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“The folk, the masses of people, possess a culture and a history well worthy of study.”


(Richard M. Dorson in Oral History: An Interdisciplinary Anthology, 1984)


 


 


“Narrative is ageless. The impulse to tell a story and the need to listen to it have made narrative the natural companion of man throughout the history of civilisation.”


(Linda Degh in Folklore and Folklife, 1972)


Dubliners are renowned connoisseurs of savoury narrative. They are addicted to talk, gifted at storytelling, always appreciative of a lively or fascinating tale. Indeed, there is a long tradition of rich verbal expression and oral history in Dublin with one generation—around the dinner table, in front of the hearth, ensconced in the local pub—instinctively passing down to the next its treasury of life experiences, family heritage, customs and folkways. Listeners were attentive and often enraptured by vivid accounts, more captivating than clinical written records, of earlier life and historical events. Thus, in the age before radio and television, narrators and storytellers provided profoundly satisfying entertainment as well as imparting historical knowledge. This form of intimate oral transmission flowed naturally within most families and enriched each individual who, in turn, carried it down to his or her descendants. In his Autobiography, W. B. Yeats cites the “poignant memory” of his mother passing down stories and oral family history to him and his sisters—“She would spend hours telling stories … she had a great depth of feeling.”1


This valuable oral tradition survived well into the first half of this century. Historically and emotionally it linked one generation to another and created a strong sense of family origins, pride and continuity. This is exemplified by Tom Byrne, 80, one of nine children who grew up along the docks in a seafaring family. His father was an adventurous seaman and his grandfather the skipper of a sailing schooner. When they returned from long voyages to exotic places they would regale young Tom and his siblings with colourful tales:


“When they went away it’d be eighteen months or two years. A long trip, maybe off to Calcutta, Bombay, Oregon, Australia. When they’d come back they’d be sitting around and as kids me father’d start telling us stories. And they were really very good storytellers. They seemed to have good retention and they could paint sort of a mental picture for you. So I suppose in that way I might have inherited a little of that.”


Today Tom Byrne is well known as one of Dublin’s natural storytellers and an archetypal oral traditionalist. He is also one of a vanishing breed of “old-timers” who constitute an invaluable repository of original oral folk history and urban lore. The personal histories of such “common folk”, often as historically significant as they are individually interesting, lamentably tend to go unrecorded for future generations. As the twentieth century wearily sets over Dublin’s venerable cityscape many a unique species of Dubliner will soon be extinct—the likes of shipwrights, tram drivers, stevedores, hatters, lamplighters, factory workers, coopers, railway steam engine drivers, “pirate” busmen, World War II soldiers, daring fire brigade men, heroic rescue workers in the wake of the 1941 German bombing and countless others. Common folk all—but often with uncommon life experiences well worthy of being recorded and preserved for posterity.


Both the oral tradition and social environment in which it flourished are fast fading and the reality looms that these stories will one day be lost for ever. Most of the storytellers are now aged between 70 and 95 years and their days are numbered. Yet, many possess a remarkable memory bank, a keen clarity of mind and great descriptive powers. In the early 1990s Bertie Ahern, TD and Minister for Finance, publicly recognised the value of this oral heritage when he proclaimed that Dublin is a “store-house of history and lore” in which “ordinary, decent people in the inner-city heartland” still retain a strong “folk memory” that should be tapped before it vanishes.2 Regrettably, most do not have the inclination or literary skills to chronicle their own memoirs. Thus, as E. Estyn Evans contends in Irish Folk Ways to capture this “living past” one cannot rely on traditional historical archival methodology.3 It can only be gathered and preserved through the oral historical approach before it perishes with the informants. This task is challenging and immensely rewarding, for as seasoned oral folk historians continually discover:


“The old survivors are walking books.”4


THE NATURE OF ORAL FOLK HISTORY
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“Memory is the treasury and guardian of all things.”


(Cicero)


Oral history may be defined as “primary source material obtained by recording spoken words—generally by means of planned, tape-recorded interviews—of persons deemed to harbour hitherto unavailable information worth preserving”.5 This includes “reminiscences, accounts and interpretations of events from the past which are of historical significance”.6 It is a relatively new branch of historical research, born of Colombia University’s pioneering oral history programme in the late 1940s which coincided with the invention of the tape recorder. Initially, large cumbersome reel-type machines were used, followed by the advent of small portable cassette recorders which greatly facilitated the taping process. The original purpose of oral history was to record the memories of famous people such as political figures and business barons. From the outset, oral history proved to have “certain advantages over the written record”.7 It provided freshness, candour, clear verification of the source and the opportunity to clarify subject matter through verbal re-examination and direct questioning. Thus, recorded reminiscences of presidents, prime ministers and military leaders were a valuable supplement to the often staid archival records. Hoffman even contends that “when undertaken in the most professional way, oral histories may be superior to many written records”, noting that “archives are replete with self-serving documents, with edited and doctored diaries and memoranda written ‘for the record’”.8


The evolution of oral history from the focus on elitist types to ordinary people occurred largely in the 1960s as oral historians began to explore the realm of folklorists working with country and small-town folk in such settings as Appalachia. They found that farmers, ranchers and miners retained a strong oral tradition with their own unique body of history, customs and lore. Initially, some folklorists were wary of the interlopers. However, as Harvard-educated folklorist and historian Richard Dorson explains, the “inherent kinship and harmony between oral history and folklore” soon became recognised as “the old rigid polarisation between history, as scrupulously documented fact, and folklore, as unverified rumour—often equated with myth and legend—was beginning to break down”.9 Gradually, a new academic discipline known as “oral folk history” emerged from the synthesis, or as Danielson more poetically puts it, the happy “courtship of folklore and oral history”.10 Oral folk history became an “accepted literary genre” based upon the realisation that ordinary people, or “common folk”, possess their own culture, lifeways and experiences worth recording and preserving.11 This created a “new kind of history—a history not of captains, kings and presidents but of farmers, workers, immigrants and the like”.12 Evans, having studied the folkways of the rural Irish for decades, concluded that ordinary people in home, field and workplace “have done more to shape our instincts and thoughts than the trampling of armies or the wrangling of kings which fill the documents from which history is written”.13


Oral folk historians at first concentrated on the rural realm, restricting the term “folk” to inhabitants of farms, villages and small towns. But as some innovative oral historians began casting a wider net, they turned their attention to urban populations which they called “city folk”. Here they discovered that such types as factory workers, dockers, trade unionists, tradesmen and shopkeepers—like their “country cousins”—embodied their own oral history and urban folkways. But as Dundes explained back in the 1960s some traditional folklorists initially eschewed the notion of “city folk”, regarding it as a contradiction of terms:14


“Some folklorists mistakenly identify the ‘folk’ with peasant or rural groups. If one were to accept this narrow conception of folk, then by definition one would have to conclude that city dwellers were not folk and hence could have no folklore.”


Once urban oral history began to appear in print most academic sceptics conceded the legitimacy and value of the research findings. As Messenger confirms, by the 1980s folklorists and oral historians were “no longer bound by narrow concepts of who and what constituted ‘folk’”, contending that the “traditions of city folk” were just as complex and rich as those of their rural counterparts.15 This expansion of both terrain and social types allowed oral historians to record the “rich ability of people in all walks of life to express themselves”;16 whereas, previously, most traditional archival historians had “no interest in the point of view of the labourer” and summarily dismissed the “life experiences of women” as irrelevant.17 But when oral historians broaden their scope the “life experiences of people of all kinds can be used as raw material and a new dimension is given to history”.18 This nascent documentation of the “unofficial, unnoticed lives of ordinary people” is what some practitioners like to call “grass roots” or “real world” history.19 Most importantly, proclaims Thompson, this form of original oral narrative research serves to truly democratise history by finally giving expression to common and generally forgotten folk.20


Oral folk history can significantly supplement and clarify (even correct) the standard written record by documenting the participatory experiences of ordinary people in historical circumstances or events. This book is replete with powerful case studies. For example, in Bernard Share’s excellent The Emergency: Neutral Ireland 1939–45, a definitive work on the wartime period, there is only scant mention of two dramatic historic events—the 31 May 1941 German bombing in the heart of the city, and the bold dispatching of Dublin fire brigades to blazing Belfast a month earlier. Share expresses that “Dublin was to suffer” from the four bombs dropped that clear night, citing the official record of twenty-seven people killed, forty-five wounded, twenty-five houses completely destroyed and another three hundred rendered unfit for human habitation.21 Surely few historic events in this century had a more personally traumatic impact on common Dubliners than this disaster. Yet, official documents and historians’ references to this tragedy fail to provide a genuine feeling and understanding of the suffering and anguish experienced by city folk on that fateful night. Here is precisely where oral testimony can offer poignant insight to a historic event. Alec King, 85, was one of the first Rescue and Demolition Officers on the grisly North Strand scene, literally minutes after the bomb exploded. His vividly detailed description of destruction, human reaction and rescue efforts over the next sixty frantic hours provides a unique and most authentic account:


“We were the first squad to arrive. And to see it … devastation! The whole scene is still embedded in my brain … gaping floors, empty beds. There was nothing left. We had all sorts of equipment but we discovered we could only use what God gave us, our hands. We found people cut, bruised, their limbs missing. Our own squad that night collected eleven or twelve people, dead or alive or maimed. I got the head out of a woman with long black hair. The neck was severed from the body. Completely! Her eyes were wide open, staring at me … as if to say, ‘What have you done with me?’ We discovered the body and I took the shoulders and open neck and we started to the stretcher and all the blood in the carcass—it was hot and sticky—it flowed out on me. All over me. I worked for sixty plus hours, never had a break. My fingernails were gone, nothing but red pussy sores and I was cut and bruised all over the place. It’s all photographed on the brain—31 May 1941. A week later the men, we met for the first time and had tea … and some of us cried.”


Only through oral testimony could such human emotion and detail emerge. Furthermore, his body count conducted on the scene contradicts the official total. He contends: “I reckoned that thirty-nine people that night were killed. Some said it was only twenty-eight, but I have it on good authority that it was thirty-nine. I have proof of it.”


Referring to a similar wartime episode, Share writes about “de Valera’s dispatch of the Dublin fire brigades northwards at the time of the 1941 Belfast bombings at some considerable risk to his neutrality policy”.22 But, again, these few lines tell us nothing about the dramatic event itself. The few surviving participants remain our most reliable source of historical information. Jack Conroy, 78, was one of the heroic band of fire-fighters who volunteered to race to the aid of their Belfast brethren during the German blitz of April 1941:


“Now Belfast, they were bombed, blitzed completely. They weren’t able to control it. We were pulled out of bed at half six in the morning from Buckingham [Street] station. They called for volunteers and single men. So we made up a crew of five of us and we went to Belfast. And our station officer said to us: ‘Well, you’re going out and God knows when you’ll be back!’ And we accepted that. I was young, 22, there was a spirit of adventure … didn’t know what was facing us. We saw the refugees and cars coming along the roads, all beating south across the border. Fleeing. In the centre of the city we saw all the shop windows shattered. And streets of workers’ cottages flattened, a pile of bricks. Completely flat. Who was underneath them I don’t know … never found out either. Fires were widespread, especially in the flax mills. Our job was putting out what was left. So we went in the flax mills and huge blazes. Terrible heat. The Germans let these incendiary bombs down like hailstones, set fires all over the place and we were walking through them, kicking them out of our way.”


Another illustration of the value of oral verification is that rendered by workers in Dublin’s grim factories early in the century. Labour historians have written much about the city factories and workforce, commonly referring to the “deplorable conditions” under which men and women toiled. But their scholarly analysis is generally devoid of insights to the actual experiences and feelings of the workers themselves. For instance, Dermot Keogh’s book, The Rise of the Irish Working Class, is really more a treatise on unionism, politics and labour leaders than a study of the real working class. Speaking of the appalling conditions in many factories he comments, “the lot of womenfolk was harsh”, but basically only makes reference to their long hours and low wages which scarcely conveys their real hardship.23 By graphic contrast, women in this book who worked in tailoring, soap and biscuit factories back in the 1920s and 1930s fill in the details of how they daily had to cope with unhealthy conditions, dangerous machines, serious accidents, twelve hour work shifts, standing and bending over the entire day, and religious discrimination.


Similarly, in his highly regarded work, Dear, Dirty Dublin, O’Brien asserts that factory workers were “extremely vulnerable to victimisation by employers” and cites the “total neglect of safety and inspection in unsanitary workshops”.24 But there is little documentation of such stressful conditions. Arthur Murphy, 80, worked in Winstanley’s shoe and boot factory from 1933 to 1984, over a half-century. His memories humanise detached accounts of historians:


“Oh, conditions were primitive. The factory was stone walls, whitewashed, and very rough, but no windows. Very dusty, a three or four inch layer of dust on the wooden beams and an inadequate extraction of the dust. Leather dust clogging up your lungs. Oh, I finished up with acute bronchitis and many men came out of it with the same complaint. And the noise from the presses cutting out the leather was unbearable. And it was one of the more risky jobs. Most of them had fingers missing, or bits of fingers. It was accepted. Fear of being sacked. People were afraid to express it. And the management and office staff was all Protestant, wouldn’t oblige a Catholic in the office. We sort of accepted our lot.”


Such “real world” personal testimony illustrates how oral folk history both supplements and enlivens the conventional written record.


DECLINE OF THE ORAL TRADITION
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“Party pieces were part of the oral tradition.”


(Pete St John, Jaysus Wept!, 1984)


“A human voice, fresh, personal, particular, always brings the past into the present with extraordinary immediacy. The words breathe life into history.”


(Paul Thompson in Oral History: An Interdisciplinary Anthology, 1984)


In times past, people customarily kept detailed journals or diaries and wrote lengthy correspondence. Such personal written records comprised a wealth of primary source material for historians. But with the invention of the telephone, improved transportation links and the accelerated pace of modern life, the leisurely practice of putting pen to paper to express thoughts and register experiences declined sharply. As a consequence, the simple art of conversation became more important as a means of transmitting and retaining history within families. There was a strong tradition in most Dublin families of elders passing down information by spoken word. O’Keefe, in her book, Down Cobbled Streets: A Liberties Childhood, tells how “my mother liked to talk about her schooldays” and “old-fashioned cures were handed down from grandparents”.25 Back then narration was a natural and pleasant way of passing the time. Similarly, in Cowslips and Chainies: A Memoir of Dublin in the 1930s, Crowley fondly recalls sitting mesmerised on her mother’s or aunt’s lap “taking in every word” as they told her lengthy stories about things that had happened in the family long ago.26 This is how she learned about her roots and came to be a gifted storyteller herself. This oral tradition flourished well into mid-century in most homes.


It was also an old Dublin custom at family gatherings for adults, and particularly elders, to “tell tales” about past family figures and events. At family parties—or outright hooleys—everyone was expected to make some contribution in the form of music, song or narration. Narratives could be stories, poems, recitations, observations, witticisms or accounts of interesting personal experiences. All formed part of the family’s unwritten heritage. Somewhat wistfully, Pete St John recalls how this “art of expression” thrived within families during his childhood and “party pieces” were a vital part of the oral tradition:27


“Every adult in the family was fully expected to have one … in short, once you were over 18 you better have some feckin’ act that you were ready to do, drunk or sober, on call, anytime in all places. A family party called for everyone to do their bit. The party piece was a special kind of recognition … these party pieces were personal … worthy of their personal history.”


But with the appearance of radio, television, videos and computers the oral tradition in home and pub has declined precipitously. Furthermore, it is no longer so common in Dublin for three generations to live under the same roof communicating intimately on a daily basis. Increasingly, each generation tends to exist within its own social milieu, with ever diminishing verbal interaction within the family unit. Today family members are often so scattered across Dublin that they no longer see each other with the same degree of frequency. Thus, the familiar social environment which was so conducive to oral historical expression has deteriorated. Simply put, meaningful and substantive personal communication both within families and among friends is no longer the common form of intimate social interaction it was in a more leisurely and reflective age.


Many older Dubliners cite television as the major culprit in this decline. Mary Bolton, 78, of Stoneybatter, one of the city’s oldest neighbourhoods, laments on how her home was always jammed with family and friends talking and sharing life and feelings: “People got more out of life then. But when television came in the whole body seemed to go out of it. It changed the whole atmosphere. Television was the ruination of the world.” Television even invaded the local pub, long a bastion of the conversational art. Old-timers now grouse that they can no longer chat with cronies over the noise of the “infernal picture box” blaring above their heads. As Joe Cox, 75, opines: “TV has ruined conversation. Today it’s ‘Come in, sit down, and shut up.’ Conversation is gone … and they shouldn’t have it in the pub at all.” To many, television is the curse which dealt the death blow to traditional conversation and oral history in Dublin family life.


Today the heartfelt lament of many elderly people is that “Nobody cares, nobody listens.” This accentuates their sense of loneliness and isolation. Virtually all the individuals featured in this book expressed sadness and sometimes bewilderment that their children and grandchildren now exhibit little or no interest in hearing about their life experiences and family roots. Thus, they see themselves as the last link in the long family chain of oral transmission, painfully aware that with their passing much of the family’s verbal heritage will die. The positive aspect of this social situation is that they are now especially eager to share it with an attentive oral historian. It is comforting to them to know that their life stories will be recorded and preserved in written form for future generations. Ironically, quite often when their words finally appear in an oral history book their relatives absolutely marvel at the revelations, commonly blurting, “Why, I had no idea my grandfather had such experiences!”


THE SEARCH FOR SOURCES
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“It is surprising how much oral tradition can be picked up anywhere … one may have the luck to bump into a good informant in a shop, in the pub, on the road … almost anywhere.”


(Donald A. MacDonald in Folklore and Folklife, 1972)


In Ireland the terms “folk”, “lore” and “oral history” are still strongly associated with country life and rural villages. It has only been in the past decade or so that urban oral history and folkways have been recognised as worthy of study and chronicling. Irish “urban folk” are increasingly seen as possessing their own unique oral history and lore similar to that of Appalachian inhabitants or Gaeltacht dwellers. This was acknowledged by Comhairle Bhealoideas Éireann (Folklore of Ireland Council) when they affirmed the “similarity between traditional customs and social attitudes of Gaeltacht people and those of native Dubliners”, hence noting the “importance and urgency of recording the lore and idiom of Dubliners”.28 Dublin is especially fertile ground for the extraction of rich oral folk history because in such old neighbourhoods as the Liberties, Stoneybatter, Ringsend and the Northside the oral tradition, customs and lore have been preserved by the large elderly population. These surviving Dubliners, born and reared early in the century, now constitute an invaluable repository of oral folk history. Old tradesmen, factory workers, cinema ushers, hotel concierges, all have their own fascinating tales to tell.


The challenge is to “track down” members of the “old crowd”, as they are affectionately known. As Brewer explains in The Royal Constabulary: An Oral History, it is both important and urgent to seek out this “small number of survivors whose life experiences will be lost to future generations once they pass from the scene”.29 In this search the oral historian is akin to an explorer. MacDonald likens him to a hunter or prospector;30 or as Starr adventurously puts it, oral historians are “modern muses armed with tape recorders in quest of first-hand knowledge that would otherwise decay”.31 Indeed, one must be curious, imaginative, persistent and possess good exploratory instincts. Over my twenty-five summers of field research in old inner-Dublin neighbourhoods I have made countless friends and established a sort of “bush telegraph” in terms of gaining information and leads to good potential oral history sources. However, this task has been made considerably more difficult in recent years by urban renewal schemes which have demolished old neighbourhoods and transplanted their occupants to scattered suburban housing estates. As a consequence, many native inner-city folk have severed their ties with their home turf and faded into the larger urban fabric. Fortunately, many men are accustomed to returning on weekends to their old local pub where they can be contacted. Women, too, often make excursions back into the old areas for purposes of shopping or social visitation. And, of course, there is always the element of happy serendipity in the search, when one finds by pure good luck an excellent informant along the path or in a pub.


Once contact is made the oral historian must assess the potential of the informant and immediately endeavour to create a bond of trust. The inquisitive academic is often initially viewed with a healthy degree of suspicion as to motives. The most common hesitation—or overt resistance—on the part of prospective informants is the query, “Now why would you have any interest in talking with me? I’ve nothing special to tell you.” It is precisely at this tentative moment that the oral historian must try and establish an identity link with the interviewee. This “cultural likeness” association, as Gluck calls it, becomes crucial to future success.32 As she explains, “cultural likeness can greatly promote trust and openness, whereas dissimilarity reinforces cultural and social distance.”33 A bond of trust and easy rapport allows the oral historian to explain his honourable objectives and is vital to the flow of honest conversation. Conrad M. Arensberg in his classic, The Irish Countryman, tells what a daunting challenge it was for him to plumb the heart of Irish folk society as an “inquisitive, even importunate, stranger in a foreign land, seeking out intimacies and sanctities scarcely acknowledged among friends and fellow countrymen”.34 He found himself “utterly dependent upon the hospitable good nature and the intelligent understanding of the people among whom I worked”.35


Dublin city folk are no less wary than their country counterparts. But in researching this book over a period of three summers I had many advantages over Arensberg’s plight. That I am Irish-American possessing a pure Irish name, Roman Catholic, educated by the clergy, have spent twenty-five summers in inner Dublin working among the plain people and have written six books on the city, served to facilitate the creation of mutual identity and trust. But, like Arensberg, I was ultimately dependent upon the good nature, kindness and remarkable verbal gifts of Dublin’s “natives”.


Because many informants are well advanced in years there is always a sense of urgency to conduct taped interviews as soon as possible. It commonly happens that an individual passes away shortly before or after the scheduled interview. A typical example was that of Bobby Walsh, 85, Dublin’s oldest surviving cattle drover, whose oral history in Stoneybatter: Dublin’s Inner Urban Village provided an original account of a “lowly” drover’s life early in this century. Confessed Walsh:36


“It was a rough life. You’d no money. It was all pennies and coppers … you were half starved. The old drovers now, they’re all dead and gone. I’m the oldest drover still alive. Oh, God, I don’t think I’ll live much longer.”


He died three weeks after speaking the prophetic words—and thus never saw his story in print.


THE “ART” OF TAPING ORAL HISTORY
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“Empathy is extremely important in oral history.”


(Ramon Harris, The Practice of Oral History, 1975)


When conducted in its highest form by a skilled practitioner, Hoffman regards the recording of oral history as an “art”.37 Surely, there is no form of historical research more challenging and rewarding—or emotional. I usually met with respondents in their home or local pub, the settings in which they were most comfortable. This was most conducive to the natural flow of conversation and reflection. Taping sessions typically lasted from two to four hours. Some individuals were revisited to expand on salient points or clarify a dangling theme. Their lengthy narratives, some running to fifty typed pages, were condensed and arranged topically and sequentially for literary cohesion. But their original vernacular and intonations were not tampered with in any manner, for an informant’s words “may be idiosyncratically phrased but all the more expressive for that”.38 Indeed, no novelist could duplicate the purity of their speech and expressions.


The oral historian cautiously probes the mind and memory of respondents with all the sense of wonder and expectation with which an archaeologist meticulously unearths a precious dig site. Promising prospects can prove to be fascinating discoveries or disappointing vacuums. The process is highly exploratory, replete with grand revelations, drama and often intensely emotional moments. As Gluck affirms, the “oral history interview is a human interaction and the same kind of warm human responses expected in other interactions should govern our behaviour”.39 Thus, empathy, patience and sensitivity are vital requisites. The oral historian must always retain a delicate balance of objectivity and sensitivity in response to every human emotion from sadness to joy to anger. Oral testimonies are filled with poignant accounts of hardship, suffering, heartbreak, tragedy and despair as well as unbounded joy, earthy wit and humour. Commonly, a person will be reduced to tears when recounting painful episodes such as a serious illness, loss of loved ones, abusive treatment or loneliness. For many elderly persons, sharing their innermost feelings is visibly therapeutic as they realise a sense of “release” in having revealed to another person long-held experiences and emotions. After a long and emotionally wrenching taping session both interviewer and respondent can feel quite fatigued.


Several examples serve to illustrate the range of human emotions expressed in oral testimonies. Willie Murphy, 87, of Ringsend tells of his fear and hatred of the dreaded Black and Tans early in the century:


“I had dealings with the Black and Tans. Bastards they were! One of them chased me down Pearse Street but I run and he couldn’t fire into the crowd. When they’d get whiskey it was terrible. Oh, they went mad altogether. Oh, they were the scum of England. They were murderers, rapists.”


Docker Martin Mitten, 82, who knew James Larkin, remembers the deep feelings and actions of the hungry dock workers toward the detested scabs who took their jobs during the strike of 1925:


“Now that was a bitter strike. Ah, brothers split over that. They brought men up from Wicklow and employed them on the docks. They was known as ‘scabs’. I seen me mother and all the women in the big [tenement] houses throwing scalding water down on top of the scabs. And some of the older fellas was running alongside the scabs’ carts in Townsend Street with whips lashing the horses to make them jump up. Then detectives came down and firing shots in the air to stop the people from attacking the scabs, to stop the scabs from getting bashed … murdered. Oh, that went on for years afterwards, that bitterness.”


Oral history sometimes penetrates the very heart and mind. At age 95, Frank Wearen’s life has nearly spanned the entire century as he personally knew Maud Gonne and Countess Markievicz. As a teenager he joined the IRA, carried a revolver, engaged in raids against the British, was imprisoned and endured an excruciatingly painful twenty-seven day hunger strike in Mountjoy Prison. He recalls the physical and psychological horrors of the experience:


“I had headaches, dreadful headaches. And if you had bad teeth that was the first thing that deteriorated. You got no end of pain. Get up in the middle of the night roaring and bawling, ‘Oh, doctor, get a pair of pliers and pull it out!’ You’d be that frantic. But I’ll tell you what was terrible worse. You were dreaming every night only of fancy food … cake shops, ice cream, fish and chips. And you’d wake up roaring and bawling. A hell it was, a hell on earth. It was pandemonium … Jesus, it was dreadful. And there was big strong men there and they lost their mind. They went delirious. I was determined to either come out on me feet or come out dead.”


Some narratives express great love and compassion, such as that of John McCormack, a powerful former light-heavyweight Irish boxing champion. His father, “Spike”, a notorious street fighter and boxing champion himself, was one of the most legendary Dublin figures in this century. He was famed and loved not only for his fighting feats but also for his role as hero of the downtrodden, idol for hordes of street urchins and acts of generosity to the poor. Upon Spike’s death, Evening Press journalist Adrian McLoughlin hailed him as a genuine Dublin “folk hero” of the common people.40 Yet, outside of newspaper articles about his boxing matches, virtually nothing has been recorded about his extraordinary life and role. But through his son’s poignant narrative—the longest in this book—Spike comes to life again in the old cobblestoned streets. Sitting before the tape recorder like a gentle giant, John recounts his father’s bloody brawls along Gardiner Street and speaks in tender tones about the love and compassion he felt for his “Da”:


“He was bred to fight. He had this fighting spirit. The man was a pit bull! Oh, could he fight! But a gentleman. Oh, he was a lovely person, in every way … his nature. I loved my father … I idolised my father. He died at home. We got him some brandy cause his mouth was dry and his tongue felt three or four times its normal size, cause of the radiation and morphine he was taking. It eased the burning sensation in him. He wasn’t short of brandy that night he died. And you know the way they hallucinate? I’ll never forget this. He dozed off and woke up again and says to me, ‘Am I still Spike?’ And I says, ‘Yeah, dad, of course you are.’ It was a shock. Like, for me, to think that he didn’t know who he was. That morning he died … and then when he’s gone it hits you. I loved my father. Older people still say today, ‘Oh, you’re Spike’s son.’ … I’m young Spike.”


Contrasting with oral testimonies which express sadness or anger are those which are delightfully light hearted, joyful, even hilarious, as when Charles Webb, head porter at Trinity College, shares his recollections of the high jinks of mischievous students some four decades ago; or Shelbourne Hotel concierge Jimmy Dixon’s humorous description of guests Laurel and Hardy. No less amusing are Savoy Cinema usher Herbie Donnelly’s stories of personally meeting the great film stars of the day, such as Gene Autry, Judy Garland, Bob Hope, Gracie Fields, Danny Kaye and his favourite, James Cagney, who spoke and strutted “exactly like he did on the screen”. Oral history, indeed, includes the full range of human emotions.


CHRONICLES OF A VANISHING BREED
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“Oral historians are haunted by the obituary page. Every death represents the loss of a potential narrator and thus an absolute diminution of society’s collective historical memory.”


(Cullom Davis, Oral History: From Tape to Type, 1977)


The individuals chronicled in this book are true survivors, a vanishing breed of real Dubliners from bygone days. As preservers of the oral tradition their generation is the last link with family heritage and Dublin oral history and lore. Collectively, they represent a colourful collage of Dublin life earlier in the century. Their diversity runs the gamut from butcher, barber, undertaker, cutler and grave digger to railway man, tobacconist, seaman, soldier, legendary fortune teller and wartime hero. Yet all are common folk embodying values, lifeways and customs which have largely disappeared from the Dublin scene. All were selected for their significant personal or historical life experiences and narrative abilities.


Even such perceived “lowly” types as chimney sweep or grave digger reveal a proud heritage in their trade as they describe its origins, techniques, tools and lore. They also explain old customs and practices now extinct, which need to be set down for the historical record. At first glance, some types might appear decidedly uninteresting and insignificant. For example, a barber’s life and trade might seem unworthy of historical documentation. But back in the 1920s barbering in Dublin demanded a rigorous five year apprenticeship and involved using instruments and treatments long obsolete which would likely fascinate people today. Only by recording the few surviving barbers who three-quarters of a century ago used mud packs, hair singeing devices and hair restoration treatments can we preserve such practices. Similarly, David O’Donnell, 76, one of Dublin’s last coopers, tells of an old custom he learned from his father after a long day working with rough wooden casks:


“Your hands would crack like a horse’s foot. At the end of the day they’d be just solid welts. I’d get a crack down along here and it would be quite deep and I often stitched it up with a piece of thread when it would become really open. It was like leather. Then when I came home I’d put tallow on my hands. I’d do it in front of the fire because that’s what my father used to do.”


Chimney sweep James Rooney can trace the ancient trade in his family back to 1834. Through the strong oral tradition in his family he learned from those before him about the “old days” when sweeps would literally buy small children from orphanages and force them to climb up dangerous chimneys, sometimes getting stuck or burned to death:


“They used to sell children out of the orphanages and they’d beat them up the chimneys to clean them. Oh, made to go up into the chimney. Get the children small and made to climb up, with their feet. It must have been awful altogether.”


Some individuals link us to an even more distant past. John Read Cowle, 90, is the last genuine cutler in the city and proprietor of Dublin’s oldest surviving shop dating back to 1670 when his family began by making swords. Leslie Taylor is the master bell ringer at Christ Church Cathedral which was built nearly a thousand years ago. He proudly relates the heritage within the stone belfry:


“This place exudes history! This is the tradition. Some people go on ringing till they’re 80 or more. The ancient tradition is a serious business. We ringers of Christ Church are the upholders in our time of a beautiful tradition of ringing great and noble bells, bells whose sound can send ripples up the spine. I’m one of the people who have serviced the cathedral in some way since its foundation in 1038. I’m part of the bells. We’re the successors. I’d like to die in the belfry … when I’m ringing.”


Sometimes the spoken word can almost put us in personal contact with past famous figures. Herbert Pembrey, 87, is the proprietor of Greene’s bookshop, a literary institution to Dublin bibliophiles. He began working in the shop for his father as a young man and exchanged pleasantries with the literary luminaries of the day:


“I came here on 12 March 1928 and I’ve been coming in ever since. In those days we were mostly a lending library. We had six [outdoor] stands then with books ranging from a penny to a shilling. Oh, books were treasured in those days. It was a browser’s paradise! We had W. B. Yeats and George Russell, A. E., and Jack B. Yeats. Very often they’d come in. You’d make chat with them. Oh, I knew them well. W. B. was a great man. He’d drop in for a chat. And Samuel Beckett often came over but he was never a very friendly fellow. He was very quiet, a bit eccentric.”


His nonchalant tone in recounting conversation with Yeats, Oliver St John Gogarty or Brendan Behan almost puts the listener beside the little bookshop counter seventy years ago.


A number of oral testimonies are historically valuable for revealing unrecorded folklore or for providing behind-the-scenes accounts of important events. For nearly a century it has been part of the folklore of old railway men how some of the steam engine drivers used to smuggle arms for the IRA to different parts of the country at great risk. But the details of such smuggling exploits have never been recorded. Since they are today held only in the memory of very few men they are in danger of being lost. Paddy Whelan, 85, a railway steam engine driver like his father before him, provides a unique detailed description:


“My father used to carry guns down to different places from Dublin for the IRA. They’d be brought to the [locomotive] shed in Inchicore at night by some of the IRA fellas. Or maybe they’d have girls bring them in. They’d be in, like, plastic bags and a big long lump of string tied out and a cork on top. And it’d be dropped down into the water tank of the engine. Now on several occasions the Black and Tans searched my father’s engine. They shovelled the coal off it, done everything looking for guns. And when they got to Cork or wherever, they filled up the tank and put their hand in till they got a bit of cork—cause the cork would float on the top of the water. Pulled up the cork and they had their guns!”


A last example is that of the “behind-the-barricades” oral historical exposé of the famous media-dubbed “Battle of Hume Street” in 1969. Over the past third of a century much folklore had built up around this impassioned spectacle in the streets of Dublin. But apart from the external articles written by journalists covering the event, no detailed “inside” account has ever been recorded. Urban activist and preservationist Deirdre Kelly played a major role in the dramatic struggle. She was one of a group of idealistic college students who occupied threatened old Georgian buildings for nearly six months during which (at considerable physical risk and some harm) they battled greedy developers and hired thugs. Her explicit narrative of the strategies and emotions of the participants provides a valuable historical chronicle of the event.


From the aforementioned oral history examples it should be apparent that such meticulously documented factual information is not likely to be found in library archives. These vivid personal testimonies not only significantly supplement and clarify existing records but profoundly authenticate and humanise historical circumstances and events. Only through the oral historical process of tape recording survivors can such original information be preserved for posterity.


“Alas, we cannot interview tombstones.”41
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Calls to Duty and Destiny
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ALEC KING—WORLD WAR II RESCUE AND DEMOLITION OFFICER, AGE 85
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Having endured terrible physical pain early in his life, as well as witnessing his father’s long agony from a war wound, he was imbued with a great sense of empathy for the suffering of others. Thus, he volunteered to become a Rescue and Demolition Officer and was one of the first men on the horrifying North Strand scene when the German bomb exploded on 31 May 1941. His heroism saved lives and inspired those around him. He recounts the tragic event in gripping detail.


“Iwas born in 1912 and my father came out of the [British] army in 1917 and he was dying from mustard gas. But now in 1933 I had a brain operation and my father looked after me. My mother wouldn’t come near either of us. I don’t know why. My sister came along when I was 6 and I was just pushed out in the cold. There was no love, no nurturing, no nothing at all. She was cold. But I was very close to my father. He thought the world of me. But I was dying. I had a night to live. And I used to go unconscious and my face was all crooked and I was in terrible pain. I knew nobody and I ate nothing and I dropped down to about five stone and there was nothing left of me. And the doctor said to my father standing at the end of the bed, ‘I can do nothing for him. He’ll have a night to live and he’ll be dead in the morning.’ And I don’t know whether the Lord helped me or what but I just sat up! And the two of them looked at each other.


“So the doctor started the operation on me at ten minutes to six at night and finished at twenty minutes to two in the morning. It was hammer and chisel on part of my skull. It was that serious. Two nurses collapsed in the operating theatre at the operation … it was so horrible. The doctor was stripped to the waist with just a mask on his face and a hammer and chisel and saw. It was only touch and go. But I came to and survived … don’t know how. I could have been brain damaged for life. Oh, it was a miracle. And in those days they had ether and it used to burn the face off you, and when I was coming to I saw what I thought was heaven … I was dead. If you can imagine an avenue of green grass with lovely beech trees in early morning, soft beech leaves, and right at the very end the sun was shining and there was a shimmer on the lake and the dew in the morning was rising. And I thought I was in heaven. To me, it was heaven. And there was a nurse beside me swabbing my face where the ether had been with ice cold water on my forehead and this was the lovely spring feeling … I can still feel it.


“And then my father died in 1934. He had seventeen years of agony, struggling to keep alive. His lungs were burned away by the mustard gas and I’ve never seen a person screaming his heart out like that. Oh, it was unbelievable. He dropped down from eleven and a half stone to five stone. There was literally nothing left of him. He was home all the time and I did everything for my father. When he was in bed dying I did the cooking for him. I’d get him his cigarettes and when he was in really bad pain I’d pop down and get him a drop of the hard stuff, a drop of whiskey, to help him. I’d do anything under the sun for him. And when my father died she never saw him. Didn’t even see him in the coffin. She showed no emotion. It was like an iceman. Oh, my mother was callous … callous to the last.


“In 1939 I was living in Milltown and I was asked by the firm I was working for, Crampton’s the builders, to join the ARP—that was the Air Raid Precautions—and to go to the anti-gas school and learn about these gases if an air raid came. It took five months and you had a great big heavy gas mask on you and you were climbing over bushes and ditches and doing daft things really. But I was made a Chief Air Raid Warden and I had the Ranelagh district. Had to notify everybody to keep indoors and the windows had to be sealed in case we got gassed by the Germans or the British—or the Americans. Anyway, one day I got word that ‘you’ve been taken from the ARP and you’re to start with the Rescue and Demolition in Number 6 Area’, which was down in Ballsbridge. So I had to go down to the Rescue and Demolition and teach them all the gas routine that I’d learned. And then I became Chief Rescue and Demolition Officer. I had eighty men underneath me. We were all volunteers. We had a blue helmet with ‘R & D’ on the front of it, a type of boiler suit, and wellington boots and an axe—I still have it. I’d meet with my men in Crampton’s stockyard beside the Dodder river and we had permission to use anything we wanted for rescue and demolition work. We could use planks and ladders and crowbars, welding equipment, all this sort of stuff. And lorries.


“Now before the bomb fell I had a sixth sense. I’ve had it all my life. It just gives you the shivers. And I had this on 31 May 1941. I came home from Crampton’s and had my dinner and went out in the garden and started to dig around for the spring, sew seeds and plant things. And about half eleven my wife went up to bed but I just couldn’t settle down … there was something wrong. There was a couple of planes buzzing around and I didn’t know what it was. So I put on my boiler suit and got into my wellington boots and headed off down to the depot. And when I was about 300 yards or so at a crossroads there was a car coming and I stopped to let it go by cause I was on a bike. And at that time there was a terrific ‘Whoof’ in the distance. And I thought, ‘That’s not an ordinary bang. There’s something wrong here.’ And about ten or fifteen seconds later I got a feeling of hot air on the left side of my face. And there was a telephone box across the road and I rung the depot and Tim Conlon was the night watchman and he was all shivering and shaky and he said, ‘I’ve just got a call from headquarters that there’s been a bomb dropped at the North Strand’, and I was to gather all my force together and get there as quick as we could. So I went down and put on my gas mask and my belt with the axe and started to load the lorry and the first eight men that came in I took them. Our lorry driver was supposed to be Ned O’Loughlin that day but he was out on the North Strand when the bomb fell and Ned was fired fifty or sixty yards down the road and he was peppered with glass. And he went ‘queer’. He was a cabbage. He never knew.


“We were the first squad to arrive and there was no organisation at the North Strand and the first thing we met was the LDF, the Local Defence Force. And they wouldn’t let us through! We said we were the Rescue and Demolition. We were on orders to get through and rescue people. ‘Nope. Our orders is that nobody comes through.’ So I went back to the lorry and said, ‘Right, I’ve got four hefty fellas’—and I wasn’t small myself—and we took the heads off the picks and took the pick handles and you talk about hurling! We saw the LDF going half the length of the field! And then Johnny Lawless put his boot to the accelerator of the lorry and we went through like lightning! And we were the first there. And to see it … devastation! I can still see it. It was unbelievable. The whole scene is still embedded in my brain, in my eyesight. I can see the whole scene … gaping floors, beds empty. There was one person who was fired out of the house when the bomb fell, on a mattress, and landed in the convent garden and wasn’t hurt. And her sister in the room was killed. It was unpredictable. But there was nothing left. There were people hanging around that didn’t know what to do with themselves. They were in a daze.


“So we unloaded everything off the lorry and we started working. Where to start we didn’t know. We saw a huge flame away in the distance. It was the whole gas main lit up. And then the gas main went out and we had to use our own acetylene lamps which we had in those days. Now we had all sorts of equipment with us there when we arrived but we discovered that the only thing we could use was what God gave us, our hands. And if you took one brick out you had to watch it that half a ton didn’t fall down on you. It was a feat of unknown engineering. And I was three times stronger than the normal man cause you get a person who has gone ‘bats’, that’s gone mad, they have the strength of three men. You’re not yourself. You felt the strength … adrenaline was up high! A hundred per cent, over a hundred per cent. And you lifted things that you couldn’t have lifted before. I lifted a board of timber eight inches square and fourteen or sixteen feet long. I shifted it about a foot to get into a call or whisper we heard. And I went back there about three days later and no way could I move that block of timber. Impossible!


“We found people who were in pretty bad shape, cut, bruised or part of their limbs missing. Our own squad that night collected, I think, eleven or twelve people, dead or alive or maimed. And this is where the sixth sense came in too. You’d suddenly stop and say, ‘Hush, lads’, and you’d listen. Everybody with their ear to the bricks. And you’d listen for a faint call or a faint cry or a faint whisper, or something. Where it came from you couldn’t tell because one echo would bounce off a wall, off a fireplace, off an upturned bed, and you wouldn’t know where it was and you had to go very gently. I was up on a landing, the first storey, on one of the rickety floors, and I saw in the corner a wicker chair and a big sheet of galvanised iron on the chair. It must have been blown there by the grace of God, because I lifted away the sheet of corrugated iron and in the wicker chair was a lovely little golden-haired child. Now I didn’t know if it was a boy or a girl. And when I lifted the corrugated iron away it sat up and rubbed its eyes and started to cry for somebody. And I picked him up in my arms and I’d say he was around fifteen months old, roughly. And I took him up in my arms with the blankets, cause he was wrapped up for the night in the chair, and I brought him down and some of the people took him from me and said, ‘We’ll look after him, sir.’ He was intact. I can still see him, lovely curly fair hair. And then one man just appeared out of the rubble and dirt and dust and he had no idea who he was, where he was. Nothing! It was unbelievable. He appeared out of nowhere. It was like the Phoenix, like a zombie! It was like one of those things appearing on the horror films you see, that this person just appeared out of the dust like a zombie. And some people recognised him and they brought him away and I didn’t ever know what happened to him. He may have died or he may have been like that for the rest of his life.


“You were always afraid because you never knew when there’d be five or six tons of rubble that could suddenly collapse down on you. But we were working away and I put my hand in and I said to the lads, ‘Quiet! I’ve found hair.’ So we had to do everything then very, very gently, lifting each brick. So eventually I got the head out of a woman with long black hair. The neck was severed from the body, completely, her eyes wide open, staring at me. I can still see her and her eyes staring at me as if to say, ‘What have you done to me?’ And when I eventually got her out there were white tubes hanging out from her neck that must have been her breathing and guts and that sort of thing. Eyes wide open. See, the eyes won’t close unless you put a penny on them when you’re dead. It’s a muscle reaction. So I took this head down to the first-aid people and they put it on a stretcher and I said, ‘Stay where you are, I’ve got to find the rest of her.’ So we started to work away and we discovered the body and we started to lift it out slowly and I took the shoulders and open neck where you could see into the cavity. And the whole body came out then in one piece. A couple of the lads took the legs and we started to go down to the stretcher. And on the way down all the blood that was in the body, in the carcass—it was hot and sticky—it flowed out on top of me. All over me. I can still feel it. I was clammy … oh! But we never thought of washing ourself. That didn’t matter. There was more people in there that we had to get out! And as the night wore on I discovered that the front of my suit was getting terribly heavy and it was all the dirt and filth and dust just hanging on to the blood, and your hands were caking. When you would move your hand the lumps would fall off, with red underneath and black on top. And when we brought that woman out a priest came along, a little man, his name was Father O’Reilly, and he was there on his hands and knees giving her the last rites and he was crying his heart out.


“And you’d see a person [on their knees] praying and you’d take no notice. You’d just think, ‘She’s doing her own little bit.’ And you might even get five or six collected together praying and they’d have the rosary beads out. They were shocked. I don’t think they really realised until a few days later. There were one or two women who went berserk, weeping and wailing, and they were carted away. But other women were really very, very strong. They were super people in North Strand. They were brilliant. They wanted to come and help us rescue people and we just explained to them very quietly, ‘You may not know the art of taking bricks apart. You have not had the training that we have had, and you may kill somebody by accident.’ But the people who were around, we’d hand them out these big baskets about three feet high and two foot across which we put rubble into, slates and bricks. And they’d carry it away and dump it in the middle of the road. In that way they were a great help. I could never thank them enough for all their help. And we were handed tea in a mug or a jam jar and handed sandwiches. We ate them and didn’t know what was in them. Could have been rats, bits of dead dog or horses or humans … you wouldn’t know, you just ate them. To wash down the dirt and filth in your throat. And the tea, it was like a godsend. It was like a Mecca. And as the tea got down to the bottom it got stronger and stronger and you needed a knife and fork to cut it! You could chew it! But anything to get rid of that awful dirt and filth.


“People around there were very sensible, very solid. They stuck together, they were as close-knit families as you ever could find. But I think they were dazed … that a German would drop a bomb on them. Why? We never did anything to the Germans. The German planes had a kind of ‘whoo, whoo, whoo’, a kind of throbbing sound. It would get on your nerves after a while. This particular plane had been flying around Dublin for about an hour and after a while the army anti-aircraft pinpointed him. My own reading of the matter was that he just jettisoned his bomb. He said [to himself], ‘Look, I’ve got to get back, the fuel is going down, good luck’, and he pulled his lever and that was it. He headed out to the sea and got his route going back and he was shot down in the Irish Sea. I got that from some of the British pilots, pilots that I had known in grammar school.


“I worked for sixty-plus hours. I never had a break. Sixty hours. I reckoned that thirty-nine people that night were killed. Some said that it was only twenty-eight but I have it on good authority that it was thirty-nine. I have proof of it. The bomb fell early Saturday morning around about 2.00 and I didn’t get back home till Monday. Mentally, everything was drained out of me. When the Rescue and Demolition squads were done the Corporation workers took over. And when I got home finally the first thing I wanted was a bath, and then to bed. And when I stripped in the bathroom, took off my boiler suit and my underpants, I discovered I had a ring about an inch and a half around my stomach, all raw, and this was from the bugs who couldn’t pass the elastic of my underpants so they decided to eat underneath it. See, the bugs worked up from the legs up and they couldn’t get up under the elastic of my underpants. This all occurred because in the old days they built houses with plaster and horse hair and cow hair and the bugs got in there. And I was covered in blood. My wellington boots were thrown out the window. And when I got into the bath there was a scum thick on the top with bugs, every sort of bug. And I got a big bottle of Jeyes fluid and I lashed the whole lot into the bath and I got in. And the pain around my stomach was something, from the raw flesh and the Jeyes fluid. And I started to push the scum down toward the end of the bath with my hands and when I pulled the stopper out it took a long time to drain away. I had to get a bucket to clear out the bugs. Anyway, then I got the best disinfectant you could get and that was a bottle of whiskey and I poured whiskey over my stomach and by that time I was up around where the electric light was with the pain of it. Then I had a right good feed and I went to bed.


“But then I went back on the Monday afternoon and I saw just that much of a woman’s shoe, just the little pointed toe. And I went to lift this up and I couldn’t get any movement out of it at all. So I started to excavate a bit and I discovered there was a foot in it! And from the foot I discovered there was legs on it. And from the legs I discovered there was a body on it. And three other workers came over and we started excavating and we found a young lady of about 19 called Fitzpatrick and her nose and breasts were sheared off like you would see with an electric carving knife. It must have been a girder or a block of timber that had just come down and severed her. Whether she had been killed by it or just laid there wounded and died eventually I don’t know. One will never know.


“Days later people came from far and near to look at it. Of course, there were reports in the papers all over the place. And when it was all over then I felt sort of sorry that it [the rescue] had to stop … I was so hyped up at the time. I lost my glasses. They were smashed. I lost my watch. It was smashed. And my fingernails were gone, there was nothing but red, pussy sore things. And I was cut and bruised all over the place. But at the time you were numbed to it. That was a minor thing, because you had people in there who were far worse with no arms and no legs, maybe no head, like that woman. You didn’t think about it, you just kept going. It’s all photographed on the brain—31 May 1941. And about a week later after it was all over all the men we met for the first time and had tea … and some of us cried … over what happened. They were great. The only thing I have to show for it is a bit of an old medal they sent out to me, the Department of Defence. Got that three or four years later. No ceremony at all, just sent out to me.”


JACK CONROY—WORLD WAR II FIRE BRIGADE, AGE 78
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In April of 1941 he was rudely roused from his fire station bunk and informed about the German blitz which left Belfast blazing. De Valera wanted to dispatch volunteer Dublin fire brigade men to assist their beleaguered brethren in the North, at considerable risk to his policy of neutrality in the war. At age 22 he responded to the call to duty as he raced north to extinguish fires, clear rubble and save lives. The valorous actions of his band of men went largely unheralded and unrecorded. His precise narrative chronicles this historic event.


“We lived in a little square off Oxmantown Road and there were seven children. My father was in Dublin Corporation and at that time all the streets were paved with these paving stones, setts. It was a trade they served seven years to, as apprentices. Oh, there was an art to it. He worked at that and he was a foreman at 21 years of age. And my father never drank in his life. He lived for two things, his family and his job—nothing else. And he used to laugh and say ‘Arthur Guinness is my best friend’, because the other guys would spend half their day in the pub, so they wouldn’t get a promotion. But he never drank and he was very steady, very industrious and very conscientious. When he retired after fifty-odd years in it he was chief inspector of the paving department, the streets department now.


“I went to a national school in Marlborough Street and from there I progressed to what is now called the vocational education colleges. At that time they were called technical schools. It was a school of retail distribution and when I was 18 I got a position in a drapery shop, men’s outfits. And I stayed there for about three years. I was 21 and at that time my brother, Michael, had been in the fire brigade for three years. It was a permanent job, a permanent pensionable job. It appealed to me. There was a certain amount of glamour attached to it I suppose. And there was always the feeling that you were doing something worthwhile. They needed extra men and there were hundreds of applicants. There were thirty-two new men taken on. We had to do a bit of an examination. ’Twasn’t very much. To me it was nothing, child’s play. And, of course, a physical test, and I was in!


“There were just four fire stations in Dublin then. One still exists in Tara Street. There was one station on Amiens Street. It was on Buckingham Street. And now I never saw Buckingham Street until the day I was told to report, didn’t know where it was. There was only a crew of six men on each day and we had the one appliance, five men on the appliance and one man on the telephone. We were on duty then for one day—on from 10 a.m. to 10 a.m. In turn, we cooked our own dinner, the midday meal. And some of them were bad cooks, I’ll tell you. I was a good cook, bacon and cabbage or steak and onion, nothing fancy. But when the bells would go we all had to get out and the dinner could be half cooked and it was just left there.


“And the station could be damned cold in the winter, especially when the war started and fuel went scarce. Terribly cold and there was no coal to be had. There was an old boiler that used turf and it was only lit on odd days during the week. Freezing cold. I’ll tell you what we used to do. A lot of the lads there were fond of their beer, the pint, and they used to get these pint bottles sent up from the local pub. A fella [porter] would come with a big basket, into the station, in the evening time. Oh, that was allowed. Now if anybody went over the limit they’d be pulled up and reprimanded before the chief. So we used to fill the pint bottles with hot water and put them into the bed, two or three bottles of hot water. But some of the lads would come and get into their bed and find three bottles of cold water that the fellas had put in on them—a bit of a joke. Oh, we were very close. And I’ll tell you this much now. If you didn’t like a guy and he didn’t like you, or if you had a falling out for some reason or another … but when you went to a fire that was all forgotten, that fella’d go in and pull you out by the legs if he had to. Once you went to a fire all animosity or differences were forgotten. You worked as a team.


“We had a uniform with what they call a military collar. It was dark blue with a red band on the tunic and down the side of the leg and the pockets had red piping. And, oh, brass buttons, polished. You scrubbed the buttons with Brasso. Then they gave us these Dunlop boots, wellingtons if you like, big heavy ones. We were very badly equipped. Now we had a month’s training in Tara Street—the bare essentials—like how to run the hose out and connect up to the engine, and using ladders. Oh, God, they had a drill tower that was five storeys high, a wooden structure with blank windows in it, and we had to go up that with a hook ladder. I was a bit nervous. You hooked the ladder [in a window sill] and you climbed up it and then you put one leg in through the window, straddling the window sill, and then put the ladder up again. It was fairly light, made from some sort of ash wood with a big long hook. And you had to sort of lean out and get it up into the next window. Anyway, we’d go up the whole way and then come down again.


“Then they had a smoke hole. It was like a big manhole cover, and down below was a square cavity about six feet square and maybe four or five feet high [deep]. And they’d put oily rags and all sorts of stuff down there and set it on fire and put the lid on it, and the smoke would be so thick that you couldn’t see your finger in front of your nose. And we’d be sent down there one at a time for three or four minutes maybe. Almost suffocated! And I said to the officer in charge one day, ‘You wouldn’t get smoke like that’ and he said, ‘Oh, indeed you do. Wait until you go out yourself.’ Which I did find. Then I took up driving and we’d go on one of the appliances all around the city for a couple of hours, just to get the feel of it. They were heavy enough. They were Leland and Merriweather appliances. It was a good fire engine. Merriweather built the body and Leland was the engine. In those days the traffic was in no way what it is today, and we had a clanging bell.


“We had very poor facilities. But we had a dartboard or a ring board and we played cards, played bingo. We even ourselves had to hire a radio. There was a firm in town that specialised in hiring out radios. We paid so much per week and the mess man would collect the money. During the war years we were very fond of listening to Lord Haw-Haw and the war news. And many a time we played cards all night, wouldn’t go to bed. We’d still be playing cards in the morning when the other fellas would be getting up, pontoon, poker. Now I started at £3.12.6 a week wages and I remember this particular night we were playing pontoon and you could lose a lot of money. I was losing thirty shillings, which was nearly half a week’s wage, and about 12.00 there was a turnout [alarm] and down we went and left the money on the table. But when we got back we started playing again and I got my money back in about a half an hour’s time.


“Now in 1936 there was a big tragedy here in Pearse Street and three men lost their lives. Strange thing about it, I was courting a girl at the time and was on my way home about half eleven at night and I came up into the middle of it and it was blazing. And I spoke to one of the firemen and he said, ‘Three of the lads are missing.’ Anyhow, this fireman was at a hydrant there and he says, ‘There’s no pressure, there’s no water.’ And the station officer came to him and said, ‘Open up the pressure.’ And he says, ‘I can’t, the water’s not there.’ There was no water left. And there was a big inquiry went on for weeks and weeks about that. There was four guys went into that building and only one came out and I soldiered with him years later and the poor fella, he was a nervous wreck, a nervous man completely. There were three older guys than he was, he was so new, a recruit, he hadn’t even got a helmet. They went off one way and he didn’t go with them and there was an explosion and they went down. And he was always nervous, almost destroyed. At the tribunal he was asked, ‘Why didn’t you go with the other men?’ And he answered, ‘It was an act of God.’


“After the inquiry then this army man took over as chief, a Major Comerford. Oh, he was a spit and polish merchant. He had us marching up and down in the barracks square. Oh, God, yes. He had an ex-sergeant in the army come in twice a week to drill us and teach us how to salute. I enjoyed it but some of the older men didn’t like it. But it made us fit. Comerford turned the place inside out. His word was law. A good man. And he used to time us with a stopwatch and we had one minute [to be out when the alarm bell sounded]. One minute! Oh, we didn’t waste any time. We wanted to get out and do our stuff. At night we did what was called ‘make down’. You could take off your boots and trousers together and lay them beside your bed with the trousers outside the boots. And then you’d jump up and pull up your boots and trousers in one go. And I needn’t tell you, we didn’t sleep in pyjamas! But he’d come along and have the man pull the alarm switch and he’d have the stopwatch in his hand and we had one minute.


“Now the bomb in 1941, I saw it all. We always knew the sound of the German bombers, they had a most peculiar beat that went ‘drum, drum, drum’, a throbbing sound. They used to use the east coast of Ireland to come up and maybe attack Liverpool. Many a night we’d hear the bombers overhead. But this night I was home and the sound of the bomb coming down was a whistle and then ‘plump’. My father and me put my mother and sister under the stairs for protection. And I had a lovely new bike and I took off on it down to Buckingham station and it was filled with civilians who got scared and came in for help. Now two small bombs had come down on Summerhill and North Richmond Street. So we were trying to quiet the people down but one fella says, ‘No, they’re still up there. I can hear them.’ And with that the North Strand bomb came down. I can honestly say I never heard it and I was only a few hundred yards away from it. Never heard it. All I know is that whatever percussion there was we were thrown in a heap on the floor. Thrown down. Every bell in the place went off and clouds of dust came down from the ceiling. It was so near that we all thought the bomb fell in the back yard.


“So there was just two of us [firemen] there cause the engine was out in Summerhill and we were sent down on foot to the North Strand. The two of us had our steel helmets on us and we were running and the other fella was seventeen stone. As we were going past the Five Lamps there was mobs of people coming up, running away from it in their night attire and all shouting, ‘It’s down there, firemen, it’s down there!’ Oh, they were in a shocking state … shocking state all the people and children. I’ll never forget all these people running down pulling kids by the hand, putting overcoats over their night attire, hysterical shouting and screaming, ‘It’s down there.’ And the ambulances were going back and forth. We run down as best we could and you could see a huge cloud of dust as you were coming near the crater and we saw a figure lying along the kerb stone. And we looked to see could we help him and his head was gone! The blast blew his head off. Bleeding … just lying there.


“So we made our way down and there was a big thick haze of dust cause the house’d collapsed like a pack of cards. They were old Georgian type houses, tenement houses, with shops underneath them. I’ll never forget it. We were one of the first on the scene. And just as we got near to it there was a big ‘puff’ and the gas [main] went up in flames and the whole thing then, of course, was ablaze. And we couldn’t do an awful lot. But we were there all the night pulling people out of it, all night through the dawn, through daylight. There was about thirty people killed. It was pitiful looking at little babies … like little waxen dolls that they were pulling out. Some of them fell, came down from the top floors on top of the rubble. Quite a few babies, maybe a half a dozen or so. Killed. Dead. Innocent. Now I hadn’t seen much before of death. That was really my first contact with violent death. But somehow it slid off you, sort of. You were there to do something and you did it. The night went by very, very quickly. And we saw the size of the crater when daylight came and it was about twenty feet deep, a massive thing. You could put a house into it. It must have been an unusually big bomb. About thirty-odd people killed. Don’t know how many injured. Must have been scores. I’ll never forget it.


“Now Belfast, that was in April of 1941, before the North Strand bombing. They were bombed badly, blitzed. Blitzed completely. The story was that they lost complete control of the whole thing. They weren’t able to control it. We were pulled out of bed at half six in the morning from Buckingham station. And we were standing around saying, ‘What’s going on?’ We didn’t know, just left there standing, five or six of us. So eventually we found out that Belfast had been bombed. Now we never thought we’d be going to Belfast. And the power that be didn’t think that either because there was no provision made for it. It was a request from Belfast for help. But we didn’t know what the hell was going on, standing there. Now they called for volunteers and single men. My brother was down in Dorset Street [station] and I told our station officer that he’s married and I’m not. And he wouldn’t send two men from the one family.


“It was 9.00 before we moved out. We didn’t go on our appliance. That was kept back. We went on one of these ARP [Air Raid Precaution] vehicles they called a tangye. It was for the auxiliary fire service personnel. It was like our appliances but the bodywork was rather basic and done cheaply. It was a dark grey. So we made up a crew of five of us and we went off to Belfast and we were told that we could be days there, could be weeks there. We were told to bring spare uniforms with us, spare this and that. And when we were going out the gate our station officer said to us, ‘Well, you’re going out and God knows when you’ll be back!’ And we accepted that. I was young, 22 years of age. You know, there was a spirit of adventure. I was pleased to go … didn’t know what was facing us … just ‘things are bad up there’. And we were told going up to Belfast to fill up with petrol at any station this side or the far side of the border, cause we were short of petrol. We crossed the border and stopped in Newry and filled up and got off to stretch our legs and this woman came up and said, ‘Where are you from?’ And we said Dublin and she said, ‘Dublin?’ She couldn’t believe it, that we had come up from Dublin, the Free State as they called it then, to help them out. And we went into a couple of pubs—and they shouldn’t have been open but they were—and we hadn’t got to spend a penny. It was Thursday and our payday was Friday and we had no money in our pockets. We’d go into the pubs and the barman’d say, ‘What are you having?’ Whatever you wanted, they gave. And there was this one old Belfast chap sitting by himself in the corner drinking his whiskey and he said, ‘Up de Valera!’


“The first thing then we saw was the refugees and cars coming along with perambulators tied on top of them and bedding on top and they were all beating south across the border. Fleeing. And they went fleeing by foot out to the nearby mountains near Belfast and they stayed out there for weeks. Now to give the Germans their due, on that particular night they bombed the northern part of Belfast which was an industrial site. It was where the flax mills were. Belfast was known for its linen and they had these huge flax mills. And we passed through the centre of the city and all we saw was all the shop windows shattered, glass lying all over the place but no structural damage. And the British Army had been at it all night long and they were sitting along the footpath, all these officers, and the firemen the same, all exhausted.


“Now the fires were widespread, fires everywhere, especially in the flax mills. The Germans let these incendiary bombs down like hailstones. This is what did the damage, set fires all over the place. And we were walking through them, kicking them out of our way, what was left of them, bits and pieces. And there were streets of workers’ cottages flattened, a pile of brick. Completely flat. Who was underneath them I don’t know. I never found out either. So we were sent in and kept busy in the flax mills. Our job was putting out what was left. And huge blazes, vast huge blazes. Terrible heat. And as I came to this particular spot to pull the hose an oil pipe burst and hit me with hot oil and luckily enough it hit the back side of my helmet. And at that time our protective clothing was very basic. It was called a slicker, a big long black rubberised coat. So it hit my helmet and ran down the back of my slicker and the heat of the oil lifted all the coating off the slicker. So we did our stuff and the soldiers there came along with their mobile kitchens and they sent out to us big cans of tea and sandwiches and hard-boiled eggs and the soldiers were all sitting down along by us telling us of their experiences and they claimed that the Germans came down and machine-gunned the streets. Later we went back to the station in Belfast in Chichester Street and got a meal and they had all mattresses laid out on the floor for us. And in the station we were grimy and dirty and washing ourselves. But about ten o’clock word came to pack up, that we were going home … they were the best times of my life, great camaraderie.”


PADDY LAUNDERS—WORLD WAR II SEAMAN, AGE 75
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In 1942 he joined the British Merchant Navy, carrying high explosives to the most dangerous war zones. His ship narrowly escaped being sunk by a torpedo from a German submarine. Shortly thereafter, he witnessed at a distance of only a few hundred yards the horror of a companion vessel blown “into oblivion” with a full crew of English and Irish mates aboard. But he survived the war intact and even brought home a few pounds of precious tea from India for his father.


“I’m a three generation Dublin man, born in the centre of Dublin in North King Street. My father was a carter in the Dublin Corporation. He was a great horse man, had a great understanding of horses. There was nine children in our family. Conditions were atrocious in the tenements. There was seven families in our open-door tenement. We had only one room. Shared one toilet in the yard. One water tap. We had an open fire, turf and coal for fuel. And paraffin lamps. There was no way my father’s money covered feeding eleven mouths so we went to the pawnbroker. Everybody around you was in the same, or worse, position. And everybody helped one another. But we didn’t starve, us kids. Do you know why? Because we had the fruit markets next to us. And it didn’t require stealing. See, there was always some pickings left there, lovely bunches of grapes, apples, a pear. Potatoes as well. And we’d go to the back where the waste ground was and we’d cook the potatoes, just over a fire, and we’d have a baked potato. So I never knew the pangs of hunger, because of our wits. We found a way to supplement. And we weren’t thieving.


“In those days we didn’t go for trips. But my father would say, ‘We’re going for a ramble’ around Dublin. By foot. We’d go for a ramble down along the quays. And I remember in 1932 when I was 10 years of age and I’m walking down there with my father and there was a sea of ships and there was a carrier ship and the cook was on the stern by the galley and he was a coloured man, probably from Liverpool. And he speaks to my father and he goes in and brings me out a piece of plum pudding. And it was the sweetest thing I’d ever tasted. And now that set me off thinking, ‘That’s the kind of life I want, if you can get things like that.’ So that was my first impression of ship life. And my father says, ‘That man, he’s from Senegal’—now he might as well have said he’s from Donegal—‘That’s in Africa and that’s where the blackest people come from.’ Now my father was just an ordinary working man but he was pretty well versed and he done a lot of reading and he tried to pass it along to me.

OEBPS/images/Frontcover.jpg
KEVIN C. KEARNS





OEBPS/images/line.jpg





OEBPS/images/line1.jpg





