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            Further praise for Memoir:

         

          ‘This is a story about a lost country, for McGahern’s Ireland is not found on a map; and a story about innocence and grace, power and the abuse of power … Simply, McGahern is the best writer; this is his best book.’ Hilary Mantel, Sunday Telegraph 

         
               

         

         ‘Nothing prepares one for the impact of this powerful memoir … Extraordinary … Spell-binding, spiritual.’ John Spain, Irish Independent

         
               

         

         ‘Profoundly beautiful… Sustains comparison with the very best descriptions of childhood, from Wordsworth to Proust.’ Robert Douglas-Fairhurst, Daily Telegraph

         
               

         

         ‘As searingly moving as any of [McGahern’s] novels.’ Christina Patterson, Independent

         
      
    

         ‘John McGahern has always been a mesmerising writer of fiction. His ravishing Memoir discloses the source of his genius … The old Irish ways live on in his prose and he relishes the language of his people.’ Carmen Callil, New Statesman

         
               

         

         ‘He has now written this luminous plume of autobiography which even those unfamiliar with his fiction should read.’ Tom Rosenthal, Daily Mail

         
               

         

         ‘McGahern’s complex and beautiful book.’ John Carey, Sunday Times

         
               

         

         ‘[Memoir] forms a continuum with McGahern’s novels, which masterfully assemble easily overlooked details to create a proper density of scene and character. At the same time, it breaks new ground – not just because everything it contains has a manifestly personal value, but because McGahern has such success in exploiting the unrivalled clarity of a child’s-eye view … In a tremendously distinguished career, he has never written more movingly, or with a sharper eye.’ Andrew Motion, Guardian

         
               

         

         ‘A story of cruelty, bereavement and childhood torment told in McGahern’s peculiarly luminous, calm, and humorous voice, intensely and vividly local.’ Hermione Lee, Guardian (Books of the Year)
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            Memoir

         

         THE SOIL IN LEITRIM IS POOR, in places no more than an inch deep. Underneath is daub, a blue-grey modelling clay, or channel, a compacted gravel. Neither can absorb the heavy rainfall. Rich crops of rushes and wiry grasses keep the thin clay from being washed away.

         The fields between the lakes are small, separated by thick hedges of whitethorn, ash, blackthorn, alder, sally, rowan, wild cherry, green oak, sycamore, and the lanes that link them under the Iron Mountains are narrow, often with high banks. The hedges are the glory of these small fields, especially when the hawthorn foams into streams of blossom each May and June. The sally is the first tree to green and the first to wither, and the rowan berries are an astonishing orange in the light from the lakes every September. These hedges are full of mice and insects and small birds, and sparrowhawks can be seen hunting all through the day. In their branches the wild woodbine and dog rose give off a deep fragrance in summer evenings, and on their banks grow the foxglove, the wild strawberry, primrose and fern and vetch among the crawling briars. The beaten pass the otter takes between the lakes can be traced along these banks and hedges, and in quiet places on the edge of the lakes are the little lawns speckled with fish bones and blue crayfish shells where the otter feeds and trains her young. Here and there surprising islands of rich green limestone are to be found. Among the rushes and wiry grasses also grow the wild orchid and the windflower. The very poorness of the soil saved these fields when old hedges and great trees were being levelled throughout Europe for factory farming, and, amazingly, amid unrelenting change, these fields have hardly changed at all since I ran and played and worked in them as a boy. 

         A maze of lanes link the houses that are scattered sparsely about these fields, and the lanes wander into one another like streams until they reach some main road. These narrow lanes are still in use. In places, the hedges that grow on the high banks along the lanes are so wild that the trees join and tangle above them to form a roof, and in the full leaf of summer it is like walking through a green tunnel pierced by vivid pinpoints of light.

         I came back to live among these lanes thirty years ago. My wife and I were beginning our life together, and we thought we could make a bare living on these small fields and I would write. It was a time when we could have settled almost anywhere, and if she had not liked the place and the people we would have moved elsewhere. I, too, liked the place, but I was from these fields and my preference was less important.

         A different view of these lanes and fields is stated by my father: ‘My eldest son has bought a snipe run in behind the Ivy Leaf Ballroom,’ he wrote. In some ways, his description is accurate. The farm is small, a low hill between two lakes, and the soil is poor. My father would have seen it as a step down from the world of civil servants, teachers, doctors, nurses, policemen, tillage inspectors to which he belonged. Also, it was too close to where my mother’s relatives lived and where I had grown up with my mother. The very name of the Ivy Leaf Ballroom would have earned his disapproval.

         A local man, Patsy Conboy, built it with money he made in America. He first called it Fenaghville – it was the forerunner of the Cloudlands and the Roselands – and later it became, more appropriately, the Ivy Leaf. All through the 1950s and into the 1960s he hired famous dance bands. In spite of being denounced from several pulpits, the ballroom prospered and Patsy Conboy became a local hero, dispensing much employment. People came by bus, by lorry, hackney car, horse trap, on bicycle and on foot to dance the night away. Couples met amid the spangled lights on the dusty dance floor and invited one another out to view the moon and take the beneficial air: ‘There wasn’t a haycock safe for a mile around in the month of July.’ All the money Patsy Conboy made on the dancehall was lost in two less rooted ventures: a motorcycle track that turned into a quagmire as soon as it was used and an outdoor, unheated swimming pool amid the hundreds of small lakes and the uncertain weather. They were not rooted in the permanent need that made the ballroom such a success.

         Patsy was more than able to hold his ground against the pulpits. When he was losing money digging the unheated swimming pool out of daub and channel, men turned up for work with letters from their priests stating that they had large families to support and should be employed. Patsy was unmoved: ‘My advice to you, Buster, is to dump the priest and put a cap on that oil well of yours. They have been capping such oil wells for years in America. Families are smaller and everybody is better off.’

         He was living close by when we bought the snipe run. The Ivy Leaf was then a ruin, its curved iron roof rusted, its walls unpainted, and Patsy had gone blind. Nothing about Patsy or his ballroom or the snipe zigzagging above the rushes would have commended themselves to my father. We settled there and were happy. My relationship with these lanes and fields extended back to the very beginning of my life.

         
               

         

         When I was three years old I used to walk a lane like these lanes to Lisacarn School with my mother. We lived with her and our grandmother, our father’s mother, in a small bungalow a mile outside the town of Ballinamore. Our father lived in the barracks twenty miles away in Cootehall, where he was sergeant. We spent the long school holidays with him in the barracks, and he came and went to the bungalow in his blue Baby Ford on annual holidays and the two days he had off in every month. Behind the bungalow was a steep rushy hill, and beside it a blacksmith’s forge. The bungalow which we rented must have been built for the blacksmith and was a little way up from the main road that ran to Swanlinbar and Enniskillen and the North. The short pass from the road was covered with clinkers from the forge. They crunched like grated teeth beneath the traffic of hoofs and wheels that came and went throughout the day. Hidden in trees and bushes on the other side of the main road was the lane that led to Lisacarn where my mother taught with Master Foran. Lisacarn had only a single room and the teachers faced one another when they taught their classes, the long benches arranged so that their pupils sat back to back, a clear space between the two sets of benches on the boarded floor. On the windowsill glowed the blue Mercator globe, and wild flowers were scattered in jamjars on the sills and all about the room. Unusual for the time, Master Foran, whose wife was also a teacher, owned a car, a big Model-T Ford, and in wet weather my mother and I waited under trees on the corner of the lane to be carried to the school. In good weather we always walked. There was a drinking pool for horses along the way, gates to houses, and the banks were covered with all kinds of wild flowers and vetches and wild strawberries. My mother named these flowers for me as we walked, and sometimes we stopped and picked them for the jamjars. I must have been extraordinarily happy walking that lane to school. There are many such lanes all around where I live, and in certain rare moments over the years while walking in these lanes I have come into an extraordinary sense of security, a deep peace, in which I feel that I can live for ever. I suspect it is no more than the actual lane and the lost lane becoming one for a moment in an intensity of feeling, but without the usual attendants of pain and loss. These moments disappear as suddenly and as inexplicably as they come, and long before they can be recognized and placed.

         I don’t think I learned anything at school in Lisacarn, though I had a copybook I was proud of. I was too young and spoiled, and spoiled further by the older girls who competed in mothering me during the school breaks. I remember the shame and rage when they carried me, kicking and crying, into the empty schoolroom to my mother. Everybody was laughing: I had sat on a nest of pismires on the bank until most of the nest was crawling inside my short trousers.

         I am sure my mother took me with her because she loved me and because I had become a nuisance in the house. I had three sisters already, the twins Breedge and Rosaleen and the infant Margaret, not much more than three years spanning all four of us. Our grandmother had been a dressmaker and stood arrow- straight in her black dresses. My handsome father, who stood arrow-straight as well until he was old, was her only child. She had been a local beauty and was vain and boastful. She was forever running down the poor land of Leitrim and its poor- looking inhabitants, which must have done nothing for her popularity. It was true that my father’s relatives were tall and many were handsome: ‘When we went to your mother’s wedding and saw all those whoosins from Cavan – Smiths and Leddys and Bradys and McGaherns – we felt like scrunties off the mountain,’ my Aunt Maggie told me once laughingly. The McGaherns set great store on looks and maleness and position. There was a threat of violence in them all, and some were not a little mad and none had tact. There was a wonderful-looking first cousin of my father’s, Tom Leddy, a guard like my father, who had also married a teacher. He was stationed at Glenfarne on the shores of Lough Melvin. Years later, out of the blue, he called soon after my father had remarried to find my stepmother alone in the house, a clever, plain-looking woman who adored my father and was both his slave and master. Having introduced himself forthrightly, he demanded, ‘Who are you? Are you the new housekeeper?’ ‘I’m Frank’s wife,’ she responded. ‘Frank’s wife,’ he looked at her in amazement and broke into such uncontrollable laughter that he had to sit down. ‘Frank’s wife. That’s the best one I’ve heard in years. The whole country must be going bananas.’ When he rose, he repeated, ‘Frank’s wife. You have made my day. Well, whoever you are, tell Frank that his cousin Tom Leddy called and that I’ll call soon again one of these years’, and left as abruptly as he came.

         Whether my grandmother was a little mad as well, I was too young to know. She either had a great influence on my father or their temperaments were similar. Who can tell whether certain temperaments are ever influenced by nurture? They were both violent and wilful. Once, when she caught me burning bits of paper in the open grate of the small range to watch them blaze in the fascination children have with flame, she caught and thrust my finger between the glowing bars. She disregarded both my cries and my mother’s horrified protestations. ‘You have the child half ruined already. There’s only one way he’ll learn.’ Neither she nor my father had any sense of humour, and they hardly ever smiled or laughed, and they looked on any manifestation of enjoyment in others as a symptom of irresponsibility. They also saw it as diverting attention from themselves. The difference between them was great as well. My father was intelligent and could be charming, even gallant, when he wanted. Though he was as vain and proud as she, he was never boastful: ‘Nobody blows themselves up other than fools. If you need praise, get others to do it for you.’

         I was a single star until the twins arrived, and I became insanely jealous of the natural transfer of attention. On dry days, when my mother was at school, my grandmother often left the twins out in the sun between the house and the forge, high on the sloping pass of clinkers that ran to the open gate on the road. I was forever around the forge, and she would warn me to mind them before going back into the house, having locked the brake on their big pram. I must have been planning how to get them out of my life for some time. I learned to unlock the brake, and one day, after careful checking that nobody was watching either from the forge or the house or the road, I pushed the pram down the slope. The pass wasn’t steep and the wheels would have bumped and slowed on the clinkers, but before it came to a stop the pram wheeled off the pass and overturned. The twins weren’t hurt, but all this time my grandmother had been observing me from behind a curtain, and made not the slightest attempt – she had only to tap the window – to protect the twins, though she was out of the house and able to seize me as I was watching the pram overturn in terrified dismay.

         I saw this same calculating coldness in my father many times. When he retired and was living on a small farm in Grevisk, he saw two boys on their way from school leave their bicycles on the side of the road to cross the fields into his orchard. Instead of confronting them there or giving them a few apples, as many would have done, he walked out to the road and wheeled their bicycles into the house. When they returned from the orchard, they found their bicycles gone. That night he telephoned the parents.

         As well as becoming troublesome in the house, I was also beginning to cause trouble around the forge, haunting the place, persecuting the men with questions, wanting to swing from the bellows. I was fascinated by all that went on in that dark cave, the huge horses arriving, the carts, the traps, the mules, the jennets, the donkeys. At the very back of the shed glowed the coal fire on the raised hearth, regularly doused with more coal and blown into a white heat. The red smouldering iron was taken with tongs from the fire. The hard, metal sparks flew in an arc as the iron was battered into shape on the anvil. An acrid smell of burning rose as the hot shoe sizzled on the lifted hoof. Outside the forge was a large stone circle on which the iron shoeing for cartwheels was beaten into shape. Watching all this battering and hammering, I was driven to furious imitation. I had a little red car with a steering wheel and pedals and a seat that was already too small. The big toy could be propelled slowly along with pedalling, more speedily and dangerously on a steep hill. From somewhere I borrowed a hammer – possibly from the forge – and spent the whole morning working on the car. The result was a wreck. Instead of having an enlarged car that travelled at speed, it now would not move. In tears, I took it to the forge. They must have been amused and beat it gently back into something close to its original shape, but I never felt that the car was the same again. Soon afterwards I was found in the forge underneath a horse, gravely looking up at the blacksmith burning the track of the new shoe on the pared hoof, and was carried into my grandmother. I was scolded and beaten and wasn’t allowed outside the house for days, and when I eventually was, the forge was forbidden. The men often talked to me and answered my questions and were kind, but I did not enter the forge. I had learned that you crossed my father’s mother at your peril. Though I was not yet school-going age, my mother decided to take me out of harm’s way and my grandmother’s rule.

         Along the high hedges, the banks of flowers that we walked, there was a meadow that was to acquire a darker history. John Gilchrist killed Bernie McManus with a hedge knife because of what went on in this meadow. Gilchrist, Giolla Iosa, the Servant of Christ, was a homeless labourer who lived with the Galligans. One of John Gilchrist’s tasks was to draw water from a spring well in a corner of Bernie McManus’s meadow. There was a right of way through the meadow to the spring. Bernie McManus used to tie the gates and stand in the middle of the right of way after rain to force Gilchrist off the path into the long wet grass of the meadow. This had apparently gone on to everybody’s amusement for a long time, and there were other petty persecutions, until one evening Gilchrist went to Bernie McManus’s house with a hedge knife and killed him in the cowhouse with a number of blows to the head and neck. The guards said that Gilchrist was very quiet when they came to arrest him: ‘He was trying to drive me from the place. He made my life not worth living,’ was all he would say. At his trial he was found to be insane. Vincie McManus, a big, quiet, gentle boy, who lived to see his father’s murder, often walked that lane with us to Lisacarn.

         My mother was unusual in that she disliked using any form of physical punishment when it was routine and widespread and savage beatings were a commonplace in schools, but she had trouble with the inspectors over the lack of strict discipline in her classes. In those remote schools the teachers were expected to serve the inspector lunch, and I remember her anxiety as she prepared the lunch the night before, having bought rare delicacies such as ham and tomatoes. The demand that all the children of the State should be able to speak and write in Irish had been raised to a punitive level. If the classes were found to be less than proficient in Irish, the teacher could lose salary increments. This brought an added tension to the inspections and insured that a great many school hours were wasted on the teaching of Irish, to the neglect of other subjects, at a time when most of the children would have to emigrate to Britain or America to find work in factories or on building sites or as domestics. Such was her nature that she tried to put a good face on everything and to keep us from her own anxiety.

         
               

         

          I haven’t a single memory of my father staying in the bungalow, though he must have come many times in the blue Baby Ford he owned. On the dashboard of the small car was a glass jar filled with long sugarsticks wrapped in cellophane. Most were yellow but some were green and red and black. I thought they were beautiful as well as desirable, but they were never unwrapped or given around and seemed to serve the same function as permanent flowers.

         That I have not a single memory of my father in the house and that the lane to Lisacarn was walked alone with my mother conforms to a certain primal pattern of the father and the son. The first memory I have of him in all that time seems to reinforce this further. The memory is of a summer in the barracks in Cootehall. My grandmother, my mother, the twins and I must have gone there during the long school holidays.

         I had a head of curls like a girl. My father decided to remove them in spite of my frightened protests, made worse by my mother’s and grandmother’s obvious distress, which served only to strengthen his resolve. In his uniform with the three silver stripes of his rank on the blue sleeve, he took me out into the long hallway that ran along the stairs to the door of the dayroom. He took a chair and newspaper and the small silver shears from the green box and locked the two women into the living room.

         This hallway was always dark, but there must have been light enough from the small window beneath the stairs. The chair was set down on the newspaper and it did not take long to remove the curls. Exultant, he brought me back into the living room, where my outraged cries must have added to the distress of the two women. He carried the curls in the folds of the newspaper. ‘Weep not for me, O women of Jerusalem, but for yourselves and for your children,’ he quoted triumphantly.

         In trying to explain that open or latent sense of conflict that always lay between us at even the best of times, my sisters, who remained close to my father, used to say that after my birth he felt displaced in my mother’s affections and was never able to forgive or come to terms with that hurt; but I am certain if that hadn’t been present, something else would have been found. In turn, those brown curls in the folds of the newspaper came to resemble for me John the Baptist’s severed head borne into the room on a silver plate. Religion and religious imagery were part of the air we breathed.

         Prayers were said each morning. Work and talk stopped in fields and houses and school and shop and the busy street at the first sound of the Angelus bell each day at noon. Every day was closed with the Rosary at night. The worlds to come, hell and heaven and purgatory and limbo, were closer and far more real than America or Australia and talked about almost daily as our future reality.

         Heaven was in the sky. My mother spoke to me of heaven as concretely and with as much love as she named the wild flowers. Above us the sun of heaven shone. Beyond the sun was the gate of heaven. Within the gates were the thrones and mansions, the Three Persons in the One God, the Blessed Virgin, the angels and saints, and beyond those mansions were the gardens of paradise where time ceased and everything entered an instant of joy that lasted for all eternity at one with the mind of God. It was her prayer and fervent hope that we would all live there together in happiness with God for all eternity.

         Heaven was in the sky. Hell was in the bowels of the earth. There, eternal fire raged. The souls of the damned had to dwell in hell through all eternity, deprived for ever of the sight of the face of God. At its entrance was a great river. Across a wide plain, naked and weeping, came the souls of the damned from the Judgment Seat, bearing only a single coin to give to the boatman to take them across the river into eternal fire.

         Between this hell and heaven, purgatory was placed. Descriptions of it were vague, probably because all of us expected to spend time there. The saints alone went straight to heaven. In purgatory, we would have to be purified in flame to a whiteness like that of snow before we could join the saints in the blessedness of heaven.

         Away in a silent corner was limbo, where grave-faced children who hadn’t received baptism slept, without consciousness or pain, throughout all eternity. Limbo was closed to us because of our baptism. In those young years, contemplating a future hell, or at best the long purifications of purgatory, it did not seem a bad place at all, and there were times when I hoped that some essential rite had been overlooked during my baptism; but I could not communicate this to my mother.

         At Easter my mother always showed us the sun. ‘Look how the molten globe and all the glittering rays are dancing! The whole of heaven is dancing in its joy that Christ has risen.’ When Easter arrived with overcast skies and we asked for the sun, she assured us it was dancing behind the clouds. Blessed are those who have not seen but have believed.

         At times in the evening the sun appeared within reach, when it stood in the whitethorns high on the hill behind the house before disappearing. I began to watch it as I had earlier eyed the bright battering at the forge. If I could climb the hill while it rested in the whitethorns, I could walk through the sun to the gate of heaven. Once I started to climb, it was like climbing a terrible stairs, having to claw and drag my way up through the rushes; but with every step the sun grew closer, and it was still there when I got to the whitethorns. I pushed through a hole in the hedge and rolled down into a dry drain. I intended to walk into the sun when I rose from the drain, but what confronted me was a mocking mirage: the sun was miles away, on the top of another hill. A long, flat plain of wheaten sedge lay between the two hills that would take days and hours to cross. I must have crawled or fallen back into the drain in a sleep of pure exhaustion.

         It was dark when I woke to hear voices calling my name and saw stars bright in the sky. I was scolded and carried down to the house. Their anxiety changed to amusement and laughter and some wonder when they learned my story. I had tried to climb to the sun to get to the gate of heaven. I had not understood that you have to pass through death to reach that gate.

         My grandmother had grown very possessive, and this must have been one of the reasons my mother took me with her on that lane to Lisacarn before I was of school-going age. When I went down with whooping cough my grandmother had her revenge. She shut me up in her own room and locked the door when she left the room. My mother did not see me for weeks. She had to go to school, my grandmother argued, and she and the twins and the infant Margaret couldn’t be let run the risk of infection. As soon as the first wave of the illness passed, I became very distressed that I couldn’t get to my mother nor she to me. I shouted and called out to her through the locked door. Even the Rosary was said with the door locked. My mother counselled me to be patient and to pray that soon I’d be better and able to walk the lane to school again. In those weeks only once was I taken from the room.

         There was a cure for the whooping cough that involved a mule or jennet or a donkey. A neighbour of ours, Tommy Quinn, who spent any money he got on drink and was thought to be a little simple, lived with his brother Jim in a black house across the road in a rookery of trees. He came with the animal very late one night to the back door. I am sure the idea of the cure came from my grandmother and that Tommy came late at night so that the ritual could not be observed. The night was very cold. In a bundle of blankets I was taken out and passed beneath the jennet or mule or donkey three times in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Ghost. I remember the frost glistening on the hard ground and the sky was full of stars as I was handed back and forth. My happiness was intense when I was restored to my mother and we were walking the lane to Lisacarn together again.

         Troubles with my grandmother did not cease; I was now her undisputed favourite, albeit a wary and unwilling one. She took to boasting about me in the same way she did about Cavan and the whoosins from there who were her relatives, the McGaherns and the Bradys and the Smiths and the Leddys. Though I was never to be handsome or tall, she would say, ‘Sean has the brains of the world and can do anything.’ My mother would have disliked this boasting and done everything she could to temper it.

         One Saturday my grandmother decided to send me all the way into town to Aunt Maggie’s shop for a packet of cornflakes. My mother protested that I was too young for such a long journey and offered to accompany me. My grandmother would have none of it: ‘He’s well able. He’s far too mollycoddled. It’s time he learned to strike out on his own.’

         The town was a little less than a mile from the bungalow, and my aunt’s shop was beside the railway station. Her brother, my Uncle Pat, who owned a hackney car, lived with her and met the trains with his car. She also kept lodgers, men who worked on the railway, firemen, drivers, repair linesmen, nearly all of them from Dublin. The shop sold sweets, chocolate, fruit, cigarettes, toys, groceries, schoolbooks and stationery. I was delighted at the prospect of getting away into the town on my own.

         There was no rain, and I arrived at the shop with the coins and a note from my mother. The errand was probably greeted with derision as soon as its source was discovered. I was fussed over, given biscuits and tea in the delicious heat and comfort of the kitchen, before being sent on my way home with the packet of cornflakes. At Lisacarn I had watched enviously from the bank as the older boys played football, and my dream was to learn to play. Once I was clear of the town, I had a free road. There was no traffic, no carts, no bicycles, only a few people walking. As soon as they passed, I put the packet down and kicked it the whole way home – free kicks, kicks from the hand, kicks at goal. By the time I reached the bungalow, the packet wasn’t recognizable. As soon as my grandmother saw it, she was beside herself. The beating would have been much worse but for my mother’s intervention.

         Suddenly, my grandmother disappeared. She was there one day and gone the next. I must have accepted whatever explanation was given. She was there and then she was gone, and the days continued without her disappearance making any difference to our lives.

         I was to see her a last time. One Sunday my father came for us in the Ford, the jar of wrapped sugarsticks on the dashboard like permanent flowers. He was in the brown suit that had been tailored for his wedding day, which he wore for years afterwards. My mother was dressed in a long pleated woollen dress. Not only was this Sunday outing unusual but even more so was the shining care with which they were both dressed. We were told that the twins and I were going to Carrick-on-Shannon to visit our grandmother. Rosaleen and Breedge were dressed identically in cotton dresses of the same flowery material; even their hair was parted and combed in the same fashion and tied with the same colour of ribbon. When the twins were dressed like this, hardly anybody outside the family was able to tell them apart. I was in my summer Mass clothes – white shirt, short blue trousers, white ankle socks, polished black shoes. The car stopped at Aunt Maggie’s shop, and Mother got out to buy grapes and sweets. My father must have felt she was spending too much time with her sister in the shop because soon he was muttering and complaining aloud to us, and then he blew the horn. She was full of apologies when she came out, but he continued muttering to himself, driving away in an angry silence. There were many times, then and later, when Aunt Maggie and my father weren’t speaking, and this must have been one of those times, for otherwise she would have come out to the car to greet us.

         We drove through the town in silence, passing the big stone barracks by the bridge to which our father had come as a young sergeant when the Civil War was ending. By the canal on the outskirts of the town was the convent with the blue-and-white grotto of the Blessed Virgin that had been our mother’s first school. The punishing silence was broken only when the spires of the churches came into view above the low roofs of Carrick. On a higher isolated hill stood a water tower, like a huge concrete mushroom, beside a grey stone building that was once the poorhouse and was now the hospital we were going to visit.

         We walked down a long corridor before pausing outside a numbered door. My mother and father whispered together. They must have been afraid to face my grandmother. My father put the grapes into my hands. ‘Sean, you go and see Granny first.’

         The door opened. I saw her head on pillows and went towards her with the black grapes. She was glad to see me, and we kissed. The twins came next with the chocolates, and, a long time afterwards, my father and mother. All I remember of the rest of the visit was my grandmother’s bitter complaints that they had put her in the poorhouse and left her to die. She wouldn’t concede that it was a hospital or that she needed care. As we were leaving, she wanted to give back the grapes and chocolates, but my father insisted that they had been bought specially for her. He scolded her that she should make more of an effort to like the place, as she was being given great care. This was the only time I ever saw her cry. My mother took us out into the corridor and my father remained behind with her a long time.

         Some time afterwards, a Hail Mary for the repose of her soul was added to the prayers we said each night at the end of the Rosary. We said the prayer mechanically, as we said all prayers, without the words having any import or meaning.

         For all her boasting, my grandmother never once mentioned her husband. Neither did I ever hear her son make any reference to his father, though later he was always pontificating on the filial respect and duty sons owed their fathers. There were rumours that my father was illegitimate, that his father was a bar owner in New York who had come home to marry the local beauty and returned to New York with the intention of selling the bar. The more probable history is that he was a small farmer or labourer who died soon after marrying my grandmother. Except for my father’s physical presence in the world, by this time it was as if he had never lived.

         A greater change now happened. The number of pupils fell in Lisacarn. At a time of harsh government cutbacks no new teachers were being employed. My mother was placed on the ‘Panel’. All vacancies had to be filled from these panels, and the teachers had no choice but to move. The school was Beaghmore, close to Carrigallen, ten or eleven miles away. Unusual for the time, it had a woman principal, a large, pleasant woman who had married into a prosperous farm beside the school. We left the bungalow and moved into a stark two- storeyed house overlooking a bog near Cloone.

         There was no running water then, other than in streams or rivers, no electricity, no TV, very few radios, and when newspapers were bought they were shared between houses. Each locality lived within its own small world, and moving to the house overlooking the bog was like moving to a different country. The war that was now all over Europe was a distant rumour. I remember vividly an excited man coming into the house and waving his arms around as he declared, ‘German planes are manuring bombs down on England!’

         My mother walked the two miles from the house to Beaghmore in all weathers with the twins. Margaret and our baby sister Monica were minded by the new maid. I walked in the opposite direction to Augharan School, no more than a half- mile away on the road to Newtowngore. There were mornings I wished it was a hundred miles away. 

         For long, my father had been complaining that my mother spoiled me – that she spoiled us all – and he saw the closeness of Augharan as an opportunity for correction: I would be torn from my mother’s petticoats and be made into a man in the natural harshness of the world. At Augharan he got his wish.

         Mrs McCann was the junior teacher in Augharan. She was married to a tailor in Carrigallen and cycled to and from the town each day. She kept a supply of bright yellow bamboo canes in the press, and when they splintered she used ash and sally and hazel from the hedges and plied them with zeal all through the day, for errors and mistakes, oral or written, for any straying of attention or the slightest indiscipline. The worst punishments were administered out in the corridor, away from the classroom.

         I probably wasn’t beaten any more than the other children, but I wasn’t used to being beaten, and after my mother’s gentleness it was a descent into hell. I tried fiercely to leave Augharan and go with her and the twins to Beaghmore, but to no avail.

         My father stood behind the decision. Whether it was because we were older and more aware, he seemed to be coming more often to the house. Talk of the war in Britain and Europe was now constant, and I made a silent, fervent prayer of my own each night after the Rosary that God in His mercy would send one of the German planes over England astray in the night to manure a bomb down on Augharan School while we slept.

         I doubt if Mrs McCann was unusually violent for that time. I have seen men my own age grow strange with anger when recalling their schooling: ‘Often we wouldn’t be able to hold tools in the evenings, our hands would be that black and swollen. They’d often pull across the legs or the arms and shoulders. How we learned anything was a mystery. Heading out to school each day was pure misery.’

         I am sure there were exceptions, but once anything is licensed it can grow monstrous and be scarcely noticed. The only recourse for parents then was to come to the school to complain or go to the priest, or threaten law, but that was rare. Authority’s writ ran from God the Father down and could not be questioned. Violence reigned as often as not in the homes as well. One of the compounds at its base was sexual sickness and frustration, as sex was seen, officially, as unclean and sinful, allowable only when it too was licensed. Doctrine separated body and soul. The soul was eternal and belonged to God. The body that carried it was unclean, prone to sin and disease, and would die, though I doubt if Mrs McCann was concerned with this duality as she plied her canes and hazels.

         Since all my attempts to get away had come to nothing, I turned now to see if I could chance on anything that might woo her to my side. On the way to school was a little garden by an abandoned cottage. Someone had enriched and cultivated it once, but it was neglected now and wild, rank with thistle and nettle and briar and dock. I developed the habit of looking at the wild flowers along the way on my own, as we had once named them together on the lane to Lisacarn. It might also have been a way of delaying my arrival at Augharan, but I thought the purple thistle blossoms were especially beautiful, lovely as roses. A small wooden gate opened into the garden, and I thought that if I could beat my way into the tall growth I would be able to gather a big bunch of the purple blossoms to take to Mrs McCann. By the time I had a small bunch picked, I was stung with nettles and my hands and legs were bloodied from the crawling briars. Perhaps not recognizing the thistles immediately, Mrs McCann took the bunch of purple blossoms in amazement, but as soon as she felt the thorns and recognized the despised weed, she grew enraged. What did I think I was doing bringing thistles to the school? Who did I think she was? Was I making fun of her and the school? She had never seen the like. She ordered me to throw the thistles out before she lost control of herself. I returned to the classroom humiliated, knowing that my attempt at ingratiation had only worsened my position. If I wasn’t able to find knowledge of this shameful abasement within myself, I had only to look around at the sly, knowing smiles of my classmates. 

         My humiliation was further deepened when I told my mother what had happened. I showed her my torn legs and wrists, the nettle stings, but when I finished she was unable to stop laughing and was joined by my sisters. I was about to run from the house when she drew me to her. I had only another month to go till my first communion, she told me. If I learned my catechism well and received my First Confession and communion, I could then leave Augharan and go with her and the twins to Beaghmore. I was barely able to believe my good fortune.

         Mrs McCann’s husband made the blue suit for my first communion. The evening before, my mother had taken me to the dark church of Aughavas where my first confession was heard. That night Mr McCann came on a motorbike to our house above the bog with the tailored blue suit. I wore it the next morning with a white shirt and white ankle socks in new shoes. The farm next to the house where we bought milk had a big sidecar. There wasn’t place for my mother, but I was given a seat in front with the driver. My mother cycled to the church. I had never felt so high up before and was too terrified to look down at the road or the horses’ hoofs as the hedges flew past. Mrs McCann was in the church, and she shepherded the class to our seats and then to the altar rail, where, with closed eyes, we received from the priest the white wafer that was the Body of Christ. I was made much of afterwards. People gave me coins that were heavy and jingled when I shook the pockets of my new blue suit. As we came home on the sidecar, I was less afraid and began to enjoy the height and wide view in my newfound grace. If I fell now and died, I would go straight to heaven. I had been fasting from the night before and was starving. A royal feast waited in the house: a mug of steaming tea, a plate of buttered toast, a fried egg, pork sausage, two slices of grilled bacon and a piece of black pudding. ‘Daddy wrote that he’d love to be here but wasn’t able to get off,’ our mother said.

         The next morning I did not have to turn away and face for Augharan when we got to the road. In pure relief and happiness, I reached out and took my mother’s hand as she and I and the twins set out for Beaghmore.

         All these roads were dirt roads that ran between wild hedges studded with mature trees – ash or oak or sycamore – and high grass margins. The road from the house reached the wider road to Carrigallen. We crossed a stone bridge and then turned up the short lane to the school.

         Beaghmore had two classrooms but no porch and was on the lane; it had no playground, just space for the two dry lavatories beneath the tall boundary hedge at the back. The playground was a field on the other side of the lane where we played ball and ran and jumped amid the grazing, incurious cattle.

         The woman principal became very friendly with my mother. I remember her comfortable pleasantness but not her name, while I can never forget Mrs McCann. Her house was close to the school and we were often invited there, and on many Friday evenings we stayed for tea. When we left, we were often given pots of jam or preserves or eggs and fresh vegetables or material that could be made into children’s clothes. The two women would sit and chat while we listened without understanding or wandered out into the farmyard. There were many sheds full of pigs and cattle, a house for fowl, a stable with three horses, ploughs and harrows, mowing machines, mangles, tedders, rakers. What I came away with was a sense of plenty, warmth and ease and comfort, even luxury set against the bareness of our rented rooms. I took this same sense away from most of the houses we visited, together with a vague troubled feeling of shame and diminishment.

         ‘Why can’t we have a house like those houses, Mammy?’

         ‘Maybe one day we will – but money and comfort isn’t everything. When people are rich it is often harder for them to leave the world.’

         ‘Does it mean it is harder for them to get to heaven?’

         ‘If they come to love the world too much it is harder. God is more important than the world and He sees all.’

         On occasional Sundays we also visited the Cooneys, who had a roadside shop on the main road to Carrigallen and a travelling shop. This was a horse-drawn van Mr Cooney took round different roads on set days each week, selling goods and groceries, buying fowl and rabbits, eggs and butter. The Cooneys had a boy and a girl in my mother’s classes in Beaghmore. I remember a Sunday when the air was full of swallows, swooping and darting low around the windowsills. Mr Cooney told us that if we could place a grain of salt on a swallow’s tail the bird would freeze in the air and we could take it in our hand. We spent frustrating hours while a full packet of salt was wasted and Mr Cooney grew sore with laughter. As recompense, he gave us pocketfuls of sweets. Like many people, Mrs Cooney was very drawn to my mother, but the Cooneys never visited our house. I have no idea what excuses were made, what inadequacies were pleaded, if any. The explanation may have been simply that Mrs Cooney, like many women of the time, never liked leaving her own house.

         On rare Saturdays Mr and Mrs King cycled to us across the bog. They were both teachers and talked with Mother. To us they were kindly but distant, and belonged much more to their class and profession than our mother did. Years afterwards their daughter told me that Mrs King and my mother had spent five years together in the Marist Convent in Carrick-on-Shannon and were the outstanding students in their year, both of them winning scholarships to Trinity College. Because of the ban on Trinity, they couldn’t be employed in the National Schools when they graduated, but as the nuns had educated them and found a way round the ban to allow them to avail of the scholarships, they now disregarded the Church edict further by employing them in their own convent schools. Once established in the system, they were then able to move out to the schools the priests managed.

         
               

         

         Our close neighbours were our most constant visitors, dropping in at all sorts of times throughout the day, as was usual then – to be passing the house was reason enough – and they sometimes came at night to sit around the fire. In good weather Aunt Maggie cycled out to us on Wednesdays, which was the half-day closing in the town. We looked towards Wednesdays with excitement, as she always brought sweets and biscuits from the shop, and were disappointed when it rained, and Uncle Pat sometimes came unexpectedly in his big car when he had a hackney run near Carrigallen.

         The other visitors we had were all relatives of my father’s. His home place near Gowna was not far from Carrigallen, and he encouraged them to visit us, though he’d be far from happy if they took to visiting him. I suspect that he viewed them as a counterweight to my mother’s relatives, whom he resented. They were, for the most part, young women who would cycle over to us from Gowna in the evening, stay the night and leave with us when we set out for school in the morning. Secretly, my mother did not welcome these visits, but neither did she stand in their way, and when they came she put them at their ease and made them welcome. After a succession of maids, we now had Bridgie McGovern, a handsome, temperamental girl, who was to stay with us for some time.

         Of the young girls and women who cycled over to us from Gowna, I remember a close cousin of my father’s, perhaps because of her beauty – she had very pale skin and black hair – but it is more likely that the memory is fixed by an incident on the way to school. As we walked to school in the morning, the girl wheeling her bicycle on her way home after staying the night, my mother quietly excused herself and turned aside. A grey stream poured from her mouth into the long grass and nettles growing on the margins of the road.

         ‘It’s only early morning sickness,’ she explained to the girl when she had composed herself and resumed the walk. The girl nodded and asked some further question, and the walk and conversation continued normally as if nothing had happened. In spite of this, I was touched by a strange foreboding, but was too fearful to ask anything.

         I felt the same fear when my father was in the house. I knew he resented that I had been given my way over Augharan and Mrs McCann. There was always tension when he was in the house, scolding about how money was being wasted, or the poor way the house was being run, or my mother’s relatives. In certain moods he did not need a reason to fall into a passion of complaint, which then fed off its own anger. A child can become infected with unhappiness. This was further worsened by a scene that reached back to the shearing of my head of curls beneath the stairs in the barrack hallway. Late at night the small blue car arrived with my father in one of his black moods. This focused instantly on my face, which was covered with scabs from a childhood disease, probably impetigo. In the morning he kept me from school and drove me to the doctor in Carrigallen. He had a love/hate relationship with doctors, and though we spent a long time in the surgery and there was much argument, I was too afraid and confused to know what was happening. From the surgery we went straight to the chemist’s, probably for an antiseptic lotion or ointment. When he got home he ordered Bridgie McGovern to boil water, got a basin and mirror and towel and sharp knife, and disinfected the water and knife. Then he proceeded to remove all the scabs with the knife. I was terrified of him – the knife, the ceremony that was as fixed as an execution.

         The treatment worked, the sores healed, and the knife left no scars, but the next time I saw the blue Baby Ford arrive I ran to a big chestnut tree we were used to climbing near the house, and I hid there. I was able to observe the house and the car, and though I heard my name called out, I remained in the tree. Towards evening the car left, and the calling became more anxious and constant, and I went into the house.

         The next time he came to the house he was at his most charming. He had a physical attractiveness that practically glowed when he was in this humour, but seldom was he able to sustain it: he demanded that the whole outside world should reflect it perfectly back. Once this mirror dimmed or failed, his mood would turn. On this day in the stark house above the bog, we must have responded perfectly because the house was filled with contentment and peace all through the day and into the night and morning, until we gathered outside the house to wave to the car as he drove away.

         While he was with us I was given the special task of introducing him to the house of two children who attended Beaghmore, a boy and a girl, a few years older than I was, whose parents were both dumb. One of the wonders of the school was that, while neither the father nor the mother could utter a word, both children could speak perfectly and were bright. The father was a skilled watchmaker, repairing clocks and watches and various sorts of light machinery; it was said he could fix anything that ran. They lived in an iron-roofed cottage behind tall hedges, and they had a little land. They kept one cow, and gardened, growing flowers and many varieties of vegetables, and the place was beautifully tended. Their industry was such that it was often remarked how much time so-called normal people wasted on talk. Close to the houses the father had built and erected a tall wind-charger that he used to light the house, and this is what attracted my father.

         After we went through the gate in the tall hedge, the daughter met us at the door. Over her shoulder we could see her father with his eyeglass in place working at his watchmaker’s bench. Proudly, I introduced my father and explained the reason for our visit. She went back into the house and brought the father out. With rapid hand signals they communicated, she rotating her arm in imitation of the movement of the blades and pointing to my father. Her father then nodded his understanding and agreement, and gestured to my father to follow him to the windmill and the small house at its foot where the wet batteries were stored. They spent a long time together. The boy now joined his sister and they both showed me the gardens, the white-washed cowhouse and their brindled cow, the ducks and geese and hens they kept. I thought I glimpsed the mother within the house, but she didn’t appear. My father remained in the same good humour as we drove away. He talked of erecting a similar wind-charger alongside the sycamore tree at the barracks that would not only light the rooms but work the big Cossor radio he kept on the shelf beside the curtained medicine press.

         
               

         

         A few weeks later the world of Beaghmore was ended. Mother suddenly had to go away. For what or why we were not told. ‘You all have to be good now and cause no trouble and pray for Mammy.’ Faces were grave and anxious and closed against questioning. The house above the bog was closed. All five of us and Bridgie McGovern were moved to the barracks in Cootehall. The rooms in the living quarters had been uninhabited for so long, other than by my single father and a maid, that they gave back our voices when we shouted out. This shouting soon got on his nerves down in the dayroom: he opened the dayroom door and roared up at us to have manners, to be quiet and remember that we were no longer living in a field.

         The village of Cootehall was scattered randomly about a big triangular field, Henry’s field. No two shops or houses adjoined one another, and they were set down as haphazardly as if they had been carried there on various breezes. There was a church, a post office, the barracks, a presbytery, two shops, three bars, a few houses. A row of buildings, all owned by Michael Henry – stables, cowhouses, a granary, a bar, a dwelling house, a grocery store – stood across a narrow lane from the church wall.

         Michael Henry had bought the grocery and farm with money he made in America, and added a low building to the two- storeyed row of buildings already there to serve as a grocery store. It stood directly across from the church gates and was designed to attract worshippers who would not want to be seen entering a bar. A few yards further down the road at McDermott’s Cross was Cassidy’s shop. The Cassidys were said to have old money from the time Granny McDermott ran dances and concerts in the wooden hall that still stood in their yard. This was no longer in use as the priests now ran all these events in the new parochial hall built well beyond the village, presumably to keep it as far away as possible from the bars. Mrs Cassidy, Granny McDermott’s daughter, was married to Guard Cassidy, a handsome, melancholy man, and they had two girls and a boy, all good-looking. The children lived in the shop with their mother and grandmother and a maid, as we had lived, and only saw their father when he came on his holidays a few weeks every year from his Monaghan barracks. Directly across from the main door of the church stood Henry’s Bar, where Michael Henry was fond of moralizing as he served drink, often after hours: ‘I guess, Mr Langan, that I will serve you a pint since that is what you have requested but I advise you at the same time that in my opinion a loaf of bread is more in your line.’ Another long separate building was Doyle’s. Once it had been the most prosperous business for miles around, with many shop attendants, the road outside crowded with people and carts, but now all that was left was the bar, selling only whiskey and bottles of stout. John Doyle was married to the district nurse, and only for her it was said he would have been out on the road.

         At Lavin’s Cross stood John Lavin’s thatched cottage, the roof of the one room fallen, green oats and weeds sprouting from what remained of the other two rooms. On good days he could be seen shaping wood into cartwheels or chairs outside the cottage. The rich fields behind the cottage he had once owned had been lost to Charlie Reagan, who had the bar and grocery across from the post office. Behind Charlie’s Bar and sheds was the football field where cattle could be seen scratching themselves against the goalposts. Below the bridge was the barracks and the large barrack garden. An avenue with a single line of sycamores ran from the road to the barracks and c under the high stone archway before climbing between thick banks of laurel to Lenihan’s Bawn. All that remained of Chidley Coote’s old castle was a corner tower where the Cannons lived between the Finans and the Lenihans. There were many stories about the Cootes, who once owned everything around Cootehall. ‘I cannot get my two sons to come to you to work,’ said a tenant to Chidley Coote. ‘They pay no heed to anything I say.’ 

         ‘Bring them to me and I’ll make them see sense.’

         In the morning the man forced his sons to go with him to the Bawn and left them with Coote. When night came and they didn’t return home, he went back to the Bawn.

         ‘You passed them in the dark,’ Chidley Coote told him. ‘They are obedient now.’

         They were both hanging from the archway beside the barracks. We passed under it every day by the back entrance to the barrack living quarters.

         The gates had gone and the small shiny leaves and red berries of the cotoneaster now covered much of the stone. Beside Moran’s well, on the shore of Cootehall Lake, where we went in the boat for spring water in dry summers, a strip of rock was pointed out where another of the Cootes was thrown from his horse and killed when hunting a priest. Around this rock the grass was said to turn red in summer.

         Along Lenihan’s high orchard wall ran Gilligan’s field where they grazed their cow and the small horse that drew their travelling shop around the roads. Their small thatched cottage faced Henry’s street and the back of Jimmy Shivnan’s forge. Like the Cassidys and Henrys, the Gilligans had three children and they often walked with us to Cootehall School.

         The school stood just outside the village and was relatively new, with concrete shelters in the playground. Mrs Finan and Mrs Mullaney shared the junior classroom. They were severe and of their time, but neither was as violent as Mrs McCann. We learned to dread Mrs Finan’s wedding and engagement rings when she used her fist. They were handsome women, Mrs Finan some years the younger. Mrs Mullaney was a junior assistant – she had never been formally trained – and thus wasn’t as secure either professionally or socially as Mrs Finan, who was married to a teacher and had two brothers who were priests. Mrs Mullaney made up for this with a will of iron. She had a boy and a girl by her first husband. Under her fierce tutelage, they had both won scholarships and were now in college. Her second husband, Mr Mullaney, was old, but fame of sorts clung to him as a horseman – he was said to have cleared dangerous and almost impossible gates and ditches when young. Once they married, he sold his farm and built her a bungalow beside the church. Each day he brought her a hot lunch to the school, traces of his early horsemanship showing in his walk as he made his slow way with the dishes between the bungalow and the school. Mrs Mullaney was prominent in all things connected with the church, and it was assumed that both her son and daughter were being driven towards the priesthood and the convent.

         The principal was Master Glynn, a gentle, easy-going alcoholic. The two women teachers both protected and managed him. He had entered teaching as a monitor in the British system, but had never managed to learn any Irish after Independence, when even the letterboxes acquired a coat of green paint. When Irish had to be taught to his classes, he and Mrs Finan swapped rooms. Those were very pleasant times when he came to our room, as he generally gave Mrs Finan’s classes copying work and passed the time chatting with Mrs Mullaney. Most teachers used their foothold in education to better their children in the world, getting them into the church or the professions or the civil service through their knowledge of the examination system, but Master Glynn’s large family had all returned to the land in much the same way as uncultivated fields return to the wilderness. Now they were no different in ambition or interests or social standing than most of the parents of the children he taught. His easygoing nature combined with heavy drinking had become a disability. Shortly before, a gang of older boys, who were out of control and did more or less whatever they wanted, locked him in one of the cloakrooms. When released by the women teachers, who caned the ringleaders within an inch of their lives, he foolishly sent to the barracks for the guards to come to the school and restore order. My father would have nothing but contempt for the weakness of such a man. He went down to the trees growing on the river bank, cut an ash plant and sent it back to the Master with a note giving detailed, ironic instructions for its use. 

         Every night Master Glynn went to Henry’s bar, where he was popular with his old pupils. If he had never taught them much, neither had he ever abused them, and many of them were still able to quote reams of Goldsmith from his tutelage. As the drinks flew round, he assured them of the great intelligences they all possessed, and they in their turn told him that he was the best teacher any class of scholars ever had and how they remembered as if it was yesterday everything he had ever taught them. Their voices brimming with emotion, another round of drinks was called and, ‘A large brandy for the Master!’

         Cootehall was my fourth school in as many years. We were new and stood out, but we were also from the barracks. In the Ireland of that time the law was still looked upon as alien, to be feared and avoided, and kept as far away from as possible. This conferred on us an ambiguous protection that was paper thin.

         Up to now our mother had always been with us at home and in school. Now that she was gone we were at the mercy of our father – the scoldings, his sudden rages, the beatings he administered. In their surviving letters my father often complains to my mother that she is turning us against him, when it was he himself who was turning us away from him. While, in fits, he could charm and seduce us, when we did go towards him he found us tiresome and could not sustain what he had brought about. The protection our mother gave had not always been without danger to herself.

         There were two entrances to the living quarters: through the long hallway from the stairs and dayroom or by the back door through the scullery. The back door opened on a small concrete yard. Across the yard was a small slated house my father used as a workshop. There was a water barrel under the eve pipe and an open turf shed beyond; across from the turf shed was a slated lavatory. It was dark within, and instinctively we ran to its darkness after beatings. Between the shed and the lavatory was a rough lawn with a rhubarb bed in its centre. In the summer, butterflies, especially white butterflies, seemed endlessly to flicker and flit and toss in the light above this bed, sometimes alighting and taking off from the great rhubarb leaves. Often we tried to close our hands on these flickering lights.

         Margaret was the most wilful of the girls, with a stubborn energy, and was then, and later, always the one most likely to cross my father. She ran from the house, pursued by my father in full uniform. The day was heavy and hot and still. Beyond the netting wire, where the tarred boat was moored below the barracks, the river did not seem to move. All the doors were open. We were gathered at the back around our mother. Margaret could not have been much more than three at the time. My mother did not so much move as just stand in his way as the child went past. He was in such a passion that he didn’t pause, but drew out to send her spinning into the rhubarb beds. She did not fall but reached down into the rhubarb stalks for support before getting to her feet. My father caught the child before she reached the lavatory and lifted and shook her violently. She was too paralysed to kick or cry out, and eventually he put her down without further chastisement.

         ‘God. O God, O God,’ he began. ‘You’d think those children were brought up in a field!’

         He seemed to have no sense of what he had done or that our mother might be hurt.

         ‘They are very young,’ she said.

         ‘There’s no peace since they came. You’d hear them in Boyle, never mind down in the barracks. No peace or work can get done with their constant racket.’

         Now there was only Bridgie McGovern. She cooked and washed and sewed for my father and us and minded Monica when the rest of us were at school. She was now with us longer than any of the other maids. She was a young, attractive woman, flirtatious and egotistical, and my sisters say she used to flirt with my father. There is little doubt they got on well together.

         The three men attached to the barracks were Guard Guider, Guard Murray and Guard Cannon. They were all married and lived in rented houses. The Guiders, who were from Tipperary, had the largest family, ten or twelve children, and they lived in a big slated house beside the quay that belonged to the Water Authority. One of the Guider children, Tom, had a heart condition, and rode to school on a donkey. His father was fond of saying that if Christ could ride into Jerusalem on an ass, it was no disgrace for a Guider to ride to school on the same animal. Later the Guiders were transferred and replaced by a newly married couple, the Walshes, who in turn were to have many children. The Murrays lived in a huge stone house that had once been a British military barracks and was later torn down for its stone and slates and lead. Guard Murray was from Virginia in Cavan. He was gentle and humorous, anxious to please. His sharp, ambitious wife from Mayo ran him and their five children. The Cannons, recently married, were both from Donegal, he from the Gaeltacht. Teresa Cannon was often in the barracks. She was tall and handsome and sweet on my father. The Cannons had rooms in Lenihan’s Bawn, their living room the surviving corner tower of Coote’s Castle, which was supposed to be haunted by, among other things, a turkey cock with spurs. Mrs Cannon was afraid to sleep there alone when her husband was barrack orderly, and for years my sisters had to go to sleep with her on those nights in the Bawn. She was hypocritical and disliked, especially by women. ‘I am fluent in two languages and haven’t a word to say in either,’ her husband was fond of boasting; ‘while my wife doesn’t even know her own language and has enough to say for six people.’ He had worked as a shoemaker and then as a bus conductor in Glasgow before joining the guards. He was older than his wife, bald and very gentle when he wasn’t on the tear. When he was barrack orderly and my father wasn’t in the house, he would often leave the dayroom door open and sit with us in the big living room, chatting away as if his world and ours were the very same. Whenever there was a soccer match on the BBC, he stood for hours with his ear glued to the Cossor, trying to pick up the faint, crackling sounds as they came over the air from Scotland or England. 

         The barracks itself was a strange place, like most of the country at the time. Though the Free State had been wrested in armed conflict from Britain, it was like an inheritance that nobody quite understood or knew how to manage. The Catholic Church was dominant and in control of almost everything, directly or indirectly. In a climate of suppression and poverty and fear, there was hardly any crime and little need of a barracks in a place like Cootehall, other than as a symbol.

         The place was run on lines that were no longer connected to any reality, if indeed they ever were. Though my father slept every night in the barracks, the guards in their turn had to leave their own families and sleep the night beside the telephone that hardly ever rang, even in the daytime. I cannot remember anybody coming to the barracks at night. If there was a sudden death or illness, people went to the priest, or to the doctor if they weren’t poor.

         The familiar sounds each night were the heavy boots of the barrack orderly taking down the bedclothes from the upstairs room to make up his bed for the night beside the phone. We’d hear the sounds of raking and blowing as he started the fire in the morning and then the unlocking of the back door when he went down to empty his chamber pot and bucket of ashes into the ash pit over the river. We were able to tell the different guards by their sounds and footsteps. Sometimes in the mornings they hummed or whistled, which always set my father muttering.

         My father would come down the stairs in his shirt and trousers and unlaced boots. The fire had to be going by then, the kettle boiling. We went through these mornings on tiptoe. While he sharpened his open razor on a leather strap that hung from the wall, we’d pour the shaving water into a basin that stood in a tall, rusted, iron stand in front of the scullery window. Then he would lather his face with a small brush and shave in the mirror that stood in a brown wooden stand in the window. Outside were the beds of rhubarb, and beyond the low wall the shapes of Lenihan’s fields. 

         The house went completely still while he shaved. Sometimes he would nick himself with the razor and we’d bring him bits of newspaper to staunch the bleeding. A clean, dry towel had to be placed in his hands as soon as he washed. In the living room he would polish and lace up his boots, draw the silver buttons of his tunic together on a flat, brass comb while he wetted them with a white substance, and brushed them till they shone. As soon as he buttoned his tunic, he would comb his hair in the big sideboard mirror. The signal that he was completely dressed was when he picked up his new handkerchief from the table and placed it inside the cuff that wore the three silver stripes of his rank. Then he would sit down to breakfast, facing the big c mirror. At this time Bridgie McGovern would have served him, later my sisters. He never acknowledged the server or any of the small acts of service, but would erupt into complaint if there was a fault – a knife or dish or fork or spoon missing, or something accidentally spilled or dropped. When he wasn’t eating from his plate, he stared straight ahead into the big mirror, chewing very slowly. At exactly nine he would go down to the dayroom, and the whole of the living room relaxed as soon as the dayroom door slammed shut.

         The morning inspection took place in the dayroom, the three policemen lined up in front of my father on the far side of the long wooden table. Occasionally voices were raised and we would go silent to try to listen. The patrols for the day were assigned and written into one of the big ledgers on the table. The new orderly took over from the old, who was then free to go home to his own house and breakfast.

         The new orderly’s first task was to take the bottle from the copper rain gauge in the garden, measure the rainfall in a long glass vial, and write the measurement on a chart that was sent at the end of each month to the meteorological office in Dublin. As soon as the green mail van crossed the bridge, a guard went to collect the mail, if there was any, and the Irish Independent from Charlie Reagan’s. At that time the Independent printed the death notices on the front page. They were read out aloud. In a small country, with all the guards coming from different parts, on most mornings they would have some connection with one or more of the deceased, and the person or persons and their localities would be discussed. Then the headlines and any interesting news would be gone over while the newspaper was passed around. When all that was achieved, they scattered out on their different patrols, leaving the barrack orderly in charge in the dayroom. If there was wind and rain or heavy rain, they would hang about the dayroom looking out at the rain, and after a few hours they’d sign themselves back in and write up a fictitious account of the patrol without having left the dayroom.

         Most of the accounts that were written into the big ledgers, in good weather and in bad, were fictitious, and were referred to laughingly as Patrols of the Imagination, but never by my father. Many of the patrols they cycled out on were spent working in their gardens or conacre or on their plots of turf on Gloria Bog. Only when the monthly inspection from the superintendent was due or a surprise inspection feared were the patrols observed and reported properly. Even then some invention was probably needed, as hardly anything ever happened on those potholed roads.

         As I grew older I sometimes helped with the writing of the reports while hanging about the dayroom when my father was away.

         ‘Would you ever put your head out the door, Sean, and see what way the wind is blowing?’

         ‘It is from the priest’s boathouse, Guard Cannon, with bits of rain.’

         ‘Wind from the south-west, and beginning to rain. Everything quiet,’ Guard Cannon would call out as he wrote in the big ledger. ‘Everything still quiet until I reached Knockvicar,’ he’d continue. ‘There I found a cow grazing along the road as soon as I turned for Cootehall. I made enquiries and discovered that the said animal belonged to Patrick McLoughlin. The owner denied any knowledge of the cow and said that if it was his it must have broken through a fence. I warned him as to the dangers of having an animal trespassing on the public highway and that I’d be forced to take further measures if the trespass was to occur again. Paper never refuses ink, Sean,’ Guard Cannon would shout out as he concluded with a flourish: ‘What is a masterpiece, Sean? A masterpiece is the correct distribution of ink on the correct number of white pages!’

         What work did they do? Occasionally they summonsed people for not having lights on their bicycles at night, for after-hours drinking, for assault, or trespass, owning unlicensed dogs, possessing fields of thistle, ragwort or dock. This came under the Noxious Weeds Act, which was printed on a framed poster that sometimes stood outside the porch on good days. There was a small bounty for dead foxes, and they cut the tongues out of the foxes brought to the barracks so that they couldn’t be returned for further bounty. Occasionally, old and starving animals,c and the occasional horse, were found abandoned on the roads, and they were brought in shivering to lie among the three circular flowerbeds on the barrack lawn until they were collected by the Burnhouse lorry. When the lorry arrived, they were pushed/carried on to the lorry, where they were shot with a humane killer. Once the shot rang out, the horses fell with a heavy thud, but the donkeys were so light that the creatures crumpled to the floor of the lorry as silently as leaves.

         I was seven years old during this first long stay in the barracks, and my whole childish world had been overturned. We didn’t know where our mother was or what had happened to her and we were under our father’s direct rule for the first time. When we asked about her we were warned not to ask but to pray to God. To veil everything in secrecy and darkness was natural to my father, and it turned out that my mother was far from happy with this secrecy. She wrote him from the Mater Hospital, ‘Sean is beginning to have more sense and will not be put off as easily as the others about my whereabouts. Well, thank God I will soon be home with you all again, looking forward to that is making me better.’

         She had been diagnosed with breast cancer and was kept some weeks in the hospital for tests and treatment. Briefly she came back to us in the barracks for the new birth. It must have been a balm to have her home, but I have hardly any memory of that brief stay other than a vague, delirious happiness. My one sharp memory is going in Packie McCabe’s car with my father to the nursing home in Boyle to bring her and the baby girl home. She must have asked for me to go. All private cars had been taken off the roads because of the war. Our father’s small Ford rested on blocks in one of the barrack sheds. I remember vividly the journey home, my mother carrying Dympna in a white shawl. Both the baby girl and Packie McCabe had red hair and there was laughter about this on the journey home that I couldn’t understand. Packie was unmarried at this time and his face turned a deeper red than his hair. Mother must have spent a week or so in the barracks. Then she was gone from us again, leaving the baby with Bridgie McGovern. Where she had gone to we still did not know.

         
               

         

          We come from darkness into light and grow in the light until at death we return to that original darkness. Those early years of the light are also a partial darkness because we have no power or understanding and are helpless in the face of the world. This is one of the great miseries of childhood. Mercifully, it is quickly absorbed by the boundless faith and energy and the length of the endlessly changing day of the child. Not even the greatest catastrophe can last the whole length of that long day.

         We grow into an understanding of the world gradually. Much of what we come to know is far from comforting, that each day brings us closer to the inevitable hour when all will be darkness again, but even that knowledge is power and all understanding is joy, even in the face of dread, and cannot be taken from us until everything is. We grow into a love of the world, a love that is all the more precious and poignant because the great glory of which we are but a particle is lost almost as soon as it is gathered.

         We were many years from that knowledge as we moved between Mrs Mullaney’s classroom and the church and the barracks. We had no power and no knowledge. Even as we went about our endless days we did not know that our overturned world was being rearranged once more. Maggie and Pat had been setting about finding our mother a school closer to the town where they could help her. Beaghmore and the bog of Cloone and Carrigallen were too far away. She and they were well liked and they had many contacts. There was now the urgency of serious illness which overcame a characteristic reluctance to push their own needs. While she was still in hospital, through their offices she was offered a permanent position in Aughawillan, a two-teacher school on a hill three miles from Ballinamore. There was also a house and farm for sale at Corramahon, which was no more than a ten-minute walk from the school. Between Corramahon and the school was the small railway station of Garradice Halt, with trains to Ballinamore. The priest agreed to hold the position for her until she came out of hospital. Pat and Maggie and the people they enlisted must have been very active on her behalf because soon afterwards she was offered her old position in Lisacarn as well, but she kept to Aughawillan. ‘It never rains but it pours,’ she wrote on being offered the second school.

         Many of the letters she wrote to my father from hospital, in which this and other matters between them are played out, have survived. My father would have preferred her to stay on in Beaghmore, probably because it was farther from her relatives. Her tone throughout the letters is conciliatory and submissive, but on this point she is surprisingly blunt. ‘No,’ she underlined. ‘I do not need a sub in Beaghmore. Aughawillan is what concerns me now.’ As soon as she was allowed out of hospital she would teach in Aughawillan for a day in order to secure the position, put in a sub, and return to the Mater Hospital for the rest of her treatment. About the purchase or not of the farm and house in Corramahon she is deferential and careful.

         He was against it at first because it involved the spending of money, and because he saw her own family’s hand in the move; but he was also drawn to the purchase as an investment. Briefly the idea was floated that she should retire from teaching on the grounds of her illness – she would receive a small pension – and come with us to live in the barracks. She appeared to consider this. We would all be together as a normal family for the first time, something she had longed for, but then questioned what kind of a housekeeper would she make. What she concealed was that her own family was adamantly against the move. Her schooling and training had been hard won. They knew his character. She would be giving up her independence and placing herself and the children in his volatile care. She is almost carelessly non-committal about the purchase of the house and farm. In her first weeks back in hospital she had certainly more immediate concerns: ‘No. I never saw Mahon’s house – it happens to be the one bit of that country I do not know. I hope you didn’t invest as yet anyway – until we see further,’ she wrote him from the hospital.

         He writes about selling the house and small farm he owned at McGahern’s Cross, a mile outside Gowna, which was then rented, but he worries that he will not get a fair price, as no one will bid against the family in possession. She advises him not to sell if he cannot obtain a fair price. What emerges is that she is more interested in divining his wishes and agreeing with them than in offering any opinion of her own. She also has to face his anxiety over her medical bills, and assures him she has taken an ordinary ward because it is less expensive.

         She had to be extraordinarily careful. Though my father was often coldly calculating, his general moods were so changeable that, apart from a passion for contrariness, he never knew his mind from one minute to the next. All decisions had to be seen as his or he would fly against them, and he saw hands plotting against him in the most innocuous of moves. Even when the decision was his alone he would try to turn it round in blame on someone else once it started to go wrong.

         
               

         

          After she recovered from surgery she moved to a boarding house in Dún Laoghaire and went into the Mater by tram for treatment. This appears to have been less expensive and more pleasant than staying in a ward, and again in the letters she assures him that she knows he has big expenses and that she is spending nothing in the city other than on her tram fare. She looks in shop windows when she has time to while away in the city and finds it tiring. Once she went to a cinema to see Gone with the Wind, and while she admired the vividness of the cinematic technique, she disliked the vision of life it portrayed. She thought it shallow.

         Amidst his constant worries and anxieties about money, her decision against giving up teaching appears to harden. After discussing the doctors’ and surgeon’s fees, she writes:

         
            I think fees here are two guineas a week, just an ordinary ward as I did not want to be running up the bill. It will be enough in any case but please God we wouldn’t be so long  paying up afterwards. I talked of resigning in my last letter. Well I don’t know if the doctor would give me a cert to that effect and perhaps it is best to continue until we see further. I just don’t like to see you unhappy and I think we would happier together. That is why I mentioned doing so.

         

         My father must have become more demanding. In her next letter she has decided definitely. She will not give up teaching. She will take up the position in Aughawillan. She then reverses their positions. Would he consider getting out of the guards and coming to live with us?

         
            I got your letter today and I don’t really know what to say, so God direct me now. Well, I expect with God’s help I will  get alright. Would I not be better able for teaching than housework? If I gave up teaching would I be much of an asset at home – would I be able to cope with the work singly? I am afraid not. Perhaps in the name of God we should buy Mahons [the Aughawillan house and farm], and I suppose it could always be resold if necessary. If you could get out on a small pension we could live better there than in the barracks. I suppose it would be a safe investment. I can’t think rightly. Do as you think best.

         

         That he should retire and come to live with us and work the farm would have appeared preposterous to him while she continued to teach, and was never mentioned again.

         At the same time, he was writing to the consultant in charge of her case in the Mater. Unusually, the letter is typed. He must have typed it on the typewriter that sat in the middle of the deal trestle table upstairs in the big room where the office supplies and the bedclothes were kept that the barrack orderly took down each night:

         
                                                                   Garda Siochana 

                                                       Cootehall

                                                       Boyle 

                                                       Co. Roscommon 

                                                       21/11/42

            Mr John Corcoran, M. Ch. M. B.

64 Harcourt Street

Dublin

            
                 

            

            Dear Sir,

            I hoped to see you when I was in Dublin but was disappointed owing to you being on holiday. I had hoped that it would not be necessary to communicate with you and cause you further annoyance. I find however that it is the family interests that I should try and ascertain the medical outlook on my wife’s case. Would you, therefore be good enough to advise me on the following:

            1. Should my wife give up teaching?

            2. What is your opinion of her chances of recovery?

            3. What roughly are the percentages of recovery from her disease taken at this stage she was operated on?

            On second thought perhaps I should give you more clearly why I want to know these things. I am very pessimistic in her case. Her relatives are anxious she should remain teaching and while I am quite indifferent as to whether she should remain teaching in normal health, I am anxious she should do what is best in her illness. Her relatives are urging me to financial liabilities which if she remained teaching and enjoyed reasonable health or if there was likelihood of she recovering would be worth chancing and might easily be a boon to herself and the family, but if otherwise might easily prove a disaster. Trusting I am not asking the impossible, I remain, dear sir,

            
                

            

            Yours sincerely,                  

Francis McGahern (Sgt)            

         

         He had already written at the very beginning of her illness and received a detailed report, which may account for the defensive, slightly bullying tone, but it is also in character. The reply came within a few weeks:

         
                                                                   30 Fitzwilliam Square

                                                       Dublin

                                                       8.12.42

            Dear Mr McGahern,

            Re your letter of 21st. I would not advise that your wife give up teaching as long as she continued in good health and then only on medical advice. She will probably be happier at her work than otherwise.

            She had a highly malignant type of growth in which the outlook is, in general, very bad. Without treatment she would have had no chance of survival beyond a year from the time I saw her first. She has had the most radical operative treatment possible and thorough deep X-ray treatment afterwards which gives her the maximum hope of recovery. She probably has a 30% chance of complete recovery. I would not advise you to undertake any financial liabilities on the hope of her complete recovery. She is obviously a bad risk, everything possible has been done for her, you can now only hope for the best.

                                                                   Yours,

                                                       John Corcoran

         

         He communicated neither this nor the previous report to my mother or to anybody else but went ahead and bought Corramahon. When he sold his homeplace at Gowna, it went most of the way to paying for the new house and farm. My mother saw her new home for the first time that September when she was allowed out of hospital for a few days. She travelled alone by train to Dromod. Pat met the train and she stayed with him and Maggie in the shop in Ballinamore. Her time was too short to visit the barracks; she said she would find it too hard to leave once she was there. What is amazing is that my father did not go to see her even for a few hours while she was in Ballinamore. Cootehall was only eighteen miles away. She wrote him a long account of the visit when she returned to Dublin and the hospital.

         At eight o’clock on the morning the school reopened after the summer holidays, Pat drove her to the priest’s house in Aughawillan. The priest, Father McEntee, was glad to see her. Here, Maggie’s and Pat’s part in securing the school becomes clear, as ‘Pat insisted it was most necessary to give him (Father McEntee) an offering of five pounds’. This was the fee the surgeon had been paid for her operation. My father, despite his religiosity, would never have agreed to pay such a sum. At the time, teachers paid fixed dues to the priests at Christmas and Easter and on being appointed to schools. The fact that this tax was unofficial made it no less mandatory. She and Maggie and Pat understood this. After my mother signed the necessary forms, she joked that she had better be leaving if Mr McMurrough was keeping new time or she’d be late for school. ‘You are in plenty of time, Mistress Susan. You don’t have to worry,’ the priest’s good will can be glimpsed in the answer. ‘He’s an oddity who keeps neither new or old, just McMurrough’s time, any time he comes, Mistress Susan.’

         ‘In the school the children stared me out of a face for a few moments, and then Mr McMurrough came and greeted me,’ she wrote of her first morning in the school.

         She taught for the day. Arrangements had already been made for someone to take over from her until she was well. The system allowed the sick teacher to pay the sub and to keep the difference between her own salary and what she paid the substitute. When the school closed, she went to see Corramahon. What she saw dismayed her. The small, two-storey slated house had recently been thrown up in the middle of a field and was already deteriorating. A similarly built cowhouse with an asbestos roof stood in the same field close to a hedge. There was no gate or garden or footpath, or even a street in front of the house. ‘Firstly it is good to get a house so near the school,’ she wrote my father. ‘I admit I was disappointed with its appearance, but I expect a bit of plastering and painting will make it alright. I believe there will be no point doing this next year so we must do what we can this year. But in time we can improve things and I suppose we were lucky to get it. So thank God it is something to call our own at last.’

         He would have been furious when he received the letter, and he would have seen the hand of her relatives in the improvement plans as well as the expense. ‘I was not so disappointed in Mahons as you seem to think,’ she wrote back defensively. ‘On the contrary I am very glad to get it as what would we have done otherwise for a house. The only thing that annoyed me was the dampness in the rooms caused by the piping becoming loose etc. As far as I can remember you gave your opinion on it and it was quite favourable. Maybe you have changed.’ In her next letter, when she is back in treatment, the battle lines are clear and she appears to withdraw, but far from abjectly: ‘I have no notion of having repairs done without your advice. The only thing is that if the plastering was done before the winter the walls would be drier. In my opinion the most important repairs are the walls, windows and outside doors. Of course I am not much of a voice on these matters. You will know best yourself.’

         The family my father’s suspicions and resentment had turned on were intelligent, hard-working, kind, humorous, sociable and disciplined. They were, above all, rooted in their own lives and helped one another in spite of the hostilities and irritations, competing self-interests and the differences of personality that come into play in all close relations. The small fields they had wrested a living from on the Iron Mountains above Corleehan Church were worse than poor. On the hill behind the house, where there was a trout stream with small pools, rock and bare gravel showed between the rushes. A few boggy meadows below the house gave them potatoes, turnips, cabbage and the winter’s fodder. All the names on that part of the mountain were Northern – McManus, McGovern, McGirl, Maguire – many of them related. Generations earlier, some had been weavers in the North who were undercutting the established Protestant weavers. In organized violence, their looms were broken, their houses burned, and they fled west and south. Before they settled on the mountain, these slopes were thought too poor to support a people, though its thin seams of coal and iron had been mined sporadically for generations. As a people they were resourceful, thrifty, careful; they had to be. Even when my aunt and uncles grew comfortable, and one relatively rich, they abhorred any kind of extravagance or self-indulgence. The single aberration seems to have been the girls’ choice of husbands. All three McManus girls married vain, self-indulgent men who were essentially childish, as if the sexual instinct craved a rougher cloth.

         The road that climbed into the mountains from Corleehan was often torn with floods. From this road a narrow lane between low whitethorns ran to my grandmother’s house. In its humble way, this lane was beautiful. On its banks grew primroses, vetch, blueberries and many wild strawberries. This must have been the source of my mother’s love of lanes. To the right of the lane was Maguires, a big two-storeyed slated house – they had made money from gravel pits and contracting, and priests were in the family – and at the very end of the lane stood the three-roomed cottage. My Uncle Jimmy thatched a seventh of the roof every year, and each strip of thatch showed up in shades of black and brown and recent gold. The thick walls below the thatch were whitewashed, and at each end of the house were climbing roses. The stones of the wall across from the house were also whitewashed, and a little iron gate underneath an arch made from trained whitethorns led into a small herb and flower garden. Above the house the byre and small stable and fowl house were thatched and whitewashed, as was the turf shed and the cart house. At the bottom of the meadows they kept a row of white beehives. The heather honey was sold to the forerunner of health shops in Dublin, and it was a useful supplement in good years, allowing the house luxuries they couldn’t otherwise afford. The piece of bog they owned was so high up on the mountain that when drawing home the turf Uncle Jimmy had to leave with the horse and cart at five in the morning if he wanted to get a second load home by night.

         Inside, the house was so clean and trim that it was like the inside of a small ship or boat. Beneath the deep window a folded table hung from a blacksmith’s rail set in the wall. It was lifted out and set at mealtimes and folded back when the meal was finished. Pots hung from an iron rail that swivelled above the open hearth. There was a large brown flour bin and a neat open dresser against the wall, but very little else other than chairs and stools and some buckets. A few religious pictures and a shop calendar were on the whitewashed walls, and a small red lamp burned beneath a picture of the Sacred Heart on a narrow mantel above the hearth. The space above the lower room was open beneath the thatch and reached by a ladder. When I saw it as a child, the horse’s harness hung there, and it was where my uncles slept when they were young. The three sisters slept in the room beneath the loft. The door to the upper room was always closed.

         Jimmy and my mother were exceptionally bright. They both won the King’s Scholarship in different years, around the time the First World War began, and they were the first to do so off the mountain. As this was a source of pride within the family, I often heard it discussed, and it was generally agreed that Jimmy was even better than Sue.

         ‘To think that all my life I have lived among stupid people,’ Jimmy, who was wonderful company but who could be very sharp and unforgiving, complained to me when he was old. ‘Most of them do not even know where their own dead are buried. They have to come to me when they need to find the grave.’

         Their house was the one house my father could never enter. Once, when he drove me to see my grandmother before she died, he had to wait by his car at the end of the lane. When the visit was over, my uncle Jimmy walked me part of the way down the lane, but said goodbye to me before my father or his car came into view.

         There was never much of a possibility of Jimmy being able to take up the scholarship: he was the older boy and his father was ailing. I learned later that when my mother took the scholarship and went as a boarder to the Marist Convent in Carrick-on- Shannon, it was far from easy for them to keep her there. They had to scrape to pay for the extras the scholarship didn’t cover, but they would never complain or draw light to themselves for such sacrifices. They managed and were proud of her and that was all. She, in her turn when she began teaching, helped both Pat and Maggie to establish themselves in Ballinamore, and the three of them lived together for years at the shop on High Street by the railway station until my mother married. My father’s constant suspicion that she was still giving them money at the time of Aughawillan was unfounded. If anybody was helping anybody, by then it was Maggie and Pat who were helping our mother.

         The rooms behind and above the shop were comfortable, and they too had something of the neatness and spareness of a ship. A long, lino-covered table stood beneath the window on the yard. A smaller table, usually covered with a bright tablecloth, rested between the black-leaded range and the little curtained spy window on the shop. In the evenings the shop was often left untended, a bell above the door announcing the customers. There were customers my aunt disliked, and whenever one of them entered and was recognized through the spy window she would send out whichever girl was helping her at the time. ‘Go out, Mary, like a good girl and get rid of that dose as soon as you can.’ At the back of the room was a large sofa where visitors sat. Neat strips of old bicycle tyres protected the steps of the stairs. On a nail in the shining bathroom beside the toilet bowl were pink wrapping papers taken from the Jaffa oranges she sold. A roll of toilet paper was a luxury too far.

         After her first home on the mountain and this comfortable house on High Street, my mother must have been a great deal more than ‘disappointed’ at the first sight of the house that was now her own. Nothing could have looked more bare or unlived in than the house in the middle of the field. Standing alone in the field in the evening after teaching for the one day in Aughawillan School, it must have filled her with dismay; but in her practical way, and placing her trust in God to see her through, she would make of it what she could, in the same way as she faced back alone into her illness and its treatment the next day. Pat left her to the train at Dromod.

         Behind her practicality and quiet cheerfulness, and the unusual gift of making people feel better about themselves, was deep religious belief: ‘God has given me near-perfect health for forty years,’ she wrote to my father, ‘and now that He has taken that health away, it must be for some inscrutable reason of His own to test my faith. In Him and by Him and for Him I live and place my trust, and to Him alone I pray.’ When life became too difficult, it was to this source she turned, and was unreachable there even to my father.

         In nearly all things they were opposites. His upbringing was as an only child. He was religious too, but his religion was of outward show, of pomp and power, edicts and strictures, enforcements and observances and all the exactions they demanded. In his shining uniform he always walked with slow steps to the head of the church to kneel in the front seat. She would slip quietly into one of the seats at the back.

         He was also extraordinarily secretive. Neither then nor later did I ever hear him speak of his early life, or the Latin school in Moyne which he had attended into the ninth or tenth grade, the equivalent of secondary schooling. His mother must have entertained hopes that he would become a priest. A number of his classmates went on to be ordained for the American mission. One, it was said, rose to be a bishop in Oregon. After my father died, the curator of the Garda Museum sent me his complete garda file. It detailed the outwardly honourable and undistinguished career of a garda sergeant who had been in the first intake of recruits on the foundation of the State. He won immediate promotion. The single document that interested me most was a copy of his application form filled out in his own hand. To ‘Previous Work Experience’, he answered, ‘Three years in the IRA.’ I knew he had fought in the war, but none of the details, since he never spoke about either the war or his part in the war; but it meant that he had gone straight from the Latin School in Moyne into the IRA and from the IRA into the new garda force when the Civil War began.

         When I was very young, I heard cousins of his describe one incident from that time. As he was in the IRA and on the run, the neighbours gathered to save the hay for his mother because it was too dangerous for him to be seen around the house. They were in the middle of the hay-saving on a hot day above Lough Gowna when, without warning, he appeared in the hayfield dressed in a tailored suit, white shirt, tie, new shoes. He took hold of a pitchfork and proceeded to work with his neighbours until nightfall, when he left as suddenly as he came. What amused and interested them was that never once, in spite of the heat, did he remove his jacket or loosen his collar and tie. They were plainly proud of his authority and striking good looks – ‘A young lord turning up at a barn dance’ – but even more intrigued by his stance and vanity.

         The other interesting detail on the application form was that his two sponsors were both parish priests. When Britain placed the Catholic Church on an equal footing with the Church of Ireland, they did so because they saw it as a tool of social order. The country I grew up in was a theocracy in all but name, but I had naively thought that in the early days of the State lip service at least would have to be paid to the Proclamation of the Republic in 1916 which guaranteed equal rights to all citizens irrespective of class or creed; but here it was, without a miss of a beat, still in charge, even as the old dispensation gave way to the new.

         Hand in hand with my father’s refusal of the past was the demand that his continuing physical presence be immediately responded to without regard to anything that went before or would come after, and that even his most mercurial moods should be reflected in his surroundings. As we grew up we knew hardly anything about him, other than this continuing physical presence. All his relatives were distant. He never sought them out and was generally unwelcoming when they visited. Soon they ceased to come at all, except the occasional cousin, like Tom Leddy, who was as unpredictable as he was. Even when he lived alone in the barracks he did not want them, but, c, would encourage them to visit my mother, who was ill prepared for guests and barely managing on her own. There were times when I was curious about his background and early life, and there did come a time when I could ask him without fear, but any enquiry was met with a low glare and silence, the thumbs rotating slowly around one another, and he would simply rise and leave.

         Later on in my life, distant relatives of his did seek me out, and I could easily have discovered all that he had refused, but did not. This was not because I was no longer interested or curious – curiosity must be one of the last passions to leave us – but I had come to view the pursuit as idle and was content to leave that part of his life as he wished. Such are the many mysteries of personality that they can, at the very most, be only partially explained by nurture and background.

         How did it come about that all three McManus girls, from a background of care and gentleness, good humour and discipline, chose self-centred, childish men? Katie was the oldest and the first to marry into a farm along the canal above a small lake a mile from Ballinamore. Close by was a rich planter’s farm, Willowfield, that cousins of ours, the McGoverns, had bought with money Hugh McGovern had made in Alaska. It was through the five beautiful McGovern girls that Katie met Francie McGarry. He was tall and good-looking and had the need to shine even among children, and he drank. Like my father, he was a hypochondriac; when he wasn’t drinking he was ailing. My father, too, had drunk to excess when he was young, and was so violent and accident prone in drink – he had a motorbike at the time – that his career was put at risk. Never a man to do anything by half, when he was forced into giving it up he joined the total abstinence movement, the Pioneers, and remained a prominent member of the association for the rest of his life. Katie was small and sharply humorous and hard-working. Francie was so fond of work he’d lie down beside it.

         Francie McGarry had a better farm than the farm Katie had grown up on, and it should have been easier to make a living. One time he was in bed with some mysterious complaint for so long they had to send for the doctor. The doctor knew his patient, and after a straight-faced examination concluded that there was nothing wrong that a noggin of hot whiskey wouldn’t cure. The doctor had another sick call to make on his way back, and as he returned to his car he was passed by his former patient of an hour earlier powdering towards town on a bicycle.

         As Pat and Maggie disliked Francie, Katie turned to Jimmy and her mother for help with her husband’s drinking. There was a priest in the Gran monastery near Enniskillen who had a great name for curing drunkards. After some careful diplomacy, it was agreed that Francie would cycle into the mountains, since it was nearer to Enniskillen, spend the night there, and then he and Jimmy would head for the Gran the next morning. To brace himself for his ordeal, Francie had a number of drinks in the town and was fairly tired by the time he reached Drumderg. He was welcomed and indulged, but not with alcohol, and after a pleasant evening he slept like a log in the lower room. Early in the morning the two men set out for the Gran. The priest received them agreeably. An offering was made. He then interviewed Francie privately, and the two men prayed together. His confession was heard. Francie made a solemn resolve to go from day to day without alcohol for the next three months when he’d return to the Gran, and the priest would review his progress. In the meantime, he should say certain prayers every day and the priest would pray that he be given the strength to keep his pledge. Francie was overjoyed. As they left, he suggested that they go into Enniskillen to celebrate the happy resolution. Jimmy resisted and managed to steer him towards the mountains and his home outside Ballinamore. Along the way his mood changed, and he launched into a bitter tirade against Katie and her children. It was they who were unsettling his nerves and driving him to drink. He hadn’t slept as well in months as he had slept the night before. Nothing Jimmy was able to say could dissuade him from returning with him to Drumderg. He was going to live with them for ever in the mountains and be free of all stress and anxiety and drink. My grandmother’s strong, humorous face must have been a study when she saw the two men returning together late in the evening and learned the outcome of their mission to the Gran. What reasoning or coercion they used the next morning to shift him back to his long-suffering wife and children, I do not know.

         At this time, because of the power of the Church and the Church’s teaching, many married without any sexual knowledge or knowledge of the person they were marrying. The men generally married for sex. There was no other way to have it. The result was usually the arrival of a large number of children in rapid succession. There were families in which the children were cherished, but many more where they were resented as unwanted mouths that had to be fed, the unpleasant and unavoidable results of desire. Some men and women observing this were determined not to marry. This was strengthened by economic necessity, as many did not come into the means or the freedom to provide for a wife and family until they were old. The ideal of the society was the celibate priest. The single state was thus elevated. The love of God was greater than the love of man or woman; the sexual was seen as, sin-infected and unclean. As an altar boy in red and white with a lighted candle I took part in many ceremonies of ‘churching’, when after Mass in the empty church women who had recently given birth would come to the altar rail to be cleansed and re-admitted into the full body of the faithful.

         
               

         

         My father seems to have shared this reluctance to marry. When he came to Ballinamore as a young sergeant in the early 1920s, my mother had moved from her first position in the convent to the small school of Lisacarn a mile outside the town. Such were the puritanical constrictions of the time, there were not many places a young woman teacher and her suitor could meet without giving cause for scandal. One such respectable house was Kelly’s, close to Lisacarn. They were cousins of my mother, with a tradition of priests in the family. Here the courting couple met on most Sunday evenings. My father always enjoyed such evenings, in which weighty events of the nation or locality were discussed solemnly between intervals for tea or cards. He usually dominated evenings like these by his physical presence. One Sunday when the evening was in progress within the house, his expensive black Crombie overcoat was stolen from the porch. Someone had entered the porch silently during the evening and left with nothing but the black Crombie. As such coats would stand out if worn or sold for gain, the only reason for taking the coat was to get even. ‘He was severe and very strict with everybody,’ Thomas Kelly explained. My father had the guards make extensive inquiries and searches, but the black Crombie was never found.

         Part of this small society of young people in the town were two teachers, Madge and Tom Sharpley, a brother and sister, who were regular visitors at Maggie’s shop on High Street. The Sharpleys came from a rich farm on the edge of the town, and their brother sold milk and cream from a horse and cart to the whole town. The milk was measured out from the creamery cans into whatever vessels the people brought to the cart as it drove slowly through the town. Tom was unsuccessfully in love for years with the beautiful Kathleen McGovern of Willowfield. Neither of them was ever to marry. He had a small car and would drive parties of young people to the sea at Strandhill or Bundoran in the summer. In his later years, I often found him sitting on the sofa in Maggie’s, wearing his brown hat, recovering from a hangover.
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