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‘You see immediately what a master of his craft Brendan was.’


Ulick O’Connor, Sunday Independent


 





‘[Behan] had an incredible literary gift, demonstrated impeccably in After the Wake. The book, with a superb introduction by Peter Fallon … [charts] the political, social and cultural history of Irish life through the eyes of one of her most talented but troubled sons.’


Book Me blog
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Editor’s Preface





This book was my idea, but I had help along the way. Beatrice Behan was always enthusiastic, helpful and courteous; she made our collaboration a pleasure for me. Colbert Kearney wrote an excellent book. Rory Furlong, Edward Mikhail and Christopher Logue answered my letters and my questions.


I had help too from the staffs of the National Library in Dublin and the Periodicals Department of the British Museum and from Nóra de Brún and the staff of the library of University College, Cork.


Michael O’Brien was the good publisher; he trusted his instincts. Jean Barry typed the manuscript. Alison helped at the British Museum and Loudon first took me to The White Horse.



















Introduction





Brendan Behan was born, in Dublin in 1923, into an Irish Republican family and he soon found the household’s politics to be his own. In 1940 he began almost two years’ detention in Borstal in England for ‘complicity in acts of terrorism’. When he was arrested, he made this statement: ‘My name is Brendan Behan. I came over here to fight for the Irish Workers’ and Small Farmers’ Republic, for a full and free life, for my fellow countrymen, North and South, and for the removal of the baneful influence of British Imperialism from Irish affairs. God save Ireland.’ He was sixteen years old.


Two years later, he began five years of his prison sentence for shooting at a detective during an I.R.A. commemorative ceremony in Dublin. Many thought him lucky to escape hanging for this act. Instead he was sentenced to fourteen years’ penal servitude and released under a general amnesty. In 1947 he was arrested again, this time in Manchester, ‘having helped in the escape of an I.R.A. prisoner,’ and he was sentenced to four months’ imprisonment.


Behan seems to have appreciated his terms of confinement – he considered them his ‘university’ – and from the first of them he gleaned the material for his best-selling autobiography, Borstal Boy, and from the second and third, material for plays and stories and even the language itself for the poems and the play he wrote in Irish. Detained in the Curragh, he studied the Irish language and literature under Seán Ó Briain and Máirtín Ó Cadhain and began to conceive of the possibility of rebuilding a native Irish culture. The play, An Giall, was later transformed into The Hostage.


Perhaps there was something predictable about the course of events of his early life. One of the titles considered for his memoir of Borstal, ‘Bridewell Revisited,’ has about it an air of inevitability as well as of wit. The excellence of his writing could not have been foretold. But Behan had two exceptional gifts – as writer and as showman. Tragically his prowess for one would ultimately destroy the talent he’d begun to question for the other.


Writing in Irish afforded a way for Behan to realise his literary and political aspirations. In 1946 he published his first poem in Comhar; he had published juvenilia in The Wolfe Tone Weekly, The United Irishman, Fianna: The Voice of Young Ireland and other radical journals. This poem, Filleadh Mhic Eachaidh, a eulogy for Seán McCaughey, an I.R.A. officer who died on hunger-strike in Portlaoise, was later incorporated into An Giall.


In the next few years he published other poems in Comhar, Envoy and Feasta, and he was the youngest contributor to Seán Ó Tuama’s Nuabhéarsaíocht (1950).


By the early 1950 s he was writing in English again and he published short prose pieces in various magazines in Paris. In My Life with Brendan, his widow Beatrice recalls, ‘Brendan had talked to me at great length about Paris. Like James Joyce he had spent penniless years there, and he had written pornography to survive …’ A detective story, The Scarperer, by ‘Emmet Street’ was serialised in The Irish Times in 1953. In 1955 he married Beatrice Salkeld.


 


Nineteen fifty-four was the turning point in Behan’s career. It was the year in which The Quare Fellow was first produced by the Pike Theatre in Dublin. Two years later this play was accepted by the Theatre Royal in London. In 1958 The Hostage was first produced and Borstal Boy was published. Brendan Behan had quickly become an international celebrity, the darling of critics and the popular media. The limelight proved too much a distraction from the completion of further serious work. Plays and prose were left unfinished, ideas and promises unfulfilled.


After the Wake is a book of uncollected and unpublished short prose pieces. It includes work of acknowledged excellence, ‘The Confirmation Suit’ and ‘A Woman of No Standing’; of sombre detail, ‘The Execution’; and of lively autobiography, ‘I Become a Borstal Boy’ The unpublished pieces – and they include a short story called ‘The Last of Mrs Murphy’ and the opening section, all that exists, of an unfinished novel, ‘The Catacombs’ – are infused with compassion, wit and perceptive comment. The eponymous story, ‘After the Wake,’ is arguably the author’s finest It displays a degree of feeling that is honestly, humanely and courageously reported.


The selection contains all the hallmarks of the author’s talent – an ability to bring characters to life quickly and unforgettably, a sharp ear for dialogue and dialect, and a natural vocation for story-telling. His pervasive themes are rampant – the obsession with nuances of class and social structures, the inclination towards insurrection and rebellion, and the over-riding sense of moral justice. Grim situations are relieved by clemency and humour. Above all, the delicacy and holiness of human tenderness and sympathy is depicted vividly against usually unsympathetic backdrops.


The first of these stories, ‘The Last of Mrs Murphy,’ was submitted to Radio Éireann from the Behan home-place in Crumlin in the early ’50s. The script was marked for the attention of Francis MacManus or Mervyn Wall, and Mr. Wall thinks it was broadcast as part of a series of talks Brendan Behan gave around that time. It is very much a ‘Dublin’ story, the characters are easily recognisable as fictional neighbours of those in ‘The Confirmation Suit’. It is a story about fellowship with a surprising and spirited twist.


‘I Become a Borstal Boy,’ prototype of Borstal Boy, was accepted by Seán Ó Faoláin for publication in The Bell in June, 1942, sixteen years before the appearance of the extended – and altered – memoir. It tells of events after the author’s first arrest and shows a conflict of emotions between the narrator’s personal responses and the expected stance of one cast in his position for the ‘Cause’.


This conflict is highlighted in ‘The Execution’ which has only been published before in a limited edition (Liffey Press, Dublin, 1978) and which I have transcribed from the author’s manuscript. In his handwriting all the b’s are capital B’s, there are commas around almost every phrase, and almost every sentence is a separate paragraph. I have made certain modifications. ‘The Execution’ owes much to Frank O’Connor’s story, ‘Guests of the Nation,’ though it is shorter and less polished. The implication of the job in hand, its human seriousness, is conveyed in one sentence: ‘I never liked him much before but I felt sorry for him and sorrier for his people.’ The final act exposes man’s confusion in political deed and fervour.


‘A Woman of No Standing’ was published in Envoy in Dublin in 1950 and seven years later as ‘That Woman’ in a fashion magazine, Creation. The woman in question does not appear until the final paragraphs and, even then, she does not speak. Nonetheless she is the most memorable character in the story. Here Behan anticipates the success of The Quare Fellow whose central figure never appears on stage and who is also talked about and judged by others.


‘The Confirmation Suit’ is widely known. It was first published in The Standard in 1953 and was, with ‘A Woman of No Standing,’ featured in Brendan Behan’s Island, a compilation of sketches and transcripts of recordings made, it seems, to honour a publishing contract. The most important aspect of this story is tone. Behan was able to write stories as a master would tell them. This one is both moving and funny, even if some of the jokes are dated – for instance, the woman who took a bath each year whether she was dirty or not. Perhaps these jokes were less familiar thirty years ago. Isn’t Shakespeare the man who uses all the clichés?


‘After the Wake’ was published in Points in Paris in 1950. Could this be the ‘pornography’ to which Behan referred? Could his epithet be part of a shyness or self-protection from subject matter which was still taboo thirty years ago? Whatever, the story treats delicately the intimacies of marriage and friendship. It is a mature and honest study of grief and solace.


The fourteen articles included here under the title, ‘The Same Again, Please,’ were first published in The Irish Press for which Behan wrote a regular column between February 1954 and April 1956. Five of them were included in Hold Your Hour and Have Another.


Occasionally these articles are literary – they mention Tolstoy, Raftery, Forrest Reid and the background of The Playboy of the Western World, but more often they ramble on about travels in Ireland and trips to the ‘Continong’, about Partition, Nationalism, the state of the Irish language and about Nelson’s Pillar, who’ll win the Derby, the time of the first ‘talkie,’ and Genockey’s motor-car.


They’re laced with songs and puns and jokes, with old Dublin sayings (‘Isn’t the day very changeable: you wouldn’t know what to pawn’), and with tall tales. They feature characters he’s used before, the cast of Jimmy-the-Sports’ and the Markets’ bar (Mrs. Brennan, Crippen and Maria Concepta), as well as members of his own family.


‘See now, what I brought you,’ he boasts in one. The comic situations, the quick, good-natured dialogue, might have found their place easily, in one of his plays.


Sometimes these articles stop and start in mid-air. In one he writes simply and suddenly, ‘A change is as good as a rest,’ and then he begins another story. Another ends, out of the blue, ‘To cause a diversion, I asked them what they were having.’ In another he asides, ‘I was reared a pet, God love me.’ Certainly.


‘The Catacombs’ has never been published before. Like most of these pieces it is uneven and unfinished, and like them it is animated and engaging. It is filled with memorable characters – Uncle Hymie, Stinking Fish and the author himself, for this time there is no attempt to disguise the identity of the chief protagonist. ‘You’re welcome, Brendan Behan,’ says Mrs Bolívar. This fragment has the stamp of autobiography more than of fiction, and in it nothing is sacred. It begins, ‘There was a party to celebrate Deirdre’s return from her abortion in Bristol,’ and it proceeds to mock all that is sacred in Irish society, religion, politics and ethics. It stops and starts and digresses and is held together ultimately only by the presence and personality of the author.


That author wrote, reflecting on the plaque outside the Chelsea Hotel in New York City, ‘However, the Chelsea Hotel respects him (Dylan Thomas) as a great artist, and I would hope that Mr. Bard, the proprietor, and his son Stanley, who has a beautiful baby daughter, would leave some space on their plaque for myself. I am not humble enough to say that I do not deserve one (sic), but I hope it does not come too soon, because of all the names on the plaque, as far as I know, James T. Farrell is the only one that’s alive and kicking very much.’


By this time, Dublin’s darling boy had become the whole world’s roaring fellow. His death, at the age of 41, was a terrible waste as the last years of his life had been. After the Wake is part of an attempt to revert the spotlight from the exhibitionism and tragedy of those years to Brendan Behan’s enduring literary achievement. It is also a delightful windfall.


Peter Fallon, Loughcrew, Winter 1980



















The Last of Mrs. Murphy





Over Mrs. Murphy’s bed hung a picture of a person wearing a red jacket and a white head. When I was small I thought it was a picture of herself, but she laughed one day and said no, that it was Pope Leo. Whether this was a man or a woman I was not sure, for his red cloak was like Mrs. Murphy’s and so was his white head.


The day I was five, Mrs. Murphy said we must go over to Jimmy the Sports for a quick one, the day that was in it.


‘While I’m putting on me clothes, you can be giving the cat her bit of burgoo*.’


I got up the saucerful of porridge and put the milk on it, and called under the bed, ‘Minnie Murphy, come out from that old shoe-box at once, and eat your breakfast’.


‘Before he eats it,’ muttered Mrs. Murphy to herself putting a skirt on over her head.


I was caught once, sitting the far side of a plateful of lights* with the cat, but that was a long time ago, when I was only three: we eating, share and share alike.


We got out of the parlour all right, and into the hall. Someone had left a pram in it and Mrs. Murphy gave it a blessing when she nearly fell over it. She supported herself going round it, and opened the hall-door. Going down the steps into the street, she rested her hand on my head. I didn’t mind for she was very light, and it was easy for her to reach me, though I was not that tall, for she was bent nearly double since the winter.


Half-way up the street, she sat on the steps of 16 and said I was to run on up to the corner for a quarter ounce of white snuff.


I had to wait my turn in the shop. There were women in front of me.


‘I says to myself when I seen her,’ says one woman, ‘the dead arose and appeared to many.’


‘It’s all very fine and large,’ says the other old one, ‘but I’ve had her in the Society since before the war. If she dropped dead this minute, God between her and all harm, I’d still be losing money. When she got over the Spanish ’flu, and was missed be the Tans* on Bloody Sunday, I said it was only throwing good money after bad, and I’d cut me losses and let the policy lapse, for nothing less than an Act of God or a hand grenade could make a dent in her.’


‘Ah sure, what nicer am I? And we’re not the only ones. There’s more money invested in old Murphy nor the G.S.R.*’


The shopman looked over the counter at me, ‘Well, me little man?’


‘A quarter ounce of white snuff.’


The women nudged each other, ‘And how’s poor Mrs. Murphy today, a mhic*?’


‘She’s powerful.’


‘God bless her and spare the poor old creature.’


‘Barring the humane-killer,’ muttered the other old one, and they went out.


In the pub she sat in the corner and ordered a bottle of stout for herself and a dandy glass of porter for me.


‘An orange or something would be better for the child,’ said Jimmy the Sports.


‘The drop of gargle will do him good,’ said Mrs. Murphy, ‘it’s only a little birthday celebration.’


‘You must be the hundred,’ said Jimmy the Sports.


‘I’m not,’ said old Murphy, ‘nor nothing like it. I was born in the year eighteen hundred and thirty-seven.’


‘You’d remember the famine then,’ said Jimmy the Sports.


‘We were respectable people round this street and didn’t go in for famines. All shut hall-doors that time. Down in Monto* they had the famine. They didn’t do a stroke of work for months only unloading the stuff off of the boats. The people that brought it over didn’t mind. It was for the hungry Irish, and it saved them the trouble of going any further with it. They had the life of Riley down on the quay, while it lasted.’


Jimmy the Sports ground his teeth and looked as if he might cry. ‘God forgive you, and you an old woman. My poor mother fell from her own dead mother’s arms outside Loughrea workhouse.’


Mrs. Murphy took a pinch of snuff. ‘Well, we all have our troubles. If it’s not an ear, it’s an elbow. What about the gargle?’


Jimmy the Sports put them up and she paid him. ‘Sorrow sign of famine on you anyway, Jimmy. The land for the people,’ she muttered to herself, ‘will you ever forget that?’


We spent a bit of time in Jimmy the Sports and then went back down the street. I walked in front for her to lean on my head, slow and in time with her. The pram was still in the hall, and she muttered a few curses getting round it, but the baby from the back drawing-room was in it this time, and she leant a minute on the side looking in at him.


‘What’s this the name of that crowd that owns this child is?’


‘It’s Rochfords’ baby,’ said I. ‘Out of upstairs. He’s only new out of the Roto* this week.’


‘How do you know he’s out of the Roto?’


‘I heard my mother and them saying it. That’s where all babies are from. They have pictures there too.’


She waved her hand. ‘Shut up a minute, can’t you?’ She put her hand to her forehead. ‘That’d be Dan Rochford’s son’s child, or his child maybe.’ She fumbled in her handbag. ‘I’ve two thrupenny bits. Here, take one of these in your hand. It has to be silver. Put it in the baby’s hand and say what I say: “Hold your hansel, long life and the height of good luck to you.” Come on.’


I tried to speak but the tears were choking me. I thought she would give me one of the thrupenny bits anyway. It was like a blow in the face to me, and I’d done nothing on her but walked nice and easy down the street when she leaned on my head, and went over and got the snuff.


She looked down at me, and I put the thrupenny bit into the pram, and turned my heart, and – cheeks and eyes all full of tears – ran through the hall and out into the street.


My mother only laughed and said it didn’t mean that Mrs. Murphy fancied the baby more than she did me. It could have been any new baby. It was the thing to do, and I a big fellow that had run out of two schools to be jealous of a little baby that couldn’t even talk.


She brought me into Mrs. Murphy, and the two of them talked and laughed about it while I didn’t look at them but sat in the corner playing with Minnie Murphy who, if she was vicious enough to scrawb you if she thought she’d get away with it, didn’t make you feel such a fool. When my mother went I wanted to go too but my mother said Mrs. Murphy was sick and I could mind her till she came back.


Mrs. Murphy called me to the bedside and gave me a pinch of snuff, and had one herself, and the new baby went out of our heads.


The doctor came and said she’d have to go to the Refuge of the Dying. He told her that years ago.


Mrs. Murphy didn’t know whether she’d go or not. I hoped she would. I heard them talk about it before and knew you went in a cab, miles over the city and to the southside. I was always afraid that they might have got me into another school before she’d go for, no matter how well you run out of them or kick the legs of the teacher, you have to go sometime.


She said she’d go and my granny said that she’d order a cab from the Roto to be there in the morning.


We all got into the cab. Mrs. Murphy was all wrapped up in blankets. She didn’t lean on my head, but was helped by the jarvey, and off we went.


Going past a pub on the corner of Eccles Street, she said she didn’t like to pass it, for old times’ sake. My granny and Long Byrne and Lizzie MacCann all said they’d be the better of a rozziner*. And the jarvey came in with the rest of us. On the banks of the other canal we went in and had another couple. We stopped there for a long time and my granny told the jarvey she’d make it up to him.


Glasses of malt she ordered, and Mrs. Murphy called on Long Byrne for a bar of a song.


The man in the pub said that it wasn’t a singing house, but Mrs. Murphy said she was going into the Refuge and it was a kind of a wake.


So Long Byrne sang, ‘When the Cock, Cock Robin, comes hop, hop, hoppin’ along,’ and On Mother Kelly’s Doorstep, and for an hour it was great and you’d wish it could go on forever, but we had to go or the Refuge would be shut.


We left in Mrs. Murphy and waited in the hall. Long Byrne said you get the smell of death in it.


‘It’s the wax on the floors,’ said my granny.


‘It’s a very hard-featured class of a smell, whatever it is,’ said Lizzie MacCann.


‘We’ll never see her again now, till we come up to collect her in the box,’ said Long Byrne.


‘For God’s sake, whisht up out of that, you,’ said my granny, ‘people’s not bad enough.’ She fumbled with her handkerchief.


‘All the same, Christina,’ said Lizzie MacCann, ‘you’d feel bad about leaving the poor devil in a place like this.’


The jarvey was trying to smoke without being caught. ‘It’s a very holy place,’ he said, but not looking too sure about it.


‘Maybe it’s that we’re not that holy ourselves,’ said Lizzie MacCann. ‘We might sooner die medium holy, like.’


‘It’s not the kind of place I’d like to leave a neighbour or a neighbour’s child,’ said Long Byrne.


‘Oh, whisht your mouth,’ said my granny, ‘you’d make me feel like an … an informer or something. We only do the best we can.’


A very severe looking lady in a white coat came out and stood in front of us. The jarvey stuck the pipe in his pocket and straightened his cap.


‘Whars in charge of the peeshent?’ she says in a very severe tongue.


My granny stood up as well as she could. ‘I am, with these other women here. She’s a neighbour of ours.’


‘There are no admissions here after five o’clock. The patient arrived here in an intoxicated condition.’


‘She means poor old Murphy was drunk,’ says Long Byrne.


‘The poor old creature had only about six halves, the couple of glasses of malt we had to finish up, and the few bottles we had over in Eccles Street,’ said Lizzie MacCann, counting on her fingers, ‘God forgive them that’d tell a lie of an old woman, that she was the worse for drink.’


‘And I get a distinct smell of whiskey here in this very hall,’ said the woman in the white coat.


‘How well you’d know it from the smell of gin, rum or brandy,’ said Long Byrne, ‘Ah well, I suppose practice makes perfect.’


The woman in the white coat’s face got that severe that if she fell on it she’d have cut herself.


‘Out,’ she put up her hand, pointing to the door, ‘Out, at once.’


There was a shuffling in the back of the hall, and Mrs. Murphy came out, supported by two nurses.


‘I wouldn’t stop where my friends aren’t welcome,’ said Mrs. Murphy.


‘Come on so,’ says my granny.


When they got back to Jimmy the Sports, they had a few and brought some more over to Mrs. Murphy’s while they put her to bed.


Long Byrne said herself and Lizzie MacCann would look after her between them.


My granny liked laziness better than she did money and said she’d bunce in a half a bar* towards their trouble.


‘And it won’t break you,’ says Long Byrne, ‘damn it all, she’s not Methuselah.’
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