

[image: ]













THE BURNING OF


BRINSLEY MACNAMARA


PADRAIC O’FARRELL







THE LILLIPUT PRESS






















For the people of and from Delvin


— including the Weldons —


and to the memory of Colonel John Kane






















For all sad words of tongue or pen,


The saddest are these: ‘It might have been!’





John Greenleaf Whittier (1807–92)






















CONTENTS











	Title Page


	Dedication


	Epigraph


	Illustrations


	Acknowledgments


	Preface


	Prologue


	ONE The Boy


	TWO The Man


	THREE The Burning


	FOUR The Boycott


	FIVE The Trial


	SIX The Book


	SEVEN The Sequel


	EIGHT The ‘Valley’


	Epilogue


	Appendix 1 The Story


	Appendix 2 Dramatis Personae


	Appendix 3 Chronology


	Appendix 4 The Writings


	Sources


	Copyright































[image: ]





 



















ILLUSTRATIONS







Brinsley MacNamara in 1918


Mullingar-Delvin region


Hiskinstown, Delvin, MacNamara’s birthplace


Clonyn Castle, Delvin, site of the reading


Market House yard, Delvin, site of the burning


Ballinvalley School, Delvin


Delvin premises, c. 1918


An Appeal – Weldon Subscription Fund


Delvin area






















ACKNOWLEDGMENTS





I wish to thank the people of Delvin and relatives of Brinsley MacNamara for their courtesy and hospitality during my many visits to their homes. I thank also The Minister for Education and her staff, particularly David Gordon, Maura Sheehy and Maura Boggs. Assistance was generously given by Nancy Lenihan, Seamus Leonard, Oliver and Mary Weldon, Benedict Kiely, Micheál Ó hAodha, Sean McMahon, Seán Mac Réamoinn, Eugene and Carmel Doherty, J.J. Finegan, Desmond Rushe, Catriona Crowe, Olive and Denis Sharkey, Hugh Leonard; Martin Fahy, Manager of the Abbey Theatre, and his assistant Sally Sweeney; Tomás MacAnna, David Nowlan; Stiofán Ó hAnnracháin, Registrar, St Patrick’s Training College, Drumcondra; Most Rev. Dr J. McCormack, former Bishop of Meath; Most Rev. Dr M. Smith, Bishop of Meath; Most Rev. Walton N.F. Empey, Bishop of Meath and Kildare; Rev. Joseph Troy, P.P. Delvin; Rev. Ronan Drury, Editor, The Furrow; Jonathan Armstrong, Librarian, King’s Inns; Eddie Bruton N.T., Seamus Brennan N.T.; staffs of National Archives, National Library of Ireland, State Paper Office, Public Records Office, National Gallery of Ireland, Trinity College Dublin Library, Westmeath Library; Mrs Roper, Lt Col. T. Furlong; Mary, Fergus and Christine Kearney; Larry Poynton, Paddy O’Shaughnessy, Molly Mullen, Brendan Mullen, John Fitzsimons, Willie Bray, Mrs Cruise, Christina Barry, Kathleen Ward, Tony Lennon, The Irish Times library; Rev. J. O’Dwyer, P.P. Quin; Rev. Murtagh, P.P. Killucan; Rose Doyle, John Weldon, William Branagan, Patricia Corcoran, Michael McCarthy, Comdt Pat Prendergast, Nigel Cochrane, Lt Col. C. Goggin, Westmeath Examiner, The Irish Times.


I am especially grateful to Olive Sharkey for her work on the maps and drawings.


Oliver Weldon was most generous in allowing me access to and use of papers and writings. I am also grateful to him and his wife, Mary, for their hospitality. Antony Farrell of The Lilliput Press suggested the book and was always encouraging and enthusiastic. Angela Rohan’s editing skills were greatly appreciated.


Apologies to an ever-patient Maureen, for spending most of my 1989 holidays in Delvin and assorted repositories of information, and thanks for her usual meticulous proof-reading. Thanks also to my family for continuing support and to Aisling for assistance with word-processing.


 



















PREFACE







If the book were written (as some day it may be) about the book, and particularly about the reactions that followed the writing of it, then that book would be more interestingly informative than the book itself.1





Benedict Kiely here echoes André Gide (1869–1951), who was to demonstrate what he meant in the whorled structure of his 1926 novel Les Faux-Monnayeurs (The Coiners).


Sustaining the theories of such eminent authors was the daunting challenge facing me when Antony Farrell of The Lilliput Press asked me to write this work about The Valley of the Squinting Windows, the early-century, alleged roman à clef by Brinsley MacNamara. The accuracy of their predictions became apparent very quickly. On an early visit to Delvin, Co. Westmeath, the supposed Garradrimna of the novel, I spoke to some acquaintances about my mission. They mentioned families who were pro-book and anti-book. One wished to know if I would be informing the parish priest. I came away convinced that, while the community was sensitive about the affair, its study was well worth undertaking.


In a feature on Brinsley MacNamara in The Irish Booklover, Séamus Ó Saothraí, a former colleague of MacNamara’s, wrote of the great silence pervading Delvin prior to the appearance of the paperback edition of the book:




I finally succeeded in getting some information from a young married schoolmaster in the town of Delvin who, having treated me to a hearty tea, showed me where the post office had been in Brinsley’s young days, and where the book had been burned. He told me that the last of the book’s ‘characters’ was still living and had had a couple of heart attacks. This new edition of the book, should she become aware of it, ‘would kill her for sure’… The old lady who was supposed to have been one of the book’s characters passed away before the year [1964] was out. With her died the last ember in ‘the ashes of that bonfire in Delvin’, as Peadar O’Donnell called it.2





The last ember did not die with her, however, and a gentle probing of the gríosach still provokes reactions. For example, throughout my early interviews I was warned constantly about an individual whose response to my research would, I was told, be swift and vicious. Contrary to expectation, I was treated with the utmost civility and courtesy. In a polite, gentle way the hurt endured by the person’s family over the years since the book’s publication was articulated. That single experience showed me the need for this work; it convinced me that if the facts of the case were made available and unfounded myths debunked, there could be a new approach to The Valley of the Squinting Windows and all that it has signified down the decades. I have conducted dozens of interviews, listening carefully and, assessing the degree of consistency in the responses, obtained documentary evidence whenever possible. Requests for anonymity have been understood and respected.


Families whose lives were affected by the book overcame their inclination to remain silent. I thank them for that; just as I thank all who rendered assistance in any way.





Padriac O’Farrell




NOTES


1. Benedict Kiely, ‘A Midland Memory’, Part Three, The Irish Times (26 August 1971).


2. Séamus Ó Saothra í, ‘Brinsley MacNamara (1890–1963)’, The Irish Booklover, vol. 2, no. 1 (Spring 1972). The O’Donnell quote is from the preface to the 1964 paperback edition of The Valley of the Squinting Windows.






















PROLOGUE





A middle-aged lady stood in a Westmeath cemetery on an autumn day in 1987. The mourners had all but departed. Retired primary schoolteacher, Hannah Fitzsimons, came over to where her pupil of yesteryear was chatting with friends. The subject was Brinsley MacNamara, pen-name of local man John Weldon, and the celebrated writer was being praised. As she had often done during school-time in the forties, Hannah poked Nancy Lenihan in the back with a clenched fist.


‘Why do you want to be talking about that fellow? Didn’t he only bring shame to the village?’ she chastised. Hannah challenged Nancy to go home, read the book again and telephone her if she found one good person in the story apart from the schoolteacher, presumed to be based on the author’s father. Yet in her compendium of local history,1  Hannah had placed the author first in her list of ‘Notable Delvin Personalities’ and had displayed no rancour in her appraisal of the man who became notorious for his novel The Valley of the Squinting Windows.


During the summer of 1964 a feature-writer for The Irish Times arrived in O’Shaughnessy’s public house in Delvin. Placing a copy of the infamous book on the counter he asked where he could find someone who knew the background to the controversy. A customer replied: ‘Far better to put that book back in your pocket and clear off out of here.’ Seamus Leonard, who lives in the school residence once occupied by the Weldons, remembers asking his father about the book and getting ‘a clip on the ear’. There are families in and around Delvin who still bear unflattering nicknames, inherited from grandparents allegedly represented in MacNamara’s book. Remarkably, continuing silence on the rumpus caused by its publication results in a well-founded theory that some are quite oblivious to the fact.


The Weldon family were affected too. In 1988 a first cousin of the author, John Weldon of Ballinea, was introduced to a Delvin man as ‘a cousin of Brinsley MacNamara’s’. There was no handshake, just a harsh rebuff: ‘If he’s anything to that bastard, he’s not much good.’


So does The Valley of the Squinting Windows warrant the hurt suffered by three generations? During a discussion with Benedict Kiely which formed the Foreword to Anvil Books’ (Tralee) 1964 edition, Peadar O’Donnell, recalling the ‘bitter experience of an Irish author in the practice of his art’, states that, ordinarily, he would be little concerned for an author whose work brought a village out against him; after all, this would offer him a new experience, a new vision of his people. He goes on: ‘It is different, however, when as in this case the uproar boils over and hurts an innocent bystander.’ Brinsley MacNamara’s family were among the ‘innocent bystanders’ of the time but some might argue that since 1918 thousands of decent people in Delvin have suffered in some way by the scorn brought on them and their town by The Valley of the Squinting Windows.


Nellie Weldon, sister of Brinsley MacNamara, bred a Westmeath bull when she commented on the affair: ‘It will be remembered forever as long as some people are alive.’




NOTES


1. Hannah Fitzsimons, The Great Delvin (Delvin 1975). The author wrote: ‘There was no suicidal drowning in any Delvin lake. That referred to in the novel is pure invention’(p.155). She errs both in her inaccuracy (there is no suicidal drowning in the novel) and in implying that everything else described in the book was fact.






















ONE


THE BOY





The shops and houses of Delvin scuttle from the base of a thirteenth-century Norman-Irish castle standing close to a motte which is a century older, the relic of a de Lacy fortress built for Gilbert de Nangle. From the de Nangles sprang the Nugents, one of whom, the 14th Baron Delvin, Sir Christopher Nugent, commanded the forces of the Pale and wrote an ‘Irish Primer’ for the use of Elizabeth I, while another, Francis, established the Irish province of the Capuchin friars in the seventeenth century.


However well they might have treated those learned men, the people of Delvin were less hospitable towards Brinsley MacNamara when The Valley of the Squinting Windows was published in 1918. In the absence of the sophisticated pastimes of a later age, such a rural parish was a natural spawning ground for gossip and malicious speculation and was vulnerable to all the slights, real or imagined, to which a small and easily identifiable community stands exposed.


The Weldons were an Anglo-Irish clan of fourteenth-century settler origin. James Weldon came from Ballinea, three miles west of Mullingar. His father, John (called ‘Veldon’ locally), married a Connors from Skibbereen, Co. Cork. They farmed and sold produce in Mullingar market. James’s nephew still lives near Ballinea.


James started his career as a national schoolteacher in the year 1883 at Killough School, four miles south-east of Delvin. Rev. Joseph Coyne, parish priest of Delvin at the time, made the appointment.


On 18 May 1889 Weldon married a local girl, Fanny Duncan. Originally a Scottish name, the form was sometimes used in Ireland as a synonym of Donegan. Fanny’s parents came from Co. Meath to a solid two-storey house on the estate of Howard Fetherston of Bracklyn, a landlord murdered in 1868 on his way from Dublin with writs for sixty evictions. Fr Ledwith, a Delvin curate, officiated at the union with witnesses Essie King and Nicholas and Kate McCormack.1


James Weldon was remembered by his daughter Nellie as a gregarious man, fond of good conversation and afraid of thunder. Others recall his being stubborn and proud, inclined to participate in local politics but tipping the forelock to no one. It was thought that a fall from a horse had caused the injury which left him with a limp and needing a cane, seeming also to affect him psychologically. James Weldon’s wife, Fanny, was reserved and not inclined to leave the house for a chat with neighbours. She was fond of sewing and fashion, made clothes for her girls and encouraged them to learn needlework and cookery. She taught them to be polite – not to look around while in church or peep through windows when passing houses.


The Weldons lived first at nearby Ballynacor (the Town of the Weir2), Hiskinstown, and it was there that their first child, John, was born on 6 September 1890. Five days before that, James was enrolled in St Patrick’s Training College, Drumcondra.*


It was not unusual then to undergo training after appointment to a school. James was then in his twenty-eighth year and he got a high rating (First Class, Grade 2 – well above average) at St Patrick’s. Later, the family lived at Rockview, Bracklyn, and at Corbetstown (where they paid a rent of £10 per year to a Mr Bobbitt). John was taught by his father and after school on a Friday evening he walked across the fields to the home of his mother’s parents.




There was a gurgling stream by Annasock, and its little shining water would flash a promise of the welcome I always got from my grandmother.3





The young boy was skilful at drawing and proudly exhibited cartoons of his father, family and schoolfriends, but it was the satirical sketches of villagers that most amused his grandmother and her seanchaí husband. This big Meath man told young John stories about ‘Dane’ Swift, who had lived a while near Trim, and about the eccentric Adolphus Cooke of Cookesborough down the road towards Mullingar, who believed that his turkeys and dogs were dear departed relatives and that he himself would be reincarnated as a bee.







Of such were the tales of my grandfather. They were my fairy tales, half real, half pure folk imagination. But they left a hunger in my young mind and began to draw it out into the world of larger stories.4





Simple pleasures of a country youth included hunting, bird-nesting, watching hawkers and patrons heading for the Mullingar horse-races and, occasionally, marvelling at the circus wagons as they passed by, following the lime trail dribbled from a barrel on an advance cart. When he was eight years old John spent a prolonged summer holiday at Ballinea. It was the centenary of the 1798 Rebellion and he took delight in reading of celebrations in Dublin and pasting pictures of them on his bedroom wall. His ‘Veldon’ grandmother took a keen interest in his reading and encouraged him to recite from newspapers. His grandfather always asked for the war news and was particularly interested in the Spanish-American War of that year, for he had fought with the Confederates in the American Civil War. John would trot after this solemn man as he tilled the land and complained of its inadequacy compared to the rich soil near Delvin or criticized the difficult landowners in the area, the Robinsons.* Talk of General Robert E. Lee, Gettysburg and New Orleans intrigued the lad and filled him with romantic ideas, while his grandmother’s practicality instilled a determination to succeed. Once she chastised him for sketching Wolfe Tone and for his interest in Lord Edward Fitzgerald, dismissing ‘the foolishness of history’.5 Still, the redcoated military that he noticed on fair-days in Mullingar and the gentry riding by in their fine coaches reminded John that conditions had not changed greatly since 1798.


On outings to Lough Ennel, south of Mullingar, he learned the historic tales of King Malachy, said to be buried on Cro-Inis, and took note of the fine houses there – La Mancha, Ledeston, Belmont, Dysart, Bloomfield, Tudenham – all of them owned by Anglo-Irish settlers. Belvedere, the home of Robert Rochfort, Earl of Belvedere (1708–72), was the most interesting of them. Its large Gothic folly, ‘The Jealous Wall’, had been erected in the mid-eighteenth century to obliterate the view of Tudenham where Robert’s younger brother Arthur lived, whom he suspected of a liaison with his wife.


By that hearthside at Ballinea he heard stories about the Dane, Turgesius, drowned by Malachy in Lough Owel and about the strange horse-swimming races held there to celebrate Lughnasa; and of how Mullingar, the county town, got its name:




Upon a certain time the steward of Conall, son of Suibhne, came to Luachan to demand victuals of him. And Luachan had but one sieve of barley-seed; and he said: ‘We have not got what you demand of him.’ But the steward said that they would all be put into the sea of fire unless they found three hundred wheaten cakes with their condiment of butter and milk. And Colman said: ‘It is permitted to thee to be swallowed up by the earth!’ And forthwith the earth swallowed the steward as he went towards his lord to stir him up against Colman … However, his mother said to Colman: ‘My good son, help us, for we are in a great plight.’ Colman went to the mill with his sack upon him, as Colum Cille took the sack upon him to the stone … Now on his arrival there was Conall’s corn under the mill and it was wheat. Colman ordered it to cease … but the steward would not do at his bidding. ‘Then put it in,’ said the cleric, ‘and we will put [ours] on this side, and God will divide for us.’ They did thus, and Colman put his hand against the mill and turned it lefthandwise, so that thenceforward it has been Mullingar (Wry Mill). And God exchanged the corn so that Colman had the wheat and the steward barley. So God’s name and Colman’s were magnified through the miracle.6





Other excursions took in Fore, with its Benedictine abbey and ‘Seven Wonders’,7 and Lough Derravaragh, where legend told how the wicked Aoife changed her stepchildren, Aodh, Fiachra, Conn and Finola, into swans:




Here on Derravaragh’s lonely wave


For many a year to be your watery home,


No power of Lir or druid can now ye save


From endless wandering on the lonely foam.8





When he met a family of Argentinian extraction and listened to their discourses in a foreign tongue, John Weldon became alerted to the wide world outside Westmeath. He read avidly and soon absorbed his father’s modest library – all except Sir Walter Scott’s Waverley novels, the very volumes Master Weldon wished his son to read. John Weldon now began to experience the difficulty of being taught by a parent and expected to provide an example to the other children. Misbehaviour by the ‘Master’s’ or ‘Mistress’s’ child was a heinous crime. John’s mother, too, had reservations about his habit of reading.




Even if he had indulged in a more full-blooded foolishness she might have excused him, but this was such nonsense as she could make no attempt to understand.9





Young John borrowed books where he could, from labourers, domestic servants or stewards of local ‘Big Houses’: Canon Sheehan, William Carleton, Emmet’s Speeches from the Dock – there was a certain monotony in the titles available. One source was Tom Tuite of Corbetstown, a returned American to whose daughter the novelist later became godfather. The Killucan Workingmen’s Club library in Rathwire Hall operated an unusual system: its members brought along their own books and exchanged them freely, and Weldon availed of this facility. When he was twelve years old John Weldon moved into what he later called the happiest period of his life,10 and one that sowed the seeds for The Mirror in the Dusk11 and Return to Ebontheever.12


He absorbed more and more local stories, particularly those of Séimí Growney, a herd, who sat outdoors leaning on a stick and regaling passers-by. His son, James, became a friend of John Weldon’s, although eight years older. From Séimí Growney, John Weldon learned about ‘The Barbavilla Murder’, subject of a House of Commons debate in July 1885 when Charles Stewart Parnell tabled a motion calling for an inquiry into the justice of the trial verdicts in the case.13


William Barlow Smythe was an unpopular landowner, with a record for evicting defaulting tenants on his large estate near Collinstown, five miles west of Delvin. He walked to a Palm Sunday service in March 1882 but drove back in the carriage with his sister-in-law and another guest, Lady Harriet Monck. They were within two hundred yards of Barbavilla House when shots were fired, killing Mrs Henry Smythe. A government reward of £2000 failed to elicit information that would lead to an arrest so, desperate to secure a conviction, the RIC fabricated evidence and found men prepared to support it by perjury. During special devotions in Collinstown church held three months after the trial, the wife of one of the perjurers confessed before the Rev. Hugh Behan that she had encouraged her husband to swear falsely. 




They liked to think of most shocking things that should be happening in Dublin. They hoped and searched for them industriously every evening. But there was little or nothing ever shocking about local life in the Dublin evening newspapers, nothing that was a patch on the brilliant scandals which, to them, brightened life in other and more daring parts of the world.14





In spite of his bookish leanings, John Weldon was lively and outgoing. He ‘mitched’, robbed orchards, ‘lamped’ rabbits, poached fish from preserved waters, and played pitch-and-toss using buttons for gambling. When the fit-up shows of Dobells or McFaddens came to Raharney and Killucan, John would steal across the fields to enjoy their drama and excitement. Cricket was a popular game around Delvin, supported by the local gentry, while big home-made bats were used for the less formal ‘crickets’ played by local youths. John also enjoyed hurling, travelling to matches on a borrowed bicycle. He later fostered its introduction to the parish.


About that time, John became closer to his mother, Fanny. Typical of the refined women of her generation, she dressed in a long black coat over a suit, the skirt of which was flared, dropping to the top of her boots (in summer replaced by shoes with straps). She wore her fine hair in a bun and loved hats. Whenever James Weldon went to Dublin he would take her home an expensive piece of millinery, although he had no idea if it would match anything she had. Her daughter Nellie recalled her mother’s ‘black suit, stripy blouse and black straw hat which had a watersilk ribbon, a big bow and a pinky bit of a plume standing up on it that matched the blouse’. Regardless of the weather, she carried an umbrella and gloves. As Fanny talked to her son he became aware of her family’s strong Gaelic leanings, and she would gently boast, for example, of knowing the Athboy-born scholar, Eugene O’Growney, friend of Douglas Hyde.15


Whenever his mother was due to give birth, the local midwife, Brigid Devereaux, moved in. She played games with John, did all the cooking and drank a bottle of stout a day. Mary Ann (Molly) Weldon was born on 30 March 1901 and Brigid was marked on the census form of that year as living with the Weldons. Her vigils provided another source for John’s education in the ways of rural life.




* * *





The register of Ballinvalley (Male) National School, Delvin, shows that John, James and Patrick Weldon were enrolled there on 2 January 1905. By then their father had been transferred from Killough by Fr Tuite, the parish priest and school manager of Ballinvalley, a man later to feature significantly in the Weldons’ lives. John was then in sixth class, James and Patrick in third.


In 1833 the National Board of Education had granted aid of £140 towards replacing the old school, which had been in bad repair. A further £100 was raised locally and the new two-storey building was opened in 1834, with the girls’ classroom downstairs and the boys’ above accessible by an external flight of stairs.16 In spite of these improvements, an 1895 inspector’s report on the school found that four windows had been broken maliciously and that the schoolroom needed whitewashing, appending the startling observation: ‘The seat of the outoffices is completely removed and the place is positively dangerous’ (this referred to the lavatory, a convenience consisting of a long wooden seat perched over a concrete trench. The catchment was sprinkled with lime occasionally, and emptied during holiday-time).


Delvin’s parish account shows that James Weldon took possession of the Ballinvalley School residence after some overholding by the man he replaced, a Master Duffy. The situation caused bad feeling because Weldon was forced to drive his pony and trap from his home at Corbetstown, five miles distant. £104.19.5 was spent on repairs and an agreement entered upon whereby the new teacher would take possession and pay £5 annually in interest. This was normal practice, the teacher being regarded as caretaker by the manager in order to comply with The Residencies Act of 1875. As in most schools of the time, the principal teacher paid for heating and cleaning and was given a meagre allowance from parish funds towards these expenses.*  This led to the practice of schoolchildren bringing a sod of turf each winter day along with their books. Every afternoon during the final class, two boys would leave and bring in a pail of water. One would dip a laurel or yew sprig into the pail and sprinkle the floor, then two or three others would sweep up the dust, mud or dried cowdung brought in by boots that had crossed fields that morning. Only during the holidays was the schoolroom floor scrubbed thoroughly.


The ‘Master’ was responsible for organizing all this. Indeed, the principal teacher was often an unpaid servant of the school manager. He officiated at card-drives, took catechism classes after Sunday Mass and drew up the ‘Dead List’. Parishioners would pay what was expected; £3 from big farmers, merchants and the like, dwindling to a contribution of one shilling from poor homes. Details of ‘parents, brothers, sisters, relatives and friends’ would be entered on foolscap purchased by the teacher himself.


James Weldon earned himself the name of being a good teacher, if a hard and sometimes cruel taskmaster. Most of his contemporaries ruled with a tight hand (some say Mrs Barry administered the occasional horsewhipping downstairs in the girls’ school), but he lives in Delvin folk memory as one in the habit of striking boys on the ears with his cane. Weldon suffered terribly from his hip defect and the stairs to the boys’ school was a trial. ‘He should never have been a teacher. Because of his ailment, it was a cruelty to have him teaching children,’ said a friend of the family’s.17 Complaints from parents, some anonymous, were received at the school, but allegations of low attendances long before the ‘Squinting Windows’ incident are not borne out by school records. At that time, however, school attendances generally were low. The Irish Education Act of 1892 had introduced compulsory school attendances but contained many flaws limiting its effectiveness. The Irish National Teachers’ Organization reported that up to 50 per cent of children between the ages of six and fourteen were absent from school each day. These were depressed times for the labouring classes in the country at large, with graziers predominating in a declining rural economy. Against such a background, the ‘men of no property’ of the teaching profession evolved a necessary tradition of severity.


In the controversy that was to develop later, defenders of James Weldon state that a boycott of Ballinvalley Male School took place during the headmastership of his immediate predecessor, Master Duffy, and that there was a history of difficulties between parents and teachers in Delvin, but offer no verifiable evidence to support their argument. School inspectors’ reports on Ballinvalley were seldom flattering. There were frequent complaints about the state of ‘outoffices’. Duffy was admonished in 1892, 1894 and 1896 for unsatisfactory work; in 1897 he was cautioned for a ‘serious offence’ – religious instruction was being taught at the wrong time and in the girls’ school, leaving nobody in charge of the boys! Indeed, a coachman, John Lyons, who added extra-curricular subjects like Latin and music back in 1849, had the best record of all Ballinvalley’s teachers.




* * *





The Weldon family made their weekly purchases at the Delvin shops: Tierney, newsagent; Smith, bar and grocery; and Mangan, draper. At Gallaghers, the ‘Master’ bought tobacco for his pipe. He would sit smoking as he entertained callers, including some Boston relatives who visited occasionally. Accompanied by John’s grandfather, they would drive out daily from Mullingar to hear James Weldon’s stories and anecdotes. With few exceptions, however, locals seemed to be unimpressed by their teacher-raconteur. The vehemence of their dislike was to manifest itself some years later.


John Weldon remained in sixth class until March 1906 and he spent a further three years in seventh class. This was common in a rural community where work was scarce, and anyone aspiring to a white-collar job stayed on in school until their teachers decided they were fit to face the world. Young James Weldon, for example, went on to complete three years in eighth class and Patrick four years, before being demoted to seventh again for his last year.




But the straggling, pastoral street of Delvin, and the lush fields that ran up to it from every side to pour out their sleek beasts on fair days, were to know me for another while, and to leave their impression deep and enduring … It was then that, with some of my new companions, I would gaze, hopeful of some fresh outlet, at the old Courthouse, which some years before had been turned into a Young Men’s Hall.18





Young John Weldon took a developing interest in the nationalistic fervour that was beginning to sweep the countryside. The Young Men’s Hall became a meeting-place and the old de Lacy castle nearby served as a symbolic reminder of domination for the young ‘Delvins’, as villagers were called. The daring ‘cattle-running’ exploits of Delvin-born Larry Ginnell (1854–1923) sparked further flame in the young men’s blood. Lawrence Ginnell was member of Westminster parliament for North Westmeath from 1906 to 1918. Prior to his sweeping election victory he had organized groups to drive cattle off estates whose landlords refused tenants the right to purchase their holdings at a fair price, and John was taken by his father to witness the return home of the Killulagh cattle-drive prisoners in 1907.


For John, the hall held further significance, and after seeing a travelling company perform East Lynne, The Rebel’s Daughter, Kathleen Mavourneen and other melodramas, he joined a group which staged its own plays there. A Sinn Féin friend in Dublin sent him copies of their news-sheet and he read about Longfordman Padraic Colum whose 1905 play called The Land had been performed at the Abbey Theatre. Care had to be taken about the type of play the group presented. If its content were controversial the pro-Church committee could bar further use of the hall. A new assistant in Ballinvalley School suggested some historical plays that might be acceptable, and John knew of one, ‘a new Robert Emmet play by Henry Connell Mangan [which] had been produced by the National Theatre Society’.19


Delvin Dramatic Society won the hearts of their audience with the work, for the story of ‘Bold Robert Emmet, the guardian of Erin’ was told over dying embers at céilís,20 sung about at fair and market, and graphically illustrated in gaudy colours on mass-produced prints; country folk never tired of recalling the young student’s brave rebellion of 1803 when he led a handful of men in an attack on Dublin Castle, the seat of British power. After defeat, arrest, trial and death sentence, he concluded his celebrated speech from the dock: ‘When my country takes her place among the nations of the earth, then, and not till then, let my epitaph be written.’ John Weldon ‘seemed to feel intensely the dignity of the impersonation which was demanded of him. His intonation of the lines seemed to hold a high seriousness … In the speech of the others there were numerous blunders, and the grandiose language was frequently marred by illiterate pronunciation. But there was a certain eagerness, an amount of enthusiasm which gave the quaint proceeding the atonement of life.’21 Great, therefore, was the applause for young John Weldon, resplendent in uniform of green jacket, white breeches, high boots with gold tassels, cocked hat, in a posture of arrogant defiance. There were no curtain-calls – just a surge of emotional well-being towards the cast as the audience crowded up onto the stage to shake each member’s hand.


To a man, the Delvins admired the performance, but John’s father disapproved of his leanings towards the theatre. The patriotism cultivated by the production fuelled a discontent spreading across the country. Jim Larkin’s first calls from Dublin in 1907 for an end to social injustice reverberated even in quiet backwaters like Delvin. Cultural nationalists like Douglas Hyde, enthusiasts such as Pearse and D.P. Moran (whose Dublin publication The Leader relentlessly promoted the ideal of an Irish-Ireland), and writers like Kerry’s Rev. Patrick Dinneen (1860–1934) and Rev. Eugene O’Growney (1863–99), grandmother Duncan’s acquaintance, fed the people with the ideals of the Gaelic League. National self-respect and a desire for self-reliance found expression in various forms of opposition to West-Britonism and shoneenism.22 James Connolly’s socialist movement was attracting attention and the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB), Arthur Griffith and Sinn Féin commanded growing support.


In 1911 an extraordinary attempt was made to have James Weldon dismissed and some children were taken away to other schools. Eight names appeared on a letter of complaint to the ‘Secretaries’ of the Board of Education in Dublin. This accused Weldon of giving a man money to buy paraffin oil ‘to burn a stack of hay and a hay shifter that belonged to Mr Casey of Hiskinstown’, and alleged that he wanted the man to shoot Duffy of Killadoran, his predecessor at Ballinvalley. After taking the ‘pledge from drink at a public mission hire [sic]’, the letter said that Weldon broke it a few months later, was ‘drunk in the town every night’ and ‘had a free fight in a public house and boxed through the yard in the presence of about 20 of his scholars’.23 Young James Growney initiated legal proceedings on that occasion, it stated, even though he was friendly with John and was a cousin of Mrs Weldon. At least one of the supposed authors of the letter, James Holmes, later wrote to the Board of Education denying having signed or given authority for attaching his name.


The scurrilous allegations were pursued, nonetheless, and Fr Tuite was called upon to submit an explanation. On 9 August 1911 he wrote saying that all the supposed signatories had denied writing the letter. However, he went to considerable pains to describe each individual. Edward Smyth he regarded as a very respectable businessman. Michael Merriman was of ‘an adventurous disposition and had a hand in every bit of mischief that happened in Delvin’. Concerning the assault, he stated that Mrs Weldon had had a ‘bad miscarriage’ some time before and that on the day of the incident, Mr Weldon ‘drove into Smyth’s yard and there met young Growney who saluted him with “You kicked the belly out of your wife,” evidently an allusion to Mrs Weldon’s recent illness. Naturally, I would think, Weldon knocked him down on the spot and would have inflicted further punishment had not Mr Smyth intervened.’ The parish priest suggested that ‘a feeling of delicacy must have prevented Mr W. from giving the plain, unvarnished tale’.


In defence of his schoolteacher, Fr Tuite told how, after the alleged assault, Growney stood in wait for Weldon in a passage, ‘armed with a brick and evidently with murderous intent’. The yard-man, however, ‘observed his movements and finished his intent’. Growney’s legal action, adjourned on James Weldon’s application as his summons had not been served in time, was not resumed. The priest reported a rumour that ‘Weldon squared Growney by a pecuniary consideration’, an accusation denied by the teacher when challenged by him; Weldon claimed that Edward Smyth, to avoid bad publicity for his business, paid Growney the four shillings that the summons had cost him, and persuaded him to drop the case.


Fr Tuite described how the Merrimans had a grudge against Weldon because he had refused to falsify their children’s attendance records to qualify them for gratuities paid from parish funds for good attenders. He asked how, short of a sworn inquiry, anything could be proven against James Weldon; and offered the opinion that unless Merriman ‘got a conscience since five or six years ago’ he would not ‘hang anything on his oath’. Tuite cited a case where Merriman had ‘organized a conspiracy of perjury to prove an alibi’ in a poaching charge and boasted of his having ‘burst up the conspiracy’. Fr Tuite’s letter made no reference to the charge concerning the shooting of Mr Duffy and when this was pointed out, he replied that because of its absurdity, it had slipped his mind. If the parish priest defended James Weldon, so too did the inspector of police, who also stressed that Growney and Merriman each bore grudges against the teacher and were most likely the sole originators of the letter.


During all this, the Master was placed under further stress by school inspectors’ complaints, for which he received reprimands: marking a pupil present when he was absent, neglecting timetables and monthly progress reports, not preparing properly for class. Difficult both at school and in the home, and cantankarous towards those he disliked, James Weldon often drank heavily or lashed out at tormentors with his cane. It is hard to decide whether attitudes towards him in Delvin were the cause or result of his bad temper, but easy to understand a talented son’s motivation towards ridicule of such an environment. It was not the letter-writers, however, but others in the parish who were to feel offended by the book. Did the novelist decide to take on a community?





By 1918 John Weldon had left Delvin and was dreaming of writing plays for the Abbey Theatre, ‘meeting characters who needed only a very little touch of art to put them upon the stage’.24








[image: ]

Hiskinstown, Delvin, MacNamara’s birthplace










NOTES


1. Delvin Parish Records.


2. Paul Walsh, ‘The Town of the Weir’, The Placenames of Westmeath (Dublin Institute of Advanced Studies 1957).


3. Brinsley MacNamara, ‘Growing Up in the Midlands’, The Capuchin Annual (1964), p. 149.


4. Ibid., p.152.


5. Ibid., p.154.


6. The Life of Colman, Son of Luachan, ed. Kuno Meyer (1858–1919) from a manuscript in the library of Rennes (Dublin 1911).


7. Padraic O’Farrell, Fore – The Fact and the Fantasy (Mullingar 1984), pp. 14-21; ‘The Seven Wonders of Fore’: the monastery in a bog; the mill without a race; the water that flows uphill; the tree that has three branches (or that won’t burn); the water that won’t boil; the anchorite in a stone; the stone raised by St Fechin’s prayers.


8. Eileen O’Faolain, Irish Sagas and Folk-Tales (Dublin 1954), p. 31.


9. Brinsley MacNamara, In Clay and in Bronze (New York 1920), p. 23.


10. Brinsley MacNamara, ‘Growing Up in the Midlands’, p. 159.


11. Dublin & London 1921.


12. London 1930.


13. Rev. John Curry, The Barbavilla Trials and the Crimes Act in Ireland (Dublin 1886), a treatise on the proceedings.


14. Brinsley MacNamara, Return to Ebontheever (London 1930), p. 86.


15. Leading figures in the Irish language revival movement.


16. Hannah Fitzsimons, The Great Delvin, and photographs. Also description by Mr Eugene Doherty, who purchased the school building in 1963, restructured it and taught in it under the name ‘Saint Lonan’s’, a private secondary school, from 1964 to 1969. The free transport scheme made it unviable. Mr Doherty now lives in a bungalow built on the site of the school but has thoughtfully preserved its name-plaque in his gateway. It reads: National School 1834.


17. Edward King of Williamstown, a senior civil servant, cited by a relative who requests anonymity. Dublin, 20 July 1989.


18. Brinsley MacNamara, ‘Growing Up in the Midlands’, p. 167.


19. Ibid., p. 169. There is no reference to such a performance in the comprehensive list of National Theatre productions listed in The Abbey 1904–1979 by Hugh Hunt (Dublin 1979), or in the National Theatre archives. The new assistant at Ballinvalley was most probably Joe Eaton.


20. Gatherings of neighbours in country cottages, not the dances so called at a later stage.


21. Brinsley MacNamara, The Clanking of Chains (Dublin 1965), p. 4.


22. Tendency to model upon British ways.


23. Letter from Board of Education File No. 21810, NA. Copy BMP.


24. Brinsley MacNamara, ‘Growing Up in the Midlands’, p. 170.







* The registers at the college show enrolment on 1 September 1890. Board of Education documentation gives his period at St Patrick’s as 1891–2. He was nominated by the Bishop of Waterford rather than the Bishop of Meath, which suggests some difficulty in obtaining clerical approval.


* Captain Hercules Robinson of Rosmead, Castletown Delvin, was High Sheriff of Westmeath in 1843 and owned considerable property in the north of the county. The surname would be given later to an unsavoury solicitor in The Valley of the Squinting Windows.


* Weldon’s name appears in the Delvin parish account for receipt of sums such as £3.10.0 for heating, seventeen shillings for cleaning and polishing, and eight shillings for repairs to windows, glass, locks and desks.
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