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These sentiments concerning my three years spent by the sea in County Wicklow, written to Gainor Stephen Crist and just prior to departing Ireland to the Isle of Man, from which I would eventually set off to the United States, recalling to him the Catacombs and two of his favorite pubs, the Kosmos House and the Seven Towers, both now demolished. I allude to the fact we would not graduate from Trinity and that one had to walk on wintry mornings two hundred yards to reach the university’s outdoor latrine.
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IF ONE CAN NOT exactly designate, choose, or spell out the very most important moments in one’s life, there being so many summits of hope and troughs of despair, it is most often those moments when one has felt the greatest relief that one can most easily recall. And it was on a mild moist morning of an Irish midland March day in the year 1978 that I received the following letter in French into my hand from one of my last remaining Paris lawyers.




63 Av. Raymond-Poincaré,


Paris, le 20 Mars 1978


Monsieur J. P. Donleavy,


Levington Park,


Mullingar,


Co. Westmeath,


Ireland.




 





Aff. Dte. LITTLE SOMEONE c/Garnier, Olympia Press


Ref: 137/N




 





Monsieur le Directeur,


I hasten to inform you that this case has now come before our Court.


I have the pleasure to tell you that your adversary’s appeal has been turned down.


As soon as I obtain a copy of the Judgment I shall send it to you.


Please be assured, Monsieur Director, of my most distinguished and devoted feeling.


Jean-Martin Martinière,  


Avocat au Conseil d’Etat 


et a la Cour de Cassation





This communication concluded a litigation concerning The Ginger Man which had begun twenty-one years previously in the June of 1957 and had been variously fought in London, Paris and New York. Over the years, one did not exactly welcome the sight of legal letters, especially those coming from what seemed a remote, unfathomable, dark world of jurisprudence in Paris and further complicated by the French language. But as I spied the word “plaisir,” I realized that instead of having to implacably steer my legal battalions again into the battle, I could now instead indulge a moment of milder worries. And even smile, for at long last I’d put to death this interminable lawsuit, which had on many a previous waking dawn unpleasantly crept into one’s consciousness.


At the end, the protagonists J. P. Donleavy, the author, the Olympia Press and Maurice Girodias, the publisher, were somewhat removed in name from the present plaintiff and defendant, respectively Garnier-Olympia Press versus The Little Someone Corporation. And I had meanwhile even become the owner of my enemy. Achieving thereby a revenge I’d nearly forgotten I’d sworn so many years before. When upon a summer morning down a little side street in the London borough of Fulham, where with a copy of the first edition of The Ginger Man in my hand, I smashed my fist upon its green cover format, published as it was in the pseudonymous and pornographic Traveller’s Companion Series of the Olympia Press, and I declared aloud, “If it’s the last thing I ever do, I will avenge this book.”


And another strange irony which one could never have predicted. As I now sit looking at that same first edition published to my horror all those years ago and selling at its modest price in French francs, this selfsame copy resides now a treasure in my archives, having increased in value many a hundred times over. And in the margin of the early draft manuscript pages of this work and never published, were written the words.






Anyone


Can be a friend


So long as you don’t


Get to know him


Too well







And anyone


Can be an enemy


And you get


To know him


Better


Than most
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THE FIRST INKLINGS of the notion of the book that was to become The Ginger Man brewed in Ireland following American Thanksgiving Day of 1949. It was upon an afternoon of turkey, sweet potatoes, spices and Beaujolais, feasted over within a tiny house consisting of two cramped rooms, front and back on two floors, at number 1 Newtown Avenue, Blackrock, County Dublin. My host was Michael Heron and his then wife, Camilla. The latter an American dark-skinned beauty, new to Ireland and fresh from Paris, where she was a somewhat lesser chanteuse toast of the town than her friend Josephine Baker. Finding the Irish climate unbearably cold and damp, Camilla often had to remain abed to receive her guests, as she reclined stacked over with blankets and snuggled up in feather boas, while running an electric hot iron over herself to keep warm. Heron, a handsome, sensitively literate and gourmet Englishman, had shared rooms with me at 38 Trinity College, and later I married his sister, Valerie.





[image: ]

Michael Heron, with whom I shared rooms at Trinity College, contemplatively viewing the world and whose enlightened tastes for literature, food and wine formed a pleasantly influential background to one’s university life and whose beautiful sister became my first wife.








In these years following the end of the Second World War, the outside world’s spiritually uncivilizing influences, such as cars, plumbing and neon lights, were now showing up in Ireland. A population, long without a pot to piss in, were unearthing all kinds of newfangled shiny receptacles. And the last of one’s Dublin and university contemporaries were heading off to various parts of the globe. Some with chastened tails between their legs, others clutching hopeful degrees but all in search of two pennies to rub together. A few, more affluent, were grandly heading to tour exotic continents in search of further and better, if not more pleasant, particulars of life and soul. And it was upon this American Thanksgiving day I sensed that the celebratory, boisterous and resolutely careless mayhem world of Dublin which we had survived, and the benign, elegantly cloistered life within the sanctum of Trinity College which we had enjoyed and to which we had all originally come, were finally over.
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With me in the background, Gainor Stephen Crist with his first wife, Constance. All in our tweeds and sporting exemplary respectability, one cannot remember the extraordinary circumstances that must have existed when this photograph was taken to find the three of us in front of my rooms at number 38 Trinity College, my name just legible painted in white on the entrance behind us.








We had been a small colony of foreign students in what was, on the surface and in language, apparently not a foreign land. But whose citizens we soon learned were deeply alien to us in other ways which we soon collectively referred to as having the “crut.” This being the name applied to the inhibiting, impenetrable encasement of intellectual and sexual repression which seemed to envelop the majority of the Irish in mind and body. But to this chronic condition there had been found exceptions. And within this room, where one Americanly, thanksgivingly dined, one was reminded of the bedroom above, where the likes of the patriot, revolutionist, housepainter, poet, playwright and raconteur Brendan Behan and other Celtic amoralists had cavorted. Their lewd antics often watched stoically by two lady spinsters from the high vantage point of their window directly across the street. And at whom, during his demonstrations of freedom of the flesh, Behan would shake, insert and pull upon various appendages hoping to inspire some expression upon their implacably expressionless faces. And as no reaction would come from the spinsters, the otherwise naked Behan would declare out the open top half of the window.


“Ah the blase likes of youse sedately up there are not to provoke me to remove me belt which for the sake of me own modesty I wear around me belly to hide me provocatively sensuous navel.”


The Dublin trams roared past this little house from early morn till approaching midnight, and daily one would awake to the clip clop of black-plumed horses pulling hearses and carriages of mourners on their way to bury the dead at Dean’s Grange Cemetery two miles farther up the road. I had on the odd occasion of missing the last tram back to my rooms at Trinity College, curled up, in the lumpy confines of a sofa in this front tiny room, once sleeping while Gainor Stephen Crist, the original occupier of this dwelling, sat across from me with a book reading the night away about Spain.


Although others who knew him well might not agree, Gainor Stephen Crist was an entirely enchanting man. He was straightly tall, elegant and precise and circumstances providing, was always supremely courteous in manner. The newlywed Crist had, with his first wife, Constance, rented for three pounds a week this small respectable abode, where the local Protestant vicar, soon after their taking up residence, came to deliver his calling card one quiet Sunday afternoon. Crist, pagan sensualist though he was, was delighted at this sign of civilization from just up the street and always, provided they were not looking for money, welcomed any impromptu caller, preferring to magnify rather than oppose the condition of crut he might encounter. Even when such was usually further aggravated by the infrequent bathing of those suffering it. And as it happened upon this Sunday four o’clock teatime, setting an example, both Mr. and Mrs. Crist, there being no bath, were attempting to wash down from a bucket in the tiny kitchen. Which meant they never properly met this minister of the Church of Ireland. For, these newlyweds, at the sudden knock on their door, could only venture forth wrapped in skimpy towels to open up a crack to their narrow little hallway where, upon inquiring of the caller, Gainor’s towel inadvertently fell and following the vicar’s gasp, they then saw his little white card get shoved under their door.


It was upon the narrow sidewalk outside this house that I more than a few times accompanied this pleasantly saintly man Crist, with his splendidly mystical way of wasting time, to nearby public houses, where he would philosophically tackle yet another personal mishap befallen him. Such as recently sending his gray herringbone tweed suit to be dry-cleaned. Which, duly returned thoroughly washed and scrubbed, had shrunken the sleeves and trouser cuffs up to his elbows and knees. And which only suit he now had to wear to collect from the train station and carry back home a birthday present of a Great Dane puppy received from a rich American aunt. This already large animal’s weak legs were not strong enough to support it and so it was borne everywhere in Crist’s arms. But the canine baby beast’s appetite was all devouring in these larder-bare days. Its daily diet requiring a couple of pints of milk and at least two pounds of freshly ground steak. And while Crist held starvation at bay with a sheep’s head simmering on the stove, from this same aunt came a further gift, a subscription to Fortune magazine, well known required reading for international tycoons.


But Gainor Stephen Crist, stickler for facts though he was, and like most Americans preferring efficiency, was also, in this land where facts were avoided and efficiency shunned, tolerant and uncomplaining. In his impoverished circumstances he would peruse the pages of Fortune and would, with his canine birthday present grunting, good-naturedly ferry the enormous armful to the nearest pub and there with the beast collapsed at his feet he would nervously tap the bar with the edge of a half crown, ordering for himself a double Irish whiskey and a glass of draft stout plus a pint of the latter for the dog. Then with a twiddle of fingertips he would have the immediately emptied glasses refilled and announce that both he and the dog were now in the proper frame of mind to begin seriously drinking and thinking and ready to indulge another quality I found attractive in this man and which he’d already instilled in the Great Dane of being an avid listener to anything that was said.






And


Especially to some


Things


That never got


Mentioned
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THE FADING AUTUMN of the year 1946 was a strange boom time in the world. With all its awakening hopes to provide a life dreamed of during the war. The rubble being cleared across Europe. The evil, hated enemy vanquished around the globe. And Dublin then, although rife with its slums and poverty and its shoeless children running begging through the streets, remained an unscathed oasis, unbombed and, for those who could afford, flowing with milk and honey. Bowls full of beetroot sugar to sweeten coffee in its cafes and butter to spread on its spice buns. Even more alluring was its bacon, ham, sausages, eggs and cream. Not to mention oysters, salmon, trout, prawns, saddles of lamb, and big thick steaks. Plus the limitless cascade of foamy creamy stout from its brewery to wash it all down. And these handful of ready-to-please-and-be-pleased Americans came here, each and every one of them full of great expectations. And two or three even ready to conquer the world and sporting jaunty bow ties. They frequented the pubs of Dublin which were elbow-to-elbow jammed. All day and into the evening throes of closing time as the cliche-shattering opinions flew and voices inquired.


“What are you having.”


And you’d better be having something, as bartenders with sleeves rolled back handed the glasses out over the heads as the rounds of drinks were bought and the sound of mechanical corkscrews twisted their way down with a thump and pop into the necks of the bottles of stout. And it was the name of this dark brew, stout, which had confounded me when I first encountered it in James Joyce’s writings. This beverage, which pumped blood through the hearts of the citizens and fueled the city and ended up flowing through pub latrines, sewers and back to the Liffey from whose headwaters it had first come. Gray parcels of it carried away out of the pub following closing time. Often to just down the street as it was from the pub Davy Byrnes. To either the top or bottom of a Georgian house, where amid the songs, stories and laughter, arguments or insults raged and fists flew in a flowering of discontent. Where nary a morally uplifting word was spoken as ladies screeched either in delight or affront, depending upon whose hand was taking a liberty. Or whose tongue was sticking in someone’s ear, which was a favorite way of one lady’s letting you know she was open to indecent suggestion.


At such hooleys in progress, revenge for a previous slight was widespread and disbarment common. Which at least left plenty of room for others to misbehave. Drinking may have quenched the flames of passion in some, but enough lust-incited malcontents remained to make Dublin Sodom and Gomorrah on the Liffey and then some. But this euphoric rejoicing following those first few months after the war must have been felt in other cities. And I remember having it described to me in higher tones and in a more personal manner, years later in Ireland, by a man, a multimillionaire racehorse owner, and who had come somewhat impoverished from a ravaged continental Europe to some of the still splendid streets of Oxford, and that his whole being was bursting with an exhilarating sense of freedom and such enthusiastic delight that he found himself seeking out the widest thoroughfares so that he could, arms outstretched, all the better walk along them singing to celebrate the glory of being alive. But it was in the Dublin of the time where came this greatest burst of exuberance and reveling if not rapture where it was many a time heard said at hooleys and in many a pub,


“Cheer up or I’ll break your face.”


And upon this dawn of world peace, these gently brash, optimistic and iconoclastic Americans arrived in Ireland to confront the wise old ways of Europe. They were to the Irish, great conquering heroes and giants from another planet. All powerful and bigger than life, striding the Dublin streets able to dominate anything they encountered. Propaganda all over Europe preached stories and printed photographs of these conquerors dispensing their chocolate and gum and patting little children on the head. But there was no doubt that these Americans possessed of their plenty were indeed a generous race, even as they were given to assume they could teach the world how to live, as indeed they finally now have done. But here and now after the war, there was no question that they were a kindly people arrived in a shrewd, calculating and war-hardened Europe.


So unself-consciously we Americans soon learned we walked in an aura of glamour to which was added the behavioral license of being at Trinity, in itself and at the time, a distinct status of some elegance in Dublin city. As for me, I complained of nothing but cold feet at night in bed and the damp chill that needed many a glass of stout to be driven from one’s bones. And I was having to learn of political matters in Ireland. Having been brought up in the United States, where the creed one professed was of minor interest to others, I remember being somewhat surprised by my first encounters with university life and the whispers that one was a Catholic. And it dawns on me only now that the first Irish student friends one made were all of this religious persuasion. And my own Irish-born parents, avouching honesty, cleanliness and fair play in all one’s dealings rather than religious beliefs, made me mesmerized and bedeviled by this country with its sanctimonious encrustations and the widespread penchant for evading the procreative facts of life. Albeit one soon realized that to survive in the great sea of poverty prevalent in the Dublin of the time, the oft encountered sins of lying and cheating could be seen to be required.


Ah, but then as Americans we were keeping up appearances and before the Crists had taken up residence at the address of number 1 Newtown Avenue, Blackrock, I had visited them in an abode in another more recently built suburban district, where they shared a house in two upstairs rooms rented from a respectable family in which one of the children was retarded and in which the husband appeared to have a tendency to drink. Over a short period of time Gainor’s law books seemed to mysteriously and systematically disappear and it had to be finally concluded that these tomes were finding their way to a pawnbroker and were brought there by the landlord. That this would happen in holy, Catholic Ireland and in this household reeking of respectability amazed me. And it seemed unbelievably unfair to be perpetrated upon an American gentleman who, with his academic life put in jeopardy, had come these four and a half thousand miles abroad to qualify in the profession of jurisprudence and the upholding of law and justice for all. Yet Crist seemed to regard the event with a curious equanimity and understanding, which I later found could be characteristic of him when encountering the moral frailties of another.


However, it was in this house of the disappearing law books where the first of my truly Irish social engagements of an invitation to dinner took place. And that evening, stepping out to make this visit, there wasn’t much evidence of the shimmering promise of life. Constance Crist, then pregnant, with an apologetic charm presented me with a mound of spinach and a boiled potato on a plate. But upon that evening in that house she was a beautifully voweled, outspoken lady, and one was fed a wonderful diatribe by my hostess, who was not exactly enamored of the Irish. And by God, when she had a mind to, did she let them have it from every moral, ethical and sanitary direction. And then with my host there occurred an animated discussion on accents and the power such wielded when emanating from the lips of those so blessed. Present also was Randall Hillis, Crist’s brother-in-law, who fought as a Canadian in the war and who was at the time sharing a house out on a windswept Howth Head with George Roy Hill, later to be the famed film director. Hillis said that George Hill was attempting to perfect a British accent to perform a part in a play he was producing at Dublin’s Gaiety Theatre and that Hill would be extremely envious of Crist’s and my somewhat anglicized accents. As indeed both of us were even thought capable of passing as British. Proof enough that we were all much fascinated if not concerned with the pronounced class divisions in Ireland, and as Crist described it, the double-edged social sword that we as Americans wielded with our phonetics. With the further advantage that, as our quasi-British accents might slip, we had another and even better one underneath.


Now believe me when I say I may have sounded as my rearing would suggest, born in Brooklyn and raised in the Bronx, which would prompt any interested person to ask, where on earth did Crist and especially I get such accents that would be having folk get the idea we could be Englishmen. Well, curiously enough, both Crist and I had, upon each of us recalling, many an occasion and incident of having to run the risk of physically defending ourselves from fellow Americans who were unkindly crass enough to inquire,


“Hey, bud, where did you get that accent from.”


And both of us certainly, especially in the U.S. Navy, had occasion to raise our fists to defend our vowels. However, even to this day, such accents can be heard in Boston as they were when I briefly lived there, and had occasion to venture into that venerable pharmacy Clough and Schackley on the corner of Beacon and Charles streets on Beacon Hill. Where elegant ladies purchased their toiletries and medical prescriptions. If such accents were not found a dime a dozen, then they were encountered at a much higher price. But both Crist and I, upon the moment of stepping ashore in Ireland, had our considerably anglicized phonetics remarked upon.


Now on another and different level of the many levels existing in Dublin, accents didn’t matter a damn in this city aflood with beer and alive and aloud with festivity. Nor did they matter in the bashes, the hooleys and in the pursuit of harlotry, from the aftermath of which one awoke disorientated and bleary-eyed and often unable to speak at all. The cure generally coming following coffee in Bewley’s Oriental Cafe, and when, at a decent interval after lunch, one was ready again to bash on regardless. Ah, but one did too take major steps in life between these strange parties that persisted days and sometimes weeks from one place to another all over the country. And often in the midst of such shenanigans appeared Gainor Stephen Crist especially assisting and overseeing, as he assiduously did, the moral good. “Values” and “duty” were his watchwords. “Do no evil” was his contention. And to those who did do evil, a wooling would be administered. This consisting of throwing the evildoer down on his back and, with Crist’s hands dug deep in his hair, banging his head up and down on the floor while at the same time shouting the bastard’s crime in his face. We became good companions because I wholeheartedly agreed with this highly effective meting out of ethical standards.


Crist, above all, was a marvelously patient man. He would quietly listen as I pontificated on my intended aspirations of conquering the universe. Or at least doing something that might get my name in the paper. And possessing that strange air of propriety of the middle westerner, Crist was always instantly ready with fatherly advice. Upon a letter plopping in the letterbox of my college rooms from Valerie in which she mentioned marriage, Crist was swift to seize me by the wrist and lead me outside the university to telegraph an immediate answer saying yes. That accomplished and as an old hand engaged in such condition, he lectured me on the codes and protocols to be observed in a contented state of matrimony. And I believed his every word. While not yet knowing that my answer agreeing to marry Valerie now frightened the life out of her.


Although growing up in America and having experienced the rough and tumble of naval life, I was still at the age of twenty only just putting my youthful years behind me and hardly ready for matrimony. But to Crist, a few years my senior, my tender youth concerned him not. He was not even to know that Valerie was tall, exquisitely formed and stunningly beautiful and had the most exquisite of British accents and that I should be very glad to marry her. She was also a speech therapist with a modestly nice income based in St. Albans in Hertfordshire and very successfully supporting herself. But I was aware that the world was a tough arena and that there was many a barefaced trauma ahead to be fought two-fisted for survival. Matrimony would also mean dislodging from one’s comfortable university life, which even with Trinity’s primitive plumbing, was a place of paradise. My G.I. Bill of Rights plus an allowance sent by my faithful mother gave me a considerable income to indifferently spend in this city, where my college servant, Noctor, was supporting a wife and three children on a quarter of what I might spend on an extravagant evening out and which left me constantly short of funds. And on one or two Sundays, weekend occasions actually had me broke. And such was my inextinguishable American optimism that I was left stunned and affronted to be moneyless.


For the quarterly sum of eighteen pounds, eight shillings and eleven pence, one was all found at college. Which included a sitting room, bedroom, scullery and entrance hall plus servant, gas and electricity, a daily bottle of milk and an evening meal on commons. The latter where, following a Latin prayer mouthed by a college scholar, there appeared potatoes, slabs of meat, a vegetable and a pudding, all washed down with a special brew provided by Guinness’s brewery. And if one found polite people to sit next to who remembered to pass condiments and comestibles, all could be extremely pleasant. There were too, constant generous occasions of hospitality all over Dublin with very few hours ever going by without someone or something inciting some celebration. And one could drift from one to another, frequenting the innards of drawing rooms or pubs and hotels, which were a few steps in every direction all over the city. And as for country houses, one needed only someone sober enough to steer an automobile straight for a few miles or around a few dangerous corners to enter some mansion beyond some wooded copse where much eccentric goings-on would be going on and, provided you were appropriately affable, you could eat and drink to your heart’s content and be merry if you could and sleep where you collapsed.


Ah, but what about literature and art. The hope to be part of which throbbed in every citizen’s heart. And made the excuse for him to go on living the next day and the next with the indifferent present being made tolerable by adorning the days ahead with rosy dreams. These, for target practice, always being promptly shot down in flames by your listeners, who in a public house, need have no mind for having to please a host or hostess. And what there was of an intellectual social life, rather than being conducted in the salons of Dublin and country houses as it seemed to have been in the decades previously, was nearly entirely exercised where drink was for sale or available in one or two of the more impromptu places such as McDaid’s pub or that now legendary basement redoubt, the Catacombs. Where the disgraceful could, ad lib, democratically further disgrace themselves.


There was for the citizens at large a casual carelessness about Dublin life. And with aesthetic unself-consciousness and the previously mentioned face-breaking being rampant at the time, and wine, women and song being the priority, no one knew or much cared that a so-called literary period was then hugely in the making. Comeuppance and instant amusement were all the rage, and you were as good as your last fist thrown or witticism uttered. While delving into the problem of obtaining a lifetime private income, food, not for thought but to devour, was on every mind. And if little hope of that was to be had, then a drink held in your fist was, at least for the pleasant moment, the preferred substitute. And you could rage your way toward hell taking comfort from the fact that publoads of companions were aboard on the same trip and you’d have the feeling on the way that with yourself and them with you, gone, there was no world worth talking about left.


Now, there were one or two exceptions to all this deprivation and behavior. And one of these was John Ryan, my first publisher, who presented my earliest writing, a short story, “A Party on Saturday Afternoon,” in the pages of his magazine, Envoy. Ryan, an invariably polite, quiet and somewhat shy individual, would, when at the bar of a pub, patiently listen to anyone’s stories and if prompted sufficiently could tell splendid tales of his own. He was also that rare man in Irish life who could harbor many a secret from which, I suspect, came much of the wisdom lurking in his words. Ryan, with whom I’d nearly intended to start Envoy but demurred when I felt it would invite the famed and ignore the unsung, was instead joined by other editors, friends of mine, and as it would seem, as always happens with good friends, the first literary effort I submitted to be published was voted down by the very man I’d introduced to join Ryan on the magazine. Ryan, however, approving the story and having heard it read aloud to his admiring, beautiful, film star sister Kathleen, and having supplied the finance to start the magazine, also supplied the final decision to publish it. And the experience serving me well and making me forever afterward a permanent outsider to literary life.


But more about the worthy Ryan. Who in Dublin was unique. As the poor mouths, the poets and the celibates roamed Dublin to cadge what they could of sustenance, Ryan was one of the few who personally had available to him both food and drink in plentisome quantity, courtesy of a mother who was as intrepid as she was charming and who ran her considerable business of the Monument Creameries. Ryan was unostentatious to the point of sometimes being a seasonably dressed vagrant. But with money to spare, and able to elect to a degree what he did with his time, he could have done as nearly all did, and spend his days racing and dining evenings at Jammets, the Red Bank or the Dolphin Hotel with jodhpured cronies. However, as much of this life as Ryan led, he always imposed upon it his abiding consciousness of the value and worth of the writers, painters and poets of the period. Nor did he ignore the nonwriting, noncomposing, nonpainting eccentrics who lurked and scurried everywhere, including Mickey Mears, the gas meter reader who rode his motorbike called Thunderbird and who always seemed to be at one’s elbow ready to appreciate a bon mot.


Ryan chose too, to be interested in his native city and the relics left by so many of its literary sons, who had fled or been driven out. And no population, perhaps excepting the Viennese, has ever existed so implacably an enemy of the inspired, as did the people of Ireland. It was nearly as if to redress such wrong that Ryan had collected their books, music and pictures, and let it be known that such banned and ridiculed things were still to be seen and heard back in the creator’s native land and that there remained at least one man there who kept their names alive and held them in high esteem. For Ryan was himself, as well as a publican and publisher, also a creator of painting, writing and music. And he in turn self-effacingly cherished and nourished those in the same pursuit, who, embattled, still remained in this land so hostile to their survival. It was in Ryan’s uncharacteristically sumptuous Grafton Street studio where I first heard Joyce’s voice reading in its strange haunting tones from Finnegans Wake. And where too, the then largely unknown Irish composer’s compositions were played on the gramophone.


It was usually at midmorning that Ryan would appear socially, having earlier traveled in from Burton Hall, his mother’s estate upon which stood her vastly splendid Georgian mansion. He’d park his car somewhere discreet in a Dublin side street and with a newspaper tucked somewhere upon his person, would stroll the distance to 37 Grafton Street, nodding recognitions as he went and watching out to avoid the worst of chancers. When confronted, he would be a ready repository for news or able to report that which was soon to become news and which was already undergoing its transition into gossip turned into a fine art. And Ryan listened to all mouths and spoke into all ears. He would never ignore, as many did, the awestruck bus conductors and sewer inspectors who edged near to be in the intellectual vicinity of the greatness of poets. Nor would turn his back on the chancers who swarmed about him exerting their charm, looking for loans or the guarantee for same in order to launch their soon-to-be-aborted money-making schemes. Thus, with Ryan invariably remaining imperturbably benign to and indulgent of all, did he become himself a dependable focus in a land where begrudgers abounded during a period of censorship and religious repression and when the philistine and pompous pedants held full sway, albeit with all kinds of shockingly prurient behavior omnipresent. And Ryan forever in Dublin’s midst and privy to the deepest and darkest moments of Dublin life now seems, if less eccentric, to be yet one more of the characters to strangely lurk behind every word of The Ginger Man.






Who once was


A transient tourist


In that


Intimate of


Intimate cities
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RARELY DID ANYTHING happen in Dublin by plan. It was always to go out the front gates of Trinity and into the city to let come what may. Ah, but there were the odd previously designed occasions. And given this head start, the botch and bungle and faux pas had a marvelous opportunity for a field day.


As you might imagine, such a rich and handsome young man as John Ryan was, he might sooner than later, as I had already done, marry a beautiful girl. Which he did. And in so doing provided the scene for a mightily and exotically wonderful wedding day. Upon which the intrepid Gainor Stephen Crist as head usher would attend in full correctness and with due protocol, acquitting himself in the manner of the American Brahmin he was. But at that moment in Ireland he was without his proper kit for such duty and occasion. When it was suggested he rent such clothes, the suggestion was met with the steely, icy glare it deserved. And he cabled to have his morning suit and top hat expressed across the Atlantic by motor bird.


It was not till the very eve before the wedding that the postman at last knocked and Crist’s sartorial social equipment, made for him by the best tailor in Dayton, Ohio, duly arrived. But his dress shirt had taken on a rather gloomy faded shade of light brown, which he insisted and then implored his long-suffering wife, Constance, who was to remain behind next day baby-sitting, to launder. Although a lady who could suddenly decide to take no nonsense from anyone and who could converse with Gainor by them both clicking their teeth in Morse code, she did duly take and soak overnight this garment in soap suds. But now in the morning the shirt had little time to dry. And the old clanking alarm clock on the mantel was ticking away the hour. Crist and Ryan and Patricia, the to-be bride, had long been delighted friends and both the latter agreed that Gainor was a master of courtliness and social procedure and it was incumbent upon Gainor to get to the church on time. And what matter a slightly sopping shirt under his tailcoat, provided the collar was presentable. And a makeshift ironing board was produced in the tiny kitchen. As the table had recently suffered irreparable damage the day before when Gainor in a rage that his morning suit had not yet arrived, had quite rightly kicked this otherwise useful piece of culinary furniture around the room.


A green door formerly on its hinges was now laid across the wobbly former frame of the kitchen table. A towel hurriedly thrown over it. The iron allowed to heat. And the rapid pressing commenced in a cloud of steam while Crist searched for his suddenly disappeared black shoes. Which had already in the last hour, along with his other pairs of shoes, been chewed beyond recognition by the Great Dane puppy gift from his aunt for whom the leather served as a canine breakfast, the poor dog not having recently got its daily ration of two pounds of steak and two pints of milk. I arrived then in the midst of all this tragedy just as Gainor was screaming,
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Photographed in my field at Kilcoole, Patricia and John Ryan, whose lavish wedding at the time was the sensation of Dublin, and to attend which Gainor Crist had summoned his morning suit from Ohio.








“That goddamn dog, I’ll kill. It not only is eating me out of house and home but it is making sure I’ll have no living goddamn future either.”


Crist did instead find an old pair of tennis shoes. An attempt at upgrading these was quickly abandoned as efforts to remove some of the black scuffings left worse smears. But in such canvas footwear and striped trousers suspended across his shoulders by bright crimson braces, Crist now stood with desperate impatience, watching over the makeshift ironing board, where the collar of his shirt was now laid out for its final impeccable smoothing to rid of ruckles and wrinkles. But his dutiful wife suddenly had to attend to a brief call of nature. I of course stood helplessly looking on, unable to do a damn thing. But at last to Gainor’s urgent insistence she returned ready to execute the final hot flattening out of his dress shirt collar. I thought I smelled the scorched smell of paint. But thought the better of alarming on the matter with time so urgently of the essence. Constance too thought she smelled burning paint. But Gainor now stood with his fists and teeth clenched hissing out the words,


“In the name of God’s sacred teeth, will you iron the bloody shirt. There’s no time left to worry about arson.”


The iron was duly grabbed up from the surface of the green door and came down upon the shirt collar which lay there somewhat whiter than the brown it had been the evening before. But it now received from the hot electric instrument a great green oily, gaudy streak, the hues of which were more olive than emerald and more greenish blue than blue-green. And which extended collar tip to collar tip. Crist recoiling in shock backed onto a chair upon which had been placed his recently brushed silk top hat. His weight promptly reducing this silky gray elegant elevation to a squashed insignificance. As tragic as the scene had become, I could not suppress my laughter and indeed was helplessly convulsed. Crist, meanwhile, hat in his hand, brought me to task. “You think it’s damn funny, don’t you.”


His evenly spoken words were said with such vehemence that I shamefacedly took a grip of myself and clamped my mouth tightly shut. By the reading on the mantel alarm clock, the time of the ceremony was well now nigh. Ryan himself in his own nonrented morning suit, would be already at the church and surely his about-to-be bride must soon be on her way in her Daimler chauffeured limousine. Discreetly I tried to recover my composure, as Crist, with splendid naval discipline exercised at times of crisis, picked himself up off his crushed top hat now in the shape of a saucer and giving it a few internal punches knocked it back into approximate shape. Then without a further murmur, he snatched the shirt from the green door and put it on. His tie too, which had unfortunately been tucked into one of his dress shoes, had also been chewed nearly beyond recognition. But rather than wear a piece of old rope he’d taken from a broken window sash cord, he smoothed away the tie’s canine teeth puncture marks and tied it in a larger than usual Windsor knot. And at last, and if late, at least he was dressed. But I fear at the final sight I could not further control myself and doubled over with renewed laughter, I lurched helplessly out the front door.


Now, if John Ryan was always able to provide the suitable setting, Crist was always able to provide the suitable faux pas. I stood in my own morning suit and top hat just up the street in a doorway, waiting to join and apologize to Crist. Flat-footed in his sneakers, tailcoat flying, he rushed out on the street sporting this variation on a semiformal theme of deviant morning dress. No trams were passing nor were there taxis to be had. And in his desperate rush now to get to the church on time, Crist stepped directly into the very mound of merde his Great Dane puppy had that very morning laid in the gutter and concerning the insanitary nature of which Crist had already complained to me. There was something about the inevitability of this disaster which now threw me into another paroxysm and which threw Crist into a shouting frenzy,


“Goddamn this fucking country. A snake can’t live here.”


Of course, Crist was zoologically correct about his reptile reference, it being too cold and damp. And I now watched him raise his footwear for cleansing on the fender of the nearest parked car. And wouldn’t the owner have just emerged from the apothecary shop directly across the street and from above which the two silent spinsters would view Behan’s antics. Incensed at having his automobile used in this manner, he upbraided Crist and also laid hand to Crist’s shoulder to delay him as he attempted to depart. A fatal error. For Crist spun around and with a straight left like a lightning bolt put your man flat on his back on the deck. And then Crist rushing out into the middle of the road, flagged down and abruptly stopped the first car going in the direction of his intended destination. And of course wouldn’t it be the car carrying the bride. I stood there too dumbfounded to rush from my hiding place and also pile aboard. But how Crist smelled at this time inside the vehicle and later as head usher in the church is unrecorded. I meanwhile as it began to rain proceeded on foot and arrived at the church drenched.


Now attending at this ceremony were not a few of Europe’s aristocrats  and even a couple of once-crowned heads. As well as John’s eccentric acquaintances there also came film star sister Kathleen’s friends flown in from London, New York and Hollywood. Present too were the back-slapping higher-ups in the government, John’s deceased father having been a senator. Plus every national newspaper had its photographer at the church door. And there through the massive crowds came arriving, guided now by the Garda Siochana, the bride’s car. From which emerged none other than Gainor Stephen Crist, usher extraordinaire, under his crushed top hat and sporting his green-streaked collar, his chewed tie and his merde-besmirched plimsolled feet. But with the tails of his swallow coat flying as with his splendid aplomb and immaculate manners did this saintly man imperceptibly bow to the applause and then help this radiantly beautiful to-be bride to dismount from her carriage and be escorted into the blazing brightness as every flashbulb in Ireland popped. And although Crist was disguised as a vagrant, don’t anybody ever dare suggest that he still didn’t look every inch a fashion plate. But of course wouldn’t your chap, who objected to dog shit being applied on his car and whom Crist popped one on the old schnozzola, have enough presence of mind as his head bounced off the pavement to read the conspicuously important license plate of the bride’s limousine and didn’t the newly wed John Ryan back from his honeymoon with the exquisite Mrs. Ryan get bombarded with writs for assault, battery and causing actual bodily harm.


But upon that happy day and at the time, finally minus the wonderfully correct diplomatic attentions of Gainor Stephen Crist, John with his new bride did contentedly sail away to his honeymoon on his yacht dressed overall and his crew saluting from the fore deck as it left Dun Laoghaire harbor, and leaving behind in Dublin, noted for its bashes and clashes, one of the most momentous bashes and clashes ever recorded or left unrecorded. For a couple of the most beautiful bisexual American ladies had arrived out of Hollywood to the wedding wearing stunning form-clinging purple dresses, their cleavage revealing their bosomy curvatures and with arses to match. These ladies would conspicuously sit on the floors of the rooms they frequented in such a manner that it was no problem to see up under their skirts, where no undergarments were worn. Such sight was to play havoc among the available men and women. And all were available. Every man’s trousers out like a tent. Every woman if she hadn’t already tasted the pleasures of another woman was deeply contemplating it.


But in this Sodom and Gomorrah on river Liffey, cunnilingus and horn blowing were to be the least of the sexual antics. As the cry took up that fucking was now laid on in Dublin like the hot water in the pipes of the Shelbourne Hotel. Where indeed much dress lifting and trouser dropping took place and where “Let’s have a sandwich,” meant a woman in between two men. However, of course Crist and I, faithful to our wives, knew better than to so engage in the carnal goings-on, I more demurring than Crist as reading bacteriology at the time and knowing the carelessness of where and into what various organs other organs were put and received, that the microbe situation could be positively catastrophic. And it wouldn’t be long before disagreeably purulent exudates were manifest and haunting the psyche, there being in the Ireland of the time bacilli of a most insidious virulence.


But microorganisms apart, it was because of this innocent constellating of diverse folk of diverse inclinations that made Ryan one of the strangest characters that Dublin city has ever had in its bosom. No one understood the repression of his fellow Dubliner better, nor applauded more when it was breached. And over the years having bought the Bailey Restaurant and Bar, Ryan remained both host and acquaintance to that astonishing array and cross section of folk arriving in the Irish capital which included princes, criminals, revolutionaries, impostors and movie stars. And just as he sailed the most treacherous of these Bohemian seas, he could be a friend and comforter to both sides in libel actions, these so often erupting from the endlessly circulating gossipy letters and slanderous mouth-to-mouth reporting of the greatest series of soap operas ever to run concurrently in the history of mankind. And I suppose the Irish being a naturally playful race, such is a monument to the crut and repression perpetrated by religion on a population that frankly was in need of even more religion.


With the Irish, imagined insults are everywhere. But with a difference. Being that if you were imagining them, you could be sure they were real. And in the maelstrom of the life lived at that time, and as a diplomat in Dublin, where undiplomatic behavior was invented, Ryan had no peer. The fact that he was able to keep as lifelong friends many of those who detested even hearing another’s name mentioned in the far faint distance is proof. But he was not to be, in the literal sense, pushed too far. He could and did, as Crist did when required, mete out plenty of unpoetic justice, especially when it came to aid a friend in battle. And in spite of his well-behaved retiring nature, he was one of the world’s all-time best light heavyweights. And even now, these considerable years later, I can still feel the wind over my shoulder as the whoosh of his straight right fist rent the air like a thundering freight train to put manners upon some nearby vulgarian. Loutish artistic behavior could also produce a few well-deserved cuffs in and about the earlobes. Or in extreme cases, and in the manner of Crist, a wooling.


Somehow now when they ask what made that city of Dublin then so mesmerizing and bewitching, it would be that you were in a city as upon a stage, where you would appear to perform with an eager audience like your man and any man like John Ryan, ready to watch your every nuance. And of course the effort would be to make a fool of yourself and be like all the city’s talented sons who one after another were driven out. But then John Ryan never played the fool and always held the fort. And then did even more in providing the ground and settings, the pub, the restaurant, the country house for those, tails up once more, who dared briefly to return, to perform yet again on Dublin’s stage. And Ryan could, with his spoken words always dressed in their wonderful finery of irony, make these returnees larger than life. As if at this moment they would appear, feel and especially smell as they were back in the Dublin of that day. He would know the exact spot upon which they stood, drawn from Ryan’s encyclopedic knowledge of the streets he loved and daily lived in. And here Crist, eternally delighted by this Dublin circus, played a major role amid all these walk-on parts.


Different as they were in other respects, both Crist and Ryan possessed a similar charm. Their erudition was always used to entertain but never to impress. Both savored language, rolled about on the tongue, tasted for its vintage and measuredly rationed it out to the waiting ears. Their words sounding with the same deft, intimate solemnity which they both used when, with their gently perceptible signals, they ordered drinks at a bar. Among the begrudgers, both were the least begrudging of men. And both were oft accused of lacking malice in a city so noted for such. Indeed it was unknown for either to take a friend’s name in vain in a Dublin where no man’s name is or was sacred. But there were differences. To the deserving, Crist would mete out justice without warning or mercy. But with Ryan, there would be a little nod of the head and his dry chuckle, which would tell you as much as any oath of condemnation shouted from the rooftops. And if Ryan did topple over into hyperbole and tell a tall tale, detouring more than a bit from credibility, you’d hear the voice of Brendan Behan announce,


“Ah but what matter. There’s plenty of time later of disputing facts if a little bit of fiction has you enthralled with the truth of entertainment, said for the time being for your listening pleasure.”


It was the redoubtable Brendan Behan, who first ever read manuscript pages of The Ginger Man. And under whose laughing vaudevillian behavior lurked much hidden haunted suffering and whose nightmarish soul blazed its brief blasphemy across Dublin, Ireland, and then the rest of the world. And who strode unkempt in his cockeyed shoes, and gave to the time an example of comportment both dreadful and profane. Which on more than one occasion was also highly insalubrious. Although he loudly proclaimed that he knew his redeemer liveth, Behan could never be thought to be a founding member of the Society for the Prevention of Sexual Desire. All and anyone were grist to his matter-of-fact cravings. He and John Ryan made wonderful opposites. Ryan on one end of the socioeconomic scale and Behan on the other, would let you share in their respective wisdom. And both who never left this capital city and were, it must be said, your true Dubliners. Of the sort who would remain attentive to your sorrows long after they are spoken. And where the graves of the departed dead are never visited because they still live alive on your lips.


And so it was that always in Dublin the ghosts abound. Sorrow and sadness pervading with its timeless profundity. It was where you could, before your own time comes, pick over dead men’s bones with your own silver-plated utensils and sentimentally relive the harshest and most desperate of moments. Ryan would sometimes start the tales he told with the words “It was a bleak February in a bad year.” But bleak February or bad years, there was always the nonsense spouting and the great bards thundering their daily complaint when their fancied horse lost a race. While all present and accounted for in the pub were existentially hoping there would be no delay in the buying of the next round. But there did come a bleak and silent day. When Behan finally lay in a Dublin hospital in a coma dying. And Ryan visiting looked upon that ravaged Romanesque emperor’s face, and Ryan said to me, “You know, Mike, Behan despite his unkemptness and other physical frailties, always had that great luxurious head of raven black hair that would always make you want to run your fingers through it. And there lay Brendan breathing his last with that hair still luxurious and black. And it was something I’d always wanted to do and now it was a way of saying goodbye. And I reached over and just ran my fingers through Behan’s hair, and his eyelids at once flickered and not that many moments later he was dead.”


If the city of Dublin were ever thought to have had a king, he is and was John Ryan. Who was always one of its princes. And in the years ahead, he, who has for so many others provided memorials, is one of the very few who deserves one himself. And with the epitaph I once heard said of him. By Behan himself. Of the black luxurious hair.






Ah, you’d always


Feel kind of safe


In his presence
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AH, BUT YOU DON’T KNOW DUBLIN. Where battles and surprises never end. And if they seemingly do, beware of enjoying victory. Friendship is on the lips but not in the heart. And just as one has completed heaping an unrelenting stream of praise upon John Ryan, I have occasion to look through some ancient files and letters. And there, by God, in handwritten black and white are statements reported to me from the Dublin of the period. These being scurrilous anecdotes and gossipy ridicule heaped upon me by the princeling John Ryan himself. And why not. It would make people listen to what you were saying. And it may be why in the Dublin of the time that most stories began with a reference to male weakness and ended with an old Gaelic refrain: “Wasn’t your impotent man stark naked at the time, and in an equal state of undress was your woman feverish with desire, and alas the poor lady lingers not knowing the Gael fucks only with his fingers.”


But it was not only John Ryan who was my first so-called contact with the literary world. There was briefly one other, and a Gael about whom the above refrain could never refer. I’d submitted a poem to the literary magazine called The Bell, for whom worked an editor called Harry Craig. Like my paintings, the poem was vaguely promising and began with the line “Soon and off the earth” and ended four or five verses later with “where the weary wind bewilders me.” Craig, a man of immense charm and gentility, walked into Davy Byrnes pub and upon being introduced, mentioned that he remembered the poem and intended to publish it, and hoped that I had kept a copy because Brendan Behan, sheltering overnight in the Bell office, used a sheaf of manuscripts which included my poem to burn in the fireplace in order to cook his sausages for breakfast.
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This pub became the first of the many one was to frequent, and I found myself within its precincts within an hour on my first social foray out in the city as a Trinity student. Fifty or so yards away eastward down the street at the top of a Georgian house was another venue to which carefully selected customers repaired to dine and party away the rest of the night when this pub closed.








Now it was no revelation to me that Dublin was full of people trying to teach you a once-and-for-all lesson not to try to be a novelist, but they would always indulge you a bit while longer if you wanted to be a poet. However, Harry Craig was in Ireland my very first kindly admirer of one’s writing. A Protestant clergyman’s son and product of Trinity College, he was a gracious and compassionate man. And as he now lies peacefully dead, I’m sure he won’t mind my saying just this little bit about him. He was referred to as having the looks of a Greek god. This description more likely came from and was circulated among the many homosexuals who at the time flocked to Dublin from every corner of the globe. But none of these gentlemen got a chance to get near Harry as he was besieged by women of all ages and description. And one of them, a very attractive and socially prominent English lady who favored to have love made to her while standing on her head, monopolized Harry’s time. Being that Harry, of splendid physique and an outstanding athlete, was able to accomplish this while himself quaffing back a pint of stout. But for other more conservative ladies, Harry did have a handicap which hung at great length between his legs. Which observation, the English lady, who indulged her nymphomania, spread all over Dublin, with the result that Harry Craig’s literary opinions were avidly listened to. And why not, for on this isle of saints and scholars, with the people so devout, this overadequacy of a monstrously big prick would be thought nobody’s fault but God’s.


Plus in the Dublin of the time, private parts, as much taboo as they were in public discussion, were much discoursed upon behind closed doors, where such might prove embarrassing for their owner. In any event and sad to say, the socially prominent English lady finally suffered a serious head injury in one of her sexually gymnastic sessions, leaving Harry Craig still having the looks of a Greek god and the body to go with it, a fatal attraction to the remaining women who flung themselves at him in order to cling to him for life. But nothing could stop the rumor that between his legs hung the biggest penis in Ireland, necessitating that Harry’s seductions be carried out in darkness as more than one lady, seeing the instrument about to penetrate her, ran for her life. Indeed, outside any chamber wherein Harry was known to be honeymooning with a recent lady, there always gathered a curious group awaiting to see if, when Harry was having at her, there would be a scream and the lady would come fleeing out. Which once gave rise to a false alarm when Harry and a visiting Austrian countess for whose seduction he had rented a flat and had for the occasion recently painted in duck-egg blue, and wherein the overwhelming smell of paint gave them such headaches that they both came reeling out. Leaving the curiosity seekers who’d then followed them to a nearby hotel, scratching their own heads.
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Being arranged before an exhibition in Dublin, my pictures are leaning outside and are hung on the wall inside my Kilcoole studio. My nerve and American brashness served me well in this endeavor, which for all my ineptitudes was serious enough to become a lifelong occupation.








In Dublin I had now become a painter notorious for my nerve producing risqué female nudes with your normal pubic hair and exhibiting several still wet canvases. Such activities did get publicity, but selling only a handful of pictures at knockdown prices made me not much richer. And now, desperate to avoid a lifetime of nine-to-five employment and on the verge of marriage with Valerie, we both had gone to visit with her parents in Ilkley. Where one was now much at the mercy of their hospitality, which was, to say the least, lavish and unstinting but did not put a penny in my threadbare pocket, albeit I was still subsisting on my good mother’s monthly emolument. But for all the begrudgements and treachery abounding in Dublin, there was still one man upon whom you could trust your life. And totally out of the blue Tony McInerney, by returning money I’d lent him nearly a year before, saved me from a fatal embarrassment of not being able to afford to buy a wedding ring. And the welcome fivers were sent with a cryptic message: “I’ll bet in a million years you never thought you would ever get this.”
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One might cringe a bit in embarrassment at my efforts to look gladly sincere on my wedding day, but never married before I was indeed delighted with my new wife, Valerie, who proved with homemade potted meat for breakfast that she could make life extremely pleasant.








In my utterly penurious state, the windfall at least enabled me to take Valerie to Bradford, where at the city’s elite jeweler, a plain platinum ring was bought. However, the fact that I had not a pot to piss in, must have become apparent to my future mother-in-law, who conducted her mild and brief cross-examination in the privacy of their Ilkley house kitchen, to which I had been summoned and where Mrs. Heron inquired as to my prospects and assets. The then slightly vague account I gave was honest enough and, although evasive, was at least optimistically sunny. But one, as an American, feeling somewhat above all that kind of thing, took exception to this inquiry. I was in any case smitten with the beautiful and charming Valerie and had no intentions of her starving and was in fact a little bit shocked that such subject should ever be brought up. However, my prospective in-laws had envisioned that both their daughters should marry into a Yorkshire merchant’s or mill owner’s dynasty, whose sons had already been a long time avidly pursuing. But the Heron parents, having had enough difficulty over a previous marriage of their eldest beautiful daughter, had now more or less given up the battle to prevent marriage to someone thought not quite good enough.


The small town of Ilkley, housing textile magnates and industrialists from Bradford and Leeds, was situated in the valley of the Wharfe River and was surrounded by its moors and was originally a spa and had now become a considerably rich residential enclave to which my father-in-law had finally gravitated as he achieved affluence. With tinned food and refrigeration banned from the household because they diminished flavor, there was an extensive cold cellar brimming with beer, cheeses and such things as potted meat for breakfast and vaults of vintage wine. Riverdale, as the house was called, was a cornucopia. Over the snooker table, port and cigars followed dinner, and chocolates were available in front of the sitting room fire. But now old man Heron was confined to his rosewood and exotically etched glass-paneled and deep-carpeted bedroom. Occasionally still smoking and drinking his vintage champagne and reminding anyone who might listen of his rise from rags to riches. And I listened.


Old man Heron was not regarded with awe by his children, who would tolerate the largess but would sheepishly try to avoid his stories. Especially his son, Michael, who viewed life in more romantic terms and, groomed to take over his father’s expanding business, had been sent on the grand tour during which he learned many languages as well as how to sample all of Europe’s luxuries. But upon his return to Bradford, Michael could not stomach the world of textiles. Now, as old man Heron’s children’s lives unfolded and the prospect of grandchildren loomed, he would comment as he saw it, concerning the family’s clogs-to-clogs transition in three generations, having had himself descended from a former family of some status who had lost their engineering business and grown up in a back-to-back house in a working-class district of Bradford. But the Yorkshire brand of person is a resolute and hardy one. And in the pollutants of his industrial cities, little him dismay. As might be drawn from the oft said words,


“Where there’s muck, there’s money.”


Starting out in wool trade as a messenger boy, old man Heron vowed to make his way back up in the world. As a music lover, he taught himself to play the violin and his lunchtime leisure moments were spent each day at the free outdoor band concerts, where he stood listening at the back of the last row of seats. And with each passing year, as he continued to be promoted and had now joined a prominent textile firm, he was able to improve his comforts and pay a threepenny bit for a hard seat and then thrupence for a deck chair and finally was not only able to pay for his seat but also to buy a program. Independently, he began making up his own batch of gabardine raincoats, which he went selling at night door-to-door, and then became manager of the silk department and ultimately a director of this prestigious textile concern.


During the war the cloth trade was static and old man Heron’s moment of business triumph came one day out of the blue at a board meeting. His fellow directors of the company complaining of his not appearing at his office until long after ten A.M. each day and disappearing for lunch before one P.M., when he was not to be seen again till the next morning. His habit had become to go have a slap-up pub lunch of splendid meat pie and two pints of ale, followed by a leisurely afternoon at the cinema. Upon Heron hearing the complaint, he immediately called a board meeting and for the firm’s accountants to produce the firm’s books. Heron then pointed out that his department was the only department that had made any profit in the past two years and that he was in fact carrying the entire firm. Under the threat of resigning, he asked for an apology from the every member of the board who in turn stood up and apologized. Upon accepting the apologies, old man Heron then rose to his own feet and announced,


“Gentlemen, I appreciate your change of heart, but I feel that such has come about under a certain duress. Therefore, I consider it appropriate to resign. And hereby resign. And a very good day and good-bye to you all.”


That same afternoon, Heron emptying his desk and files, assembled his credentials and went with these to his bank manager. Whereupon that same day he had raised enough money to start his own firm, which in turn soon became more prosperous than the one he had just left and made him a substantially rich man.


These stories of old man Heron’s life were told to me as he lay sick in bed in his considerable splendor, enduring his last illness. Each day, with what was persisting of my ebullient American optimism and unquenchable unconquerability, I’d play him in chess and comment upon his painting, which he’d taken up at my behest and had mastered nearly overnight. In turn he tried to teach me about the stock market and how to calculate the yield on a stock, which somehow, even as a student reading honors natural science and taught physics by E.T.S. Walton, who along with Lord Rutherford were the first men ever to split the atom, I failed to fathom. He must have only vaguely held this against me, as he later said to his wife, who remained more dubious concerning my future,


“That boy will go far.”


I was relieved and pleased to hear this, as his valued opinion agreed with mine. And especially as at the time, the simple wedding that Crist had urged and highly approved of was about to come to pass. The momentum gathered from the suspicion that Valerie and I were already living together. And on a windy day with squalls of rain, the marriage ceremony was in fact pleasant enough, although my smile in the photographs seemed posed. Valerie was bought a large hat by her mother, and I wore a gray flannel suit. Michael Heron, who occasionally enjoyed proprieties, pinned roses on lapels and was best man and carried a vase of tulips to be put on the desk in the small Guiseley registry office a few miles from Ilkley, where the woman registrar read the vows and requested the fee of twelve shillings. The maids, Freda and Mary, set a wedding feast of cold chicken in lemon sauce. Bedridden as he was, old man Heron had no longer any need to climb up into the third floor of the house to try and catch Valerie and I in bed together, but did expertly open a magnum of champagne.


Luckily our honeymoon was a present and already generously paid, for following the purchase of the wedding ring, I remained abysmally broke. A hired chauffeured car took us up to the small hamlet of Kettlewell in the Dales to a tiny hotel, where, arriving in the dark, we were the only guests. The bedroom was lit by candlelight and had a large four-poster bed, and the windows overlooked a rushing stream. There was nothing to do nor anywhere to go except up on the moors, where, in my only pair of shoes, I soaked my feet. I bought myself a walking stick and attempted to make the best of the situation, and by evenings went tapping my way through the silent village after dark. Although not a soul was to be seen, this innocent air I’d suddenly adopted seemed to embarrass Valerie. But this little tribulation of the time at least distracted my attention from other worries. And to this day, I feel out of uniform without a walking stick.


My mother-in-law, with her organizational skills admired by many, had during the war become an impressive lady in the community, running an enormous catering canteen. And upon our return from our brief honeymoon, a cocktail party was thrown. The Herons’ friends and relatives, most of whom were wool merchants and mill owners, arrived. Over the years, old man Heron had traditionally given, as a wedding present to the children of any of his friends who married, a set of dinner silverware. Early in the evening I’d been invited into Mr. Heron’s bedroom, where, with the words “I’m not going to give you any advice,” he handed me a slip of paper which turned out to be a check. For some reason, which has now become a habit of mine, I failed to look at or read what I assumed were modest numerals reflecting a gesture of goodwill from a hardened businessman. Valerie, in the privacy of the hallway, had no such daft sentimentality about the check stuffed in my pocket and asked immediately to see it. And the numerals turned out to be of a considerably large dimension.


Guests downstairs were now arriving in numbers. Being that the party was so impromptu, it was apparent that everyone in this rich community of Ilkley thought it was a shotgun marriage. Nor did Mrs. Heron dissuade them from so thinking. And none had a chance to buy a vase, dish or silver serving spoon. Instead each discreetly handed over their vellum envelopes containing these simple pieces of paper describing cash sums drawn on your better banks and which now made a substantial sheaf of envelopes in my hand. Upon Valerie calling for another accounting, it was apparent that from abject penury of only an hour or two before, one now stood possessed of modest riches. And returning to the din of the cocktail party in the deep-carpeted, rosewood-paneled front lounge of this house, I listened with animated interest to these guests and their friendly phrases, but all of whom I suspected regarded me with the deepest of deep suspicions. There having been before me a few impostors and mountebanks, some of whom in the confusion of the war were sporting double-barreled surnames and mythically alluding to their titled uncles and who attempted to wheedle their way into this mercantile prosperity, which established the social hierarchy of this town of Ilkley on Ilkley moor. However, I made no effort whatever to be anything but the reasonably nice American young man I hoped I was, born in Brooklyn and raised in the Bronx.


Ah, but even with these heaven-sent funds dropping out of the Ilkley sky, my optimism was soon to reverse upon me. From Liverpool and over the tossing Irish Sea, Valerie and I set sail again for Ireland on the mail boat. This journey so often taken amid belligerent drunken passengers, with the ship’s public rooms dense with cigarette smoke, decks splattered with vomit and the boat itself rearing, rolling and pitching, which could leave you tottering and seasick for days afterward. And it was no wonder that more than occasionally a passenger, in seeking relief, would empty his pockets, neatly place the contents on the deck for identification, with a quid or two left for his heirs, and then blessing himself would leap over the ship’s railings and plummet down into the dark waves. Once, having witnessed this being done, my sympathies were such for those haplessly returning to Ireland that I hesitated some seconds before alerting a member of the ship’s company. Alas, I needn’t have worried, this very tidy gentleman jumping was not rescued and never found.


Arriving early morning on the Dublin quays was never an event to set your heart beating with delight. There was little shelter or sustenance to be found before nine A.M. in a shut Dublin. As ladies were forbidden past six P.M. in a student’s rooms, except with special permission to attend the reading room, Valerie spent the day to find us accommodation. Evening came and I went with her to Castlewood Avenue, Rathmines, a suburban area not that far from the center of the city. Going up the stairs of this modest-sized terraced house to a narrow front room, I was incredulous that people rented such tiny space to live in, where there was only a stove and a basin and one had to go outside into a communal hall to the bath and to the water closet past other doors which led to other rooms where other strangers lurked inside. Leaving no mystery as to why men build their palaces and stately homes and surround them with parklands to keep your stranger strange and as far away as possible from any proximity. And more power to such chaps.


My responsibility as a husband to support another and the thought that this is what can happen to human beings overwhelmed me. The effect on me being almost impossible to believe for someone having been through two war years of rough and a certain amount of tumble in the U.S. Navy, where one occupied barracks or crew’s quarters aboard ship, and where dozens of men shared latrines and slept in open proximity. That one could be so vulnerable and that a Dublin bed-sitting-room should send me reeling back, stunned, to my rooms at Trinity took me entirely by surprise. And was probably the result of my background and the security one must have got used to growing up in what was the equivalent of a small-town suburban community in America and better known on maps as Woodlawn on the north borders of the Bronx, and where and within these handful of crisscrossing streets there had never been any serious degree of dismay in terms of living space or freedom.


Valerie left in Castlewood Avenue, as I lay back on the bed in my darkened Trinity rooms, gloomily contemplating the possible dreadful squalor that might befall me and staring at the ceilings, my heart took to pounding in such agitated manner that I thought I was having a heart attack. Struggling up from bed, I feebly dressed and hobbled down the couple of flights of stairs and faltering in front of the entrance of number 38, I looked for help in the silent empty quad of New Square. Suddenly in the dark, I spied two students exiting from their rooms and shouted for assistance. Trinity was renowned for its pranksters and mischief makers, some of whom could be extremely devilish and once in the past had even caused the death of a junior dean, and these two gentlemen of the college were quick to assume that someone was attempting a leg pull. I could, I thought, as they recognized me, even see anticipatory smiles breaking out on their faces. All of which necessitated my sounding even more plaintive in my cry for help. And especially so as I was known for being able to give a good account of myself in Dublin’s frequent pub battles, when I might even issue a preliminary war whoop as I entered the fray.


Stumbling forward, I had now reached and grasped the chain encircling the flat green velvet grass of the quad. As my knees buckled, I made an extreme effort to sound my last gasp loud enough so that it could convincingly be heard. My portrayal of imminent collapse must have finally persuaded them of my plight, and the two quickened their pace to my aid.


“Thank you, thank you, I do believe I may be having a heart attack.”


Now there were frowns rather than smiles on their faces as rain began to fall and they supported me under the arms out of New Square and across the cobbles of Front Square to the porter’s lodge at the front gates. Dying students were not a too common occurrence as were drunken ones, but both could be treated in the same fashion, and a taxi to take me away was called. Of the two assisting gentlemen, one hailed from the north of Ireland and played college rugby and in his later professional life became a member of the British parliament. It was many years afterward when I again heard his chuckling voice just behind me as I climbed the steps of Sotheby’s auction house in London’s Bond Street.


“I say there, Donleavy, do you need any help.”


But back upon this night and dispatched in a taxi to a Trinity College-affiliated hospital, I collected Valerie from the bed-sitter so that she could at least hear of my last wishes and the psalms to be selected sung at my obsequies. I was received staggering into the accident room, empty at the time, where the young interning doctor from Trinity’s medical school and whose face I knew by sight, placed a stethoscope all over my chest. He tapped and listened and listened again. He even made me open my mouth and go “ahhha.” His exhaustive examination concluded, he frowned and pronounced, “Quite frankly, there may be something wrong, but I can’t find it. All I find is that you may be the best physical specimen I have ever examined. Your heart, as far as I am concerned, is in splendid condition.”


Of course I had been on occasion able to run a timed practice mile in four minutes and twenty seconds. However, upon this eventful night, I still wasn’t entirely convinced that I was in monumentally splendid health, but certainly I was now able to put one foot in front of the other and cautiously make my way out into the world again with the thought that my heart would hold out that little bit longer. With a bemused Valerie, I returned to the bed-sitter, and from this constricted lodgings was ready to do untold battle in the momentous struggle I envisioned was ahead that would ensure I would escape such rooms forever. Meanwhile, news of my collapse and impending death was already all over the college and a concerned solicitous get-well-soon letter was awaiting me as I arrived back at my rooms which had been sent by my tutor, the eminent Greek scholar William Bedell Stanford, whom I’m sure could have encapsulated my plight in an appropriate Hellenic homily. For he, years later upon being interviewed, contradicted nearly all opinions about me. And was quoted as saying, “I know he may have had a reputation of some obstreperous nature.






“However,


I found him


The most quietly polite


And retiring


Of young


Gentlemen”
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HAVING NOW REARED UP in angered horror that the fate of a claustrophobic bed-sitting-room might ever be mine, I informed Valerie of our plight and that we must immediately garner and gather together all our assets, consisting mostly of the wedding present checks and including the modest money of hers still held in the National Provincial Bank of Ilkley, and with such funds quickly acquire land and a roof we owned over our heads. This plan did not go down well, and on this now sunny, breezy day, as we crossed Butt Bridge over the Liffey River and walked along the quay, Valerie said she wanted to keep her independence. I thought, Holy cow, what the hell is this. Am I to take all the fighting risks in life while the woman I’m married to sits on a small but reassuring amount of security.


The raging silence this produced in me over a period of the next three hours moving around Dublin was total. I was astonished at this lack of confidence in me, although one had to admit it was reasonable enough considering that only the night before I was reeling to doom as one of the world’s vanquished. But as my silence continued and I let it be known her independence from now on was hers to pursue, Valerie relented and said she would throw her financial lot in with mine.


Although I could through impatience be incautious with money, I was not a squanderer or a spendthrift, having long regarded money as a daily instrument to be used rather than something to remain as security to be relied upon for the future. And one used this tool unhesitatingly if it meant providing some basic practical need to accomplish an immediate goal. And that is how I came to occupy a tiny bit of ground near Kilcoole which dotted that isolated, strange, bereft twelve-square-mile stretch of bottomland along the Wicklow coast of Ireland.


A college pal who’d also sent me the money totally unexpectedly with which I’d bought Valerie’s wedding ring, had, with his inheritance, been looking at farming properties to buy, and before I went to Ilkley I accompanied him one day when he went to view a small holding near Kilcoole of just under four acres and selling for about three hundred and fifty pounds. Upon seeing the property, the friend seemed to disdain it. Certainly it was nothing resembling or anywhere near as grand as his own family farm where he had been raised. It is possible too that my pal, who could be suicidally generous, had become short of money, having already spent much entertaining friends in wining, dining and drinking, which he did with some lavishness. And on one occasion taking an entire party, including Brendan Behan, Michael Heron and Gainor Crist to Paris. The last gentleman in very typical fashion taking pleasure in introducing his host to a blind man he had in tow atop the Eiffel Tower.
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Valerie seated outside my studio with one of her favorite cats. Never having had a tool other than a golf club or squash racket to hand before, the window above Valerie was my first ever effort to be an architect and builder.








At the time of his affluence, I said to my friend not to expect me to drink or contribute to his spending his legacy, which I thought ought solely to go to buy himself and his then young family somewhere to live. However, while the money lasted, my friend in the aristocratically abandoned way of an Irish chieftain, spent on. And it was I who bought this small parcel of land not too far from the sea, where at least its couple of sheds and tumbledown cottage could become somewhere under which one’s head might shelter and somewhere where one could place one’s feet on soil to call one’s own.


The purchase at Kilcoole was my first major transaction in life, and was in itself a financial battle. I made an offer of half the asking price and was surprised not to be turned away. Unbeknownst to me, there had been a deposit paid on a previous uncompleted sale, which would be forfeited by the original attempted purchaser when the property was finally sold. As I clung to my offer and the vendor refused to sell, the small local estate agent in the nearby town of Greystones seemed quite astonished at my refusing to even meet the vendor halfway and, as they did in Ireland, split the difference. Finally, as I stood talking to the agent over the telephone from the Grand Hotel in Greystones, in a last effort, that gentleman said with a quality of sincerity I recognized as used only when truth was being told,


“Mr. Donleavy, in splitting the difference at this stage and at this price, please believe me when I say you’re getting a genuine bargain.”


The estate agent’s voice was so plaintive that in turn in finally agreeing to the price and purchase, I tried to sound like a normal, reasonable human being. Which clearly I no longer was and never would be again. But I had at least taken my first little step toward squiredom. By entering into a caretaker’s agreement, I took immediate possession the moment the contract was signed and the check paid. And would soon acquire the wisdom that you can still stay damn poor owning your own land.


Having purchased an axe and bucket, Valerie and I attending upon my rooms at Trinity collected some college chattels and, with my disconcerted college servant, Noctor, carrying a tin trunk and a mattress and some crockery, and on this thankfully unrainy day, we exited the north side gate of Trinity where the bus to Kilcoole stopped just a few yards away. Noctor, who had been a corporal in the British Army, clicked his heels and gave a smart salute as I departed. And if I didn’t at that time salute back, I do now with a little of the same sadness I felt then to know that he would no longer be available to rouse me awake in the mornings or lay out a spot of breakfast or administer in his white coat at teatime.
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The village of Kilcoole near the cottage and piece of land I’d bought in order to begin my struggle in the world of art and to which I came with my mattress from my college rooms, together with a saucepan, pail and axe, and was transported from the bus stop by the local butcher’s mule and cart the mile or so to my new country abode.








The bus route to Kilcoole went past Foxrock, a community of your bigger suburban homes, and on through the main streets of the seaside town of Bray and the smaller once fishing village of Greystones. With its large leafy gardens surrounding houses of the Burnaby Estate, Greystones was a most refined Protestant enclave on this polite bit of rocky coast. In comparison, the village of Kilcoole, four miles farther on, Valerie thought ugly and unfriendly. As we arrived, little life was evident, reminding one of a midwestern American town deserted by the populace before a gunfight. Upon inquiry at the tiny post office, the postmistress referred us to her son, who ran a small butcher shop just up the hill. Who agreed to transport our luggage and belongings in his van along the narrow, rutted dirt road which led past a cemetery where a vampire was said to be buried. Then, in an abrupt turn toward the sea and a half mile along an overgrown lane, one finally came to this isolated small holding, where, to keep surviving, I intended to put brush to canvas and occasionally typewriter keys to paper.


Although under gray skies this area could be melancholic, it also had a strange romantic beauty, which, in contemplating, made the hours just vanish away. Inland to the west, and seen starkly with each day’s setting sun, rose the peaks of the greater and lesser Sugarloaf Mountains. Along the “breeches,” as part of this marshy lowland bordering the Irish Sea was known, birds from all over Europe came to stop and forage. And as one cast an eye across the vast bleakness, it could shrivel the heart with loneliness. Even the buildings stood somewhat haunted, and bereft, and you’d feel abandoned and much lost as the sound of the long-beaked curlew bird’s whistle would pass overhead in the evening grayness.


Out of two small rooms I soon bare-handedly made one by tearing down a partition. We spent the first few nights sleeping with the mattress on the floor. Until unhinging a door, I propped it on bricks and made a bed. With a broken edge of a knife, I cut and carved an ash sapling to use as a handle in an old rusted shovel found in a hedgerow. And dug a pool in the tiny nearby stream from which to fetch buckets of water. As I woke by dawn and had to get four miles to Greystones to catch a train to Dublin, one raged at the rain and beat the fists on the hood of the small van I’d bought which became progressively more difficult to start. And having to wait till the mailman came to help give me a push. Till finally it led to my missing more and more of my classes at Trinity. As I now seriously was faced with the idea of becoming a full-time painter and hoping somehow to make a living.


Valerie, whose habit it was to be scrupulously clean, cleaned everywhere. But for a while, itching up the legs, we thought we had fleas and perhaps we did. I’d even consulted with my zoology professor, the eminent J. Bronte Gatenby, and learned that although we could indeed be infested with Aphaniptera, we at least had not to worry about bedbugs, as it was too damp for them to survive in Ireland. However, there were other more hypochondriacal desperations to worry about. Except briefly during a school vacation, I had never worked with my hands before. And now with a slight insanity, I was throughout the day attacking hedgerows, digging a garden and risking my neck to put fallen slates back on the roof. I’d even tackled mending the rutted lane, ordering a load of gravel, which, when dumped, ended up blocking my van. And left me furiously trying to shift it into potholes. I was no longer having heart attacks but was instead now having strokes. One of which seemed to strike me like a lightning bolt and retired me to bed. The doctor summoned, reassured me my brain was not yet rupturing its blood vessels. And again I was pronounced a superfit specimen and in no time I was bouncing out of bed and spreading gravel on the lane again.


Cowering nights in front of a sparse fire, we worried about the rumors of Russian communist hordes sweeping across Europe to enslave us. And we were bound to be among the first victims, surrounded as we were by the silent fields and bogs. But I had more immediate worries and my most furious battle then was just beginning. Although still at Trinity and receiving letters of complaint from the junior dean for parking my red van outside my rooms, I had now given at the Dublin Painters Gallery on St. Stephen’s Green three exhibitions. These had sold well enough to make me at least hope of making ends meet. And the exhibitions had also allowed me an early taste of fame if not fortune. My first fan letter came from the local Protestant vicar in the nearby hamlet of Delgany who extended words of encouragement and had objected to a harsh review of my pictures in the Irish Times. Also, Ireland’s then most esteemed philosopher Arland Ussher wrote to the same newspaper to defend me. And although further kind encouraging words were to be found here and there, it was quickly dawning on me that Ireland, with its small inbred population of highly active begrudgers, was no place to expect to survive long enough to become rich and celebrated, as I innocently enough planned to do. Although I was not yet in an unmitigated hurry, there was no doubt about the realization clearly essential to my longevity, that it was to larger fields abroad that one must go.


With Valerie I expectantly set off on a trip to London, lugging my watercolors in a loose folder. On my very first call, I went to one of the best-known galleries, the Redfern in Cork Street. I was courteously invited down into the basement part of the gallery to lay my pictures out on the floor. The man, a few years older than myself, who agreed to look at my pictures, was perfectly polite and, as he leisurely contemplated some of them, actually asked me to slow down, as I was paging through my watercolors and drawings too fast. He said he regarded them as original, colorful and decorative and that I was obviously a painter of verve and talent, but that he could do nothing for me. But could do something if I were as famous as that gentleman, a novelist H. E. Bates, who was at that moment then looking at pictures in the gallery. Having my talents, albeit only relatively recently awakened as they were in the painting field, recognized and so confidently pronounced upon, and then to be told that without being famous, nothing could be done, enraged me.
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In my studio at Kilcoole, a commendable painting I’d done of Notre Dame, Paris, hanging on the wall. I sit at the makeshift desk and stool I’d built in order to write THE GINGER MAN, the manuscript pages of which are by the typewriter, and where I also found lying the manuscript copy of BORSTAL BOY, which Behan was writing at the time he came as an uninvited guest.
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Already having discovered that authorship could find you incarcerated indoors in the same place for unconscionable lengths of time, this was my first effort to attempt to combine some pleasure with the pain of writing as I took to my newly created front lawn at Kilcoole.








Valerie, my compliant and so far patient and tolerant wife, whose heart must have mostly been sinking at my efforts to smash upward in the world, was waiting above in the gallery and was, I think, surprised at my white-faced anger. But I knew what fame was, having at least recently tasted it, albeit in the small confines of Dublin city. To me it  simply consisted of three people, all of whom had heard of your name and were distracted enough by the knowledge to listen to what you were saying for two and sometimes even three minutes. As we left the gallery and reached the southwest corner of Cork Street and Burlington Gardens, I stopped in my tracks. Shaking my fist, I announced to the street that, goddamnit, seeing as I was contemplating it anyway, I would write a book that no one could stop and would make my name known in every nook and cranny all over the world. Quite a lot to declare on one of London’s better streetcorners, where your more dignified and prosperous Londoner is wont to pass, and whose practiced indifference was supreme. And which of course could tend to leave you even angrier than you were in the first place.


We left London and took that long train and bumpy boat ride back to our small holding, where I had now seemed to have settled. And as spring approached summer in this year of 1951, I went to sit for ten stubborn days at the northern end of the sun porch I’d built on the southwest side of the cottage, and there on a makeshift stool and rickety makeshift table, I began to write The Ginger Man. This work long cogitating and now provoked into sooner existence by the rejection of my watercolors in what seemed that more sophisticated world out beyond Ireland but for which one now held only supreme contempt. From the reasty smell arising from next to where I now wrote, I had also ample time to contemplate the attempt I’d made at installing a drain in the concrete sun porch floor which emptied nowhere. Resolutely and stubbornly forcing word after word out of my brain, I slowly touch-typed out nearly illegible phrases from a faint typewriter ribbon. Opening words which have till now never seen the light of print and words which, certainly seem to indicate the author’s rage was still simmering.




Several things mattered being alive in the agricultural, paupered, myth drugged greenery that is Ireland. These things are not love, faith or joy. These things are fire, food and booze. It is a land which best demonstrates the ingredients upon which the world fosters itself and the world fosters itself on manure. It is not a country where the stranger is killed, but where fathers, mothers, sisters, brothers and neighbours, live from day to wet day in fear of poison, the gun or the hook. Friendship is on the lips but not in the heart. Death is a visitant greeted with a shrewd glee, for another greedy mouth is dead and a fiddle plays a tune across the fairy rings and mushrooms fatten in the warm September rain.





My painting career and my cocking a snook at the art world of Dublin and whistling a fist or two in search of a begrudger’s jaw had given me a certain vantage point to add to the confidence steeled by the resolve of my anger. But as one wrote farther on the page and with a hint of flourish, I appear to become a slightly more objective man of letters, carefully setting the scene and giving an indication of the bitter poverty pervading the Dublin of the day. And the words begin to come closer to those which finally appeared in The Ginger Man.




Today there was a rare sun of spring after a winter of dark skies, the depressant of rain and Ireland’s funereal cold. Ragged white fleshed children, their faces covered in a light green phlegm, raised a din through the Georgian streets. But winter remained in the pub as it does in Ireland. O’Keefe spoke of the difficulties of being poor, the bovine shrewdness of the Irish and the need for social reform.





As I wrote further, a more formal description of the character Dangerfield, in the third dimension as it were, was given. And the first-person interior monologue of Dangerfield combined with third person, that much of The Ginger Man was finally written in, must have still been lying in wait to be formulated.




Kenneth O’Keefe was speaking to a tall, most respectable man, who was precise, spare and red, who wore a pair of borrowed grey flannels, an ill fitting woman’s raincoat, bowler hat and had not bathed for two months. This man had attended Dartmouth College. He was drinking a bottle of Guinness having just pawned an electric fire. He was interested in the plays of Ibsen, the writings of Rousseau and Jonathan Swift and was disarmingly erudite. He had one consummate occupation which was with drink. He was married and had a year old daughter.









His name


Was


Sebastian Dangerfield
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THE VILLAGE OF KILCOOLE was half a mile away as the crow flies and a mile’s walk or drive by way of the narrow rutted lane, dusty and overgrown by summer and mud deep in winter. Walking, I occasionally stopped to visit a small church ruin and graveyard, where rumor had it that a stake had been driven through a vampire’s heart buried there and over which no grass ever grew. This spookiness seemed to extend to the settlement of Kilcoole on its hill of small houses and cottages, which always seemed the last forsaken tip of civilization before one went farther south.


The clouds coming from the west more than often emptied their rain on the Wicklow Mountains leaving the sun to shine along this stretch of coast. But clement as it could be, no one seemed to stick it out in this sea-level area of land for long. It seemed at times a graveyard of dreams from which one would rage in battle to escape from this remote coast, where a brooding atmosphere seemed to forever lurk. And perhaps not surprising as there were rumors of wartime quislings, traitors and double agents from continental Europe, who, following hostilities had gravitated to this neutral country’s anonymous landscape to elude the wrath of those whom they’d deceived. Such folk remained quiet outsiders, which now included me as a not so quiet pagan iconoclast.


There was still evidence of a once squirearchy in the surrounding countryside, where the several ruins of great mansions rose from their coverings of ivy. But one or two substantial houses remained still standing with a roof. One on the village’s northern outskirts, surrounded in its small parkland and which housed a convent of nuns. By summer their black shapes were sometimes seen in the distance making their way to the deserted beach to swim. And haunting the landscape just to the south of my cottage, and the nearest large building, was a mansion just as gloomy as its name, Grey Fort. Although abandoned and empty many years, it still stood reasonably dry and sound. And one day I found the front door open and walked through its barren and dusty, echoing rooms. In its musty basement were strewn stacks of anti-Catholic pamphlets containing highly unfriendly words concerning the Pope, and vividly derogatory descriptions of Catholics in general. Suitably enough, it was rumored, as was nearly everything in Ireland, that Guglielmo Marconi, the inventor of a practical system of communicating intelligence without the use of connecting wires, had once occupied this house. And some truth might have attached to this, as according to the encyclopedia he had married an Irish woman.


Stories had it that the big rock jutting out from the landscape at the top of Kilcoole village marked a small common and was over the centuries a traditional meeting place of Gypsies and tinkers. And along the verges of the adjoining byways, one always saw encampments of a family or two of these traveling people crouched around their fire embers drinking tea, or by night tucked away, disappeared within their tiny canvas shells under which they slept. Their horses roamed loose down the narrow lanes grazing the “long acre,” as the grass on the roadside was called. Often these piebald quadrupeds, when they panicked in the headlights of my approaching car, would then in darkness gallop before me, hoofs pounding and sparks flying. And sometimes terrifying, as trapped by my gate at the end of the long lane they would come charging back out of the blackness.


The tinkers themselves would betimes come and call to see if any tinkering could be done or a tool be indefinitely borrowed or a pony remain in a field eating one’s meadow. Word soon got out and was spread about the village that nothing, not even a rusty nail, could be had out of the American. But because I had saved from drowning a tinker child fallen into a stream, word of this seemed to spread far and wide, and as I was one of the few men, if not the only man, in Ireland at the time with a beard, wherever I went for years afterward, traveling people, upon seeing me, saluted and offered me blessing as I went by.


There was a train stop on the shoreline, a full mile away along a straight road from the village. This was nothing but a bit of raised ground on this deserted stretch of sea, and one of the loneliest train stops in the world. To alight there, one had to get a message to the train driver before leaving Dublin’s Harcourt Street terminus, which I had to do in my first few weeks without a car. Valerie, in meeting the train, never believed it would stop or if it did that anyone would ever get off. We then both had to wear boots in order to shortcut home across the boggy meadows, which stayed underwater through the winter. Halfway across this stretch of land between myself and the sea were my nearest neighbors, the Smiths, in their tiny cottage. And I suppose if one could have inspiration for a quiet, peaceful later life, the Smiths provided it.


A white-haired kindly, cheerful and charming retired couple in their middle eighties, they had moved out from Dublin. And now squeezed in by their large Victorian furniture lived in their three tiny rooms. And it was across their bit of meadow and past their cottage that one went to get to the sea and the station. Bowered and buried in a tangle of shrubs and trees, their tiny abode could hardly be seen. They kept chickens and had a very big gray neutered cat called Snooky, who was a good ratter. We were given eggs, and were invited for tea with homemade fruit cake. As I threw heart attacks and had strokes and was hors de combat at the tender age of twenty-five, and recuperating stretched out under rugs on my chaise longue brought from my rooms at Trinity, old Mr. Smith, who was eighty-six, would do odd chores for me, such as expertly installing a lock on our front cottage door. In a scrapbook, they kept photographs and newspaper cuttings they encountered of my public activities. To fetch their simple groceries, they often walked along the railway line the four miles to Greystones and back. And never uttered an unkind or discouraging word. Except to occasionally say that a loutish element were emerging across Ireland. As the turf smoke rose from their chimney and was a fainter gray against the cold winter background of the sea, I took comfort from their lonely presence.
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This distinguished-looking gentleman, with his equally distinguished and attractive wife, was my nearest neighbor at Kilcoole. As his appearance might tell, both Mr. Smith and his wife would seek instant shelter at the sound of an approaching Brendan Behan cursing his way across the fields. But one always felt one could view life with some sanguinity if one lived one’s own life as they had done theirs.








Inland from the cottage, lived a young, friendly farming family called Farrell. They had bought the large house and farmed the land where once a British major lived who committed suicide. The Farrells grazed cattle, cows and kept a bull. And it was from them we got our daily milk. It was from old Mr. Farrell that I was given the encouragement and lessons on how to make hay. Putting it into weatherproof cocks, raked down and tied against the wind so that it would impress another farmer and fetch a good price in an auction sale. These now, my side battles in life, fought every bit as bitterly as were the struggles to write words on a page. And I could romanticize enough to imagine that I had to put the begrudgers and philistines to rout who would dare to stifle my voice. Of course one could really be so bloody-minded and determined that one wasn’t that desperately concerned with these obstacle makers. But I already knew from my brief brushes with the literary world that they lurked and abounded in every publishing enterprise round the globe. And nothing but the unstoppable would succeed in avoiding the sabotage. Which alas was to be ceaseless.


Across the lane from the Farrells’ big house, subsisted a wiry, small-statured Mr. Allen on his acre plot of land. He hailed from Leicestershire and had erected a series of adjoining shacks. Flat-roofed and tar-papered, they were neat and respectable enough, and these he rented while he industriously tilled his patch of ground. At five A.M. on summer mornings he dug up his carrots, parsnips, and cabbages, cleaned them and then with a bag strung over his bicycle would pedal twenty-five miles to Dublin to sell them in the market. Returning in the afternoon he would in short trousers pass by my studio on his sinewy, skinny legs, chewing one of his carrots, to go for a swim in the ice-cold sea. He’d been an agitator for socialism in Leicester and, having met much opposition, had come to Ireland to soothe his nerves. Although I wasn’t a convert to his way of thinking I always listened patiently to his words. One day, hearing my typewriter pecking away, he inquired about what I was doing. When I told him I was writing a book he made me a present of a big, old, battered dictionary in which there was the word “papaphobia,” which I was delighted to learn the meaning of as being morbid fear and dread of the Pope and Popery. With all the nearby antipapist pamphlets in the mansion Grey Fort, I thought it appropriate to promptly enter this word into the manuscript of The Ginger Man, where it seems solitary to exist, as I haven’t seen or heard of the word since.


Back in the world of Dangerfield, I moved across a new lawn from my sun porch into an ancient stone shed, having with a sledgehammer wrought an entrance door through the back wall and installed in the south and east walls large studio windows. A smaller window faced west through which many an hour was spent watching the farmer Farrell’s cattle grazing. My desk was an old door propped up by former roof joists, where I sat at my typewriter facing a few ragged reference tomes and a couple of my sculptures. Above, on the wall, was one of my earliest and quite creditable paintings of Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris. Now with my many attempted pages accumulated and drafts repeated many times, I finally had taken the bull by the horns or the bull had taken me and I proceeded nonstop into the novel. Six weeks elapsed, there was at last represented a considerable sheaf of foolscap paper, and took on the shape and weight of a manuscript with now copious notes appearing in the margin and on the backs of pages. A true sign the work had taken on a momentum.


Old man Heron had died. And at the point where the manuscript was one hundred and twenty pages long, I had gone to the Isle of Man just following his funeral. As death approached, he had decamped from Ilkley to the island, where there were no death duties. And this may have been a selfless act to preserve assets for his heirs. But it was to the island he had come on many of his wartime holidays, taking the four-hour journey alone on a Manx steamer from Liverpool, and he held this ancient small world of glens and moors emerging out of the Irish Sea, in sentimental affection. Regarding him as a fair if pragmatic man, I was left with a sense of sorrow at old man Heron’s passing. But upon stepping off the bus from the airport at Douglas I was greeted by Valerie’s and her brother Michael’s smiling, cheerful faces. And as we repaired to Yates Wine Bar, with its cautionary signs against alcoholic overindulgence, I thought, Why not drink an ale to his memory.


In old man Heron decamping to the Isle of Man, there had to be an urgent search to find a house and for him to establish his domicile of intention. And somehow after all these years, I still remember the price of five thousand pounds, which then was considerable but in view of the house’s comparatively exotic splendor, reasonable enough. Stone-built  on a rock outcropping with walls three feet thick and adjoining a stream and waterfall flowing into the sea, the waves broke against the garden ramparts above which, in the island’s subtropical climate, palm trees grew on the terrace.


I was not to know then that this fairly sumptuous house hovering over the sea, that old man Heron had bought before he died, was to play a significant part in the history of The Ginger Man. While Valerie stayed on a few more days on the Isle of Man, I returned to Kilcoole. Arriving late in the afternoon at the cottage, I found a window broken open and the sitting-room-kitchen in total disarray. Towels dirtied and clothes and food strewn everywhere. Every cooking pot blackened with soot. Nothing seemed to have been taken. Except in the small bedroom, all my shoes of which I had twenty-two pairs, were mysteriously missing.


In a panic, I went out to my studio to see if my manuscript was safe. After a few anxious moments, I finally found it lying next to and just beneath an unrecognized thumbed and ragged thick sheaf of papers. Turning the torn and stained pages, I did not have to read many words to conclude that it could not have been written by anyone else but Brendan Behan, giving as it did an account of a young Republican of heartfelt Feinian sentiments, venturing abroad with gelignite and detonators into deepest enemy territory, which happened to be Liverpool. And there, in a boardinghouse with ready-made plans to plant a bomb and prior to any such explosion, the author describing the incident was arrested, tried and sentenced and imprisoned. And these pages I read lying open next to my own manuscript pages of The Ginger Man were those of Behan’s Borstal Boy.
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One of the first formal draft pages of THE GINGER MAN, already alluding to the censorship and bigotry then sweeping the United States. In the left bottom of the page occurs an editorial suggestion by Brendan Behan where he writes “leave back,” referring to the phrase I was cutting, “A salmon leaped in joy.” Having at the time thought the phrase too flowery, I was surprised later to find myself following Behan’s advice, and a salmon did leap in joy in THE GINGER MAN.








My first ever meeting with Behan was in the Davy Byrnes pub, among a late-morning group of would-be Bohemians who were otherwise revolutionaries, horse trainers, gas meter readers, con men, ballroom dancers and professional black sheep. But all of whom had in common that they indefinitely existed upon invisible means of support. We were gathered under the most rearward of the paradisiacal murals painted by Cecil French Salkeld, whose daughter years later Behan was to marry. At the time, Behan, just released from prison for attempting to shoot a policeman, was the center of attention, which he invariably was anyway. But dressed raggedly, shirt open to his belly, and the tongues of his down-at-the-heel shoes wagging free, one would not immediately have assumed he was a man of letters. Indeed any claim by any man present of that nature would get you ridiculed to within an inch of your permanent well-being. For me, an American, the unkempt Behan was indistinguishable from the corner boys who nightly populated the streets selling their newspapers. But in Dublin, with all equally welcomed and just as equally spurned, you had to be ready to meet anyone and be ready to drink his health and to religiously pretend that you actually listened to and admired deeply something original he had to say.


It occurred to those gathered upon this particular morning that it would be a great joke to introduce Behan and I to each other as writers. This done, Behan hearing I was an American immediately called me a narrowback. A word I had never heard before but which having the connotation of weakness was immediately taken by me as disparaging. And of course Behan was merely being academic. For at the time I did not know the word was used by the Irish immigrant who grew up in the old country to describe those of first-generation Irish born in America whose backs would not have been broadened by hard labor as were their own backs. Upon being challenged to withdraw the remark, Behan naturally repeated it. And now I was sure it was uncomplimentary. If I wasn’t standing already, I stood up. And informed Behan that he could choose to have his jaw broken, his nose smashed and his head beaten off there on the spot or could elect to have it done outside in the fresh air. Behan, choosing the al fresco arrangement, followed me out through the pub’s swing doors and stepping between the parked bicycles we squared off in the middle of Duke Street, which was much without automobile traffic in those days. Fists knotted at my sides like a gun cocked, I was about to make my first feinting move before unleashing a looping right to Behan’s already scarred nose when Behan offered his hand to shake.


“Ah, now why should the intelligent likes of us belt each other and fight just to please the bunch of them eegits back inside the pub who wouldn’t have the guts to do it themselves.”


I did not yet know that Behan had just been released from prison for attempting to murder a policeman. And clearly he felt no need to demonstrate he was a dangerous man. In any event, I shook his hand but was now finding one fight becoming the same as another in Dublin. Following the first insult, there was always a great bluster and spouting of belligerent words, which were usually expected to be exchanged at length. However, coming from the highly perilous folkways society of New York, where insult could a second later be followed by a bullet or knife fatally entering your heart, one’s eye watched for the first flicker of movement for such a weapon, and one did not then wait upon ceremony for it to be drawn before unleashing from the hip one’s own hardest, fastest right or left cross to the jaw to produce prolonged unconsciousness in one’s opponent. Having already done this several times in Dublin on the occasion of a belligerent remark, there became a distinct slowing up in the number of incidents in which unfriendly comments were made to me or about my beard. And it may have been the reason why on the occasion of the threatened battle with Behan, not one of the pub inmates bothered, as they would have done in America, to come out and watch the fight but more likely they stayed inside not wanting to abandon their drink. Thereafter, upon Behan seeing me, I would hear his shout which turned all heads up and down the elegance of Grafton Street.


“Mike Donleavy, how’s your hammer hanging.”


This expression used by house painters to refer to one of the tools of trade, I at the time assumed, with mild embarrassment, to refer to something hanging upon one’s person elsewhere. But back upon this misty day in the cottage at Kilcoole, cleaning up, I heard whistling approaching down the lane. And it was Behan whom I confronted shuffling toward me through the wet, long grass on the lawn. And wearing, as it happened, a pair of my black patent leather dancing pumps with a bow, which, now thoroughly soaked, muddy and stretched out of shape, Behan criticized for their lack of waterproofing. Tucked under Behan’s arm were my golfing shoes with rubber studs on the soles and tassels swinging loose from the laces which he referred to as being far superior footwear. Then with a total matter-of-fact unconcern, Behan explained about the twenty pairs of my pairs of shoes remaining missing.


“Now, Mike, I hate the country. And I hate the country people who live in it. A more mean and stingy miserable bunch of peasants than you’d ever want to have the displeasure of meeting in any decent reincarnation. I am only out here paying you a little friendly visit because the IRA have recently sentenced me to death in my absence, which I am happier to have done in that manner than have it be done in my presence. And in your absence I am sorry to be out here taking advantage of your hospitality, which I had to do without invitation. Now knowing, as the IRA do, my hatred of the countryside and country people, this is the last place in the world they would come looking for me. But next to hating the country and the people living in it, I hate getting my feet wet. So I borrowed your shoes I found in an old leather suitcase and brought them with me to keep me feet dry going up to the pub and wore a pair every few yards till they got wet. You’ll find them flung over the fence into the field. I’m sorry if the cattle chewed a few of them. I kept these dancing yokes on my feet till last, as they wouldn’t keep a flea’s feet dry jumping over a bit of wet in a saucer. But now I’m ready for a swim and I would inquire if the water in the sea down there is deep enough.”


Behan, although eschewing getting his feet wet, would, whenever any large body of water appeared, make for it, instantly remove his clothes and jump in. And now upon this day was intent upon a frolic in what I knew already was the bitterly cold water of the Irish Sea. Requesting my company, Behan set off for his swim with me in tow. His lack of country awareness was demonstrated halfway across a field when a horse whose nose he reached to pet nearly bit off his hand, and would have done if he hadn’t tripped first into a bog hole. And then as we passed old Mr. and Mrs. Smiths’ cottage, they stayed in behind their gate, polite enough at introduction, but terrified of their lives of Behan, whose opinions and irreverent language crossing the fields preceded him.


“Now, Mike, what did I tell you, these country people, frightened they are of their lives.”


One did not volunteer to tell Behan that the Smiths were dyed-in-the-wool Dubliners like himself. And as I waited on the beach, ready to be summoned by a drowning man, a naked Behan plunged and disappeared into the waves. I expected him to jump out screaming from the cold, but Behan, padded in blubber like a walrus, romped the minutes away in the surf swimming and diving. That is, until spying the train approaching up from Wicklow town and on its way to Dublin. With a roar, he emerged from the waves and rushing up the beach ascended a sandy hillock near the tracks from the summit of which he wagged and waved his prick at the passing train’s windows, with little regard for me, his host, being easily recognized with the only beard in Ireland. When chastened with this, Behan, as he always did, had a ready answer.


“Now, who, Mike, for the love of Jesus, would be bothered looking out and identifying you when they would be having the chance and the delight of their lives to have a brief view of a fine prick and a great pair of jangling balls just as nature made them to hang on a broth of a boy like meself.”


On our return across the fields, the Smiths were nowhere to be seen, and their gate was locked and curtains drawn over their windows. Back in the cottage, Behan, with a ferocious appetite, asked for the large mixing bowl he saw and to be let attend to himself. Whereupon from the corner of my eye I watched him fill the huge piece of crockery with cornflakes, a tin of peaches, half a jar of tomato chutney, squares of cooking chocolate, pieces of bread, flour, a tin of sardines, milk, sugar, salt, spoonfuls of sugar, ketchup, baking soda, pieces of blood pudding, chopped bacon rinds and a sample of everything within reach or in sight. On top of this concoction, as if it were a blessing, he poured my only bottle of stout. Mixing the lot with a wooden spoon and with a final pouring of milk to turn the concoction further liquid, Behan then put the bowl to his lips and in several massive mouthfuls downed it. With the bowl finally empty, he smacked and wiped his lips and turned around to see me watching with openmouthed wonder.


“Ah, you know, Mike, I always like to look after my health.”






Which


Would leave me


That little bit


Better than


Being


Unhealthy
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