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To Lily and Sean (Mam and Dad)
and to Maria, Jessica and Thomas,
all the loves of my life.
Love you all to the moon and back.













INTRODUCTION


It never occurred to me that one day I would be asked to pen my memoirs; the idea that my story is in any way significantly different than that of others of my background just never crossed my mind. But as the years passed, and I found myself in unusual situations, I would think to myself, ‘how lucky am I?’ In fact, how different my life might have been. Then, in the space of a couple of years I was asked three times to think about the possibility of writing a book. Flattered though I was, I delayed the decision for a few reasons. First, I wasn’t really ready to go down that road. Then, was there enough to tell?


Well, Nicki Howard from Gill & Macmillan thought so and convinced me to undertake the project. It’s been an interesting journey down memory lane for me, recalling happy, sad, trying and successful events in my life. This is all me, from the heart. I sat at my desk putting down my memories onto each page. I hope you enjoy it as much as I enjoyed writing it.


That’s it … That’s life. My life.
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‘Dancing in the Dark’


Bruce Springsteen
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Leaving my parents’ house on the morning of 13 August 1985 felt like a monumental affair. I’d called that house home for all of my 29 years, so not being able to do so ever again was an odd sensation somehow. In my trendy black suit, grey waistcoat, bow tie and shiny shoes, I was the picture of manly elegance. (Actually, I still have the trousers, not out of any foolish belief that they might actually fit me, so heaven knows why; in fact, they’ll never have contact with my legs again!) This was my wedding day and I was leaving my mum and dad for the last time. I was finally growing up, marrying my childhood sweetheart, Maria, the girl I’d met at a dance in Clontarf in the heady days of 1974.




Monumental indeed, but it had been that kind of year, 1985. Mikhail Gorbachev had become General Secretary of the Communist Party in March, a hole in the ozone layer was discovered in May, and July brought Live Aid and the chance for Phil Collins to play two concerts on either side of the Atlantic on the same day, thanks to Concorde. All of this, of course, paling into insignificance in August when I stepped down the aisle with the girl of my dreams. What was it Gilbert O’Sullivan wrote in his song ‘Matrimony’? ‘Marriage, the joining together of two people, for better or for worse. Till death them do part. Olé!’ But I’ll come back to that later.


In fact, marrying Maria was the second momentous event of 1985 for me. The first happened on 1 June that year when The Boss, Bruce Springsteen, came to Slane. He had never played to such a capacity crowd; some would later say it was over 100,000 fans, and Maria and I were lucky enough to be among them. He became a global superstar on that evening in June by the banks of the Boyne. As the opening strains of ‘Born in the USA’ played and the band marched forward like conquering heroes, we all knew we were witnessing something special in music history. Later on, a friend and I, ably helped along by copious amounts of refreshments from the backstage bar, decided to see if we could purloin (take without paying for, remove discreetly, okay, steal!) a souvenir of the day. We were duly spotted by the girders behind the stage holding a small table flower arrangement, which we’d ‘lifted’ from backstage. Words were superfluous and, quite frankly, I can’t recall



what we said by way of explanation. I’m absolutely sure, though, even we wouldn’t have understood our own words at that time and we were sent off with a flea in our respective ears. Funny thing is, we then spotted a chair that Bruce might have sat on earlier on: explain the carrying of that through the bushes of Slane to a burly bouncer, will you? Ah, the things we did, or nearly did in this case. I would love to divulge the name of the individual who accompanied me on this Springsteen episode but alas and alack, as Spike Milligan once said, I am taken agad. It wouldn’t be right to impugn the unsullied-until-now reputation of a senior member of RTÉ management. However, should the opportunity arise and I need to use this in some way to further my career prospects, I will of course hold back, because that is not the sort of fellow I am.


Ah, yes, but where was I now? Getting married … I suppose the most unusual thing about getting married, for me at least, was the fact that I had never been married before. You might say to yourself, Is that a problem? After all, if you’ve never been married before and all seems well with those around you who are, then why should you feel any sense of concern? And the good news is, I didn’t; it was just that it was all going to be quite new to me. Maria and I had never lived away from home, me as an only child, Maria with her folks and five siblings. We had never moved out into a flat or that sort of mad studenty thing. We’d been with students over the years and had the fun and we had some sense of what it’s like not to live at home. All that, ‘Who bought the milk?’ All that, ‘What do you



mean, we’ve no bread?’ All that, ‘Don’t tell me you want to play Leonard Cohen again?’ No, we had had the sedate joy that is living with the mammy and the daddy and the fact that no matter what happened, there would always be bread, milk and, quite frankly, if you wanted to play Mickey Cohen, no one would have batted an eyelid. And yet it felt right and it was right.


Meantime, back to the getting married bit, it really is quite the day, isn’t it? Quite apart from the newness of leaving home, for me it was all about organisation; about making sure that everything from your end is as it supposed to be, but from the bride’s point of view, it was a completely different situation. For her it was all about making sure everything was absolutely perfect, and I mean perfect! I suppose for me, the event itself brought its own issues. For a start, as an only child, as I am, you don’t automatically have a best man; you’ve got to find one. Now, I was lucky I had friends in abundance and any number of fine capable young lads would do the job just perfectly. I had the good fortune to ask one of my longest-standing friends. God bless you, Robbie Irwin.


Actually it’s funny, but Robbie and I met in Seal Records, on Marlborough Street, just around the corner from Dolphin Discs, back in the mid-seventies. I think the place where Stan used to supply all the aspiring DJs with the latest waxings is now a phone shop and Seal Records has turned into some sort of restaurant. Robbie and I became firm friends and worked together for over 15 years. He is a well-known sports broadcaster in RTÉ, you know, and



one of the finest fellows it’s ever been my pleasure to know. So we had Robbie as best man, Willie Kavanagh as groomsman and we were all set with the shiny shoes and the best bib and tucker. Maria had her sister Karen as her bridesmaid and her sister-in-law Marguerite as maid of honour. Quite the little troupe.


The diminutive actor Mickey Rooney, married eight times and therefore somewhat of an expert, once said, ‘Always get married early in the morning. That way, if it doesn’t work out, you haven’t wasted a whole day.’ Then there was the other great line, not from Mickey Rooney: ‘My wife and I were happy for 20 years, then we met.’ But none of this was the case, nor would prove to be the case. We had a most marvellous day: the sun shone, the music played, love was in the air and my wife was radiant. Happy, happy day.


We had our reception in a wonderful location, the Beaufield Mews, a restaurant in Stillorgan, Co. Dublin, which was originally a coach house and stables, but which now housed antiques upstairs, with a fine restaurant downstairs and its own lush garden with flowers in abundance. We enjoyed fine food and wine and were surrounded by family and friends. Funny, as I tell you this, I can still see my parents, Lily and Sean, and Maria’s parents, Kathleen and Tom, now all gone, getting on so well and thoroughly enjoying the day. It was very unusual in those days to be able to have the run of the place, which made it particularly special. Another thing that was special about the day was the fact that Maria, the bride, decided to speak and



welcome everyone, and, much to my alarm, told the assembled multitude that our home was to be an open house for family and friends from now on … she wasn’t wrong there.


Because Mrs Whelan (newly crowned) and I had travelled a little bit by then, thanks to her job as an air hostess in Aer Lingus, we decided the menu should perhaps offer something a little out of the ordinary. So the culinary genius at the venue agreed to oblige and we served up veal as a main course. It was lovely, it really was, and everybody seemed to enjoy it tremendously. Of course this gave best man Robbie the opportunity to thank us for the lovely bit of fish! So now you can see the sort of tone that was being set.*


We had our old friend Vincent Hanley, God bless him, and our best girlfriend Pauline doing the entire Aer Lingus pre-take-off safety drill as an impromptu entertainment. Vincent really would have been such a good steward. I also feel it necessary to make note of other guests at our wedding: my old pal, Ireland’s resident singing Argentinian, Chris de Burgh and his lady in red, Diane, along with her babe in arms, Rosanna. Now hang on a second here, I realise that is all very fine for the hoi polloi to be able to say things about how marvellous their social circle is, but how many among us can say that he had Miss World at his



wedding? Say what you will, it happened to us. The mad thing is, years later, when I was compère of the Miss Ireland pageant (one way or another I’ve been everywhere) it was I who announced on the stage that Rosanna Davison was the new Miss Ireland. So I am feeling a link here.


It really was such a special day and I look back on it with great fondness. We loved having everybody we had at the wedding and yet there are so many people I suppose we would like to have asked … but it’s easy to look back and you have to let things like that go. The important thing is that so many friendships from that day have endured.


Thankfully, other things haven’t endured, such as the fashions. When I think about what the sprightly lad was offered in that department: the high-waisted trousers for a start (now more of a necessity than then), the nicely fitted shirt, shoes of the slip-on variety with tassels on them, and I was all set. And when I look back to that period, I wasn’t the only one sporting the old moustache, or, as they say in running circles, must dash! Back then, there were quite a few of us with them, but now I’m practically the only one. (I wouldn’t be the same without it and quite frankly, it’s grown on me – gotcha!)


When it came to the girls, there seemed to be a lot of colour about – well, it was August. We must remember the era we’re talking about here, the mid-eighties, and the world of Dynasty and Dallas, which meant that flowery frocks abounded and hair, for those who had enough of



it, was of the bouffant variety, not forgetting the big shoulders. Shoulders that seemed to me to make it possible for girls to play in the position of quarterback on any college team in America. At any social gathering, you would see long flared skirts, jumpsuits, bolero jackets, Lycra everywhere … you’d hardly think a fellow would notice the stuff, but I think it’s because both my parents were in the rag trade. My father, Sean, had spent most of his working life in Clery’s department store on O’Connell Street, while my mam, Lily, until she had me, had worked in Cassidy’s clothes shop on South Great George’s Street. Sure wasn’t I only steeped in haute couture. Indeed, one radio colleague said to me, ‘You’re the only man I know who dresses for radio.’ Can’t help it, has to be done. When you dress up, you feel better about yourself and I think it gives you a sense that you give whatever you’re doing a better shot. When you get up in the morning, if your shirt is crisp, your trousers pressed, you have a bit of a shine on the old shoes, you’re off, set up for the day. To this day I can rarely pass Louis Copeland on Pembroke Street without going in and purchasing something from Adrian and his smiling crew.†




Meantime, back to the honeymoon. Did anybody mention it before now? You would think that having married an air hostess, there would be an element of the marriage, or at least of the beginning of the marriage, that would go according to some plan. Let me stop you there; that’s not how it went. We took a plane – it’s the only way to fly – to London after an overnight in a secret location – Moyglare Manor in Maynooth – for our first night of wedded bliss, and at Heathrow we basically looked to see what was available. As Maria worked for Aer Lingus, we were travelling on standby, hoping to go to the Caribbean paradise of St Lucia; instead, because the flight was full, it turned out to be the Italian paradise of Milan, which was fortunate, really, because had it turned out to be Anchorage, Alaska, our summer holidays for the next number of decades would have turned out very differently.


We flew to Milan with not a care in the world, nor a bed booked. ‘And tell me, Mart, what month did you go to Milan?’ I hear you say. Ah, well, let me see, that would be August.


‘You mean, the month that Milan closes down?’


The very one.


You know, it’s at times like this that you realise your good fortune in marrying an air hostess. It turned out to be a great plan, even though it wasn’t a plan at all, by virtue of the fact that we hired a car and headed off to Lago



Maggiore and quite simply had the best time. In fact, we fell in love with Italy. And that love, like our own, has stayed with us throughout our lives. Every time we return to Italy, we both feel a sense of belonging, a sense of home-coming, a sense of … maybe it’s the wine!


Looking back on that inauspicious beginning to our Italian adventure, I’m now trying to recall the places we’ve been in Italy: Rome, Ischia, Capri, Sperlonga, Naples, Turin, Sorrento, Milan, Positano, Venice, Verona et al. A number of these have required return trips over the years, in case we might have missed a bit. That’s the wonderful thing about visiting Italy: it never ceases to enthral and amaze and delight and each trip is filled with the excitement of some new discovery: the very idea of hiring a car and driving along the Amalfi coast, with its wonderful views, listening to Giuseppe Di Stefano or Pavarotti on the CD player as the wind blows through your hair (that, my friend, probably deserves an entire chapter to itself: the hair, not the driving). And just for good measure we have also included Sicily in our plans. Flying to Catania one year we stayed in Taormina, where we chanced upon the film festival. We knew nobody, but it didn’t matter: everybody looked like a star, even the fellas driving the cars. Especially them. That’s the thing about the Italians: when there’s something on, they put on their best bib and tucker and sally forth like millionaires and you can see where that gets them! (I like to think that it’s their languid demeanour. As one of my Marty in the Morning listeners remarked recently: ‘I say, Marty, old boy, I had a languid demeanour once. You can get a cream to sort it out though!’)




And while we are on the topic of Italians, there is a great capacity for the limerick on the radio show: it seems to get the juices flowing early on. One such came when Ennio Morricone, or as my listener, Mr F Donnelly from Donabate, likes to refer to him, Eamon Macaroni, played in Dublin:





There was a young man from Rome,


On a Vespa with gleaming new chrome,


He shot round the forum,


With dashing decorum,


And landed on St Peter’s Dome!


…


Even though I’d known Maria for 11 years at this stage, starting a new chapter in our lives was very exciting. Any new direction in life, no matter what it is, personal or professional, is bound to bring great hope and expectation and a sense that this is the right thing to do, this is a new way to be, and so off we went, Maria and me, to take on board the most profound change imaginable – being married. We were suddenly being grown up, in charge of our own destinies, making decisions about ourselves, from the very basics, such as whether we had enough milk, because there was no one else to get it, to the bigger things. Responsibility arrived, I am reliably informed, yet we were only in our late twenties: what an adventure. The fact that we came from very different home lives, me as an only child and Maria as one of six, could have caused issues for us, but it felt right and it was right.




There is always that memory that stays with me of the two of us in our new house, our home, before the furniture had arrived and before we’d actually really decorated, sitting on the floor in the front room with a Chinese takeaway on a cardboard box in front of us and a bottle of the finest wine of its time, le Piat D’Or, a vintage of dubious quality. (There used to be an ad on the telly for this feisty red, ‘The French adore le Piat D’Or’. I doubt the French would let it inside the door.) Well, we thought we’d finally arrived. This would be our home for the next 25 years. As Burt Bacharach and Hal David once wrote (in fact, it was Hal David who wrote all the lyrics), ‘A House is not a Home’, but ours was. Maria would make it one, because it’s just her way.


…


But back to Bruce, the other big event of my life in 1985. I’m trying to remember when I became a fan of his and I’m pretty sure it was from the get-go. There is an amazing song on the first album, The Wild, the Innocent and the E-Street Shuffle, called ‘Fourth of July, Asbury Park (Sandy)’. It’s quiet and contemplative and Bruce paints a wonderful picture, like a good poet should. Then there’s the raw energy of ‘Rosalita’, a song that rocks still, over 40 years later. In a way, I was with Bruce before Miami Steve turned up, but don’t tell him: if you’ve seen The Sopranos or Lilyhammer on the telly, you will know why I’d like to keep this between you and me. You see, there are a number of songwriters who can give you that warm glow and then rock with the best of them. Van Morrison, Phil Lynott, Elton John and a few other carefully chosen ones. Bruce epitomises it, he just does. I recall years ago when I was on the ten-to-midnight slot on 2fm, I got to play all the rocky songs that Bruce would record and sometimes, in the comfort of my own studio, I would find myself dancing to him. Betimes, I would be aided in this onerous task by my producer Pat Dunne (there you are, another dancing partner exposed). On the subject of dancing, years after that Slane concert, I had the good fortune to be asked by the lovely Jim Aiken, the promoter, to act as DJ with Mark Cagney at a Fourth of July party for Bruce Springsteen in Carton House in Maynooth. We were like children, the pair of us, as The Boss, Miami Steve, Clarence Clemens, God be good to him, et al partied on. All Bruce wanted was for us to play some Roy Orbison. Now, you have to remember, gentle reader, that this was in the day of the single, the trusty old 7-inch, the tool of the DJ’s trade. Basically we had two boxes of singles and, as far as we were concerned, we were totally covered for all eventualities; but we hadn’t counted on Bruce. However, luckily we had one song by Roy Orbison, ‘Only the Lonely’, and we must have played it half a dozen times for him. The joy of the moment was captured on film by Mark’s late wife Anne when I asked Bruce to dance and, shockingly, he accepted. I have to be honest and say I have danced with the odd man before, some odder than others, but that was in the interest of friendship and a laugh. This, however, was Bruce Springsteen. We clasped hands and went for it; he is quite the mover, as you may be aware. Anne clicked, we smiled, I held The Boss close to me and the last we saw of our hero was him running off singing



‘Only the lonely, dumb dumb dumb dummy doo wah,’ before jumping headlong into a hedge.‡


No matter what show I’ve done on the radio over the years, Bruce Springsteen always seems to feature. Happy songs, sad songs, straight-out rock songs and gentle ballads, not forgetting the huge catalogue of songs that tell the story of America then and now. He’s a working man’s hero, loved by male and female alike. In fact, over the last number of years, he certainly seems to be working out. I notice this, of course, as our physique would be quite similar. No laughing in the cheap seats now! His music is wonderful but he always sets out to tell a story; many of them about the little man fighting back, about the guy who goes the wrong way but tries to do the right thing. This is the Bruce Springsteen I’ve loved for all these years. He is The Boss, after all. What is it about this New Jersey link I have? I’m also a maniac for Hoboken native Frank Sinatra. But what makes Bruce exceptional is the duration of his concerts and the energy of them. He never goes out half-cocked, it is always full on and always as strong as it can be; he never waivers. I think that’s why when you go to see most other people of his ilk, you feel like asking, when they finish, hang on a second lads, isn’t there any more? With Bruce, you leave exhausted after three plus hours. How does he do it night after night? Now, don’t be making up your own jokes.§


It was Martin Luther King Jr, no stranger to quotes himself, who quoted Douglas Malloch; ‘If you can’t be a highway, just be a trail; if you can’t be the sun, be a star; for it isn’t by size that you win or you fail – be the best of whatever you are.’ Stirring words, indeed, and they certainly apply to Bruce.


I recall that when the great concert promoter Jim Aiken died in February 2007, I couldn’t get to the funeral because of work, so I met up with Gerry Ryan that day, also sadly gone to the great gig in the sky, and the car was organised and off we went to Jim’s removal in Belfast. Along the way we talked of many things, having laboured in school together and subsequently in RTÉ. But the journey was about paying tribute to the man, a man of high standing, a man of high standards, indeed one of the finest men it has been my pleasure to know. We paid our respects to his lovely wife Anne, his son Peter and family, then made our



way back to Dublin. It was right and proper that we made the journey and I’m so glad I have the memory of Gerry and me paying respect to and acknowledging this fine man.


At Jim’s funeral there were many accolades and fine tributes – among the congregation was a certain country singer named Garth Brooks, that says it all – but a letter was read out from Bruce Springsteen and it wasn’t about business or about money earned or about the fact that that day back in Slane in 1985, when Jim Aiken promoted him, turned him into a world superstar; it was simply to say that his family felt crushed. ‘Such a big part of the joy we feel when we come to Ireland is seeing that big grin of yours when we come off stage.’ That was what he remembered, a very human side of the business and the pleasure and indeed the warmth that existed between the two men. Now there’s the measure of a man.


So 1985 was a highlight for me in seeing one of my great heroes live on stage, but more than that, in marking the beginning of a new life with the girl I’d known for 11 years. I’ll tell you all about meeting Maria later in the book, but she was, and is, a soulmate, a friend and a guide. Without her, 1985 and the years that followed just wouldn’t have been the same.


* Here’s a great gag about fish. There’s a man standing on the corner, and he’s yelling, ‘Roll up, roll up; for five euro I will show you a man-eating fish.’ You pay your fiver, go round the corner and there’s a man sitting at an outdoor restaurant with a plate of cod in front of him. Meantime our friend has done a runner with your fiver!


† Which brings me to a joke. Now, hold on to something solid for this one, from Glen Ribbeen, one of my morning crew. An Englishman, an Irishman, a Welshman, a Gurkha, a Latvian, a Turk, an Aussie, a German, a Yank, an Egyptian, a Japanese, a Mexican, a Spaniard, a Russian, a Pole, a Lithuanian, a Jordanian, a Kiwi, a Swede, a Finn, a Canadian, an Israeli, a Romanian, a Bulgarian, a Serb, a Swiss, a Greek, a Singaporean, an Italian, a Norwegian, an Argentinian, a Libyan, a Muslim, a Hindu, a Buddhist and an African went to a nightclub. The bouncer said, ‘Sorry, I can’t let you in without a Thai.’ God bless my merry band of early risers; without them I’d be lost.


‡ Speaking of hedges, I’ve always loved the gag about hedgehogs from the Edinburgh Fringe of years ago. ‘Hedgehogs. Why can’t they just share the hedge?’ That’s one of those gags that stays with you.


§ All of which reminds me of a limerick:


There was a young man called Bruce,


Who enjoyed letting it loose,


He jumped on the stage,


Quite fit for his age,


Slipped and now lives in a caboose.





That came from the dark recesses of my radio mind, no doubt sent by somebody I woke up inadvertently on the wireless recently.
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‘Mama’


Dave Berry
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What is it about the Irish mammy? Now, all mammies are different, we know that, but there is a fundamental kindness in the Irish mammy, a streak of auld decency that transcends everything else. Hence the well-worn phrase that, when the lights have gone out and a bulb needs changing, the Irish mammy will say: ‘Don’t mind me, son, I’ll just sit here in the dark.’ For much of my mam’s life, that was how she operated: only in her dotage, when she became quite unwell, did she accede to being minded. She was one of the greatest women I ever met. Having her for as long as I did meant that she was a part of every aspect of my life until she died in October 2013 at the age of 95, a day after her birthday. Being an only child – me, not her – meant no decision was made in our lives without us being aware of



its impact on her, and so much of the person I am today I owe to her; indeed, to both my parents.


Mam was born Elizabeth Doheny on 8 October 1918 in Kilbeggan, Co. Westmeath, into a changing Ireland. The family subsequently moved to Athlone, which is really where Mam remembered her childhood spent on Goldsmith Terrace. She was the youngest of five children, three girls and two boys, and lived in the shadow of the local convent, as she always said, ‘under the watchful eye of the nuns’. She was incredibly close to her mother, who instilled a sense of self-belief in her that stood her in good stead all her life. This was a trait she passed on to me, which is handy when you get the odd disappointment in life. Let’s face it, if you don’t believe in yourself, who will?


Like many other Irish children at the time, there was a possibility that my mam could have been adopted by her maiden aunt in America, Auntie May. But there was no way she would have left her family, even though this could have opened up a whole new world for her. The idea of going to America with a relative was not unusual at the time, when Irish families were big and often not very well off, but even though Mam turned down the opportunity, she remained in close contact with her aunt all her life.


When Mam was 13, her elder sister Josie moved to Dublin. Mam went to visit her some time later and during the visit got talking to a friend of her sister’s, who also worked in Cassidy’s of South Great George’s Street, and she was



asked if she’d be interested in working there. A meeting was arranged with the manager, the interview happened and, lo and behold, she was offered the job starting the following Monday. This all seems very fast, I know, but it’s how Mam related it to me.


When she went back to Athlone to tell her parents her good news, they were a bit shocked. Neither of them wanted her to move up to Dublin, of course. She was only 13. But her mum, knowing how keen she was on the new job, said to her dad, ‘Let her go, John, she will be home within the week.’ But she wasn’t. This was the start of the rest of her life. In time, her parents moved to Dublin and the family ended up back together again, but Mam continued to work in Cassidy’s. She eventually became a buyer of ladies’ clothes and, as you’ll have learned from my wedding day, I do love a well-cut suit. (Time, I think, to cue the old Tommy Cooper joke: My wife was looking through a fashion magazine and she saw a fur coat. She said: ‘I want that.’ So I cut it out and gave it to her. Indeed.)


Now, Mam apparently had many suitors – remember, this was a time when, if you gave somebody a kiss, you nearly had to get engaged! In the shop working alongside my mam was Kay Whelan (a mean piano player, as I recall). One day, my mother called to their house in Kilmainham and met Kay’s brother, Sean Whelan, the man of her dreams – well, that’s how my father described it years later. A Dubliner, he was born in Kilmainham on 8 April 1920. He was working at the time in Troy’s, also of George’s



Street, a gents’ outfitters, moving then to Clery’s department store in O’Connell Street, where he would remain for the next 36 years, in the shirt department for most of the time, elevated to the position of floor walker. For those of you not familiar with the term (or who don’t remember Mr Peacock in Are You Being Served?), a floor walker answered customer queries, co-signed cheques and listened patiently to complaints. So the pair of them had the rag trade in common.


Now, the relationship had its ups and downs early on. Circumstances kept them apart and then they went their separate ways for a bit and Mam had gentlemen callers aplenty, but none came close to my dad. Apparently she did a novena around this time and during the ceremony, prayed for an opportunity to see my dad again. As she was walking down O’Connell Street one day, she spotted a tall man in a long coat and a hat. Her heart skipped a beat, according to herself, as she kept walking closer and closer. When he turned around, she saw it was my dad. He asked her out on the spot, she accepted, they courted for another year and then he proposed to her on the Hill of Howth and she accepted. They got married on 12 July 1955 and went on honeymoon to Port Stewart in Northern Ireland.


Have you noticed anything significant about the date? Yes, you guessed it, they decided to go on their honeymoon on the biggest day of the Orange parades in the North. Not only that, but my dad was sporting his Pioneer pin on the lapel of his jacket. One taxi driver said to him, ‘You may



want to take that off, just in case of bother.’ When I think of the innocence of the pair of them, it’s actually quite sweet.


They stayed in a hotel called The Strand; I’m guessing it was on the beach. My mam kept the brochure for the hotel all her life and, as a result, I can tell you that in 1955, the hotel was equipped with central heating and hot and cold running water was available in all 100 bedrooms, which also had electric light and all modern conveniences for the comfort of visitors. It even had service phones and landings! Another notice in the brochure should bring a smile to your face: ‘lights out in corridors at 12 midnight’. Why? What did they think you’d be up to in the corridor after midnight?


…


My mam was 29 when she lost her mother in 1947 and the effect on her was very great. She had been incredibly close to her mother and when she passed away, Mam devoted herself to looking after her dad. Into this world came my dad and they set up house in the family home in Killester. They got a mortgage and settled down. And then, a year after their marriage, in 1956, the most amazing thing happened, the most fabulous, joyful, magnificent event that could occur, occurred … I was born – I always say Under a Wanderin’ Star, but no – in the National Maternity Hospital in Holles Street, on 7 June 1956. According to her, I was a perfect baby: I never cried and based on the praise she heaped on me to anyone within earshot, you would think I never even had a dirty nappy. I’m sure she was right.




Sadly, there were three miscarriages after me, so I was the only child, son and heir. Of course, this must have been very difficult for Mam, and even though it wasn’t something she kept secret, neither herself nor Dad really dwelt on it. It was the way in those days, I suppose, to just get on with life. Mam became a full-time housewife and minder of my dad, and my dad continued working in Clery’s. We were a very happy gang, and we all got on like a house on fire. Dad would come home for lunch every day, which I find amazing now. He’d walk from Clery’s to Connolly train station, take the train to the first stop, which was Killester, have his lunch, return on the train and be back at work within an hour. Different times.


And thinking of different times, my mother’s brother, Michael, who was a Christian Brother and taught in Liverpool, would come home to visit from time to time and my mother would laugh at the memory of my uncle, in full Christian Brother regalia, pushing my pram along the road to the shops, or for a walk. Apparently he loved taking me out in the pram, and why wouldn’t he? Sure I was the ideal baby! Michael was quite the character, but he died of a brain haemorrhage before I had a chance to know him, and my grandfather, Mam’s dad, also passed away when I was too young to have a memory of him, so there we were, Mam, Dad and me; the Holy Family, my mother called us.* So began the most idyllic childhood anyone could hope for. The house was full of love, each for the other, one for all and all for one. When you are young, you just see your parents as Mam and Dad or whatever, but the important thing is the protection that you feel and the love that permeates every day. Well, we had plenty. That’s how we were.


They were marvellous at showing an interest in whatever I was about. Mam always had a grá for music, cinema and dance. In another world, she would have been a patron of the arts because she enjoyed them all. My dad was happy for us both to have this other side to daily life. He enjoyed it, but wasn’t as enthusiastic about it as she was. When they were courting they would go to the Theatre Royal and see the likes of Roy Rogers and Trigger and the other visiting film stars. She also had an autograph book, which sadly I can’t find, but I recall her telling me that it contained the signatures of many a fine star of the day. She had her filmstar favourites as well: Gregory Peck, David Niven, Richard Burton, Sophia Loren, James Stewart and Robert Donat. All very glamorous. She loved that glamour and I think it sustained her, too, while living a life in suburbia, which was hardly glamorous. Not that she would ever have had aspirations to be on the stage or on the screen, but she loved the stories about them and they were regulars at the cinema.


I clearly remember going to see Norman Wisdom movies with Mam. We adored him. I remember going to see a film of his, A Stitch in Time, in 1963. How at the age of seven I was supposed to understand the plot I don’t know, but I



do recall it was set in a children’s hospital and Norman played the part of Norman Pitkin, a hapless butcher’s apprentice, who basically caused chaos for the entire film. Then there was The Early Bird two years later, when Norman worked for Grimsdale’s dairy as a milkman, with predictable results. It’s all silly slapstick, but when you’re only nine and up to your eyeballs in ice cream and everyone around you is laughing, you get the giggles and it was genuinely funny. The interesting thing is that on radio were getting all this really clever comedy and yet here we were at the cinema and there wasn’t really one joke, just a series of mad capers that made you laugh. I suppose you have to work harder on your jokes on radio, where there is nothing visual for the audience to hang on to.


I loved Norman Wisdom from the off and, because we shared a love of his films, it was like a bonding of sorts. Mam was bringing me into her world by introducing me to the cinema. Speaking of Norman Wisdom, years later, I got a call from a man in Baldoyle, who was involved in a vintage car rally over in Terenure College. He wanted someone to act as compère; to introduce the day, to describe the exhibits, the sort of old cars that would be there, to do the raffle and to introduce the special guest … who, over 30 years after I’d first seen him, was only Norman Wisdom. Well, I was like an idiot with the excitement and the first thing I did was call Mam and tell her. She thought this was marvellous and begged me to get his autograph – she hadn’t lost that girlish interest in the cinema and those she loved on that screen. As the event



drew closer, that fine gentleman in Baldoyle called me and invited Mam and me to have tea with Norman at the gentleman’s house. Mam got into a bit of a flap, saying that she had nothing to wear and sure what would he make of her. The Irish mammy was coming out again. When I assured her that he was only three years older than her, it seemed to help, yet it was obvious she was still star struck.


Well, we went and we had tea and cake and chatted; Norman had a kiss for Mam and a little dance. Even at the advanced aged of 89, he still did the Norman Pitkin stumble, his trademark. And we all laughed like it was the first time we’d ever seen it. It was like having John Cleese do the silly walk for you, or Al Pacino go ‘Who-haa’ as he did in Scent of a Woman. Do you know, I actually think she went a little weak at the knees, and her in her dotage herself. This was August 2006 and he was gone four years later at the grand old age of 95, the same age as Mam when she passed seven years later. Norman, we miss you still.


…


The wireless was a big deal in the fifties and into the sixties and was always on in our house. There was Radio Éireann, of course, and Mam also listened to BBC Radio 2, or the Light Programme as it was called then. So, when I was growing up, I had a grounding in Irish radio, but also the delights from the BBC of Junior Choice, a programme that played requests from children and children’s favourites, as well as the madcap humour of Beyond Our Ken, with Kenneth Horne, a sketch show which was the



predecessor to Round the Horne, and which gave me my first introduction to the genius of Kenneth Williams. On Sundays there was that ‘cheeky boy’ Jimmy Clitheroe, who was always getting into scrapes in The Clitheroe Kid, and my mother could enjoy Mrs Dale’s Diary, the BBC radio serial about a doctor’s wife, just the same as she enjoyed The Kennedys of Castleross, Radio Éireann’s radio serial. My favourite was Pick of the Pops, with its tagline, ‘All the hits that fit’. Thanks to Mam, we were immersed in radio and it affected me hugely.


My parents also played a role in my first forays into music. I can’t remember my first ever record, but I do remember having a lot of time for Irish acts like Sean Dunphy, Dickie Rock and Val Doonican. So it might have been ‘Come Back to Stay’, Ireland’s Eurovision entry from 1966 or Sean Dunphy with his ‘Black and Tan Gun’, or, indeed, my party piece, ‘Walk Tall’, by Val Doonican. That was released in 1964 and I still have the original single.


Now that I remember it, there was a song that I loved from the moment I heard it, and still do, called ‘Puff the Magic Dragon’ by Peter, Paul and Mary. It was 1963, a year that was to cause great upheaval in the world with the assassination of John F. Kennedy, but back in January, this little song came ambling by. It was very sweet, about an ageless dragon and little boy called Jackie Paper, who eventually grows up and loses interest in the dragon, leaving our fiery friend all alone and quite down. As I tell you this, it doesn’t appear at all a nice, child-friendly story, but the music is



cute and, until the sad ending, it’s a cute story, too. There were suggestions that the song was about smoking marijuana: that ‘paper’ referred to rolling papers and that the dragon was in fact ‘draggin’ and the ‘puff’ self-explanatory. Well, the authors refuted it then and still do. I believe them, I want to believe that there was an innocence to it and the song is too precious to me to have it messed up by dodgy references.† There were other songs I recall from being small: ’Right said Fred’, by Bernard Cribbins, ’Lily the Pink’, ‘The Runaway Train’, ‘The Ugly Bug Ball’, ‘Nellie the Elephant’, ‘Pop Goes the Weasel’, ‘I Tawt I Taw a Puddy Tat’, Dick Van Dyke’s ‘The Ugly Duckling‘, and who could forget the song that prepared me for my future years at the Eurovision Song Contest, ’Gilly Gilly Ossenfeffer Katzenellenbogen by the Sea’! This Max Bygraves number was a particular favourite in our house. Even today I still get requests from the listener of a morning for a little bit of Max … say, ‘Wonderful Copenhagen’, on the far side of a dose of James Taylor.


Hats off to Mam and Dad, not only did they show me the way, but they knew my interests and let me pursue them and they encouraged them, for which I thank them. In fact,



Mam (with Dad’s usual acquiescence, I presume) got me the record player. I’m presuming, based on endless research by me with people much older than me, you understand, that it was a Garrard record player. I’m not talking about something with speakers, this was a mono record player with a turntable and a big plastic lid. Of course, this was bought on the understanding that I would study hard in school – yeah, right. That record player was the beginning of the end as far as school was concerned, my rocky road into how I would spend the rest of my life.


Do you know that Garrard Engineering not only made record players, but were also responsible for the care and maintenance of the British Crown Jewels and the Royal Crown? They made jewellery, gold- and silverware, and not only that, they also manufactured precision rangefinders for artillery. My little record player was but a sideline to these guys, but I loved it with a passion. It had two knobs at the front, one to turn it on that also controlled the volume, as well as another knob that made it trebly if you turned it to the left and bassy to the right. Techno maniacs, we were.


It might be hard to imagine nowadays, when at the touch of a button or the flick of a screen, your favourite tune is downloaded from iTunes, but mine was the era of the 7-inch single, a ‘record’ that you played on your record player at 45 rpm. One of my early singles was by Paul Jones and the other was an instrumental by Horst Jankowski called ‘A Walk in the Black Forest’ … imagine



walking in a cake. Nonsense. I also remember playing records so much that my great Garrard went on fire, much to the parents’ annoyance. They weren’t exactly well-off and Dad’s wages were far from a princely sum, so I waited for a few paydays to go around before another record player turned up. But turn up it did.‡
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