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Dedication

In grateful memory of my mother, Margaret Mary Corbett.
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FOREWORD

by

Michael Coady



THE UNIVERSE is made up of stories, not atoms – so wrote the American poet Muriel Rukeyser. In truth, story in all its forms is at the heart of human culture in all times and places: it is one of the primary ways in which human beings seek to comprehend the world, the actual grain of human experience and the mystery of human destiny. Anne Loughnane’s reclamation of the life story of her great-grandmother, Kate Corbett, reveals a truly astonishing tale which affirms that fact can often be stranger than fiction, and also that the life-path of the individual may be our best portal into the actuality of the past and by extension the diversity of the broader historical canvas. Everyone carries the imprint of other lived lives within their genes, like engendered ghosts whose near or distant dramas beckon from the dark within us and the limbo of lost record or witness. Historical record has tended to exclude or overlook women’s lives in particular.

Kate Corbett’s life defies all expectation or stereotype: a story of marriage and motherhood in post-Famine Dublin, against a backdrop of political struggle and agrarian agitation. There followed a traumatic transatlantic migration by the family to New York State, with the loss of two small children through illness en route and then the experience of rabid anti-Catholic-Irish prejudice on arrival. This in turn was to lead to a further family migration and settlement in Wyoming, with all its associated struggle, and the despatching of one of the children, a boy of eight, back to Ireland and his childless uncle in Clare.

There was to be a further astonishing turn in Kate Corbett’s life story when, after she had raised her family and been widowed, she re-crossed the Atlantic and entered a Cistercian priory in England, where she would remain until her death thirteen years later.

Here is the most unusual story of an Irishwoman’s life, its path uncovered and retraced by one of her descendents. Anne Loughnane sheds light not just on the life of the woman who was to be her great-grandmother, but in doing so leads us into a specific harbour of that other country which is the past. If we all carry human road-maps of that lost country darkly inscribed and embedded within us, then here is one such restored to light in the story of Kate Corbett.



Michael Coady is a poet and writer and a member of Aosdana, the affiliation of Irish artists under the aegis of the Arts Council of Ireland. His poem and prose sequence The Use of Memory, from his collection All Souls (Gallery Press1997) unravels the story of his great-grandfather who emigrated to the United States, abandoning his young son.


CHAPTER [1]

Recollection Dublin 1841-1860

“Obey them that have the rule over you, and submit yourselves: for they watch for your souls,”

Hebrews Ch.. 13 Vs. 17

It was a fine cold day in early February when Reverend Mother summoned Kate to her study. The lovely crisp light spilled across the corner of the small oak table and onto the polished floor boards. Through the window she could glimpse the snowdrops with their promise of new life to lighten the Lenten days.

EVER SINCE she had embraced monastic life at the age of fifty-seven, Vincent visited his mother, Kate Corbett, once a year. It was a long and tedious journey from his farm near the village of Quin in Clare to the obscure Cistercian priory in rural Dorset, where she would live the enclosed life of the contemplative for the remainder of her days. He covered the weary miles by pony and trap, rail and steam-boat and, as often as not, strode the last few on foot. There, they would not touch, much less embrace. They would converse through a small wooden grill (about nine by twelve inches) inset into the wall which separated the rooms in which they sat.

He was nineteen when he made that journey for the first time, and Kate felt more like a remote loving aunt than a mother to him. She had, after all, forfeited her right to real filial feeling when she had sent him into the care of his aunt and uncle at the age of barely eight.

He had been daunted by the austerity of the parlour he was led into on the occasion of that first visit. The stark walls were adorned only by a rather forlorn picture of a little band of nuns wandering homeless across Europe fleeing persecution. He found himself fighting a rising sense of panic as he waited for the soft sound of the panel which screened the grill to be withdrawn.

Kate too had been apprehensive prior to that first visit. Over the previous year – her first in monastic life – she had become aware of a deepening sense of joy. She had tried to detach from worldly loves and interests and to empty herself of their noise, and this had borne fruit. She was grateful for an increasing appetite for poverty and solitude. Now, she feared that Vincent’s visits would threaten her hard won sense of peace. Yet it was Kate herself who had suggested that he might like to know about her early life in Dublin and that of his father John Jo. She had been moved to compassion by his uneasiness as she glimpsed his faintly hunted expression through the grill and felt, rather than heard, the nervous tapping of his knees. She had sought to put him at his ease and he had seized gratefully on the suggestion. Thereafter she had been taken unaware by the torrent of memories unleashed by his questioning.

Reverend Mother was very aware of her fears and very gentle with her, but she believed that Vincent had a right to much of the information he sought. She had prayed about it, and was inclined to think that the story of Kate’s journey to God could be not only a source of comfort to Vincent but of support to other souls seeking to make this journey. She therefore required her, in obedience, to respond fully to his questions, reminding her of the need for detachment from spiritual as well as sensual pleasures.

His first query about her early life in Dublin had taken Kate back a long way, and her memory of that time had a fragmented, dream-like quality. More than anything, it seemed to her then, a kaleidoscope of images and sounds: sounds of horse-drawn carriages and cabs rattling over the cobblestones, the calls and banter of the cabmen, the cries of flower sellers and hawkers in the street and, of course, the growing crescendo of beggary as hordes of starving men and women fled from the famine stricken countryside into the city.

There were also sounds of revelry and fun. The arc that linked St. Stephens Green and College green was one of continual exuberance created by the antics of the students from the colleges at either end. The excited murmurings of well-off shoppers, as they devoured the latest fashions and shimmering fabrics, percolated along Grafton Street. She recalled listening with mounting excitement for the chug-chugging of the steam train which took them from Westland Row to Sandymount beach. There, the cries of the gulls would mingle with the calls and screams of children and, more often than not, with the cry of the wind as well.

The more urgent childhood memories, both magical and fearful, came to mind too: her toes were so cold, she could see them whitely through the clear water. The jam jar was lodged firmly between two stones, and a large minnow was edging near it. Please God let it go in she had prayed … she caught the jar and hugged it to herself in ecstasy. A darker memory came unbidden. She must have been about nine; they were picnicking with their cousins by the Dodder. Jim grinned – “Here you are Kate.” She stood rooted in terror, as he extended the oily glistening eel. She had been indifferent to the hot shameful liquid trickling down her legs, and Jim, embarrassed, had turned away.

There were graver sounds when the men met together; after dinner when her father would speak with his friends about the huge turnouts at Daniel O’Connell’s “monster meetings” or the chances of the repeal movement achieving dissolution of the Union. Their admiration for the achievements of “the Liberator”, as O’Connell was known, was unbounded, as was their pride in him as an Irishman, and as a Catholic. Similar discussions could be heard from groups of men gathering after Mass on Sunday. As she got older, she became aware of more muted talk about the resurgence of Fenianism and the escalating violence of the land war in the countryside. The sense of foreboding would sometimes communicate itself to her, and she would need reassurance to quieten her fears.

These sounds were mirrored by images and smells; smells in particular seemed so evocative to Kate. The horses and bowler-hatted cabmen were everywhere, as was the astringent smell of fresh horse dung, gathered as quickly as it was dropped, and the strong tang of their urine. She recalled the smell of a red-nosed old man bending down to whisper to her, and whimpering “That’s sore Mammy” as her mother whisked her away. The waft of stale porter mingling with sawdust, as a pub door swung open, accompanied strolls down most side streets. How she had relished the smell of roasting chestnuts of a winter’s evening, and the smell of charcoal from the brazier. More than anything, she could remember the wonderful smells of food to the hungry appetite, the irresistible aroma of bacon and sausages sizzling in the pan, the basting smells of golden roasts and, of course, freshly baked bread and cakes.

Kate had loved the calm with which the lamplighter worked his nightly magic on their square. He would reach up with his long cane and leave a glowing trail of lamps in his wake, and the dull grey of the square would be transformed in the golden haze of their light. There were soldiers everywhere then, and the colours of their uniforms splashed across the grey streets. When the military bands played in St Stephen’s Green or Kingstown, as they often did, Dublin had seemed full of a marvellous exhilaration. Fashionably dressed ladies and gentlemen were to be seen strolling all around them in St Stephen’s Green, and along Grafton street, and she had delighted in their elegant air of ease and their beautiful gowns. The peak of fashionable effervescence occurred during the drawing room season, when the country’s remaining debutantes descended on Dublin to be presented to the Lord Lieutenant, and the city centre fairly quivered in French silks and satins, delicate lace and sensual velvets. Kate and her sister Elisa spent hours gazing at the elegant broughams and carriages streaming into St Stephen’s Green from neighbouring Mount Street and Fitzwilliam Square, and converging on the Shelbourne Hotel, which remained alight with frenzied festive activity for the duration, and of which they had a great view from their dining room window.

Alongside this pageant of colour and gaiety, there was another, of grim and desperate poverty. The workhouses and prisons were overflowing with the destitute, who, unmindful of the insalubrious conditions, frequently turned to crime to win the shelter and food of prison. Battered and emaciated men in rags roamed the streets, and in every nook and cranny of the city were huddled skeletal women and their thin children, begging.

She remembered one occasion, passing Dublin Castle with Nan, their housekeeper, and a long queue of the starving awaiting their turn for some sort of soup. “Why have they chained the mug to the big pot?” she had asked Nan “They’re afraid the poor craturs will run away with their dirty oul mug,” she answered, and Kate had been surprised to see her crying quietly. Nan later told her mother that two of her cousins were among those waiting for a mug of soup. She had felt obscurely shamed, watching the well fed bodies of the supervising soldiers encased in the colours of their regiment. She recalled the searing image of hundreds of gaunt skeletal figures lined up on the quays, waiting to be transported to the ships anchored further out, and a memory of her father lifting her up to see the tall masts, which, he said, were beacons of hope for those people seeking to sail to a better life in the new world.

As a child, Kate accepted that her world was encompassed by these contrasting images. She did not then cast judgement but, as was natural for a child, turned when she could, away from such dark misery to the more seductive brightness of gaiety and laughter. As she got older, she would accompany her mother in delivering parcels of food and clothing to the Sisters of Charity who looked after the poor and sick nearby in St Stephen’s Green, and to the Sisters of Mercy in Baggott Street who cared for, and educated young women and poor or orphaned children, and her compassion for their plight grew. It was to be many more years before she could fully appreciate the horror that was visited upon her country’s poor during those terrible years, or a sense of outrage at the injustice that had befallen them was to take root.

Nonetheless, she had a happy, carefree childhood. She remembered being fascinated by birds and used to pore over a beautifully illustrated book of her father’s for hours on end. She recalled the delight with which she peeled back each fragile sheet of tissue paper, to reveal the delicate little beings who possessed that most enviable gift of flight. While she had relished the exotic and beautiful – the flamingos, birds of paradise and the awe inspiring condor, she loved best the robins, thrushes, finches and all the familiar birds that frequented their garden. She shared this passion with Nan, who never failed to put out pieces of fat and breadcrumbs on the window ledges of the kitchen and on the back lawn. Together, they would watch them as they fed, and Nan would tell her their names and all about their different habits.

Nan Loughlin had come to work for Kate’s parents in the late 1820s, from a little village outside Kilkenny. Her family lost everything in the hungry years, when a harsh landlord, the tithe collector and her father’s weakness for poitin reduced the family to near beggary. She had been recommended by the local schoolteacher – that same teacher who had imbued her with a love for birds during her too brief years of schooling. Though not overly fond of Kate, Nan was one of the constants of her childhood. Kate was too serious-minded and stiff a child to bring any ease to the sharp edge of life for her. Nan loved and was fiercely loyal to Kate’s mother, whom she regarded, as having saved her from a life of poverty and misery. Her mother had a personality that was gay and kind, and this had warmed Nan’s heart which had been too early shrivelled by bitter hardship. Though she tolerated her father, she was in general contemptuous of men, blaming her own father for bringing ruin on the family through drink. Knowing the hardship of life then, this was, Kate believed, too harsh a judgement.

Nan’s stories and beliefs brought with them the whiff of an older Celtic Christian and even pagan world. There had been many a fearful tale of the “pooka”, a sort of fairy spirit they would do well to be wary of. These were always abroad on stormy nights, rattling doors and windows, which terrified them as they huddled close to the kitchen fire. On February the first, she would sit them down at the kitchen table to make brideogs – images of St. Brigid dressed in lovely clothes. Next day, they would visit homes where Nan had a housekeeping or maid friend, and while not allowed to collect money as Nan would once have done, they had lovely tea parties.

Most exciting of all was the night of June the twenty third, St John’s Eve, when a big bonfire was lit in the garden and there was a party to celebrate mid-summer. Kate’s parents entered into this celebration with zest, and it became known as “Nan’s Do”. Aunt Jane, Uncle Charlie and cousins Jim and Geraldine, as well as family friend and neighbour Dr Corbett were always there, and Kate’s eyes grew bright as she described the preparations for this event. Every floor and piece of furniture was polished. On the day itself, fires glowed and spat in the two reception rooms, and the gleaming mirrors reflected back the vases of cut flowers her mother loved so much. The large mahogany sideboard was set out with platters of cold roast chicken and ham and the spiced beef to which her father was partial, flanked by plates of thinly cut and buttered brown soda bread. It was the array of fruit flans, trifles and jellies that held the young ones in thrall. Kate would gaze mesmerised, at the sparkle and gleam of the cut glass decanters housing mysterious grown up substances, and the big floral jug of Nan’s homemade lemonade, at which the children slaked their thirst. The excitement as they awaited the arrival of the first guests, and the clang of the front door knocker, was intense. Lucy, the maid, would take the gentlemen’s and children’s coats and hang them in the lower hall, while Nan brought the ladies upstairs to the visitors’ room, where they re-powdered and where, it seemed to Kate, the rapture of the evening began.

Nan, then off duty for the evening, joined her friends in the kitchen, where a smaller, less ornate version of the upstairs feast was laid out.

Supper was served by Lucy and Aunt Jane’s maid, lent for the occasion. After the pudding, the children, excused from the table, raced for the garden where old Joe, the gardener, had the bonfire in full swing. The usual games of “tig”, and “hide and seek”, were transformed in the spark-filled darkness, and it was with delicious terror that they rushed back from the ominous shadows to the comforting circle of light around the fire.

Gradually, as the light began to fade, their elders, with Nan and her friends, would join them. There must have been some rainy nights, but Kate could not remember them. What she did recall was the delight of roasting chestnuts in the embers of the ebbing fire, which still managed to pierce the encroaching night with little explosive sparks. There would be singing then, and the elegiac tones of her Uncle Charlie’s I Dreamt I Dwelt in Marble Halls would fill the night air. The one they all waited for, was Nan’s haunting rendition of the beautiful Irish song, Sliabh Geall Gua, a song from her own part of the country. She used to look so sad then, that it always made Kate want to cry. The best part of the evening was the end, when everyone had gone and, despite her mother’s protests, her father would take her on his shoulders back into the garden, by then almost completely black, and point out the various constellations. Though she was to see many a magnificent star-studded night sky over the course of her life, none had touched her so deeply, as the wonder and loveliness of those early glimpses of the heavens on St John’s Eve.

In response to Vincent’s query, Kate said that she had not been particularly pious as a little girl. However, she described days punctuated at regular intervals by prayer and devotions; morning and evening prayer, before and after meals and, of course, the daily drama of stopping at twelve noon, and again at six to pray the Angelus. “This ensured,” Kate told her son, “that we did not drift too far from a consciousness of Our Lord, and the great mystery of the Incarnation, at any point during the day.” Other small devotions, such as dropping into the church for a few minutes’ adoration before the Blessed Sacrament, and repeating frequent prayerful aspirations, were part of the pulse of daily life. Above all, there was the cycle of the Church’s liturgical life which revolved around the great feasts of Christmas and Easter. “To ready ourselves for these,” said Kate, “we had Advent and Lent, when habits of self denial instilled in us a sense of personal connection with Christ’s redeeming sacrifice, and for us children, this meant, giving up sweets and lemonade”. For her, this had been a faint foretaste of the powerful spiritual expectancy which these liturgical events later came to hold for her.

She recalled, as a child, the bleakness of Good Friday mirrored in the altar of their local church stripped bare, and the plain wooden cross flanked by candles. Kate and her mother would shuffle prayerfully around the lonely stations of the cross alongside others of the devout. While she did not, then, have the subtle depths of Gregorian chant to discover the full colour and warmth of the exultant Easter liturgy, she did have a sense of the gladness of the occasion. This had been conveyed by the brilliant wash of colour from flowers and vestments, and everywhere there were new Easter outfits and hats. All of this, alongside the bells and the triple alleluias ringing out over Dublin city, marked the end of the long fast and gave promise of joys to come.

More than anything, Kate had relished Sunday afternoon devotions, to which her Mother took her faithfully every week, and it is to these that she traced the earliest roots of her vocation to the contemplative life. In Dublin as elsewhere in Europe these decades were marked by a huge upsurge in the devotional life of the Church, and this clearly impacted on Kate’s life. She loved the thunderous sound of the rosary washing over her, as the congregation responded as one to the lone voice of the priest who led it. She felt swept along in safety by the tremendous surge of the responses, and doubly soothed by the stillness of the quiet adoration that followed. Most magical of all for Kate had been the beautiful ceremony of benediction that ended the devotions. Then the Sanctuary would glow she said, with a multitude of candles, and the red and white surpliced acolytes would lead the priest to the altar. The whiff of incense, accompanied by the soft sound of the thurible, would waft towards her, before the swell of the organ introduced the solemn 0 Salutaris Hostia and the choir gave full voice to that most beautiful of all the great hymns to the Eucharist, the Tantum Ergo.

Kate always conveyed a sense of the spiritual and even sensual beauty of such ceremonies though she had not then been conscious of them in these terms. She just knew that she liked going, and had been aware of a sense of stillness tinged with awe.

She described herself as a rather bookish little girl at home, and a bit of a tomboy when out playing with Elisa and her cousins. “You will be shocked to hear,” she told Vincent, “that I was, on occasion, capable of spectacular sins.” She could still see the delicate pale blue gloves and the long tangerine silk scarf, which she had stolen from her cousin Geraldine, and recalled vividly the salutary sense of shame that followed discovery.” The searing phrases remained with her; ‘How could you Kate, and Geraldine so fond of you ….’ She had been glad of the dark in the confessional – her hands clutched tightly to stop the trembling: ‘I confess …’ “Oh, the blessed relief” she had fairly skipped from the Church, restored to God’s Grace and decency. Kate had always been thankful for the sacrament of confession, which she regarded, as a wonderful provision to enable us to slough off the dead weight of sin.

Kate had dearly loved her father, and recalled with great fondness their Sunday morning walks after Mass. He loved the stretch of canal between the bridges of Leeson and Baggot Street, and there they would watch the golden ducklings in early spring, the quirky busy moorhens in summer, and admire the elegance with which the beautiful swans graced the modest canal. But most of all she delighted in the magical way the barges navigated the narrow locks. “Look Daddy, the boat has been sucked away,” he would smile as she watched, astonished, to see it slowly reappear further down.

Her father it was who had comforted that hidden well of loneliness which arose from her awareness of being somehow less than satisfactory for her mother, a sense which her mother would not have wanted to convey, but nevertheless felt. She could remember with gratitude overhearing his slightly irritated response to her mother’s disclosure of the thieving episodes: “For God’s sake, Mary Anne, there is no need to make such heavy weather of it; many children take things from time to time, and God knows, if you did not always make so much of Geraldine and how lovely she looks, the chances are that Kate would not even have noticed the wretched things.”

So she had grown up for the most part in easy contentment in a lovely home, blessed with food, warmth, faith and books, and with sufficient love and care. Her world had moved gradually outward to embrace the park and surrounding streets, and in due course, school life with the Loreto nuns across the Green. Here, companioned by Geraldine and Elisa life was pleasant and congenial. She liked the calm order of the daily routine, and her studies came easily. She had a particular aptitude for languages and music, and though neither as pretty nor as popular as Elisa or Geraldine, she found a niche for herself through her music, and was always in demand as an accompanist or as a member of musical ensembles.

It was not until Kate had reached the age of fifteen or sixteen, when the ominous “future” began to loom, that her faith became central to her life. She had been drawn to the excitement of adventure and foreign travel and was loth to don the passive role of Victorian young womanhood. The acquisition of the feminine arts of domestic management, fine needlework and charitable visits held no allure for her. She regarded with some panic the prospect of years of embroidery and the preparation of food parcels, stretching ahead of her, and even her father seemed to assume that she would enter with enthusiasm into these dismal tasks.

It was then that she began to think of the religious life and particularly that of a missionary, which seemed to offer exciting prospects of travel, and possibly danger. Besides which, this was a choice which neatly sidestepped the uncomfortable challenge of learning to deal with “men”. Elisa and Geraldine had been much less troubled by this, and indeed were already on friendly terms with a number of young men. They were incredulous when Kate first spoke of her burgeoning interest in the religious life, unable to conceive, they said, “how anyone would want to bury themselves alive”. Kate had relished in private the thought of her vocation, and found it a wonderful distraction from the loneliness which had begun to dog these years. She found herself visited by an increasing faith in God, and was able to respond serenely to all the demands of her life, even those uncongenial tasks which she began to look on as training in self-denial. Her prayer life intensified and she would go to chapel half an hour earlier in the morning to try and meditate. She would stop by the little Byzantine church attached to the new university, each evening on her way home from school, where she loved the colourful mosaics that adorned the walls. Surrounded by their splendour, the “rightness” of the religious life had seemed very apparent to her.
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