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[Your letters] will speak to me of


Christ, of Plato, and of Plotinus.


– Augustine, Letters VI. 1.1.


 


O sages standing in God’s holy fire


As in the gold mosaic of a wall,


Come from the holy fire, perne in a gyre,


And be the singing-masters of my soul.


– W. B. Yeats, ‘Sailing to Byzantium’ 
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PROLOGUE





THIS is not only some account of my earlier life: it is also some account of the formation of my mind and its preoccupation, from early consciousness, with ideas that can be described as Platonic and Christian. The method of the book is not that of prolonged analysis of a psyche: the matter is approached through action, through the recounting of episodes and anecdotes that are frequently far from solemn. Did not even Socrates address himself to serious matters with light-heartedness, and a touch of irony? Wordsworth’s ‘Ode on Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood’ supplies a text for each of the chapters.



















ONE







Heaven lies about in in our infancy!





MY FIRST shadowy recollection is of my father pausing at the end of my brass and iron cot at night to look at me. The recollection must indeed be shadowy, since he died on the 29th of December 1915, when I was just over ten months old. Doubtless this is a projection of something told later to me by my mother, who had a tendency to rehearse the past and the capacity to make one relive it with awed attention. My earliest firm recollection, however, is of my ‘realization’ that I was encompassed by an insubstantial world. What I saw before me – people, houses, trees – was but an image which disappeared when I turned around, to be replaced by a new image at my back. The ‘world’ fell away immediately behind and immediately beneath me. It was a frightening thought, but fortunately I was not always occupied in thinking. What was uppermost in my mind, however, when I did think, was the knowledge that I was on trial and was usually found wanting. This was discouraging. All the beings around me, principally my mother, my aunt, and my younger brother Patrick, the maid, and the yard-man, were agents of some Great Being who manipulated all. They too, however consistent and continuous, were images that appeared and disappeared. I was alone in this particular imaginary cosmos, although I did not presume that it was the only such cosmos. I did not think of this.


Looking back on it I can see that the Christian teaching on God, the angels (and demons), and the individual soul, as interpreted to a child of three years old by his Catholic family, priests and nuns in East Galway towards the end of the First World War, had some part to play in the building of such a Weltanschauung. Although the Great Being seemed more impersonal than the Christian God, and his agents more insubstantial than guardian angels or the wicked spirits, who (according to the prayers of Pope Leo XIII recited aloud at the end of Mass) ‘wander through the world for the ruin of souls’, yet a child might be influenced by one picture in the construction of another. I was on trial. Failure involved punishment. Could God both love and punish what He made? I could not answer.


Ireland was then in a ferment. The sequel to the Easter Rising of 1916 was the gradual withdrawal of much of the population from co-operation with British Rule, the establishment of Self-Rule (Sinn Féin) through an independent Assembly (Dáil) and courts, and, in reaction, the British use of the notorious Black and Tans and Auxiliaries to intimidate the people into submission. I was certainly frightened by the threatening soldiers. It was not merely that I remember rushing from the narrow dusty roads, and climbing desperately with my mother or my aunt over the low walls or fences to escape the attention of the rampaging Tans in their noisy tenders; but I saw a sturdy blacksmith being pulled by them from a lorry at the end of a rope along the stony village square. This happened after Mass on Sunday, when the operation would be seen by most and have most effect upon the people. He was later dumped in a river two miles away. And I remember a troop of Auxiliaries riding into the town with a ferocious swagger and, although I must have been no more than about six years of age at the time, being among those who carried buckets of water for their horses to drink. The children led a military life too. As our seniors did, so we drilled and practised signalling in the fields, carried rounds of spent ammunition in our bandoleers, and engaged in battles with stones. This psychological environment cannot but have contributed to excitement, at least, and make-belief.


But the pressure at home was, perhaps, greater. My father, Patrick, whose father, also called Patrick, had crossed the Shannon from the island of Ilaunmore on Lough Derg into East Galway, had just started a business in the village of Eyrecourt when, at the age of thirty-three, he died. My mother, Mary Donelan, was about nineteen at the time, bearing her second child, my brother, who was born within seven weeks. Shortly afterwards her younger brother was killed fighting in Dublin on Easter Monday 1916. Her mother died young in the flu of 1918. My mother had to have a serious operation in Dublin which necessitated a stay there for a number of months. Her sister came from London to look after her two infants. Our home was raided by the Tans on a number of occasions, the floor-boards torn up and furniture broken in the vain search for guns. My aunt became the ‘mother’ of the family, remaining with us all her life, whilst my mother had to look after affairs, which she did with increasing success. But the strain of those harrowing years left her highly nervous. As life went on her nervousness became less.


My mother’s condition made it more difficult for her to cope with me for I constantly got into trouble. This greatly excited her so that, certainly as I grew older, she punished me quite severely from time to time. This induced in me some brooding and some solitariness that made me feel miserable and alone. All the same I admired my mother for her looks, her ability, her courage, her devotion to us and her love. She had flattering offers of remarriage, especially from a family friend, who pressed his claim year after year (much to the approval of her children); but she was determined to make a life on her own for herself and her family. She was ambitious; she did not however break free from the tight restraints that frustrated that ambition. In the meantime, although I felt at ease with my aunt who was a placid, affectionate, totally dependent and wholly unambitious person, I could not but continue to think of myself as somewhat isolated, being on trial, and failing to do what I should do. Solipsism endured, even if I was not always conscious of it.


One knows that ideas of another, generally unseen but truly real, world are far from being uncommon. But one wonders if the imaginative propensities of the Celts, a people relegated over the last two thousand years to the fringes of Europe, and long in subjection to other peoples, may not have sought insistently some release in the apprehension of a world other than and a refuge from this. Saga and myth in ancient Ireland implied the existence of a spirit folk that dwelt normally unseen by men in the hills beside them. They are the áes síde of Old Irish tradition, known in spoken Irish as the slua sí and in English as the fairies. They lived either in certain hills or in faraway islands, or beneath the waters of the sea or of lakes. To the learned they were known as the Túatha Dé Donann (later Dannan), the Peoples of the Goddess Donu. Sometimes they were historicized as the former occupiers of Ireland defeated by the invading Goídil or Gaels. Fairies could be active in our lives and could be both good and evil.


Then there are the Immrama, a genre of Irish literature describing voyages in the discovery of Tír na nÓg, the Tír Tairngire, the Promised Land, the land of heart’s desire, and (in Christian terms) the Promised Land of the Saints. There were secular and ecclesiastical versions of these journeys with considerable overlapping in contents, even in relation to the kind of heaven to be gained.


The most famous of these Immrama is the Voyage of St Brendan, my translation of which was beautifully published by the Dolmen Press in 1976. The voyage was conceived by Brendan at Clonfert on the Shannon, his major monastic foundation, part of my native parish. Brendan and his companions are accompanied on the last stage of his journey by a personage (angel?) whom he calls a steward:




The steward went to the front of the boat and showed them the way. When the forty days were up, as the evening drew on, a great fog enveloped them, so that one of them could hardly see another. The steward, however, said to Saint Brendan:


‘Do you know what fog this is?’


Saint Brendan replied:


‘What?’


Then the other said:


‘That fog encircles the island for which you have been searching for seven years.’


After the space of an hour a mighty light shone all around them again and the boat rested on the shore.


On disembarking from the boat they saw a wide land full of trees bearing fruit as in autumn time. When they had gone in a circle around that land, night had still not come on them. One day they came upon a great river flowing through the middle of the island. A youth met them and embraced them with joy and, calling each by his name, said:


‘There before you lies the land which you have sought for a long time. You could not find it immediately because God wanted to show you his varied secrets in the great ocean.’





The description of the promised land is something of an anti-climax. Time was suspended there: there was no night, no hunger, no fatigue. But the marvellous incidents of the voyage itself, which take up almost the whole of the narrative, make up the real story: this was a series of trials in which angels and devils guided the action. The concentration was on getting there, on dealing with agents and appearances – with a devil that had possessed a fellow monk, a soporific well, a coagulated sea, a devouring beast, a gryphon, a crystal pillar in the ocean, a fiery mountain, and so much more.


The foregoing reflections may help in understanding why Platonism later became a natural attraction for me: the notion of two worlds, a real world of Intelligence and a shadow world of sense, in which latter we are at present enmeshed. The body is our tomb. Let us assert our nous, our intelligence, our true self, and seek union with Intelligence. Neoplatonism – a revival of Platonism (with some accretions) by Plotinus in the third century – was particularly appealing. One may note that a most remarkable translation into English of Plotinus’ Enneads, six groups each made up of nine essays, was done by the Irishman Stephen MacKenna, and that one of the great exponents of Neoplatonism in modern times, Eric Dodds, formerly Regius Professor of Greek in Oxford, was also Irish – as are a disproportionately high number of more recent academics working in this field.


In the meantime I grew up in a rather dreamy environment. Eyrecourt, as Ida Gantz tells us in Signpost to Eyrecourt (1975), to which I am indebted for much of what follows, drew its name from the Eyre family which originated, it was said, at the battle of Hastings. William the Conqueror, having been flung from his horse and suffering suffocation from his displaced helmet, was rescued by a Norman soldier called Truelove. Thereupon, according to the legend, William renamed him ‘Eyre, because thou hast given me the “air” I breathe’. Eyre lost his leg and thigh in the battle, whence the thigh and leg appear on the Eyre coat of arms. William gave him lands in Derbyshire. Much later Charlotte Brontë was to find some of her inspiration for Jane Eyre in North Lees Hall on the Derbyshire-Yorkshire border, one of the earliest of the Eyre properties.


In due course Eyres appear in Wiltshire and it is from these, from Brickworth, that two sons, John and Edward, came to Ireland in the service of Cromwell around 650. The efforts of the elder, John, were rewarded with a grant of land which he was allowed to retain at the Restoration. He lived first in the palace of the dispossessed Catholic Bishop of St Brendan’s See at Clonfert, a place occupied in the early fifties by Sir Oswald Mosley. Having consolidated an estate of some 30,000 acres, largely in Galway, but also in Offaly and Tipperary, he built his house, known later as Eyrecourt Castle, in the district of Donanaghta (‘the fort of the breast’), the name now used (Dún an Ochta) in Irish for Eyrecourt. This was in the early 1660s. The house survived until after its auction in 1926 when its new owner, being interested only in the land that went with it, allowed it to fall gradually into ruins. I was in it a few times when the Eyres still lived there and later, with grave risk, often ran up one of its crumbling stairs to view the countryside from its unprotected roof.


The demesne and village were the mise en scène of my early life. The public had almost full access to the former. This, by now much reduced, lay on the sunny slopes of Redmount Hill (422 feet high) in the direction of the Shannon, which spread out to encompass many islands at Meelick some two miles away. In the distance one could see the Slieve Bloom mountains, often in a blue haze. Before the castle lay a large undulating park with occasional spreading trees. There, within sight of the great house, young men of the village played hurling, hitting the leather ball at what seemed to a small boy, imprudently participating, bewildering speed. To the east of the park, beside the Great Gate that led to Banagher and Birr, was a fox covert, where the followers of the East Galway hounds, now including some Catholic priests and ‘strong’ farmers, met from time to time. Behind the castle was a wood mainly of beech trees, but with some ash and hazel scrub, springs, a river, an ornamental pond, and a formal garden. I spent many happy hours wandering through the soggy ash scrub and the more open beechwood where the ground was covered in season with snowdrops, daffodils, bluebells and anemones. Near the castle, over the ornamental pond (which thereby suffered badly), there was a very large heronry, swaying recklessly on the top of the beeches in high winds. For a period I counted the herons each year for a society engaged in making a national inventory of these and other less common birds. But my most exciting experience in this wood was coming upon an old postern door beside overgrown yews in a high wall. I pulled myself up to look through the rusty grill at the top. There I gazed upon the formal garden with its heavy-smelling box hedges, herbaceous border and plum trees. They were all rather untidy, it is true, but I thought I had stumbled upon Paradise, a ‘walled-in place’ of pleasure. On that breathless occasion I also felt that I was on my own, but that for some reason unknown to me I was being rewarded, or, maybe, tempted.


The castle itself was a minor great house, the main part of which was of two stories with a dormer storey in the sloping roof. There was a pediment over the main, north-facing, entrance which contained a door in a large and quite unusual wooden frame. Over the door was inscribed ‘Welcome to the House of Liberty’. The builder of the house, John Eyre I, may have had in mind the liberty from royal oppression maintained by his Wiltshire father (although Charles II is alleged to have danced in Eyrecourt Castle). John Wesley, who visited and preached in Eyrecourt many times, asked uncertainly if it meant liberty from sin? The mullioned windows were later said to have been of Waterford glass.


Internally there were a few fine rooms, including the salon, a ball-room and a dining-room, in the centre of the remarkable ceiling of which was a Tudor rose, to remind guests that conversation here was confidential, sub rosa.


But the pièce de résistance in Eyrecourt Castle was the truly noteworthy staircase. This approached the first storey from the end of the hall in two flights which came together at a landing and continued as one to the floor above. It was carved of chestnut and oak in Holland, with pedestals carrying vases of fruit and foliage, painted, it is said (but this is not my recollection), in pastel shades. It was the wonder of Connacht. I well recall that after the auction it was taken to pieces over a period of several months by a bowler-hatted Cockney, put in packing-cases, and then shipped to America, ultimately to the Detroit Institute of Arts. There it remained, unpacked, at least fifty years later.


John Wesley, having admitted that the staircase was grand, as were two or three of the rooms, remarked on the ruinous outhouses and other appointments as seeming to indicate the owner’s apathy. The owner then, in 1775, was John Eyre, Baron Eyre of Eyrecourt since 1768, and a member of the Privy Council which effectively ruled Ireland. The family had reached its greatest glory. But Baron Eyre had no issue and his life ended sadly in 1781. Richard Cumberland in his Memoirs, published in 1807, describes his declining years:




His Lordship’s day was so apportioned as to give the afternoon by much the largest share of it, during which, from an early dinner to the hour of rest, he never left his chair, nor did the claret ever quit the table. This did not produce inebriety, for it was sipping rather than drinking that filled up the time, and this mechanical process of gradually moistening the human clay was carried on with very little aid from conversation, for his lordship’s companions were not very communicative, and fortunately he was not very curious. He lived in an enviable independence as to reading, and, of course, he had no books. Not one of the windows of his castle was made to open, but luckily he had no liking for fresh air, and the consequence may be better conceived than described.





One window on the ground floor, at least, opened by 1926, for I went in and out through it from an overfull auction room. I do not recollect a library or the presence of many books.


Some of the Eyres over the centuries had a little education; some of them had great fortunes; and clearly some of them had taste. But generally they concentrated rather on sport, hunting, dancing and social entertainment, and so sometimes found themselves short of funds. The most notorious of them was Giles Eyre, who had £20,000 a year, wasted £80,000 on an election (which he lost) in Galway and spent years in a debtors’ prison. He is the original of Charles Lever’s Charles O’Malley:








To drink a toast


A proctor roast,


Or bailiff as the case is,


To kiss your wife


Or take a life


At ten or fifteen paces,


To keep game-cocks, to hunt the fox


To drink in punch the Solway,


With debts galore, but fun far more –


Oh! that’s ‘The Man for Galway’.











Giles Eyre was illiterate. The estate, which grew to 85,000 acres at one period, was leased and sold in various portions at one time or another, until in the end no more than a few hundred acres went with the castle. Fecklessness had left a romantic fantasy of neglect and ruins. This was the sensuous background to my dawning years. When last I saw the castle, fat bullocks were congregating before the House of Liberty defiling its granite steps.


To the west of the demesne developed the village which came to be known as Eyres’ Court. An avenue lined with elms beside a ruined church, built by the first John Eyre and where Giles Eyre is buried, leads through an unpretentious gate out into the Mall and thence to the gently curved Main Street, which is distinguished in having a large number of three-storey Georgian houses, of which ours was one. They must originally have been built for various Agents of the Estate. Some six of these in the village were in my young days in total ruins, exciting and dangerous areas as playgrounds for hide-and-seek and other vigorous games. Two buildings stood out among all others, the house used by the parish priest and the theatre, known locally as the Synagogue. The former was distinguished not only by elaborate entrance steps and pillars crowned by eagles: it also had a ‘hanging’ garden, suspended on high arches, at the back. There the Big Man, as the parish priest was known both familiarly and in fear, regaled me once in a hammock with oranges and a honeycomb. The house also had a painted ceiling (which, naturally, was alleged to have been done by Angelica Kaufmann) and a curved corridor leading into the organ loft of the nearby chapel, a corridor sometimes used for storing wool. This house once belonged to the Martyn family, of whom Edward was a friend of W. B. Yeats and a collaborator in the Irish Literary Renaissance at the beginning of the century. The house faced the broad Market Square which had two plots of grass and two large trees with high circular stone surrounds. A theatre was built here, a miniature in cut limestone of what a theatre should be: a Parterre with benches upholstered in red cloth; behind it a Pit for those who stood only; and above this a Gallery for the ‘Gods’ with plain wooden benches. The stage with its flies and curtain, painted with a scene from the Colleen Bawn, were of proportionate size, and there was a decent dressing-room. Here were held plays and films (I remember only Charlie Chaplin) and concerts, in one of which I played on the piano a piece called ‘Corps de Ballet’, the pronounced rhythm of which provoked such time-beating in the feet of the audience that the piece could hardly be heard even by me. Later the slate roof of the Synagogue fell in and the building became a zinc-roofed dance-hall. The Big Man, disapproving of its clients who came there from outside the parish, put a short end to the dancing by parading up and down outside the door with his blackthorn stick. That was the way it was!


As for the rest of the village: it was a jumble of houses with an interesting roofscape as one entered it from the east by the low, broad-and-grassy-margined road that hugged the crumbling demesne wall (a place well suited for courting couples, and equally well patrolled by the parish priest). The Protestant graveyard was beside its church, neatly kept: even the graves when open were lined with moss and violets. The Catholic graveyard lay beside the old church of Donanaghta, several fields in from the road over a bumpy frequently sodden track, and filled with soaring nettles. It was called Doon (I thought the name was ‘Doom’), an eerie place.


The countryside around had its share of bogs, stone walls, fields little and great of mixed quality land, but the chief attraction in the area was the Shannon, two or three miles distant. Here the greatest river of the British Isles split up among many islands. There were gentle falls obviated for navigation purposes by a large weir, a canal and lock-gates. Over this pleasant scene presided a Martello tower erected against a Napoleonic attack, occupied by the Free State soldiers during the Civil War of 1922-3, and a ruined Franciscan convent going back to 1414, of which the rambling and austere church was still in use. George Petrie in the last century remarked upon the ‘romantic situation’ of the Abbey. Here, at Meelick, from my earliest days I engaged in every kind of fishing: for perch and roach from the banks and weir with a worm; trolling from boats with a sprat or spinner for pike or with fly for trout or salmon. How I remember the excitement of a cork dipping firmly to a bite; or hauling in one young pike after another when a run was on; but especially trout rising all around one at the weir at midnight and the moon lighting up the poop of the boat as one rowed drowsily homewards. This was O’Madden country. Eyrecourt Castle was built beside an O’Madden tower; Meelick Abbey had been refounded by the O’Madden chief in 1479 and nearby was Lismore, one of the fortresses of the O’Maddens. It was appropriately a Father Madden, a nearby parish priest, who brought me fly-fishing in company with another cleric, who spoke constantly of books and in particular of Horace (whose Odes he had translated), an author whom I was to get to know somewhat better quite soon. 


Meelick seemed to be another country. On warm sunny days one saw the fat bream approach, but rarely bite, in the shallow water. One smelt the sedge and mint and meadowsweet as one brushed through the long grass. Yellow irises were everywhere and, occasionally, white lilies in the pools. And over the flat sweet-smelling, purple-heathered bogland lay the pale blue range of Slieve Bloom. Here I sometimes stopped still, overcome by the sudden feeling that I was part of nature, happy to be one with it, at ease in having lost a human, personal identity, free from relations save submission to the experience of the earth. Later I was to read so much more of this in Forrest Reid and Richard Jefferies. Then I was only half-conscious of such fleeting thoughts. But I have other, more troubling recollections of that place: of a young Free State soldier being shot in an ambush there, and his body lying in a tender outside our house, to be viewed by his girl-friend, our maid. Indeed Free State officers were often in our house, their Mauser rifles stacked in a corner in the kitchen.


The physical furnishing of our lives then belonged, understandably, largely to the nineteenth century. The footpaths were cobbled, the roads unmetalled, the streets unlit except where a shop window shed a fitful brightness from the paraffin lamp inside. The post came to the village and went by gig, which took passengers to the train at Ballinasloe. There were few motor-cars and they constantly broke down or suffered punctures from the sharp stones that filled the innumerable pot-holes. These were broken by men with hammers and goggles sitting on the heaps of stone beside the road. Cyclists, if ever they lit their way, used sizzling carbide lamps. Poor people, the majority, bought almost totally fat American bacon and Indian meal (‘Injun male’): how close the Great Famine lingered. The children were often barefoot, but often by choice in summer. It was wonderful to leave off one’s canvas sandals to experience the soft warm feeling of the sandy road. 


The tragedies and eccentricities of life were less contained than now. I’ve heard the terrible wails of a woman being brought forcibly from her home, doubtless forever, to the madhouse. I’ve seen a man die in the heaving fever of tuberculosis, while his wife ironed the sheets for his laying-out in the kitchen next door. I attended very many wakes, where I said how sorry I was for ‘their trouble’ and at least once was offered a white clay pipe and twist tobacco. I attended even more funerals, which frequently started with the placing of the coffin on chairs outside the house in the street, where a decade of the Rosary was said. Sometimes with other small boys I made my way sociably from one trap to another throughout the length of a long funeral procession. Fun tended to break in on sorrow. There were all kinds of curious people about, local and visiting: a butcher in the D.T.s, a pale-faced poet, an old man who moaned out loud in sympathy with Christ’s Passion in the darkened chapel (but who for all that eventually got married in a nearly ribald ceremony at the altar). There’s nothing like a village for seeing life. Then one saw even more of it.


Widowhood and spinsterhood hung oppressively over the Main Street. On our side of it, over a stretch of six consecutive houses, there were four widows and two sets of three bachelors or spinsters. The Vanishing Irish. Pleasure, glorified, was for the next life. Still, the local church did not force-feed with piety. The parish priest was a big rough man, who always kept to the middle of the street, always had a Kerry Blue terrier about, even during Mass, always dribbled and spat copiously from snuff-taking, preached dramatically in ahernative pianissimo and fortissimo and then da capo, read out the list of seasonal collections for his upkeep from £5 down to sixpence, with threats to publicize the names of those who did not contribute at all. He had the doors of the chapel closed half-way through Mass, and then at the end of the ceremony marched boldly down the aisle to open half of the main door, hold the collection plate over his portly belly, and make mock-threatening remarks or gestures to the faithful as they made their way singly out, dropping their intermittent pennies. He had the local reputation of being the richest man in Connacht though it can hardly have been so. He did nothing to make himsel floved. His piety was straightforward and simple. He depended upon visiting ‘missioners’ to whip up the annual ecstasies of devotion.


A few other clerics conduced even less to piety. One curate was an alcoholic who frequently made the rounds of the Stations of the Cross in Lent in a half-drunken stupor and had to be helped to his feet from time to time by the altar-boys, who did not discourage him from saying more than the ten Hail Marys to the decade when he came to recite the Rosary. Being so unfortunate, it was thought appropriate that he should be compensated by being able to work cures. Certainly some sufferers were brought from long distances to have him read an Office over them. Eventually he was silenced by the Bishop for some time, and died suddenly after he had been reinstated. A priest from one local parish was thought to be interested only in his big horse, Black Jack. Another had a kennel of greyhounds, kept by a man and woman who were notorious for their bad language. There were other clergy in the area who were conspicuously good pastors. But when one contemplated a collection of priests murdering the Office at a Requiem Mass, with their yellowing creased surplices, one felt that religion was indifferently represented.


Religion was more effectively communicated in the schools. My recollection of the nuns’ Convent School (where I suffered the comparative isolation of being advanced, with one other boy, into the girls’ section because I was still too young to go to the all boys’ school) is of hymn-singing, Agnus Deis (little religious objects), and selling Black Babies in Africa to those who paid pennies to stick pins in little squares: these were arranged in the form of a cross on a paper card. From there also I made my First Communion in a white woollen suit. When I got to the Boys’ or Master’s School, religion, curiously, became more serious. There, although religious instruction was supposed to be given only when a notice, ‘Religious Instruction’, was turned face upwards from noon to 12.30 p.m., I became conscious of more indoctrination. There was more hymnsinging, in which I took immense pleasure, both in the music and the words. I was taught how to serve Mass and lisp the difficult responses in Latin, a language of which I was destined to know more: Quia tu es, Deus, fortitudo mea: quare me repulisti, et quare tristis incedo, dum affligit me inimicus? Not only did we have to know the ‘large’ Maynooth Catechism, which formulated so many inscrutable mysteries, by heart, but we had to know and be able to ‘explain’ everything from a thick, small, closely printed Explanatory Catechism as well. I got great satisfaction in ‘mastering’ this: that is, in effect, with my mother’s instant help having it off by heart. This intense instruction was aimed at satisfying each year a Diocesan Examiner, who relieved us always by asking us only to sing the hymns, and the Bishop when we came before him for Confirmation. The latter contented himself with giving us a pat on the cheek. The Master’s anxiety, however, was so great to prepare for these examinations (he was employed by the parish priest) that he fell into some sadism from time to time. A number of the ‘scholars’ as they were called (a survival of the time when few had formal education) were not particularly bright and, perhaps, not overly industrious. When they missed questions, the Master directed that they be slapped with a switch, cut from a hedge outside the school, by the boy that answered best. It was a brutalizing experience for all, and in the name of religion. When Confirmation came and these backward boys were not presented by the Master to the Bishop, the Big Man slipped them in at the rails, and all was well. Such is the difficulty that a clergy, which on occasion indeed drives too hard, has in keeping in touch with a simple-minded and enthusiastic laity.


The Master, in fact, was a very pleasant man in the normal way. He worked under almost impossible conditions. His modest apprentice-training had not prepared him to teach the Irish language. Yet certain educational pundits had assured the new Irish Government after 1922 that the desired revival of Irish could be achieved in some five years or so. Crash courses in the language were held for primary school teachers during the summer months. Our Master, being no longer young, made slow progress with these; he evidently did not have his heart in the venture. His attempts, therefore, to teach what became a central subject were pathetic, which much reduced his self-esteem before the knowing ‘scholars’. In any case he was the sole teacher in a school in which there normally averaged (he took the roll and chalked up the number present each day) twenty-two boys, divided into six classes, these being taken two by two. He could do no more than give instructions to each group what to learn, or appoint a boy from an upper group to teach a lower. He was content to keep a general and amused eye on one or two retarded youths who stayed in school well into their late teens. This gave him plenty of time to talk with the woman whose family shared the building with the school. Indeed the school used only one room and the hall on the ground floor of a large house. It was squalid beyond belief. The Master constantly got cups of tea from the woman through an unintended but convenient hole in a latticed partition wall. There were not enough desks even for the small attendance, and these were infested with lice and vermin whose antics afforded us distraction. The ‘library’ was a row of some twenty unpretentious and dust-laden volumes on the mantelpiece over a frequently smoking open turf fire. The scholars contributed the turf and were allowed to warm themselves, singly, standing at the fire when they got too cold. There was no covering on the floor which was splashed with water (to keep down the dust) and swept by a boy every day. The dado of the walls was painted in the darkest green imaginable, and for a foot or so under the ceiling there was a ‘cacophony’ of small pieces of wallpaper taken from a book of samples.


Here the Master did his best for us. It is amazing what children can learn on their own, especially if somebody sympathetic ‘hears’ them. We, or at least some of us, were constantly doing examinations, especially in arithmetic, algebra and Euclid. I can testify that I learned enough mathematics in that school to bring me easily through the general paper in that subject in the first year in university. I still recollect long sessions with my companions matching the details of a geography textbook against maps of Great Britain and pre-1914 Europe. English literature and poetry inculcated a love of country and the countryside:








Go ye round Erin, gaze upon her loveliness;


Lake lands and gorse lands, they all may claim a share.


Heather lands and meadow-lands, mountain heights and lowlands –


Ah, God was good to Ireland when He moulded her so fair.











After appropriate verses on Kerry, we came happily to Galway:








Turn ye to Westward, behold the cliffs of Galway;


Grey, stern and glorious, those bulwarks of the West.











I do not know who composed these modest, but to us moving, verses, nor have I seen them printed anywhere since. But they and ballad songs and books about the history of Ireland filled us with an abiding love of the land in which we were born.


There was no visiting library or bookshop in Eyrecourt. American comic-cuts, ‘Mutt and Jeff’, ‘Tillie the Toiler’, ‘The Katzenjammer Kids’ and so on came weekly from emigrants in Boston and were avidly devoured and passed on. A visit to Dublin meant a stocking up with cheap reprints of popular novels then available in Woolworths. I had an additional source in a Miss Alice Butson, a middle-aged invalid, who visited the village from her house near Clonfert weekly in a donkey and trap and, while her driver did messages, passed on to me such books as she thought would interest me. It was a vein of gold.


As I approached my teens it was felt that I had got as much as I could from the local school. My maternal grandmother had been a boarder at a convent of La Sainte Union, and a former neighbour and, it was alleged, ‘admirer’ of my father was also a member of that congregation: hence plans were afoot to send me to Kilashee, a preparatory school in Co. Kildare. In the event my widowed mother found it difficult to let me go away from her. I continued, then, with the Master until I was thirteen.


One other element in my schooling comes to be mentioned, music. My earliest remembrance of singing goes back to the preparation of a song, ‘Cill Mhuire’, for a Feis, when I was almost six. I was summoned back in the final of the contest to be dazzled by the footlights and bewildered by the darkness beyond. I was frightened and felt lost as to what I was doing. Still, I got a prize, as my brother and myself did for step-dancing on that occasion too. The prizes were books of Irish song and grammar from which youths of sixteen and over, if they were determined, might with difficulty have drawn some profit. There was much singing of hymns and patriotic ballads in my school, and from our gramophone records I built up a strong collection of post-Great War and twenties songs and ditties. Among the patriotic ballads I knew was:








Up with de Valera, he’s the champion of the right –


We’ll follow him to battle, ’neath the orange, green, and white,


Next we’ll tackle England and we’ll beat her in the fight,


And we’ll crown de Valera King of Ireland.











This we schoolboys sang rather uncertainly. To some of my cousins de Valera was a hero; to my own family, anathema, because of whatever responsibility he had for the Civil War. My brother and myself treated whoever of the village was within earshot to a frequent rendering of our repertoire of songs (reflecting many and not infrequently competing interests) when we were put to bed, while it was yet light, in the summertime.


One’s imagination was stimulated in so many ways. The countryside was full of raths where, we half believed, the fairies lived. The empyrean was lit up on winter nights by the moon sailing through scuddying white clouds: it was a witching time when forms – a man on a bicycle, a wandering goat – revealed themselves suddenly against a dark background of trees. Even during daytime a tiny aeroplane very high up in the sky seemed like a cross appearing noisily in the heavens. Of course when one believed that God, in the visible form of the Eucharistic wafer reserved in the tabernacle on the altar in the chapel, was really present, one was sensitized powerfully towards the perception of a world other than this one pervading every moment of one’s existence. There was the minor but equally constant presence of one’s guardian angel, just over one’s shoulder. The true enduring reality was the unseen. What we saw and did was changeable. And so fantasy was born. Night after night, instead of composing ourselves for sleep, my brother and myself created plays or ‘stories’ (as we called them) in which we spoke the dialogue of many parts. Our enthusiasm for invention was restrained, and a happy conclusion to the story suddenly imposed, by my mother’s banging with clear intent upon the separating wall. That put an end to our histrionics.
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