children were sentenced to gaol, it was conspicuously the mothers who patiently queued up to visit and console them behind bars.


It was an undeniable — and unmistakable — fact of inner-city life, concludes Father Lavelle candidly, that “the men were in the background, in every way.” Leaving family burdens squarely on the shoulders of mothers. Little wonder so many seemed prematurely stooped from the weight of it all. Declares Nancy Cullen bluntly, “the woman done everything in the house, and the man done nothing.” The passive, neglectful role of husbands must be viewed within the culture and circumstances of the times. Most men were themselves reared in a home where the mother was the dominant figure, the  rock-solid caretaker. Men grew up perceiving it as natural that mothers took responsibility for home and children. Husbands contributed by working outside the home — if they could find employment. Unfortunately, in the inner-city unemployment was prevalent. This was emotionally debilitating and damaging to self-esteem and confidence. Mothers emerged as the stronger, more reliable, resourceful parent in the family. When McGovern began teaching in the heart of the city in the seventies she discerned a parallel between the matriarchal society around her and that of black families historically in the U.S.:




“I suppose it’s quite attuned to (U.S.) black society where the mother is the strong figure and keeps the family together. The father is not much of a presence … the men are peripheral. And the girls, they learn responsibility, very much in their mother’s mould of this matriarchal society.”





Presumably, unemployed husbands would have an abundance of time in which to assist at home with chores and children. But, as Gregory confirms, they habitually failed to do so:




“In the inner-city, unemployment was endemic, the husband was not working. (But) he did not respond to that by taking on responsibilities in the home. So, the mother had to take on so many different roles for her family to survive.”





Most jobless men spent as little time in the home as possible. Being “boxed-in” was a terrible bore. It didn’t suit their nature to be house-bound, they argued. They were gregarious, social creatures meant to roam free and mix with mates. So they rambled around town, drifted down toward the bustling docks, congregated idly at street corners with cronies — chatting, smoking, jesting. Regulars became the “corner boys” of lore. When men had a few bob in their pockets, they shuffled in and out of their local bookies and pub. Anywhere was preferable to being confined at home with wife and bawling kids. At least, that is what they always unabashedly said to one another.


Their most cherished freedom from domesticity was the ritualistic sojourn to the local pub where they inhaled pints and savoured camaraderie with mates. The pub was, in fact, known as the working (and non-working) man’s social club. A safe haven from wifely wants and children’s whines. John Gallagher, 65, claims that all the men around his Coombe absolutely felt entitled to spend a good part of their lives in the smoky sanctuaries:




“To get out, to get into the pub, it was a different world — escapism. It was a man’s world. A form of escape … (from) a nagging wife and lot of children around crying. Much better being in the pub.”





Even fathers fortunate enough to have steady employment normally preferred to spend much of their non-working time away from the hearth, leaving all  duties to the wife. David McKeon’s father, who had an enviable job as a locomotive steam engine driver, was no exception:




“He’d go to work, finish his work, have his few pints, come in and have his meal, and go to bed. He left the responsibilities to my mother.”





A fundamentally good man, but typically heedless of his wife’s daily burdens.


The great freedom and socialisation fathers enjoyed outside the home were always taken for granted. Revered tradition. Beyond challenge. That the mother toiled at home from daybreak till midnight seemed the natural order of society. Since husbands spent so little time at home they seldom fully realised or appreciated the degree of drudgery and pressure endured by mothers. That mothers, who most needed relief and diversion, had no “escapism” posed no contradiction in men’s minds. Even those who might have recognised the double-standard did not regard it as a social or moral injustice. “Ah, they wouldn’t want us around anyway,” was the old rationalisation, “we’d just be getting in the way.”


In her late-sixties book Marriage Irish Style, Rohan examined roles of husbands and wives, As with earlier generations, she found that “almost all men said that they did not take much interest in what went on in the home.”10 Inner-city husbands, particularly, continued to feel entitled to their duty-free domestic status — a sort of divine dispensation from being “tied down” at home with tasks and fidgety kids. Reminiscing about the “old days” in the fifties and sixties, Cathleen O’Neill likes to cite the quaint notion held by fathers about their role in child rearing. Fathers somehow had it reasoned out that they were the mother’s children when it came to being cared for:




“That wasn’t their job. That was the mother’s job. They were your children! The men never took responsibility.”





A curious perspective on family life, she thought. And convenient. Paradoxically, if a child received acclaim in schoolwork or on the athletic field, they suddenly became the “Da’s kid”, with full bragging rights around the neighbourhood and in the pub.


Many fathers were the greatest — as loving and giving as the Ma herself. But the majority, to varying degrees, were both physically and emotionally detached. Johnston recalls how, growing up around Pimlico in the thirties and forties, fathers typically communicated only minimally with their children, contending that the mother knew much better how to “talk” with them. And so they made little effort. It was not seen as their role to sit and converse meaningfully with each of their offspring:




“He was never expected to even talk to his children. That wasn’t his function at all. That was the mother’s function, to bring up the children.”







She knew fathers who were so reticent within their home that their own children could feel like strangers. Forty years later, Sister Fennessy found a similar pattern of behaviour in the O’Devaney Gardens flats on the northside where ordinarily “fathers weren’t much involved with the children.” It was still mothers who seemed always to hold them, talk to them, comfort them. Fathers able and willing to be emotionally close and conversive with their children were much admired. It was a relationship envied by others around the neighbourhood where too many Da’s never seemed to have time for their young ones.


Mick Rafferty, 50, who grew up in rugged Sheriff Street, theorises that the detachment of many fathers is at least partially explained by the inner-city culture of male virility. Fathers, he contends, “tended to carry out almost a predestined role … and considered the expression of caring as being soft.” Softness was not a desirable image to have in a land where mighty dockers, street pugilists and strong labourers were held in high esteem. Hence, among the working-class men of the city it was simply not seen as “manly” to carry out what was regarded as “Mammy’s work”, be it cleaning, cooking, washing or minding the children. According to Nancy Cullen, to be spotted pushing a pram down the street could surely damage one’s masculine reputation:




“Oh, the men would never do anything, not even wheel a child in a pram. It was supposed to be unmanly or something.”





A man might be jobless, penniless, luckless — but he would not lightly relinquish his manliness. Not around the old neighbourhood turf.


Some fathers did defy social custom and made their fair contributions to home and family. It could take some courage to do so. Ironically, it was sometimes mothers themselves who made the conscientious father feel embarrassment for his good acts. Women around the Liberties recall that the first fathers bold enough to navigate a pram down Patrick Street were a sight to behold. “If you seen a man wheeling a child in a pram in them years,” blurts Cullen, “you’d say, ‘My God, there’s a man wheeling a baby!’” Out loud. Hardly an accolade he appreciated.


To break from the masculine mould and help the Ma with housework and minding children could mean risking disapproval, even derision. Not only from mates but women as well. Lily Foy, who grew up in a sea of helpless men around the Coombe who “never minded the kids or done anything else,” married a man quite liberated for the 1950s. He eagerly helped her with cleaning, cooking and washing, to the dismay of his own mother-in-law. Though he was a handsome, strong, virile man, his counter-cultural behaviour was taken as womanish:




“He would cook, and cleaned and helped. But my mother couldn’t understand it! Couldn’t understand his washing. That was a terrible thing. Cause my father never had to do anything in the home. They (relatives) would call him ‘Molly the Piss’. I said, ‘well he’s helping me. I’m different — and I don’t care.’”







Recalling their mother, descendants tend to dwell upon the sacrifices she made for them. How naturally she relinquished her own needs in love and care of those around her. How, in selfless devotion to tending to home and family, mothers actually neglected themselves. How little they received in return for all they gave, reveals Johnston:




“Mothers put up with so much, and they turned the other cheek. They were kind and considerate and put everybody else before themselves. They gave everything, and they got nothing in return … the way saints behave.”





At the time, children may have been unable to appreciate such sacrifice. But in retrospection as an adult — after their Ma had departed — many viewed her life of unending sacrifice as truly saintly. “She gave up her whole life for us,” avows Rita McAuley, 63. Mammies were not held as holy, heavenly saints, ringed with halo, explains Larkin, but “saintly in the worldly sense rather than in the spiritual sense”. Agrees Father Lavelle of the scores of mothers he knew around the northside, “huge sacrifices for their children … the mothers were saintly. But they weren’t on their knees all the time.” What most distresses their children is how mothers so deprived themselves by sacrificing. Leaning slightly forward in her chair to make her point, Mary Doolan, 80, confides, “my mother had no life of her own, I’m telling you. She was a living saint!”


They were adept at masking worries and sufferings to spare the family upset. Typically silent, stoic in their sorrows. Whatever needed to be covered up for the sake of others. It was usually only the “quick” child, the insightful one, that detected the Ma concealing fitful feelings. “My God”, exclaims Chris Carr, 91, “our mothers had a hard time, and we never realised it. They bore it all themselves. Tried to cover children from their worries.” In time of crisis, such as serious illness, financial ruin, eviction, loss of a child, the Ma remained the emotional anchor. The one who could not afford to crumble. The one upon whom all others looked in exactly such times of tragedy. Rearing a family in the poor flats of Sheriff Street was hard for all mothers in the sixties, but Rafferty’s Ma lost a young daughter to pneumonia as well. Though only aged seven at the time, he could tell how she “internalised it” to be strong for the others, “she saw us through poverty, she saw us through difficult circumstances … she was stoic about her suffering.”


Mothers were the only family members not casually excused to be sick from time to time. Struck by colds, flu, viruses, crushing headaches meant being a “bit off form”, not actually sick, as with others. No off-duty sick days for Ma’s. The only justification, in their mind, for relinquishing duties — or even slowing down — was actually being bedridden. And it took a lot to knock a mother off her feet. Being plagued by monthly female discomforts or pain could alter her pace, but seldom took her out of action. A less-burdened, more fortunate, suburban mother might seek the comfort of her bed or cushy chair, tea, aspirin tablets to weather the storm. City mothers seldom let such hurts be known. Even if struck with serious bouts of P.M.S. (pre-menstrual syndrome)  when hormones and emotions can get crazily out of whack (commonly regarded as debilitating by today’s standards), mothers did not see it as fit cause to slack off. Stay the course, conceal the misery. Mothers today, reared in the inner-city, marvel at the resolve and sheer toughness of their Ma in dealing with painful episodes of womanhood years ago. The stoicism of an earlier time. The old ethic of motherhood.


The same as routinely depriving themselves to feed and clothe their children. Supposedly, no one in Dublin should have gone hungry. But in reality, a family’s meagre wages earned or dole money could be depleted by emergencies or a husband’s drinking and gambling. Which meant stretching a meal to fill ten or more bellies wasn’t always possible. After serving husband and children, a mother would see what was left for herself. As a youngster, Gallagher found that certain mothers around the Liberties periodically ended up with startlingly little on their plate. And sometimes, he shares, they would “sacrifice and maybe get no dinner at all.” Although it was obvious that they most needed the nourishment for strength and stamina. For their very health. As a consequence, confirms Johnston, around her part of Pimlico, “mothers ended up being malnourished … really thin.” Cathleen O’Neill wants it on the historical record that even into the second half of the century, some mothers went hungry to feed their flock. Childhood visions of her own Ma, on occasion, unable to feed herself as well as her thirteen children, are clearly crystallised:




“I remember — and this is not (imagined) folk memory — her not eating. So that we could. In the 1950s!”





Similarly, seeing to it that their children were decently clad and shod did not always apply to themselves. The plainest skirt, dress or coat was perfectly acceptable. Perhaps frayed and faded. But quite suitable for early Mass. And worn for countless years. Or, to their children, what seemed literally a lifetime. Many still envision their mother forever shrouded in the same humble garment — “just like the Blessed Mother”, some say.


City mothers were always more vulnerable to losing children at birth or from illness. Indeed, it was a fairly common occurrence (chapter 14). Infant and child mortality, ill health and disease were markedly higher within the canals. Mothers had to live with the fears and consequences. Children of the suburbs faced a far better future, and their mothers spared grief. Human threats were another worry, for children could be taken from the home for different reasons: juvenile delinquency or criminal behaviour, the family’s financial destitution, or the mother’s adjudged incompetence (topics later treated).


Whatever personal sacrifices were necessary to keep their children safely under wing, mothers made. But circumstances were often beyond their control. A wayward child could easily get himself tossed into Artane for a long spell. A feckless husband could squander his wages or dole, leaving the wife incapable of providing basic needs for the children. Her own deteriorating physical health or collapsing mental state could render her unable to adequately care  for them. Ma’s were keenly aware of being at risk and thus, they were wary, even outright fearful, when authorities of any type pried into their personal life. With little education, no financial means with which to engage solicitor’s assistance, and frail protections against “official authorities”, they felt quite powerless. And they were right.


Accounts of mothers remaining in torturous marriages with menacing husbands purely for the sake of the children are legion. Every street had its known cases (the anguish of having to live under the same roof with a brutal man is detailed in chapter 6). Because wives were normally dependent upon their husband’s wages or dole to support the children, they could not set off on their own and provide sufficiently. So they stayed on. Enduring whatever he dealt out. Keeping the children together, at any cost. To prevent them being seized by the State for placement in a home or orphanage. In the days before women’s advocacy groups and support programmes, a Ma had to struggle quite alone as protector of her children.


Sometimes, her own mother, sisters or aunts might beseech her to flee the husband, at least temporarily. To escape to safe sanctuary with the children, for a few hours, or a day or two. Till the tempest subsided. A husband’s alcoholism, endemic in Dublin, was usually the cause. An endless cycle of drunkenness and fretful sobriety. In Ringsend, John Byrne, 75, recalls his father who worked in shipbuilding but drank, raged and “kicked up a bloody row” at home. Striking his wife caused the children to shudder at the sight. “And me granny, she’d come over and say, ‘leave him, leave him!’ ‘But what am I going to do with the kids? I can’t!’ It was a tough life, me mother’s life.” A dilemma shared by trapped mothers across the cityscape.


As a young girl, Josie O’Loughlin, 81, felt compassion for her mother at the hands of her father, “an alcoholic who drank everything around.” A frightened child, she would “put me head under the clothes and hide” to avoid hearing and witnessing his “banging and shouting.” Her mother had to face it head on. At that age, she didn’t understand that her mother could have left him to live safely elsewhere, but chose to remain rather than put her and her sisters at risk of being taken from her:




“It was sad when my mother died … because I knew the life she had to put up with, with my father. She put up with an awful lot because of me and my sisters. But she wouldn’t take the separation — because I would have been put in one home and my sisters would have been put in another home. She could have been separated from him. Oh, yes, but we would have been taken away by the State at that time. See, she would have been looked upon as having no means. She wouldn’t part with us. My mother, she loved us that much, that she would put up with him … for us! Always sad in her eyes …”





THE EXTENDED FAMILY


A mother’s caretaker role did not end at her door. Beyond her own biological family there was an extended family — neighbours and community. Tending  to their needs was vital as well. A strong sense of community always characterised Dublin’s old neighbourhoods. A custom of caring and sharing. Carried out mostly by mothers heaped with experience from rearing their own. As Shaw puts it:




“One looked out for the other. A terrific sense of caring. Your neighbour was kind of your extended family. Very tolerant of one another and very understanding.”





Nursing and nurturing were part of their maternal nature. Acting as “angels of mercy” within their community. The worst of times always brought out their best. “If anyone was sick,” swears Mary Brady, 77, “there was always mothers to sit with them, be it night or day. Ah, they did.” Confronting contagious diseases did not daunt them a bit, remembers Margaret Byrne, 86, about the city’s frightening T.B. scourge:




“Oh, there was an awful lot of T.B. You weren’t supposed to go into those rooms — but they (mothers) did. Go in to help the person, even though they knew they were risking their own lives. Mothers always help.”





Decades later they were equally willing to help another Ma try to handle her heroin-crazed son. “Now who else was going to do it?” they reasoned.


They were also known for embracing the dispossessed, downtrodden “lost souls” of the city — orphans, homeless dossers, unwed, “unfortunate” girls. They instinctively rallied to rescue orphaned children at risk of being scooped up in the State’s cold hands. Growing up on Rutland Street, Mick Quinn gained a little brother that way. When a neighbouring couple died within a few weeks of one another leaving behind three young children, local mothers quickly convened to act on their behalf:




“Me mother says, ‘What are we going to do with these poor unfortunates?’ So she got three mothers, took an orphan each. My mother took one in herself. And there was eleven of us. And we classed him as a brother.”





It was always compassionate mothers who reached out to unwed, pregnant girls disowned by family or struggling on their own in what used to be a heartless society (chapter 8). Saved them from hunger, homelessness, despair, even self-destruction in some cases. And Dublin’s dossers had no better friends than the Ma’s of the neighbourhoods in which they sought shelter and a bit of food. From the Famine days and before, Dublin’s open streets, back lanes, doorways and hallways have been home to the homeless. Charitable mothers — themselves struggling to make ends meet — became surrogates for society, Church and State that too often failed to provide for the homeless, set adrift in urban corridors.


Ending up on Dublin’s dirty streets or in doorways is as far down as one can  fall in Irish society. Slumped, head down. As lost as any soul can feel. Invisible to most passers-by. Met with disdainful glances or children’s jeers. Tormented by meaner kids. Gardaí, landlords, housing authorities routinely expelling them or nudging them along to somewhere else. Anywhere else. A life looking wasted to all eyes cast downward. Dignity destroyed. And no salvation in sight. Then comes a Ma upon the scene … .


Though much of mankind might trod past their lump of a being, either failing to see them, viewing with disapproval, or feeling guardedly detached pity, mothers were always more inclined to take notice and show concern. “Now how could I just walk past the poor oul fella,” they’d think, “and do nothing for his misery?” Somehow, a Ma could still see the humanness behind a frowsy exterior. When huddled in a doorway or hallway, they might be brought tea, bread, maybe porridge. A blanket, or at least newspapers for cover from the drafts. Corporation Street was a favourite haunt of dossers, recalls Timmy Kirwan, 75, and they were largely dependent upon the goodness of local mothers, “the poor oul souls … they (mothers) used to put paper in the halls for them, to cover them up at night time. And give them a cup of tea and bread in the morning. They were great.”


Equally important, they cared enough to engage them in conversation. To actually get to know them. Sometimes even learn the personal history that had led them to that spot on the planet. A genuine friendship of sorts. Some mothers ended up “adopting” one or more of the defeated men at their doorway. Miraculous how a few womanly words of kindness could restore a spark of dignity and animation. John Kelly, 75, remembers how his mother, a street dealer with her hands full with ten children, still took time to feed and care for men hovering around Great Longford Street:




“Those fellas, they’d have nowhere to sleep. So me oul mother — this is gospel truth — would put these pea sacks on the ground so the fellas could lie on them so they wouldn’t have to lie on the cold ground. She had a heart of gold. And I’d say to her, having the craic, ‘why don’t you put the “Red Cross” over our door?’”





To his mind, as guardians of their family and community, mothers of Dublin’s inner-city may as well have worn the Red Cross uniform itself.










CHAPTER TWO


Making Ends Meet




“With the men jobless, it fell to the lioness of the pride to provide for the large brood.”


(Lar Redmond, Show Us the Moon)


“The mothers, they were responsible for making sure they had enough to eat … because the husbands were maybe out of work, or the sustenance they got from the State wasn’t sufficient. So the mother had to take on jobs, generally cleaning jobs and working in places with low wages … they were eking out a living for their families.”


(Garda Tom O’Malley, 67)


“My husband was a bus driver and pay day was an event each week. But we had tough times rearing the children … clothing, feeding. It was hard to live, hard to make ends meet.”


(Sarah Murray, 87)





Money was perpetually tight. A way of inner-city life. Unemployment and low wages for men were endemic. Hampered by lack of education and skills, most had to take manual, unskilled jobs on a sporadic basis. On and off at the docks or construction sites — in and out of the dole office. A tough go for mothers married to husbands casually employed, unemployed or receiving social welfare funds insufficient to provide for the family. Because it was always left to them to “sort it out,” to somehow make certain money was found for the essentials — rent, food, clothing, fuel, ESB. Vouches May Mooney, born in 1918, “the poor women was the bread-winners, cause there was little work for the men.” As far back as her memory stretches, mothers were simply expected to make ends meet, as if by a wave of some magic wand.


Even when a husband was employed with a “liveable wage”, there was no guarantee of financial security for a mother. For it was customary in inner-city culture that men handed over to their wives “whatever they liked,” usually only a portion of their total wage packet. It was a lofty boast for a woman that “my husband hands up his full wages” — a man much respected, and a wife much envied. To make ends meet, most mothers had to coax, plead, pawn, borrow. Even go out to work. They normally worked as cleaners, domestics, factory hands, cooks, waitresses and the like. After which they wearily returned home to assume full responsibility for their home and family. Whether in the 1920s or the 1970s “it’s the same old story,” they say. The role of mother as ultimate provider.


Indeed, in the 1990s The Irish Times columnist Mary Cummins wrote an article entitled “Will They Be Rewarded in Heaven?” about the mothers of the city-centre who have to clean the shops and office buildings. A modern version of the charwoman of earlier times. The “cleaners”, as they are called, comprise a small army of working women who spill out of the buses to perform lowly charring duties most other Dubliners could not even imagine themselves doing. Who later walk home drooped to assume their duties as Ma and housewife. As Cummins explains, financially needy mothers take undesirable jobs and work the “unsocial hours demanded … because it allows her to work as well at being available for her family.”1
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