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‘And Time Stood Still warmed my heart and reminded me of the value of family, friendship and community’
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‘in this book, Alice Taylor is singing my song’
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For my brother Tim, who was my inspiration and mentor, and for the ancestors who kept life flowing through the veins of rural Ireland
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Introduction


The Memory Butterfly





In a long-forgotten garden at the back of all our minds are the faded flowers of a past season. These memory flowers are rooted into the fabric of our being where they sleep quietly beneath years of living. Then one day you hear a song on the radio or a special piece of music is played. Leafing through a book you come across the line of a poem you learned in school. On a garden visit an evocative scent wafts up your nose. You are searching for something in a drawer and an old photograph taken long ago with a brownie camera falls out.


And suddenly you are in another place. A memory butterfly awakens, gently flutters onto one of those faded flowers and gradually it comes to life. Wisps of memory begin to float around your mind and slowly come together. A faded scene forms and beckons you back to a long-forgotten place. As the vague picture begins to emerge you might turn hesitantly to a friend and tentatively ask, ‘Do you remember?’, or you might say to a person who has a different memory road, ‘Wait till I tell you how we did …’


As you journey back, it is wonderful to have a travelling companion. Maybe someone who has been there too and remembers, or a visitor to those times, someone new to your remembered way of life. You are on the remembering road and a companion is travelling back with you. Together you begin to fill in the missing bits of the jigsaw and explore long-forgotten things. There is a huge sense of satisfaction as the full picture begins to come alive. Sharing the experience is half the joy of travelling the Do You Remember road. And for those new to these long-gone times, having a guide who was there, who can draw you in as if you too were actually reliving these very experiences, is wonderful.


That is what this book is all about. My wish is to be a companion on your journey to other times and other ways, as I remember my home place, my grandmother’s dresser, the tea in the parlour, minding the chickens, or poems we learned at school. Clinging to the inside of all our minds like cream to the inside of a jug are the memories of our earliest years. We never quite forget them.


I hope you enjoy sharing these memories with me and that you relish the journey back along the memory road!




How nice to sit and think awhile


Of little things to make you smile


Of happy things you did in fun


Long ago when you were young


To think of people who were kind


And left a ray of light behind


People who were nice to know


When you were young long time ago


So come and sit with me awhile


And think of things to make us smile.
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Chapter 1


The Home Place





It takes a lot of living to make a house a home. The living connects ancestry to posterity, creating a nucleus that supports and strengthens the extended family. Like a tree, families put down roots that give support and stability to extended branches. The home family provides a shelter belt and that sheltering can encompass the extended tribe when life gets stormy.


As we become teenagers and adults, many of us may develop a certain disdain for our parents’ way of life and discard many of their ideals. We may even revolt against them or indeed abandon their ways entirely, but as we mature we often discover the wisdom in some of the old ways and that we have something to learn from previous generations. Life has a strange way of opening our eyes to the value of things we once considered outdated. Seamus Heaney captured it beautifully when he said, ‘I learned that my local County Derry [childhood] experience, which I had considered to be archaic and irrelevant to the “modern world”, was to be trusted.’
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Growing up in a home where eight generations of our family had lived I was made aware at an early age of the far-reaching influence of roots. During my childhood, people whose ancestors had been born in our house came back from all over the world to walk the land that had spawned their ancestors. It matters not whether your home place is a tiny cottage or a grand house its umbilical cord has the same pulling power.


Emigration was always part of Irish life and nowhere more than in the hilly regions of the Cork-Kerry border where I grew up and where wresting a living from the land had never been easy. Emigration was the answer to the problem. Young men from our area went mostly to Oregon and San Francisco, and to Australia, and the girls to Boston, New York and Chicago among other places. Some never came back, but generations later their descendants came to explore their roots. These people had grown up in the shadow of their parents’ and grandparents’ homeland and wanted to find out more about it. It was important then that the people in the home place gave them time, and that they sat down and told them about their ancestral roots. Sometimes these descendants had waited many years and travelled long distances to walk the fields where their parents or grandparents had played and worked as youngsters. Their parents and grandparents had often sent back hard-earned money to keep their home fires burning and their descendants now wanted to hear the stories of the home place which they had probably heard talked about since they were children.


I was amazed as a youngster to discover that deep in the marrow of human beings lies a strong need to connect with our life source – not unlike the salmon and the geese who each year instinctively travel across the world to come back to the birthing place of their ancestors. The laws of nature are beyond our human understanding.


And so, when the visitors came back to our home place long ago all work on the farm was suspended, which impressed me greatly. It could well have been a sunny day and we might have a field of hay mown and ready to be saved. Usually nothing – simply nothing – took precedence over this in my father’s world. After all, this was our bread and butter! But, prompted by my mother who treasured family history, my father put the returning descendants before saving the hay. His action spoke louder than any words. At the time we had an old man working with us who constantly reminded my mother that ‘Children have only what they see’, and later in life a nun at school told us ‘Sound is heard but example thunders’ – and it’s true! My parents were laying the foundation of deep respect for family. I was very impressed.


These visitors got tea in the parlour and sometimes their unannounced arrival meant that one of us young ones had to run all the way into town, which was almost three miles away, to bring back those little extras that my mother felt were necessary for her guests. Though often these niceties were left untouched and my mother’s brown bread was what was most appreciated. If she happened to have one of her homemade apple cakes on hand, this was especially savoured with delight – though my mother’s delight that we did not already have her apple cake scoffed was far greater than the visitors’ appreciation. Niceties in our house had to be kept under lock and key. The parlour table was set with my mother’s best tablecloth. Tablecloths at the time were made of pure linen or damask and had to be hand-washed, starched and ironed, and when one was spread out over the large parlour table it breathed ‘special occasion’. Then out came her best china and bone-handled cutlery and the ‘loaf sugar’, or sugar lumps, also kept securely locked away in her deep press beside the fireplace. All this fuss told us that these were special people who were to be welcomed back to their home place with proper ceremony. These returning emigrants also made us aware that we were simply custodians of our land, guarding it for all generations.


When I, like others, left the shelter of the home I took with me a deep love of my home place, and whenever in later life I hit a rough patch, my best therapy was to go back and walk those fields or to call a sibling, or a member of the extended family, or an old neighbour and talk over the problem with them. I became very grateful for the influence of my roots, and that included my grandmother, aunts, uncles and neighbours. It takes a whole neighbourhood to rear a child.


A few days after my father’s funeral the awareness of place really sank home. I walked with my brother down through the fields that our father had worked all his life to the river where he had fished. His spirit walked with us. We stood and watched the river he had loved and cared for flow silently by. On a regular basis he had checked its water for cattle pollution, making sure that nothing entered it to interfere with its fish or bird life. His belief was: wrong nature and you pay a terrible price. There was healing that day in gazing at the water of the river flowing by; an awareness as well of how transient life is and the timelessness of that river and the land of our ancestors that it flowed through. From them we had inherited not only the land but also an appreciation of the gift of life.


By a strange coincidence, the day I finished this chapter I received the following letter in the post which echoed exactly what I was thinking and it stayed with me for days. Here’s a short extract:




Dear Alice, I must write and let you know how much I’ve enjoyed your book Gift of a Garden. The garden gives so much back. To read about Uncle Jacky and to have the fun of continuing on his pleasure of gardening in his garden is extra joy. If it was anywhere else it wouldn’t feel the same. The feeling of belonging, of ownership, or perhaps not ownership – we tend to take care of what’s left to us and perhaps when we are gone a little bit of us remains, as Uncle Jacky still remains.


I was born and raised in Dublin. My mother’s parents came from Co Carlow. Her parents moved to Dublin but her grandparents and great-grandparents all came from the one little spot. My great-great-grandparents were stonemasons and I was told they built the house and surrounding walls. My mother holidayed every year when we were young down there and what freedom – and such wonderful people. It left a mark on me. They say it gets into your blood. I’d say it’s leaded into my marrow.


I have been very lucky to have been given a chance to buy a part of the land down there and to own the remains of a dry-stone cottage where my grandfather and great-grandfather were born. I feel a piece of land gives off its treasures. It can absorb a lot of us back into the soil, to join others gone before us. There’s only four walls and a chimney stack left, but what a wonderful thing to come my way. To walk on the same land that they walked on … I hope you don’t mind me writing to you. I feel you may understand the wonder of it all.
























 The Brook


Alfred Tennyson









…I chatter, chatter, as I flow


To join the brimming river,


For men may come and men may go,


But I go on forever.







I wind about, and in and out,


With here a blossom sailing,


And here and there a lusty trout,


And here and there a grayling.







And here and there a foamy flake


Upon me, as I travel


With many a silvery water-break


Above the golden gravel,







And draw them all along, and flow


To join the brimming river,


For men may come and men may go,


But I go on forever…
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Chapter 2


The Woman of the House





The kitchen was the hub of the home. It was the cooking zone, bakery, laundry, dining room and at night a social centre, school room and prayer room. And if my mother had bought a roll of material in Denny Ben’s draper’s shop in town the previous Sunday to make what she called ‘up and down’ dresses for us, it became a sewing room – as you can gather from the term ‘up and down’ we were not exactly icons of fashion! My mother’s was the only sewing machine in the townland so other women came to do their sewing in the kitchen as well. When the hosting of the Stations came around it was a temporary chapel and when valuable eggs had to be hatched it became a hatchery. When the door was open in summer the hens, who were free-range in every sense of the word, felt quite entitled to wander in and help themselves to the crumbs that had fallen from the table. If it was deemed necessary to bring mother pig in to have her young, it became a delivery ward. When it incorporated a settle it could also be turned into a temporary hostel for an unexpected caller. All human and animal life on the farm revolved around the kitchen.




[image: ]





All farm kitchens were more or less the same. As well as being the largest room in the house, it was also the only one heated by the open fire that stretched across one end wall. A long press or dresser for holding ware stood across the other end. Originally – before my time – the floor was mud or cobbled, which was impossible to keep clean, and later concrete or quarry tiles were put down as they were able to withstand all the assaults of family and animal life. The ceiling was of slatted ceiling laths that sometimes, due to darkening by smoke, had to be scrubbed and repainted, and then varnished, turning the artist into an upside-down painter like a kind of Michelangelo! The finish of paint at the time was dull and flat, hence the need for varnish to give it a gloss finish. The lower half of the kitchen wall was cased over with timber, which we called ‘the partition’, but was in fact wainscotting. This was either stained and varnished, or painted and varnished. The paint was usually cream coloured or a pale green, depending on the taste of the woman of the house. The paint manufacturers at the time were Harringtons, and later Uno. The wall above the wainscotting was distempered. Hall’s distemper came in powder form and water was added until it arrived at a creamy consistency that was easy to apply. It had a limited colour range, but some colours were actually quite vibrant. Popular at the time was yellow ochre and my grandmother used this to paint the outside walls of her thatched house.


The recess all around the fire was constantly whitewashed. Every Saturday the black crane was swung forward out of the way and with a large bucket of whitewash and a long-handled whitewashing brush, the ‘whitewashing of the hob’ took place. The long handle was necessary as the whitewash, which consisted of powdered lime stirred with water into a liquid form, could scorch the hands of the worker. The whitewash was applied to both sides of a black track that was created by years of smoke which remained in the middle of the wall behind the fire and disappeared up the chimney. It was deemed a losing battle to try to eradicate this smoke track, so it remained untouched.


A large kitchen table stretched down one side of the kitchen and usually another slightly smaller one stood at the other side; this smaller table was the stand for two enamel buckets of spring water drawn from the nearby well that were on standby for drinking and making tea. Beside them was an enamel bucket of milk collected from the tank or churn before the rest of the milk was carried off to the creamery early in the morning. This was also the resting place for the large brown cakes wrapped in retired flour bags that stood there to cool after coming out of the hot bastable. These indispensable cloths were the bags in which the flour came home from the mill. They were made of a strong cotton or calico, and once empty were washed and rewashed to remove all traces of embedded flour, and then they were laid on a hedge in the garden to bleach under the sun. They were finally ready to do a second term of duty. The flour bags were known as ‘bageens’ and were made of excellent quality material, and once they had served their original purpose were put to many uses. They became aprons, pillowcases and sheets, and many other things, and gave long years of service in their reincarnation. Recycling was the name of the game.


In the evening the small table became the school desk as we sat around it to do our lessons. Then my mother covered it with newspapers to absorb ink spills and to avoid calculations and impromptu drawings being made on its white wooden face. The main table was usually covered with an oilcloth, but this smaller one was bare-faced and had to be scrubbed white every week, together with the collection of wooden súgán chairs from around the kitchen. In winter they were scrubbed in the kitchen using a bucket of warm water and a scrubbing brush with carbolic soap or a little block of red brick which was a hard dry block made from the dust remaining after the making of red fire bricks; in summer the chairs were carried to a water spout at the end of the yard for scrubbing. These chairs had occasionally to be re-súgáned which was a specialised job, and if the man of the house did not have the required skill the local thatcher came to the rescue. The súgán was made of ropes of twisted straw saved from the threshing and these were interwoven to make a comfortable seat. Usually accompanying the chairs to cope with an overflow of sitters was a long timber stool known as the ‘form’ (or as we pronounced it ‘forum’), which could seat four to six people depending on their circumference. The children were seated on a form that was usually lined up between the table and the wall – in there they had their backs to the wall, so if a scuffle broke out they were less likely to topple head first onto the hard floor.


For the annual threshing the two tables were brought into action to seat the meitheal of neighbours who gathered to get the harvest in. That night the kitchen became a dancehall when the annual threshing dance was held and hob-nailed boots cracked sparks off the floor as neighbours lined up to do the Siege of Ennis, the Haymaker’s Jig and Shoe the Donkey to the beat of a local musician who played on a fiddle or accordion for jigs, reels and sets.


The Station mass, which rotated between the farmhouses in each townland, necessitated a huge clean-up when it came around. Then the kitchen became a chapel. The large kitchen table was hoisted up and had two súgán chairs slipped under each end, which raised it up to resemble an altar and make it a comfortable height on which to say Mass. Then it was draped in the best white linen tablecloth of the house and two brass candlesticks were placed at either end. At the far end of it or on a small side table, on another white cloth, was a cup and saucer, spoon, a salt cellar, a sprig of palm and a little white linen finger cloth to dry the hands of the priest. That night the kitchen became a concert venue as the family and neighbours tested their performance skills in an impromptu concert.


When the pig was killed the kitchen became a temporary butcher’s shop as the meat was cut up and salted on the tables before being plunged into a barrel of brine in the back kitchen, which was cooler than the kitchen. Before the meat was placed in the brine an egg was put in to test that there was enough salt to preserve the bacon. If the egg stayed afloat it was the go-ahead signal for the meat to go in, and if it sank an indication that more salt was required. The bacon was both fatty and salty, which in today’s world would be a nutritionist’s nightmare; possibly the hard labour that was part of life then counteracted any ill effects. Later the kitchen became a smoke-house as pieces of bacon were hung off iron hooks in the ceiling to be seasoned by the fire while the hams disappeared up the chimney to be smoked for Christmas.


The most important timepiece in every house hung in the kitchen too and this was the clock that guided all our lives. As well as telling the time, these clocks were also an elegant piece of furniture, with a brass pendulum swinging behind a little glass door at the lower end of its oak or mahogany case. Ours was an eight-day clock that struck on the hour and could be heard all over the house. It had to be wound up once a week and in our house this was done every Saturday night. These clocks had come in from America and my father told us that ours was bought by his mother in a local shop around 1915 for five pounds.


The other important piece of furniture in the kitchen was the radio, which kept us informed of how the world outside our world was carrying on, and on summer Sundays the voice of Micheál O’Hehir brought the excitement of Croke Park into the kitchen. My father was a BBC listener and my mother a Radio Éireann woman, but every afternoon she tuned into the BBC for ‘Woman’s Hour’ and ‘Mrs Dale’s Diary’. We left school at three o’clock and should have been home through the fields in half an hour, but there were so many distractions on the way that often we had to run across the last few fields to make it in time to listen to Mrs Dale’s exploits. Later, before the supper at six forty-five, we gathered around the radio again to listen to ‘Dick Barton Special Agent’, which filled us with wonder at the exploits of the three detectives, Dick, Snowy and Jock. Later they were replaced by ‘The Archers’, a farming family whose method of farming was definitely more sophisticated than ours. ‘Paul Temple’ was another detective series that we found fascinating, and we listened to every play on both stations. We loved ‘Question Time’ with Joe Linnane and pitted our brains against each other and the radio teams. ‘Take the Floor’ with Din Joe had us practising our skill in Irish dancing and ‘Around The Fire’ with Seán Ó Síocháin was a mixture of songs and music, and we each had our own favourite singers. My father was a news addict and had a thirst to know what was happening all over the world, and he also listened to every weather forecast, which was not surprising as farming was so weather dependent, but his avid listening to the shipping forecast was, in our opinion, a bit outside his need-to-know zone. After all, high seas were pretty far removed from the hills of North Cork. The last programme at night was the ‘Irish Hospitals Sweepstake’ when Bart Bastable told us ‘it makes no difference where you are, you can wish upon a star.’


This radio was kept on a high shelf to keep it safe from little fingers or else it was put on the deep window sill. It was a sizeable piece of solid furniture to which two weighty glass batteries were attached, one of which had to be charged regularly or else the voice inside took a vow of silence. Listening time therefore had to be rationed to avoid over-use of this battery. In order to restore the voice, the battery had to be carried to a garage – but in our case a pub in the nearby town – where it was plugged into a big apparatus which built up its lost vocal chords, and then we were back in business. If the creamery cart was making its daily journey to town with the milk, the battery was carried along, but if this was not the case the weighty battery had to be borne by hand, which was a tough, muscle-straining exercise.
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Usually the only picture to grace the walls of the kitchen was of the Sacred Heart, who kept a paternal eye over all our activities, and after supper each night his hour came when we knelt around him to say the Rosary.
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