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            ONE

            Cork: Early Days and University

         

         ANYONE LIVING IN CORK in the years before 1921 must have some memories of the British occupation. I can recall only curfew, the most serious aspect of which, for those of us who were very young at the time, was that all hurling on the road had to end on summer evenings by 8 p.m. My parents had passes issued by the British military permitting them to use the Gaol Walk which led from the Western Road to where we lived on Highfield Avenue. I found it dangerously exciting when, clutching the hands of my parents, I heard the challenge of a sentry ring out ‘Who goes there?’ to be answered by a reassuring voice, ‘Friend’.

         My parents grew up not too far from one another in north Kerry. My mother was born in Rathmore and my father in Listowel. Almost thirty years were to pass before they met and then it was in Cork city where my father was in the RIC and stationed at Union Quay. He resigned on the occasion of his marriage in 1910 and by the time that I came into the world he had been working as an accountant with Messrs Sutton on the South Mall for some years.

         Among my earliest memories is that of waiting for him while sheltering in a doorway on the Mall with my mother. It must have been near closing time in the office when a lorry with Auxiliaries pulled out of Pembroke Street and stopped almost opposite us. The ‘Auxies’ jumped down, took the whips from the jarveys who had a stand near Parnell Bridge and began to drive the passers-by off the street.

         There may have been sharp political divisions within the circle of my relations, but of these I knew nothing. They have little meaning for young children. However, I do know that I was frightened when I saw a cousin get up, genuflect and walk boldly out of the Lough chapel in protest when Father Pat O’Toole prayed for an RIC man who had been shot dead on the steps of the Catholic church in Bandon.

         Only once did I see someone being ‘lifted’ by British soldiers. It was night-time and I had crept into my parents’ bedroom which was in the front of the house when I heard a lorry stopping almost at our gate. Peering through the uplifted blind, I saw a man named Doran being taken away under armed escort.

         When the British withdrew and when curfew ended I was able to fulfil an early ambition and become an altar boy. This meant rising at 6.30 a.m. to serve 7 o’clock Mass for Father O’Connell, who was chaplain to the Bon Secours Convent. Father O’Connell was extremely deaf and on one occasion after I had stolen a goldfish from a pond in the grounds, I decided to confess my crime to him while he was vesting in the sacristy. His reply was somewhat unexpected. ‘Go and take a few aspirins,’ he said in kindly fashion. I was taken aback but thought it well not to pursue the matter, satisfied that even if he had misunderstood the nature of the offence, I was cleared of my sin.

         When the time came to make my first communion I had the unwanted distinction of making it alone. I had fallen from the back of a milk-car a few days before my class at Glasheen national school made theirs. Great was my shame when a fortnight later I was included with, the ‘first-communioners’ of a neighbouring girls’ school, all fluffy in white organdie. For my photograph on that occasion I was brought, as was almost every child in Cork, to Leopold’s Studio in Patrick Street. I was taken clutching a prayerbook and smiling seraphically against a background of palms, which it was assumed would display me to best advantage.

         Earlier photographs, all of which I think I have destroyed, showed me complete with bucket, spade, floppy hat and, horror of horrors, wearing a pinafore! My first suit was made for me by a tailor named Murphy who lived in Parkowen off Quaker Road. He was warned by my mother to ‘make it big enough for him’, and he did.

         Socks in those days were always carefully darned and shoes had Blakey’s protectors on toecaps and heels as well as ‘taobhíní’ on the sides. Newly soled shoes were rubbed with a nutmeg grater to ensure that the wearer remained vertical, and we were admonished by our parents to use a shoehorn so as not to break their backs. ‘Planned obsolescence’ was a phrase yet unborn.

         Family walks, so very much a part of most children’s Sunday at that time, have now given way to family drives. My first walks were on the Model Farm Road as far as Cáit Shea’s Lane. Later, after we had moved to the North Main Street, the route changed. Seán Ó Faoláin in his autobiography Vive  Moi!  gives a realistic picture of such walks. For him, as for me and my sister, there was a choice of two or three itineraries. ‘St Luke’s’ might offer the attraction of some stills of Mary Pickford and Clara Bow in the Palace or Coliseum Cinema. ‘Sunday’s Well’ could possibly show us mullet feeding on sewage or a flotilla of swans near Wellington Bridge. We considered the Lower Glanmire Road very dull until ‘the Fisheries’ was reached and we could look forward to the possibility of seeing a racing eight swamped by the wash from the sea-going Innisfallen.

         I preferred the road leading up towards St Luke’s. It was then, and has remained, a determinedly private area, full of ‘secret gardens’ into which people seem to have withdrawn out of sight of the city at their feet. Solid pillars and looped chains on garden railings proclaim the intense privacy of each householder and a determination to resist intrusion and change. Where else in the Republic will you find so many names redolent of another age – Empress Place, Clarence Villas, Grosvenor Terrace, Wellington Road! Rebel Cork seems far away.

         Outings to the seaside were for most of us either to Crosshaven or Youghal. My mother remembered going to Crosshaven by the Green Boat, but apart from one journey by wagonette I can only remember going there by train and then toiling up what appeared to be endless hills to the bays. Nice social distinctions were observed in one’s choice of bay. Graball Bay, would you not guess from the appalling name, was very down market and the status of Church Bay uncertain. Noblett’s and Myrtleville were the local equivalents of the then much favoured Deauville and Trouville. It would be unfair to the memory of the two presiding deities at the Corporation Baths in Cork city, Bob and Bill, to say that I learned to swim at Noblett’s because they had ensured that I had mastered ‘the dog’s paddle’ before ever I committed myself to the Atlantic.

         Most of the sporting activities of those days were free and only team games were organized. You may not have kept a beagle for the drag-hunt or a pigeon for racing, but you could be sure that in most houses there was a hurley and, in many, a pair of iron bowls. Sunday was a day when, after an early Mass, the young people in a house were off in pursuit of a variety of pastimes. Among the early risers were bird-catchers, usually seen carrying a cage in which there was a goldfinch or a bullfinch as a decoy. The cage was hung on a tree and when a bird landed on the cage roof, a trap tipped it in. Racing-pigeons were usually timed to arrive back at their loft on a Sunday morning and as I associated this sport almost entirely with the North parish, I never knew the thrill of being ‘a watcher of the skies’. Bowl-playing was, however, popular North and South of the river and it also crossed the social divides so that it was not unusual for a university professor and a workman on the grounds to go for ‘a score’ up Dublin Hill or out Waterfall.

         At a time when enclosed pitches were still few, I remember holding on to the ropes as the crowd swayed on to the field when Blackrock and St Finbarr’s played in the big field below the African Missionary Church at Wilton. Half a mile away, in Long’s at Victoria Cross, I saw the great Fordson soccer team of 1926 play Bray Unknowns, and I think that I could still name that eleven who brought the Free State Cup to Cork.

         How long ago it all seems may be judged from the carefree manner in which the grounds secretary, Captain Lalor, collected the gate-money after a match on the Mardyke. He simply went along unaccompanied to each turnstile, put the takings in his Gladstone bag and walked home! Players arrived by side-car or on foot. There was the odd occasion when the huge laundry-basket containing the players’ togs was used to conceal some prominent figure in the Gaelic Athletic Association whose presence at either a rugby or a soccer match would have contravened the infamous ‘foreign games’ rule.*

         It must not be thought from the foregoing that in my home sport was encouraged to the detriment of the Arts. I was brought to hear the Warblers at the Father O’Leary Total Abstinence Hall on Bandon Road almost as soon as I could walk. From that to theatre-going at the Opera House was an easy transition. Whether in the pit or in the back stalls, both favoured by my mother, I watched impatiently for the first tremor of the great curtain that was to unfold upon a world of magic. By 1932, when the Savoy Cinema was opened, I was old enough to set off alone for that Temple of Venus where many solid grandfathers of today sang songs of love to the sound of Sidney Bridgeman at the organ.

         Open-air theatre was known to the citizens of Cork long before Londoners enjoyed it in Regent’s Park. The Cork Shakespearian Company presented A  Midsummer Night’s  Dream  in the quadrangle of the University College during that glorious summer of 1921 when, against the backdrop of trees overlooking the old quarry, we imagined ourselves in the Staffordshire countryside,

         
            
               
                  Where oxlips and the nodding violet grows,

                    Quite over-canopied with luscious woodbine,

                    With sweet musk-roses and with eglantine.

               

            

         

         When I left school in Glasheen I was sent to Presentation College on the Western Road. It was a school in which the teachers believed in the efficiency of the cane, total obedience and learning by rote. So it is that to this day I can, without too much trouble, recite the Latin prepositions that prefer to be followed by accusative case, such as ante,  apud, ad,  adversus,  circum,  circa,  citra,  cis.  Nor is it beyond my powers of recall to recite the tricky little stanza which lists the verbs that have a liking for the dative case. It runs as follows: ‘A dative put with show and give, tell, envy, spare, permit, believe, obey, command; to these add threaten, succour, pardon, please, with vacare,  displicere,  feel, favour, hurt, resist and indulgere.’ 

         Nor must it be thought that my acquaintance with Latin was confined to the rules of grammar. I can also, if ever called upon, give a fair translation into English of extracts from Virgil’s Aeneid,  particularly those extracts from the texts listed for the Matriculation of 1931. Kelly’s Key  to  the  Classics  made it almost superfluous to possess the original. Once given the vital opening line, anyone in my class could have translated the beautiful lines which begin with the words, ‘I am not such as I was under the reign of the good Cynarus. Spare, O mother of the soft Cupids, to bend to thy harsh requests one already hardened on the verge of forty years.’

         Latin was not the only subject which was taught effectively at Presentation College, Cork, in the late ’twenties. It had a strong mathematical tradition and so we learned algebraic formulae and geometrical theorems, wrote ‘Ad maiorem  Dei  gloriam’  at the head of our exercises in Euclid and ‘Quod  erat  demonstrandum’  at the end, and wished that the fate of Burke and Hare had befallen Hall and Knight and Hall and Stephens.

         Teachers who had previously taught me mathematics were heard to say that they thought it entirely true that not even Rowan Hamilton or Einstein could ever get me to pass Matriculation in that subject, but Brother Evangelist did it. It cannot have been easy. Only the ball-frame could be of any help to someone like myself to whom figures have always been, and continue to be, meaningless and who has never been able to see why any two sides of a triangle are together greater than the third. Brother Evangelist did, it is true, invoke the aid of Higher Powers when on the day before the maths examination he said to me, ‘There’s nothing now for it but prayer and the sacraments.’ Examination day remains in my memory chiefly for the ripple of laughter that ran around the hall when the superintendent handed me logarithm tables. They might as well have been the Dead Sea Scrolls.

         For English we had Tim O’Donoghue and, later, Sean Connolly. Each in his own way was an inspired teacher. O’Donoghue’s method was to talk discursively of literature and life in such a stimulating way that he had us all borrowing Chekhov and Turgenev from the Public Library, which was then in Tuckey Street. He paid little attention to the syllabus, scorned inspectors and derided the learning of poetry by rote. I often met him after I had left university and become a teacher, when he was to be found during hot July days sitting comfortably in Tony Moynihan’s bar at the top of Wyse’s Hill examining Leaving Certificate scripts. He did so at a table in the snug of which were large rings left by pint glasses and, as he ripped open the large envelopes, he would mutter, ‘Just like gutting herrings.’

         Connolly’s gift as a teacher lay in the way he awakened in us an awareness of, and a feeling for, the beauty of words. He deplored any reference to ‘the examination course’, which he considered a denigrating phrase. Instead of attempting to forecast questions, he gave us an understanding of how to experience a poem, to savour the sound as well as the sense, the colour as well as the content. His concern was beauty and how the poet’s imaginative use of words reveals that beauty.

         History I came to study only when my science career was terminated by Mr O’Reilly because of certain liberties I had taken in the mixing of acids. It was a change which brought an unexpected financial return. Our history teacher, Mr Harty, suggested that as we were studying the War of the Spanish Succession during which the battle of Blenheim was fought, and as the examination was taking place on the day of the Derby in which a horse with the name Blenheim was engaged, a visit to the bookmaker might not be inappropriate. Blenheim won. I can recall the year, 1930, the starting-price, 18 to 1, and the jockey’s name, Harry Wragg. The nearby shops, Campbells and Macari’s on Washington Street, did good business in ice-cream and lemonade that summer’s day.

         Most schools invariably endeavour to impress prospective parents by singing the praises of their most illustrious Old Boys. ‘Pres’, as one might expect in a city where superlatives are common currency, was no exception. There were photographs, mostly framed sepia ones, in all the classrooms of ex-students who had served in the Indian Civil Service. What I wonder did the native princes make of the Cork accent which, if one believes the photos, must have echoed through the provinces where these satraps and proconsuls, moustached and cane-carrying, administered British rule? By presenting their pictures for our daily admiration, did the superior, Brother Connolly, hope to ensure that the sun would never set on the Empire while Corkmen were at its service! They were still in its service as late as 1918 when an advertisement in The  Cork  Examiner stated that pupils were prepared for the army entrances to Sandhurst, Wellington and Quetta Royal Military Colleges.

         As the glories of Empire receded, it was to the professions and the banks that school-leavers in Pres and elsewhere turned their attention. The old Munster Bank had accepted boys on the nomination of the school superior, and when bank examinations were introduced Presentation College formed a special bank class. For many years the Munster and Leinster Bank was largely staffed by ex-pupils of Cork schools.* Small wonder then that Corkmen everywhere sing with such enthusiasm of ‘the banks of my own lovely Lee’!

         Cork people, or so it seems to me, have at all times been inordinately proud of their origins. We never questioned the superiority of our school, of our teachers, of our teams. Thus, it was no more than we expected when in 1926–27 the Pres hurling team won the Munster Senior Schools Cup and went on to win the Munster Senior Schools Cup in rugby. The hurlers had no ambition to become rugby players but when their arch-rivals, Christian College, objected (unsuccessfully) to the hurling team, it was decided that they would have to be taught a lesson. My memory is of Tim O’Driscoll, the captain, later to become director-general of Bord Fáilte, bringing the cups around to the various classrooms. In the years that followed, that most evil statute, Rule 31 of the Gaelic Athletic Association, was invoked to ensure that never again did Pres boys welcome a victorious captain in both hurling and rugby. 

         The divisions among boys of the school-going population spilled over to the girls. Pres boys were supposed to be favoured by those attending St Aloysius or St Maries of the Isle, while the girls of St Angela’s on Patrick’s Hill were attracted towards ‘Christians’. Divisions were temporarily forgotten on Sunday evenings when those who possessed invitations gathered for decorous and well-supervised dancing at the Oratory on St Mary’s Road.

         Whatever superiority the products of Presentation College and Christian College believed they enjoyed in the social life of the city was not mirrored in the world of academic achievement. There the more practical approach of the Christian Brothers was typified by the North Monastery and Sullivan’s Quay, and sixty years have done nothing to alter my conviction that the most thorough preparation for examinations is that given in their schools.

         The Bishop of Cork, like his episcopal colleagues in other parts of Ireland, saw to it that the diocesan seminary, Farranferris, did not have to face competition from the religious teaching orders. Education was not considered a suitable field for the exercise of Christian charity. Dr Daniel Coholan, when Bishop of Cork, is said to have turned down a suggestion that the Jesuits might be permitted to open a college in the city. Breandán Ó hEithir in Over  the  Bar quoted the reply attributed to the bishop when someone pointed out that it was strange that the Jesuit Order had never established a school in Cork: ‘I would regard that as a remarkable manifestation of the power of prayer.’

         Outside the walls of the schoolroom, most Cork people who achieved material success tended to move upwards and outwards, first to Sunday’s Well and Montenotte, and later to Douglas and Blackrock. As late as the early ’thirties leading business men still came into their offices by bus and I can remember seeing them taking down the shutters on shopfronts as I hurried through the streets eager to get to school before 9 o’clock and ‘cog’ some homework left undone. The city was then so small and compact that almost all office workers, bank clerks and those employed in the big drapery shops such as The Queen’s Old Castle, Dwyers, Cashs and Grants, returned home for dinner at 1 o’clock. A certain formality of dress was expected of most clerks and the ‘walkers’ in drapery shops invariably wore dark jackets, striped trousers and white shirts with stiff collars.

         Social divisions, often blurred on working days, were sharply in evidence on Sundays. The churches of St Mary’s (known as ‘the Sand Quay Church’ to an older generation) and of SS. Peter and Paul would have received ‘U’ certification from Nancy Mitford, as would the Wesleyan church in Patrick Street, St Finbarr’s Cathedral and the Presbyterian church at the foot of Summerhill. Attendance at Sunday worship in these churches may not have had quite the social cachet of being seen in the Royal enclosure at Ascot, but it ran it close.

         
            * * *

         

         Having matriculated in 1931, I went in the autumn of that year to University College, Cork, paid my year’s fee of £12.2s.0d. to Mr Joseph Downey, secretary and bursar, and became a student in the Faculty of Arts. It was then a small university of some 500 students. We knew all the professors, saw them cutting their lawns, walking their dogs and cycling to lectures. We knew their hobbies, their interests and often their political views.

         The older ones knew what was expected of them; they wore tattered gowns, had long beards and were absent-minded. In this respect Professor Stockley, who had the distinction of being appointed Professor of English to the Queen’s College in 1905 and re-appointed to University College, Cork, in 1909, fulfilled expectations. In addition, he was a superb lecturer. His prose was splendid if highly convoluted and, as was said of another such writer, few readers had the staying power to make the long trip from one of his full stops to the next. The story is told that his successor in the Chair of English, Daniel Corkery, on meeting him one day, expressed the hope that he, Stockley, would die before him. On being asked why, he is said to have replied, ‘I don’t want anyone to write about me in such imperishable but impenetrable prose.’

         Alfred O’Rahilly, Professor of Maths Physics, was also prepared, metaphorically speaking, to get up on a tub and harangue the citizens. I once heard him speaking from the steps leading to The  Cork  Examiner  opposite the old Victoria Hotel. The words tumbled out at a speed few speakers ever equalled; indeed few can ever have compressed so many words into a short speech and fewer still aroused so much antagonism among a crowd to whom, at that time, purely social issues did not seem to mean much. A much more quiet and unassuming man, Professor James Hogan, spoke persuasively and eloquently on Cumann na nGael platforms, but he was more suited to the lecture theatre than to the tumult of street corners.

         Among the professors whose lectures I attended, Isaac Swain, Professor of Geology and Geography, was outstanding. He had come from County Antrim and in the best tradition of Quakers his house, ‘Slemish’, on the Glasheen Road and his bungalow near Weaver’s Point, Crosshaven, were ever open to students. Tall and distinguished in appearance, he shared with Professor Sperrin-Johnson the biology block, a semi-autonomous fief near the Honan Chapel. Engineers as well as teachers benefited from the tours he organized to ensure that the physical and geological features of the country would not remain ‘dead’ in the pages of a textbook.

         A succession of fine writers – Dowden, Stockley and Corkery – had made the Department of English Literature in the university particularly strong and, at a time when the Cork University Press was very active, it is regrettable that almost nothing of the work of their students was ever published. Five graduate students, all known to me, were at one time writing M.A. theses on Carolan, Gerald Griffin, James Fintan Lalor, Canon Sheehan and the Banim brothers. These theses now rest in their expensive bindings gathering dust in ‘the Maltings’.

         Corkery believed that Synge  and  Anglo-Irish Literature,  published in 1931, was the work for which he would be remembered. He was inclined to dismiss The  Hidden Ireland  (1925), regretting that he had not written it in Irish! Oddly enough, he was always willing to discuss English Literature with his students in Irish. He certainly did so with me on the many occasions that I cycled out to his home near Kilumney to have tea with himself and his sister. His Irish made me think of the early enthusiasts for the language who had learned it from O’Growney’s texts. It was stiff and at times almost laboured as he sought to find the word or phrase to express his thoughts.

         Corkery was endlessly patient and endlessly helpful to those who sought his advice, and his own work influenced the writing of many of the younger generation. He taught them the necessity of discipline and prepared them to set down in the barest prose the significant episodes that reveal human destiny. All his thoughts were honestly held, all he wrote was sincerely written, and to the end he remained true to his belief that ‘No work of any significance will ever again come out of Ireland until we end the colonial tradition. The choice for us is between Irish and Provincialism.’

         It was unfortunate that at a time when the English department was prospering, the Irish faculty should have been less vigorous, less enterprising. While Professor ‘Torna’ O Donnchadha was a scholar of distinction, neither his brother Éamon nor Cormac Ó Cuilleanáin – both lecturers – seemed to inspire much enthusiasm among their students. An  Chuallacht,  the Irish society in the college, languished and not until the Comhcaidreamh  was launched in the early ’forties did the language movement again gather momentum. While it is unfair to select one work as an example of what was being done in the post-graduate field of Irish studies, it nevertheless points to a certain sterility. ‘The use of the preposition in the works of An t-Athair Peadar Ó Laoghaire’ was the singularly restrictive title of a thesis embarked on by a Kerry student of my year.

         At a time when the Irish language was distancing itself from the methods which had long served the Gaelic League, the Professor of Anatomy, Dr MacConaill, was insisting on the use of Irish where possible in his department. He compiled a vocabulary of terms and with all the zeal of the convert (he had learned the language while a prisoner on the Argenta  in Belfast Lough during the war), he sought to encourage his students to use them.

         Looking back on those university days my memory is of a carefree time with few of the pressures to which students are now subject. We ‘cut’ lectures with impunity and when we did attend whiled away the time filling in football coupons and selecting cross-doubles. There was then no limit to the number of years spent taking a degree and so there were always a number of ‘ancients’ to be found in the billiards-room or discussing such matters as the relative merits of ‘The Western Star’ and ‘The Courthouse Tavern’, two public-houses within walking distance of the college. We sold lockers, seats in lecture halls and membership of non-existent college societies to ‘jibs’, first-year students who were easily recognizable as they wandered around the quadrangle.

         By present-day standards we were undoubtedly immature. It may have been the Matriculation examination, almost always taken in Fifth Year, introduced many to university life at too young an age. Or, and this was equally true of countries other than Ireland, youth and adolescence saw life as something to be enjoyed and savoured. It was after all the ’thirties, and there were few clouds that did not break to let the sunshine through.

         
            * The Congress of the Association in 1970 abolished the rule.

            * In the summer of 1931, when I left school, The  Cork  Examiner published the results of the Matriculation Examination: 41 pupils of Presentation College were successful; 23 entered university and 9 (including 6 who had taken the separate Munster and Leinster Bank examination) entered the bank.
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