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OUR JOE




‘That fella has a very unusual voice; he could be black or white or from anywhere in the world.’


Larry Gogan, RTÉ DJ,


on hearing a recording of Joe for the very first time


‘Joe never changed. He was always the same guy. Even though I was a nobody – and I was a nobody – Joe would always have time for you. … And I grew very close to him. … He was never competitive in the sense that he had to be bigger than everybody else. Joe was convinced that he could be big, but that didn’t mean that everyone else was small….


‘He was no saint and he could be volatile and he could fall out with anybody at any time, but Joe was one of the most compassionate guys I have ever met.’


Fr Brian D’Arcy


‘Joe was a team player who understood it was everyone pulling together that made the show work. And he would always insist on everyone staying in the same hotel, even though I used to think that if Joe stayed in a different hotel the rest of the lads might get to sleep sometime.’


Ben Dolan, Joe’s brother


‘The women were stone mad about Joe. They would scream their heads off through the entire show. I remember in ballrooms like The Arcadia in Cork you literally couldn’t hear the band over the sound of the screams. I’m not kidding you, it was like The Beatles.’


Tommy Swarbrigg, The Drifters


‘Every time you met Joe Dolan, it was like drinking champagne for the very first time. And that was how I felt about him.’


Sam Smyth, Today FM broadcaster and Irish Independent journalist


‘I spent the whole night picking Joe up off the floor because he was being pulled off the stage and that’s the way it was for that first year … Joe being pulled off the stage and us picking him up. We were his musicians and his security.’


Frankie McDonald, Joe’s trumpet player


‘An awful lot of people, including myself, never fully grasped how big Joe was and that’s really because he never flaunted it. He had no airs or graces despite his celebrity. Joe was just one of the guys and he liked it that way.’


Ronan Collins, RTÉ


‘Growing up in Mullingar, Joe was a kind of a hero to all of us, since he was the guy with the biggest car, the lifestyle we all aspired to, lots of money and plenty of women hanging off him … I caddied for Joe frequently and everybody wanted to caddy for Joe because he was great craic and he was also a great tipper.’


Michael O’Leary, Ryanair


‘On New Year’s Eve they used to have a Champagne Ball in the Greville Arms and I’d be there with Joe and Joe Healy and their whole coterie down there, all party animals. You were a wimp if you went to bed before daylight. These guys were all like extras from a Tarantino movie. You took your life in your hands going down there.’


Phil Coulter


‘When we met I liked him from the start. Dickie Rock said to me that the reason myself and Joe always got on so well was because we were both culchies. But I always admired Joe.’


Brendan Bowyer


‘I always thought Joe was a lovely fella, who was very funny. Joe would always be smiling, laughing, having a bit of craic and enjoying himself. He had a great sense of his own place in showbusiness and he knew exactly what he was about.’


Gay Byrne


‘There was no auld bullsh*t with Joe. He wasn’t walking around afraid to take off his mask in case people found out what was underneath. Joe wore his heart on his sleeve and I loved him for that.’


Finbar Furey


‘Joe was great company and a great singer. He was one of those guys who had a voice. I was always pleased to meet people with a voice, because some of the British pop acts didn’t all have proper singing voices, and he did.’


Tom Jones


‘Joe was the first pop star in my eyes. He was the one who had the women throwing their knickers at him – not my mother, mind you – but all the young ones up at the front. I guess I took a lot from him, from what I saw of Joe on stage, not that I ever had knickers thrown at me.’


Ronan Keating, Boyzone


‘[Joe’s voice] really was uplifting; no matter what problems you had, you were in a nicer place when you heard that voice.’


Maxi, RTÉ’s ‘Risin’ Time’.


‘Joe was born to be on a stage, you could see that from the way he was completely comfortable up there. And he loved it, judging by the way he performed.’


Daniel O’Donnell


‘Joe was the Irish Elvis; he could sing and, besides the boring jokes, he was actually a bit of a mate. And Joe’s fans were great to me; the good thing about his fans is that most of them are hard of hearing.’


Dustin The Turkey


‘Every time I met Joe it was big laughs and smiles and hugs. He was a disarming sort of a character who you loved to meet. And the wives all loved Joe; they all gravitated towards him. My wife, Helen, cried like a child the day he died.’


Paddy Cole
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A FOREWORD BY THE AUTHOR


MY FRIEND, JOE
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Everyone who knew or encountered Joe has a story to tell. And I’m no different. Joe Dolan was the first celebrity I ever interviewed. That interview, conducted in the seventies, while I was still a nervous, green-horn student, would give me a leg up the ladder in journalism and life. It helped me to land a job as a trainee reporter with the Midland Topic newspaper in Joe’s hometown of Mullingar.


Like all teenagers, at the time I was mad about performers and bands, influenced by their fashion and fascinated by their lifestyles. I was also passionate about writing and hell-bent on pursuing a career in newspapers. Growing up on the border of Meath and Westmeath, I had pop stars virtually on my doorstep. The Swarbriggs were based in Mullingar. And the midland town was also home to Ireland’s biggest pop star … Joe Dolan. He became a pop star to me the moment I heard him singing ‘Sweet Little Rock ’n’ Roller’ on Radio Luxembourg.


Powered by youthful naïvety and enthusiasm and armed with a pen and notebook, I set out one day to track down the great Joe for my big interview. This was a major expedition as it involved hitching a lift along lonely country roads on a fourteen-mile journey from my rural home. And I never thought for a moment that he wouldn’t be in when I eventually knocked on the door of Joe’s office in the town.


The man who answered wasn’t the smiling, moon-faced Joe of the seventies, but the genial and ultra-friendly Seamus Casey. Seamus, who had turned his back on the sedate lifestyle of a country schoolmaster for the bright lights and razzmatazz of showbusiness as Joe’s band manager, was probably bemused by the timid teenager seeking an interview, despite not being employed by any publication. The genial manager should have sent me off with my tail between my legs that day, but, as I would discover time and again through the decades, Seamus Casey is a gentleman. He arranged for me to call by another day and promised that he would have Joe waiting to chat with me at a specific time.


I was a bag of nerves meeting the great Joe Dolan on my second visit to his Mullingar headquarters. But the moment I stepped into his office, Joe was cracking jokes and had me laughing. The image of the big celebrity instantly melted from my mind and I found myself talking to a great character who put me at my ease. I came away with a wealth of stories from Joe’s life and times that afternoon, but I didn’t realise then that I had also ignited a friendship which would last four decades, right up to his passing on St Stephen’s Day, 2007.


A local newspaper proprietor and editor called Dick Hogan was impressed enough with the Joe article to later give me a job as a trainee reporter on his paper, then known as the Midland Topic. I was now on my way to a career in newspapers, thanks to Dick Hogan … and Joe. Shortly after getting a job on the paper, I was hitching a lift home one evening when a big Merc went flying past me like a jet, before suddenly breaking and creating a cloud of dust as it came to a screeching halt. As I went running towards the car, with the smell of burning rubber in the air, I realised that the driver was Joe Dolan. ‘How’ya, Eddie, hop in,’ Joe said with that big smile which charmed millions of fans.


On the short journey to the County Meath village of Clonard – short at the speed Joe was driving – there was no talk of hit records, sold-out shows or big TV appearances. Instead, Joe was more interested in how I was getting on at the paper. Even at that early stage of knowing him I realised there were two Joes: the incredible singer and stage performer, and, away from the spotlight, the unassuming man who just loved people and their company. When we arrived at my stop, Paddy’s pub of Clonard, Joe decided he’d drop in for a quick drink. And I grew a couple of feet taller that evening as I swanned through the door of Paddy’s with the great Joe Dolan by my side. Joe stayed for less than an hour, but in that short period he lifted the atmosphere in the bar and there was the sound of raucous laughter as he traded jokes with the locals.


It was also through Joe that I got my first sample of the big time in showbusiness when the Topic assigned me to cover one of his record-breaking ten sold-out nights at the Chariott Inn in Dublin’s Ranelagh. It was the venue where all the top international stars performed in Ireland back in the mid to late seventies. That Saturday night show had all the razzmatazz of a Las Vegas extravaganza.


Before the performance, I also got my first taste of the backstage experience when Seamus Casey ushered me to Joe’s dressing room for a brief interview with the star. I could get used to this, I thought. Joe was in great form that night, buzzing with excitement in the build up to the show that was about to unfold. He said he particularly loved performing a concert where he could fully ‘connect’ with his audience. He found shows like that the most satisfying, rather than dances where people weren’t totally focused on the band, so the singer was just performing rather than engaging with the crowd. He simply loved an interaction with people. When Joe hit the stage that night, I doubted if his own hero, Elvis Presley, had ever experienced such an outpouring of emotion from an audience. The following week I had my first big front-page story in the Topic about Joe Dolan taking Dublin by storm. Now I had finally hit the big time as a journalist … thanks, again, to Joe.


Of course, apart from my professional interest in Joe as a singing star, I was also a fan. So imagine my excitement in the late seventies when Seamus Casey rang me at the Topic one day and asked if I would be interested in writing a short biography and press release covering the latest events in Joe’s showbiz career for the Irish and international media. This involved interviewing Joe about his new recordings, tours and future plans for a news update that would be published in all kinds of newspapers and magazines. It was a huge honour for me to be given the opportunity to play that very minor role in Joe’s career at the time. For that brief period, I was on Joe’s team. It doesn’t get much better for any fan.


In my personal life, I also enjoyed many great nights of entertainment with friends at Joe’s shows in Westmeath venues like the Greville Arms Hotel in Mullingar and The Beehive near Delvin. No words can adequately describe the atmosphere and excitement that Joe generated at those home events from the mid-seventies to the early eighties. They were probably his best-ever performances and you could see that he was bursting with joy singing in front of his own people.


As life moved on, I slowly climbed the ladder in journalism to become the showbusiness editor of the Sunday World. Joe was among the first to congratulate me when I got the job, as he was a fan of the paper. I was now working with many of his own friends. His close buddy, Brian D’Arcy, was, and still is, a columnist; another long-time pal, the journalist and broadcaster Sam Smyth, was also a showbusiness and investigative reporter with the ‘World’ at the time; and photographer Val Sheehan, the man who captured Driftermania in Joe’s early days and shot the cover picture for Joe and The Drifters showband’s first album, The Answer To Everything, was the paper’s fashion photographer.


Having good contacts is the key to success in journalism, and I arrived at the Sunday World with great connections like Joe Dolan. Whenever I rang Joe for an interview during the good times and in his final couple of years when his health began to deteriorate, he never failed to oblige. I knew that Joe’s door was always open to me. Today, I truly appreciate the easy access I had to one of Ireland’s greatest-ever entertainers. It has given me a unique insight into the man, his life and his incredible talent as an entertainer.


Back in the late seventies I took my then teenage cousin Thomas Murphy from Dublin to see Joe playing at a dance in Mullingar’s Horizon ballroom. Thomas was instantly taken with Joe’s star quality and, of course, he was already aware of the big-time celebrity. Everybody in Ireland knew who Joe Dolan was. Thomas was also highly impressed to discover that Joe knew who I was after the star acknowledged me from the stage during the dance that night. In the strange twists and turns of life, Thomas Murphy would go on to establish his own food and wine shop in Dublin’s Foxrock, where Joe settled down in the early eighties. From that moment on, Thomas became one of Joe’s closest friends in life. After my own move to Dublin, I found myself enjoying Joe’s company at family occasions and social events organised by my cousin, Thomas, through the decades.


Joe and I never talked about showbusiness or the media on days and nights socialising at family functions or evenings out as friends. We simply traded jokes. It was all about fun and having a laugh over a few drinks, more often than not a few drinks too many! At private occasions, I saw how he managed to remain an ordinary Joe away from the stage, despite his iconic status in this country. There was nothing showbizzy about him when he was in company. He was just as happy to sit back and let the other fella tell the yarn or crack the joke. Joe never threw shapes or demanded to be the centre of attention. And that’s why people loved him and accepted him as an ordinary person who just happened to have an extraordinary talent as a singer.


I remained in close contact with Joe right to the end. In the years before his passing, we traded jokes by text on a weekly basis. While I was personally in touch with Joe throughout his illness, it wasn’t until the final couple of weeks that I realised my friend might not survive it. Whether he was in denial or just painting a positive picture for family and friends, Joe never indicated to me, or indeed to any of his close family and associates, that he was knocking on death’s door. I knew it was coming on St Stephen’s Day, 2007, but when Thomas Murphy phoned me from the hospital with the sad news, it felt like a death in the family. I suspect it was the same in most homes throughout the country. The thought of an Ireland and an entertainment scene without Joe Dolan was just so hard to accept.


It was also difficult to believe that my life with Joe had come full circle. I had taken my baby steps into the world of journalism by doing my first celebrity interview with Mullingar’s favourite son after he had obviously decided to give a kid a break on that autumn day in the seventies. But I never thought then that I would one day be reporting on his funeral for the Sunday World. And what a funeral it was. Simply magnificent. Just like the man himself.


Over the years I have written books with some of Ireland’s most successful stars, including Daniel O’Donnell, Boyzone, Ronan Keating, Westlife and the singers on one of Ireland’s biggest-selling albums, A Woman’s Heart.


Now I am privileged to produce a book on my friend, Joe Dolan, or ‘Our Joe’ as the fans call him. Although tinged with sadness, it has been a labour of love. Joe’s story is a remarkable one, a classic rags-to-riches tale of a poor country boy who became a pop superstar in the sixties and seventies and who had an enduring appeal over an incredible five decades.


Joe’s early life and career in this book and that of his family is recreated mainly through the recollections of his heart-broken brother, Ben, who gave generously of his time as he relived his childhood and adult life with Joe, and their glory days on the stage together. During one of the many interviews Ben recorded for this book, he took me on a drive in his sleek Mercedes around the neighbourhood of Grange, in the countryside on the outskirts of Mullingar, where he and Joe grew up.


We stopped outside the modest cottage where the Dolan children were reared by parents, Paddy and Ellen, and the myriad of memories from his childhood came flooding back to Ben. This was the cottage where the Dolan brothers’ love of music was nurtured by their mother. Ben pointed out a modern housing estate across the road. It was once a field owned by local farmer Johnny Weldon and there the Dolan boys helped out with the sowing and picking of potatoes and other crops as they grew up.


Then we drove down a country road until we reached the spot where the family spent summers working in the bog, cutting turf for the winter fuel. There were fields where rabbits were shot and the local Lough Ennell where the Dolan boys and their friends swam and went fishing. Times were harsh, but as Ben recalls, there were fun times too and Joe was always in the middle of them.


Another time we stopped off at the County Hall in Mullingar (now the Arts Centre) where we met up with the eldest Dolan brother, Paddy, who shared his own memories of growing up with Joe. In the sixties, Paddy ran the cloakroom at dances in the County Hall (taking care of thousands of coats was big business in those days). Paddy recalled with obvious pride how his young brother, Joe, went on to be the biggest star to perform in the venue.


Over gallons of tea at Mullingar House, the pub which Joe co-owned with Ben, their lifetime manager Seamus Casey, now in his seventies, strolled through times past as Joe’s lifetime manager. He recalled the fun, paranoia, foibles and talent of the man he loved.


While working together in Dublin and on assignments around the country, photographer Val Sheehan of the Sunday World took me on many a journey through the days when he was on the frontline of Driftermania, capturing the wild scenes that greeted Joe and the band in ballrooms around the country during the sixties. Val worked closely with Joe as The Drifters’ photographer in those early days and he gave me a fascinating insight into how fame turned the heart-throb’s life upside down in those days.


Joe’s nephews, Adrian and Ray Dolan, grew up with their uncle who lived between their home and his Mullingar apartment in the sixties and seventies. Later, in the eighties, they would join Joe’s backing band and perform with him until his final show. Adrian and Ray shared their personal memories of Uncle Joe, shining a light on the life of the man inside his family.


My long-time friend Larry Gogan, the legendary and much-loved RTÉ radio personality, met Joe at the very start of his career, following the release of The Drifters’ first single, ‘The Answer To Everything’. In a studio of RTÉ 2fm Radio, where today Larry is still one of the most popular DJs in the country, the broadcaster revealed how they became friends, his wife Florrie’s fascination with the singer and Joe’s kindness in his darkest hour.


The singer Finbar Furey was just a teenager when he first met Joe in Mullingar, while competing in the All-Ireland Championships, playing the uileann pipes. They both had mutual friends in the Westmeath town and there was an instant rapport between the pair. At his home, Finbar told me about his days carousing with Joe ‘on the tear’ in the Dublin mountains.


Showband star Brendan Bowyer was a big influence on Joe in the early days and the two showband legends became buddies out of the spotlight. Still performing all over Ireland, Brendan sat in his dressing room at The Helix in Dublin, sharing memories of his pal Joe, including their high-jinks in Las Vegas.


Journalist and radio presenter Sam Smyth started his working life as a ballroom promoter in his teens. He was a huge fan of Joe Dolan and, like many, felt honoured to be a personal friend of the entertainer. Sam took time out from his work reporting on the politics of the day from inside Dail Éireann to chat in the olde-worlde Buswells Hotel about the Joe he knew and loved. He revealed his many nights socialising with Joe in the singer’s hometown of Mullingar where he was introduced to the B-Specials.


Two of Ireland’s favourite female radio broadcasters, Maxi and Brenda Donohue of RTÉ, were among the millions of women who fell under Joe’s spell and they opened their hearts about the remarkable man they knew and loved.


While researching the book, I was amazed to discover the network of people from all walks of life who were connected in one way or another to Joe, everyone from Tom Jones to Gay Byrne, Robbie Williams to Phil Coulter and Ryanair’s Michael O’Leary to a former Mayor of Galway. He even struck up a friendship with a turkey! Their stories, and the stories of ordinary folk whose lives he touched paint a picture of a man who came from a humble background, worked hard, played hard, was generous to a fault with his time and money and lit up the world.



















CHAPTER 1


TO RUSSIA WITH LOVE
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In the winter of 1978 Joe Dolan is on a remarkable, sell-out tour of the USSR, with his brother, Ben, and the rest of the band. As his chauffeur-driven limousine cruises through the bleak, bone-chilling streets of Moscow, heading for their concert venue, a little old lady suddenly appears out of the night. She waves down the car, the glare from the headlights revealing a shock of white hair peeking out from underneath her hat and framing her rugged face. Dressed from head to toe in black heavy clothing, the old woman cuts an eerie figure in the darkness.


‘Stop! Stop and see what she wants,’ Joe urges his two startled female Russian interpreters.


The driver rolls down the window and the lady in black starts calling for Joe by his first name. Joe shoots a quizzical look at Ben, who shakes his head; he doesn’t know what’s going on either. The old lady says something in Russian to the driver.


‘She says your mother is looking after you,’ the interpreter translates.


‘Jesus Christ,’ Joe whispers, completely bewildered, and not a little scared. ‘What would that auld wan know about Mammy.’




* * *





Although Joe has been a sensation in the ballrooms of Ireland and Britain for the last couple of decades and has notched up Number-One hits and performed on ‘Top of the Pops’, Ben has never seen his younger brother more excited at any other stage in his gold-plated career.


For Joe, nothing so far has matched this adventure across the USSR, where more than 150,000 local people are queueing up to see him perform on his first tour, in this strange winter wonderland thousands of miles from home.


‘Mullingar to Moscow, Jaysus, can you believe it!’ Joe remarks to Ben, as they while away the time over a game of cards in the comfortable surroundings of a luxury hotel bedroom before the night’s show.


Their conversation wanders back to their childhood years and they reminisce about singing at traditional Irish music sessions in their modest cottage nestling in the countryside on the outskirts of Mullingar town.


Ellen, the matriarch of the Dolan clan, reared her family on a diet of music. She played the fiddle and the accordion, had a sweet, lilting voice and used music as a form of escapism from the daily grind of life in the grim environment of poverty-stricken Ireland in the 1940s and ’50s. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, and Joe and Ben inherited their mother’s love of music. It was Ellen who first spotted that there was something special about her youngest child, Joe, as she watched him perform in the kitchen of their little house. Then a widow, she had used her pension money to buy the young buck an impressive piano and send him to a local woman for music lessons.


From the frosted window of his hotel room, Joe peers out at the snow-covered rooftops of the Moscow skyline, as he reflects on his mother’s encouragement and the personal sacrifices she made to grow his talent. In his wildest dreams he had never imagined that being blessed with the gift of a distinctive voice and having a music-loving mother to nurture his singing would lead to him becoming a superstar in Russia.


But here he is, on a whistle-stop journey around the biggest country in Europe, doing a punishing twenty-three major concerts in as many days. It doesn’t get much bigger than that in the career of any international artist.


Joe turns to Ben. ‘I wish Mammy was around to see all of this today,’ he says wistfully. ‘God knows what she’d make of it.’



















CHAPTER 2


THE MILK MAID
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In her early life, Joe’s mother was a familiar sight on the streets of Mullingar and around the by-roads of the surrounding districts. Ellen Brennan, then in her late teens, was also as reliable as the Angelus bells for her time-keeping.


The milk maid meandered up and down the highways and byways of Westmeath every day on her horse and cart. On board was her cargo of fresh milk in large containers, ready to be dished out to customers who came from all quarters with their jugs and other utensils of various shapes and sizes.


‘Our mother was the original milk maid in Mullingar,’ Ben reflects today as he delves into his family’s history with me. ‘She used to tell us how for years she’d come up the town with the pony and cart selling her milk to the locals.’


A pint of milk was the general order from her clients. Ellen would scoop up the milk in her pint jug. Then she’d dip it in the milk can again. ‘There’s a drop for the cat,’ she’d say.


‘Everyone got a drop for the cat, even if they didn’t have one,’ Ben laughs.


Ellen was from a thriving dairy-farming family of ten who lived in a thatched cottage in an area known as Walshestown. One of the daily calls on her milk round was to the Dolan farm at nearby Portloman, not far from Mullingar, and on the shoreline of one of the area’s famous lakes, Lough Owel. The Dolans were a relatively prosperous family of nine, and one of the handsome sons, Paddy, had caught Ellen’s eye. From her vantage point on the cart, Ellen would eagerly scan around the farmyard at the Dolan homestead, searching for him when she arrived with her supply of milk.


It was Ellen who would strike up banter with the more reserved farmer’s son; but soon Paddy was smitten with the attractive young milk maid and his pulse would race a little faster whenever he heard the sound of her horse and cart coming into the yard. Their friendship blossomed into a full-blown romance, eventually leading to marriage with the blessings of their respective families.


Paddy was the eldest of the Dolan siblings, but although it was traditional for the first-born son to fall in for the farm, he and Ellen opted to make their own way in life. Paddy got a job as a barman in a Mullingar pub and the couple set up home on the town’s Austin Friars Street. Bicycles were the era’s most popular mode of transport. Paddy spotted an opening in the market and set up a sales and repair shop in the town. The location in Austin Friars Street was ideal as St Loman’s Hospital was on that side of Mullingar and most of the staff travelled to and from their workplace on push bikes. This provided Paddy with a steady trade.


It was an idyllic time in the lives of Ellen and her husband and their happiness was complete when they were blessed with the gift of children. The youngsters transformed their quiet house into a hive of activity as boisterous and mischievous toddlers vied for Ellen and Paddy’s care and attention and gave their parents endless hours of fun and entertainment. However, the joy of parenthood was shattered when one of their brood, Michael, aged four, became seriously ill with pneumonia, and, despite medical care and the prayers of the close-knit community who had cocooned them in a blanket of support, he died. Ellen and Paddy were inconsolable over the loss of their beloved son.


It was also a time of economic hardship, and making ends meet now became a constant, worrying struggle for the young couple. As the years passed, Paddy’s bicycle trade began to falter, due mainly to the fact that he allowed his customers’ credit to mount up. ‘There wasn’t much money around at the time, so when people fell behind in their debts, they had little hope of catching up,’ Ben explains.


Sometimes clients would arrange to meet Paddy in a local pub to settle their debts, knowing that they’d be treated to several rounds of drinks; this invariably cancelled out any profit he’d hoped to make out of their transactions.


Paddy’s generosity of spirit and his love of people were admirable human traits, but they spelt disaster for his business life. Stressed and depressed as he struggled to make a living for his family, the bicycle shop owner was eventually forced to accept an offer on his property. When all his financial affairs were settled, the family was left with nothing. The couple and their young children moved in with Ellen’s sisters, who were still living out on their childhood farm in Walshestown. They had offered to accommodate the hard-up family until they got back on their feet.


In the meantime, Paddy applied to Westmeath County Council for housing for the family. A former neighbour in Austin Friars Street provided him with a shed to carry on his bicycle trade and this continued to bring in a meagre income. When the letter eventually arrived from Westmeath County Council it was like a gift from heaven to Ellen. She read it over and over. The family had been approved for one of the modern semi-detached cottages then under construction in a new development at Grange, a mile-and-a-half outside Mullingar town. It didn’t have water on tap or an indoor toilet, but it was a palace to Ellen. The cottage was her first brand new home and it was set in a perfect location, straddling both the town and the country.


To cap the new turn in the family fortunes, Paddy was offered part-time employment as a council maintenance worker, thanks to the fact that he owned a horse and cart. His new job was to draw materials for work being carried out on the local roads of Westmeath, and it would pay more than his haphazard bicycle trade.


‘The fact that we had a horse and cart was the mainstay of the family as there were no lorries, so the council was looking for fellas to draw the material for road maintenance. My mother and father had come from … I wouldn’t say an easy life, but a handy life growing up, so they would have been relieved to be back on their feet at that time,’ Ben says.


Paddy and Ellen and their happy gang of seven children – Dympna, James, Paddy, Ita, Imelda, Ben and Vincent – were a year settled in their compact, three-bed homestead at Grange, when the couple’s final child came into the world on 16 October 1939. Little did his parents and siblings know then, as they gathered around the cradle upon his homecoming from the town’s new hospital, the magic that baby Joe would go on to create during his time in the world.



















CHAPTER 3


KITTY
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Standing outside the Dolan family pub, Mullingar House, Ben points to an imposing building at the end of another street across the road. The town’s impressive cathedral has been a part of the Dolans’ lives since childhood and would ultimately be the setting for Joe’s final moment in the spotlight at the end of his days.


Ben remembers how on Sundays, after the family climbed on board their transport for the jaunt to Mass, the same argument would flare up. Joe and his brothers pestered their father for control of the reins as they set off from Grange in their pony and trap. ‘We all took turns,’ Ben says.


Young Joe always wanted to take the reins. ‘Ah, I don’t think so,’ Paddy would tell him. ‘There’s too many people along the road to watch out for and you might do them harm.’ Seeing little Joe’s disappointment, his soft-hearted father would always change his mind and give in.


‘That boy has you wrapped around his little finger,’ Ellen would laugh as young Joe’s face lit up like an excited child experiencing the magic of Santa Claus on Christmas morning.


‘Giddy-up, Kitty!’ Joe would shout, giving the pony a gentle slap.


‘Slow down! Slow down!’ his father ordered.


Joe wasn’t a big fan of Mass. Driving the pony and trap gave him a thrill and it compensated for the boring ceremony in the cathedral that seemed to drag on for an eternity. Along the route from Grange to town, Joe’s heart would skip a beat as he approached a scattering of neighbours sauntering to Mass on the country road.


‘Careful now you don’t knock somebody down,’ Paddy always warned, moving in closer to his young son.


‘If there was room in the trap, we’d stop to give a neighbour or two a lift,’ Ben recalls.


A local kid, Jimmy Horan, remembers how Joe’s father, Paddy, often gave him a jaunt to Mass in the pony and trap with the family. ‘Paddy was a lovely man, a gentle man,’ Jimmy recalls. Young Horan would grow up to become a musician, backing Joe in The Drifters.


‘Woah!’ Joe shouted at Kitty, pulling fast on the reins to pick up a pedestrian whenever he was in charge of the pony.


‘You’re a great gossoon,’ his neighbours would say as they climbed on board.


‘Giddy-up, Kitty,’ Joe roared, as their journey continued.


Paddy was always warning his young sons against speeding with the pony and trap whenever they were going out on their own. One day, Ben, Vincent and Joe were flying along in the countryside and as they reached a junction they pulled fast on the reins. ‘In the heat of the summer the tar had boiled up on the road,’ Ben recalls today. ‘The pony went down on her knees and broke the shaft out of the trap. The job we then had trying to come up with a story for what had happened, without telling the truth.’ He laughs at the memory.


When Kitty wasn’t working, the pony was allowed to roam free and graze on the grass growing by the side of the road. Joe would be sent to fetch her in the morning, but the animal had usually disappeared out of sight. His first task then was to find which direction Kitty had wandered off along the roadway. This was easy enough, as Kitty left little heaps of clues along the road and Joe simply followed her trail of droppings. Sometimes Kitty was allowed to feed off the grass in a field across the road from the Dolan home. The owner was a good-natured local farmer by the name of Johnny Weldon and it was there that Joe and his older brothers got a taste of farming life.


Johnny was the father of six beautiful daughters, so he was delighted to have the obliging Dolan boys living nearby to lend a hand when there was hard, manual labour required on the land. In return for their help when he was planting his crop, Johnny would give the Dolans a couple of drills to sow their own potatoes. At the time, families could apply to the local county council for their seed potatoes and get them free of charge.


‘What are yez at? Spread them out more!’ Johnny would bark authoritatively as Ben, Joe and the gang dropped the seed potatoes in the lines of drills the weather-beaten farmer had manually ploughed with his horse. The farmer also drew manure from his yard with the horse and cart, and the boys helped him to spread it along the drills with forks. When the potatoes were ready to be dug out, Johnny would enlist their help again for the back-breaking task of picking the spuds. The brothers would sweep the fields on their hands and knees as they collected the potatoes by hand in buckets and baskets.


‘It seemed like hard labour to us at the time,’ Ben recalls today. ‘But when you’re a kid, even being asked to fetch a bucket of water feels like hard labour. Johnny was very good to us and I often think now that we did more harm than good working in his fields because we weren’t skilled labourers.’


The hard-working landowner was very fond of the Dolan brothers and would sing their praises to Paddy and Ellen. ‘You’re rearing great young fellas there,’ he’d say whenever he called in for a chat and a cup of tea. ‘I’d be lost without them.’ Joe and his siblings were also aware that Johnny was good for a few bob, in return for various chores on the farm, including the morning and evening routine of milking the cows. ‘Have you a job, Johnny?’ they’d occasionally ask, if they thought there was the chance of earning some cash. ‘Yeah, thin the turnips.’


‘What do we have to do?’ Joe asked the first time. ‘Take out the small ones and leave the others a foot apart along the drill,’ Johnny explained. Then he added, ‘It’s sixpence a drill, boys.’


Joe’s initial enthusiasm soon wore off after a couple of hours crawling up the rows of drills on his hands and knees in the muck. ‘Is there any end to this feckin’ field,’ he muttered to Ben.


After settling in Grange with Ellen and his children, Paddy Dolan had also fallen back on his farming skills to put food on the table. He grew vegetables in their sprawling back garden and leased a couple of acres from a local landowner, to sow oats.


During the harvest, Joe would sit on a fence around the field, watching his father and his brother, Paddy, cutting the ripened crop of oats with a scythe.


‘Can I have a go with that yoke?’ Joe’d plead, itching to work the scythe.


‘It’s too dangerous, wait till you get bigger,’ his father would reply.


Joe would sulk, but later he’d join his brothers in the task of gathering the crop and wrapping it in bundles before stacking them in the field to dry out. The harvested oats were drawn home in the pony and cart, steered by young Joe. A manually-operated threshing mill was then borrowed from a Mr Geoghegan who lived in the locality. One of the Dolan boys worked the small foot-operated contraption, while another would feed the oats into it.


‘Then we had a device called a winnowing machine, which was hand turned and you’d throw the oats into it. It would blow the chaff out and the oats would fall into a bag,’ Ben explains.


Afterwards, the oats was taken to Gallagher’s mill outside the town to be crushed.


Every night before going to bed, Ellen steeped the oats in water to make gruel, a form of porridge, for the family breakfast. In the morning it was solid, then milk or buttermilk was added to the mix before it was ready to be eaten. If it was rock hard and unsuitable for porridge, the gruel would be cut into chunks and fried on a pan.


Joe had a fond memory of this breakfast treat. ‘It tasted absolutely delicious,’ he said.


The shine on Kitty the pony’s coat was also attributed to the benefits of a diet that consisted mainly of oats. When the cereal was being crushed, a bag or two was always set aside for the pony’s feed throughout the year. Kitty thrived on a daily diet of boiled turnips mixed with a handful of oats that Joe would religiously feed her.


‘We kept a pony for as long as I can remember,’ Ben says today. ‘Kitty is the one that Joe always remembered and I’m sure he was sad when she eventually died of old age. I do remember that later in life Joe would often mention Kitty at the shows. He’d tell audiences, “I used to ride Kitty when I was a young fella.” It always got a laugh.’




* * *





The harsh life took its toll on Joe’s father. Watching through the kitchen window as her husband unhooked the horse and cart in the yard, Ellen confided in a friend that she was worried about his health. She could see Paddy struggling with the daily routine of work. Where once he had strutted off to his job with the council, he now seemed to shuffle along like an old man with the woes of the world on his shoulders. He was short of breath and didn’t have the energy for chores that required a lot of physical strength. Paddy would regularly doze off in the chair by the fire.


‘Are you sure there’s nothing that ails you, Paddy?’ Ellen often asked.


‘Ah, there’s not a bother on me, apart from the usual auld pains,’ he’d insist.


As Ben remembers, his father suffered from rheumatic pains for years. ‘He was very fond of shooting and fishing when he was young and everyone said the pains were from the wetting he got. Clothes wouldn’t have been that good at the time,’ he says. ‘I remember him taking a cure which consisted of cider and DeWitt pills, so-called because it was the name of the doctor from Navan who supplied them.’


Paddy wasn’t the sort of man who complained about his aches and pains, or any other ailments that came to torture him. Colds and flu and the cuts and bruises of hard manual labour were all borne in a dignified manner by the quiet man.


Reflecting on his father’s battle with ill-health Ben says, ‘It got to the stage where the pain was so bad that he couldn’t physically work. There were still a lot of us in the house to rear, so I’m sure that played on his mind and it must have been a terrible time for him. It must have been worrying for my mother as well, but she was kind of proud and she’d never look for help. She always kept the fair side out.’


When Paddy did not turn up for his council job with the horse and cart, his ganger came knocking on the door of the Dolan home.


‘Is the boss in?’ he asked, when Ben answered the knock.


‘I’ll get Mammy for you.’


Ellen explained that Paddy was sick and would not be able to return to work for some time. The council overseer was sympathetic. He was also conscious of the fact that there was a shortage of horse and carts for council work at the time.


‘Are any of the lads old enough to take over his job with the horse?’ he asked.


Lurking in the background was her eldest son, Paddy, his beaming smile betraying his delight at the opportunity that was now being presented to him. Paddy couldn’t be more thrilled at getting the chance to leave his schooldays behind and move on out into the adult world. ‘I thought all my birthdays had come together. I was going to work,’ he recalls.


The following morning young Paddy was up at six, to go searching for the horse along the road. Later, he yoked up the horse to the cart and set off to work. As he left town, Paddy stopped to pick up two more council employees waiting for him at the bridge over the Royal Canal. Then he was off with the men to work on the roads around the village of Killucan, arriving on the job at eight. At the age of sixteen, Paddy Junior was now the family’s main breadwinner.


Ben says, ‘From then on, it was Paddy who reared the lot of us. It was his wages that kept us above water.’


Then he laughs, ‘I remember one time Paddy was writing a record of his work time for the council. It read: “I worked on Monday and Tuesday with the horse and cart. And I worked on Wednesday with meself.”’




* * *





In the 1940s came the Second World War, which was a fearful time in the Dolan home. James, the eldest, had flown the nest and joined the airforce in England. His sister, Dympna, had followed to become a nurse in Coventry, where she would experience, at first hand, the terrible casualities of warfare during the bombing of that city. Ellen and Paddy lived with the constant worry that James and Dympna were in real danger during this time of conflict, and they were always remembered in the nightly prayers.


During the war, and for a period afterwards, food was rationed in the country’s shops. Butter and sugar, in particular, became much sought-after luxuries. Ellen Dolan would make the trip into Lipton’s grocery shop in Mullingar with her ration coupons in her handbag and young Joe by her side. In the store, a two-foot-square slab of fresh butter was produced from behind the counter. From this, the shopkeeper cut and weighed out two-and-a-quarter pounds, which was Ellen’s allocation for her family under the rationing scheme. The shop attendant moulded the butter into shape, slapping it between two wooden paddles.


‘Give that a good whacking and make sure you squeeze all the water out of it,’ Ellen insisted. ‘It’s butter I want, not water.’


The rationing of sugar created a war of a different kind among the Dolan siblings. Every one of them lived for the daily treat of bread and butter with a coating of sugar. This was regarded as a feast fit for a king. To ensure that every family member received their fair share, Ellen had devised her own scheme of sugar rationing among her offspring. Each one had his or her own jar, into which she divided the sugar in equal measures. It was then the responsibility of every individual child and teenager in the house to use their sugar sparingly until the next ration was due at the grocery store in town.


It had seemed like a fair and ingenious method of avoiding conflict in the home. But the best-laid plans often backfire, particularly when there are mischievous children involved. Ellen had not legislated for the deviousness of her little clan. Under the cover of darkness, shadowy figures regularly moved swiftly in the night, topping up their dwindling sugar supply by raiding the jars of their sleeping brothers. This inevitably led to rows at breakfast time.


‘Mammy, my sugar is all gone,’ Joe wailed.


‘What am I going to do with the lot of you?’ Ellen would sigh, shaking her head, exasperated as the bickering erupted.


Running wild as young children in the midlands during that era, Joe and Ben had little idea of the carnage that was happening out in the dark world, apart from one incident.


Ben recalls: ‘I do remember there was a lot of talk in the house about a Kiernan man from Patrick Street in the town who was lost. He was a fighter pilot and we heard that he had been shot down. It made a big impact in our house because we knew the family.’


The end of the war was greeted with a huge sense of relief in the Dolan family. Their prayers had been answered. James and Dympna had survived unscathed.
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