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Praise for The Kick








‘A fine, considered and fascinating memoir of a life lived as close to the full as possible.’


– John Banville, New York Review of Books





‘A superb insight into the social transformation of post-imperial England and post-colonial Ireland in the middle of the last century – amusing and haunting.’


 – Declan Kiberd, The Irish Times





‘By turns funny, quirky and lyrical.’


– Ciaran Carson, Guardian





‘Murphy writes with dignity and candour.’


– Karl Miller, Spectator





‘His wonderful eye for fabric shines out especially when he quotes fragments from his notebooks.’


– Ruth Padel, Literary Review





‘A lively and even brave account of a rich and complicated life.’


– John Montague, Irish Times




 







 





Richard Murphy’s The Kick – a Memoir was published by Granta Books in 2002. The following year it was issued in paperback with the title changed to The Kick; A Life Among Writers. This e-book has additional photographic and genealogical material.
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The Kick: A Life Among Writers





A year before my mother died on 28 January 1995, at the age of ninety-six, my older sister Mary was driving her across the moors in Northumberland to enjoy the view, when our mother turned to her and said, ‘Darling, I’m afraid you’ll have to get me put down, because I’m never going to die naturally – the trouble is I don’t want to miss anything.’





‘You’re utterly selfish! You always were!’


My mother scowls at me across a tea tray in her sunroom at Highfield, where Mary and her husband, Gerry Cookson, have provided her with a cottage on their estate. A minute ago she was telling me to read aloud from a little black diary begun by her in London on 21 September 1914. This morning I found it in a tea chest of family papers she had gathered in seven countries and preserved through two world wars. She was thrilled to see it again, as I was to look into her heart as a girl of sixteen. But now she is angry because I have not moved my chair in response to her complaint, ‘Your shoulder is touching one of my plants.’


‘Can’t we forget about your plants?’ I ask irritably.


‘But I love my plants, and I don’t want them to get damaged.’


Well she knows that my shoulder could do no harm to a sturdy rubber plant from a garden centre near Hadrian’s Wall. At ninety-five, she still loves giving an order in the form of a courteous question that demands an active response. But at this moment her coercive tone of voice makes me determined not to obey.


‘Nanny spoilt you,’ she taunts. ‘It was my fault for keeping her on till you went to school. I should have got rid of her. Well, if you’re not going to move your chair, I’ll have to move the plant myself?


So the blame will be mine if she falls and breaks her pelvis. Naturally, I rise to catch hold of her arm as she totters and sways across the sunroom. Too late! She shakes off my hand, jerking her arm to her bosom, as if to say she needs no help from a son who isn’t gentleman enough to stand in response to his dying mother’s possibly last request. Defying pain and extreme decrepitude, she moves the large clay pot a few inches, and returns in triumph to her rattan throne. There, she casts on me the fury of her far-apart pale blue eyes and says, in a voice of martyred unselfishness: ‘Do have another of these delicious scones that Mary baked.’


‘No thanks, I’ve had more than enough.’


‘Darling, why do you have to be so difficult?’


Her question reminds me of a Sri Lankan proverb. One crab says to another: ‘My son, why do you have to walk sideways?’ Quoting this now would prolong the row, and defeat my purpose of hearing, and writing down, things she remembers about her childhood and ours, before all her memories are lost. So I ask in a tone of contrition: ‘Was I always a problem?’


‘Quite often.’


‘How, for example?’


‘Well, you surely remember the time I took you to tea with Aunt Bella when you were three years old?’


‘Tell me about Aunt Bella,’ I reply, putting away the diary until we are both in a better mood.


‘She was Daddy’s aunt, his mother’s sister, a very important old lady, Dr Isabella Mulvany. She was headmistress of Alexandra School for forty-seven years and the first woman to get an honorary degree in Ireland, from Trinity College. He was Aunt Bella’s favourite. She was devoted to him, took him to England and France during his school holidays, and educated him. Aunt Bella never really liked me.’


‘Why?’


‘Because she wanted you to marry one of her intellectual pupils.’


‘Me? Don’t you mean William, my father?’


‘Of course. My brain’s gone completely.’


‘No, it’s remarkably clear, but sometimes you confuse the generations when we’re talking about the past.’


‘I know. I often think that Mary is my mother, because they are so alike.’


At seventy-one, Mary is her oldest child. Our mother still regards the five of us as children. So young she looked in our childhood that people after church would say, ‘You could be their sister.’


‘Who was that pupil Aunt Bella wanted William to marry instead of you?’ I ask.


‘I can’t remember, but I think the man she may have married was a planter in Ceylon who lost all his money after the war, and drowned himself in a rain-water tank in Devon. No, it can’t have been. Wasn’t there someone in the colonial service who did rather well, becoming Governor of Hong Kong, until he was put in prison by the Japs? Are you writing all this down? I do wish you’d stop. Do have another cup of tea.’


‘What did you think of Aunt Bella?’ I ask, when there’s a pause in her picking up and putting down pieces of the Ormsby silver inherited from her five maiden aunts, including a jug in the form of a cow that gives milk out of its mouth.


‘I was deeply in awe of her, everyone was. She was rather terrifying, but she had a heart of gold. Put that notebook down, or I can’t go on. Let me see what you’ve written.’


‘Sorry. I’m taking notes because I want your own words to survive. Don’t you want me to write about you?’


‘I’m not sure. I’d like to read what you’re going to publish before I die. Don’t write anything nasty about us! Can’t you hurry up and finish the book?’


‘If it were to contain only things you consider nice, who would believe it?’


‘No one, I suppose. Finish up these scones!’


‘I’m full, thank you very much. Was Aunt Bella a martinet, as one of her pupils, nearly as old as you, recently said?’


‘She was good to me, but awesome. Of course, Aunt Bella never forgave you for what you did to her at the Royal Hibernian Hotel, where she lived rather grandly in her retirement. Surely you remember.’


‘No, I was too young. I was often teased about it by Mary and Chris. Tell me what really happened.’


‘I can’t remember. You’re wearing me out with your questions. My brain’s gone. Have some more tea.’


‘No, thank you.’


The back door opens, and triggers an alarm that sounds like the high-pitched yelp of a dog. It makes us jump, but they say it’s good for security; not that it would stop an intruder or prevent a robbery or save our mother from an assault. Mary joins us, having placed in our mother’s kitchen some dishes for supper she has cooked in her own house across the garden.


‘Mary, tell him about Aunt Bella’s tea party!’


‘Do we have to keep raking up the past for Richard?’


‘He’s doing a wonderful job on my papers.’


‘I know. He’s the only member of the family who’s exactly like you. He won’t throw anything away, and he’s a writer; so he can write about you if you let him have your papers. Nobody else is going to do so.’


‘I suppose not,’ our mother says, rather sadly, as if she would like to think we’d all spend the rest of our lives writing about her.


‘Will you tell me,’ I ask Mary, ‘what you remember of Aunt Bella on that occasion?’


‘I remember sitting in a rattan chair on a green carpet under a broad conservatory roof, looking around, and thinking how lucky Aunt Bella was to be living in a grand hotel. I wished we could all live in a hotel and order whatever we wanted at any time. She was the centre of attention, a very big woman, very plump, in a long black dress down to her shoes, with a high collar. That’s all. Mummy will tell you the rest.’


‘We were standing up, just about to leave. Aunt Bella remained in her chair. You see, she was almost eighty, and everyone respected her. Christopher, aged five, had said goodbye like an angel. You both were dressed to match in embroidered smocks with brown leather gaiters buttoned on hooks over your walking shoes. Nanny must have been off duty that afternoon. I whispered to you to go up nicely and say Thank you very much Aunt Bella for the lovely tea party, but you ran across the room and kicked her.’


‘Why?’


‘Just because you liked to be naughty.’


‘How did Aunt Bella react?’


‘She told you to say you were sorry, and you yelled ‘I won’t!’ So she caught you by the arm, and said she wasn’t used to children yelling ‘I won’t!’ and you kicked her again. She never forgot it. I felt quite dreadful.’


‘And she cut you out of her will.’ Mary remembers, laughing.




*








‘She’s an absolute communist,’ my mother says in a tone of angry disapproval of my brother Chris’s daughter, Fiona Murphy, who writes for the Guardian.


‘Why do you say that?’ I ask.


‘Because she picked up the newspaper and wouldn’t look at the Queen.’


The Queen was giving her speech at the opening of Parliament, on television.


This reminds me of a warm dry afternoon in the summer of 1940 after the evacuation of the remnants of the British Expeditionary Force from Dunkirk. All five of us children were at home with our mother at Milford, prepared to face a German parachute invasion of the west of Ireland and defend our grandfather’s old demesne on the Mayo–Galway border to the last of his twelve-bore cartridges. We were ashamed of de Valera’s neutrality. But that was no reason not to go riding, I felt, except that King George VI was to speak to the empire on the wireless and we had all been told to listen.


A few minutes late I rode into the Pleasure Ground, ducking my head through the doorway, and dismounted, as a sign of respect, at the drawing-room window. A slow voice with a suppressed stammer was coming from our Pye wireless, powered by large wet and dry batteries, on a table by the window. My mother was biting her lower lip and looking at me as if she were striving as a good Christian not to let sorrow at having such an undutiful son turn into rage. As soon as the broadcast ended, she said I was a disgrace to the family: England was standing alone, thousands were being killed in air raids, Daddy was far away in Ceylon serving the empire, and I had shown no respect to the King by arriving late to listen to his speech in my shirt-sleeves and with a dirty face.





‘The oldest woman in England was 113 when she died yesterday,’ I read out from The Times to my mother in her sunroom at Highfield.


She replies: ‘How miserable she must have been.’


‘She drank a glass of port every day,’ I continue and my mother responds wearily: ‘I won’t buy a bottle of port. It’s not much fun being alive when you’re very old.’ 


‘Then let’s talk about when you were young.’


‘Oh, I can’t remember a thing.’


‘Would you like me to read from your diary?’


‘I’d love that. Where did you find it?’


‘With all your papers.’


‘You’re not taking it to Ireland, I hope. It might get lost.’


‘I promise you, nothing will be lost. We’ll make copies of your papers there and give a copy to each of the family.’


‘That’s a good idea. Have they all agreed that you can have the papers?’


‘Yes, all four have agreed – Mary, Christopher, Elizabeth and Edward.’


‘Well, then, I’ve nothing to worry about. Read to me now, if you like.’


So I begin again to read from the little notebook bound in shiny black boards, with lined pages measuring six inches by four, filled at first in the delicately firm left hand of Betty M. Ormsby, her name signed at the top of the first right-hand page, above the words ‘Diary – Begun Sept. 21, 1914.’




This diary is chiefly written to keep an account of our doings during the War. When the war started between Austria and Servia partly owing to the murder of Austria’s Crown Prince by a Servian, Mums, my brother Jack and I were staying in Thistle Cottage at Luss on Loch Lomond. This was during the month of July. Then on the first of August the three of us went over to stay with Aunt Kitty and Aunt Edith at Ballinamore, County Mayo, Ireland. Soon after we got there the news got worse and then on Tuesday the 4th of August England declared War on Germany. Britain had to come to the aid of Belgium a smaller and weaker country.


On Thursday 20th August Jack got a printed letter from Major Cowper head of the G.A.O.T.C. stating that all boys of the Corps in or anywhere near Glasgow were to return and report themselves immediately at the Academy So we returned to Glasgow.





‘What do the letters GAOTC stand for?’ I ask.


‘Glasgow Academy Officers’ Training Corps,’ my mother recalls with no hesitation. ‘Surely you know that. Go on.’ 




On Thursday Mums and I left Glasgow for Brampton (Hunts) to stay with the 2 Great-Aunts on the way to Fards in London. We left Jack in Glasgow. He started School the day before we left.





Fards, I know, was my mother’s father, a major in the Army Pay Department at the War Office. ‘The two great-aunts,’ she tells me, ‘were Granny-Aunt Kate Bowen-Miller of Milford, who gave me £50 as a wedding present, and her sister Croasdailla, called “Cogie” Bowen-Miller, a clergyman’s widow. They lived in two little houses, side by side, in Brampton. They had painted all the windows in the house black to save the expense of putting up blackout curtains during the war.’


‘After this,’ I prompt, ‘you were in London, staying with your parents at the Linden Hall Hotel in Cromwell Road, and attending classes at the London School of Art in Kensington. Shall I go on?’


‘Go on now.’




Monday, Sept. 21st


Found in Times of Thursday last Capt. Duckworth’s name among those wounded. Saw an aeroplane pass in the morning. Had toothache all day.


In afternoon a Mrs. Fortescue came to tea. Her nephew has joined the army as a private with 8 other gentlemen & likes it very much.


Neither of the Thursby-Pelham boys have joined the army yet. Their father won’t allow them to because they are both at University training for the Royal Army Medical Corps & he considers it would ruin their careers as doctors. He does not think there is any necessity for them to join. Practised piano in afternoon.





‘Those boys had an awful time from me. I thought it was terrible of them not joining the army, so I sent them red, white and blue cards with captions like, “Have you done your duty? Join up!” I was in love with Kenneth, and thrilled when my cousin Anthony Ormsby from Canada kissed me goodbye when he was going to the front – where he was killed.’


‘Did it never occur to you,’ I ask, ‘while you were painting or playing the piano in London and later in Scotland, after those young men had been sent to the front, that you should have gone there yourself as a nurse?’ 


‘I had typhoid and nearly died; it left me very weak. I was in such pain that with my heels I wore holes in the sheet, rubbing my feet up and down. My brother Jack put up a ladder to my window and spoke to me. He wasn’t allowed in the room in case he caught typhoid. My mother hung a wet sheet over the door. She was nursing me and didn’t wear a mask. She cut off my hair believing it would bring down the fever. My hair used to be so long I could sit on it. Mums made all the decisions and wanted to keep me as a perpetual child.’


Pinned into her diary I find a letter from Captain Ralph Duckworth, who was being nursed in the house of the Empress Eugénie, the eighty-eight-year-old widow of Napoleon III, at Farnborough in Hampshire. ‘He was my hero when I was small,’ she says.




5th Oct. 1914.


My Betty dear


How very sweet and nice of you to write to me and send me sympathies. They hit me on the 9th. Only a bullet through the thigh, but as the wretched thing did not heal up they kept me on my back in bed till yesterday …


This is where the Empress Eugenie lives and She with the Princess Clementine of Belgium and Lady Douglas Haig and 5 nurses are looking after 4 of us. They are extremely kind Betty dear but one does feel dreadfully wild beasty with grapes instead of buns and flowers instead of biscuits don’t you know, so many are the friends they bring to see us. One day when Elvira was taking tea with me the Empress brought the Queen and King with the Princess Mary and the Prince of Wales and many folks in waiting. They were very affable and kind but stayed so long our tea was cold …


This war, Betty dear, is going to be a long one, it has hardly yet begun, so hurry up and get your Red Cross certificate as soon as maybe. With my salaams to your Father and Mother and ever much Love to yourself,


Bonne chance de votre ami fidèle, R. D.





At this point my mother’s attention is diverted. ‘Will you let Sooty out, she wants to go into the garden.’


I open and shut the door for the cat, and continue reading. 




Sunday, November 15th


Knitted bedsocks in morning. Fards went to see Col. Ovens at Guys Hospital. Colonel Ovens told Fards that Captain Loder Simmonds has been killed. He said he was blown to pieces a few minutes after he had tied up Colonel Ovens’ wound.


In the paper today was the death of Lord Roberts. It was very nice Lord Roberts dying when among his troops.





The response of Kenneth and Brian Thursby-Pelham to the ‘patriotic postcards’ they had received from Betty reached her two days before Christmas.




This evening I had an Xmas card from Kenneth Thursby Pelham on which he said that he & Brian have applied for Commissions in the Army. We are all very pleased.





‘What happened to Kenneth and Brian?’ I ask.


‘I’m afraid they both got badly wounded,’ she replies, adding, ‘We’ll have to let Sooty in, it’s raining, and she hates being left out in the rain.’ I hate having to jump up and down to please my mother in pleasing her cat.


‘Go on reading now, I’m listening,’ she says, when the cat is restored to her lap. I continue:




In future I am going to write this diary with my right hand.





‘It looked the same to me,’ she says, ‘whether I wrote backwards or forwards. I used to have to ask someone on which side of a blank paper I ought to begin, because I was never sure. Sometimes, when I turned over a page in writing a letter, I wrote backwards, but didn’t notice that I was doing this, because both ways looked the same. It wasn’t that I wanted to be different by using my left hand, it was natural. I used to fight against the teacher if she tried to make me use my right hand, and I said to her, if you make me write with my right hand, you should make all the others write with their left, to be fair. Dr Laurence Levy in Rhodesia asked me to leave him my brain so that he could examine it after my death. He was Professor of Surgery at the University of Rhodesia.’ 


This remark, which our mother has often repeated, upsets Mary, who once replied: ‘If you think I’m going to take your head in a plastic bag on a train and go round London looking for a hospital willing to accept it, and fetch it later to bring to Ireland for your funeral, Mummy, you must be mad. Perhaps one of the boys will do it. Why don’t you ask them?’


‘You could have been a writer,’ I tell my mother.


‘If I’d gone to a university. I always wanted to go to a university, but my father and mother wouldn’t hear of their precious little darling going away from home.’


It wasn’t done, not by ladies who were expected to make themselves pleasing enough for gentlemen to want to marry, by pretending to be more ignorant and less clever than their suitors.





Our mother was born in Galway on 16 September 1898, a year of famine in the west of Ireland, when nationalists were celebrating the 1798 rebellion. Her parents may not have had two pennies to rub together, as they used to say, but both had Anglo-Irish pedigrees, going back on her father’s side to King Charles II and his mistress, Lucy Walters, through the brother of Patrick Sarsfield; while on her mother’s family tree there dangled a French marquis, the poet Geoffrey Chaucer, and at the tip top – could you believe it? – William the Conqueror!


When asked to state her nationality on forms in Ireland during the Second World War, our mother used to write ‘British and Irish’. As Ireland was neutral, this declaration of her divided loyalty was brave, but embarrassing to my brother Chris and to me. We felt that people might condemn or mock us for being two-faced; and wasn’t it rather a sickening reminder of the British and Irish Steampacket Company’s ships in peril of U-boats on the long night crossing between Dublin and Liverpool, on our way to and from our school in England? With similar duality, our mother liked to be addressed as Mrs W. Lindsay Murphy, MBE, suggesting Scottish blood and service to the empire. Having saved thousands of lives in the last great malaria epidemic in Ceylon, she had received the honour from King George V at Buckingham Palace in 1935. She was proud and ashamed of being Irish. Proud of the Irishmen, especially her relations, who had given their lives in Britain’s wars; ashamed of Ireland’s neutrality, and the bombing of Britain by the IRA before the Second World War.


Keeping our mother alive when we were children was a responsibility that Mary, her eldest child, turned into a passion. A mild illness suffered by our mother would cause Mary to suffer even more. Her love had been fortified by abhorrence of the ‘selfishness’ of ‘you boys’. Chris and I often provoked our mother to accuse us of being ‘irresponsible’ and ‘horribly aggressive’. Mary would echo these accusations. It was worse when ‘Mummy’s’ temper snapped. She’d bite her lower lip, drop her tearful eyes to the floor, and say in a pitiful voice what she wanted us to think she felt: ‘You’re killing your poor mother!’ Then Mary would fly to her rescue, and make us feel thoroughly ashamed.





After lunch nearly every day at Highfield Mary used to drive our mother over the moors between Whittonstall and Blanchland to give her a breath of fresh air. I went on one of those drives. While Mary was speaking, our mother kept staring out of her own window, missing nothing in the bare brown landscape undulating to the horizon under dismal clouds.


Suddenly she interrupted Mary, and said: ‘Do look over there, darling! Isn’t that perfectly beautiful? Not a person or a house to spoil the view.’ This was the ideal of beauty, nature untainted by humanity, that she pursued by painting watercolours of Loch Lomond during the Great War.


‘You ought to do a painting of this,’ she added, reminding me of rare treats at Milford before the war, when she would send the gardener on a bicycle three miles to Kilmaine to hire Martin Walsh to drive us in his Ford V8 to Connemara. On the long and lonely road through the Forest of Cong to Cornamona, as the car turned a dangerous corner, suddenly a great stretch of Lough Corrib and its islands would appear, causing her to gasp and say, ‘What a wonderful surprise! Do stop the car, and let’s enjoy the view!’ Our teasing and squabbles in the back seat would be silenced for a moment as we watched in awe. Then she would turn and sigh, ‘Oh Mary, what a pity you didn’t bring your painting things!’


It was always a ‘surprise’ turning that corner on journeys we made to Connemara, and Mary’s painting things were often forgotten in the excitement of packing a picnic lunch, bathing togs and fishing gear. If only Mary had remembered to bring them, we believed, she might have become as famous as Paul Henry.





At every meal at the round table in our dining room in the east wing of Milford, Mary and our mother acted a little drama. Mary would put more food on ‘Mummy’s’ plate than ‘Mummy’ thought she could manage.


‘I can’t possibly eat all that,’ she would say, while transferring one of two slithers of boiled leg of mutton from her willow pattern plate to Mary’s. They always sat next to each other to perform this rite. As soon as our mother’s head was turned towards ‘one of you boys’ on her right, Mary would slip the meat back on to her plate, and then the argument would begin.


‘You can’t force me to eat it.’


‘Mummy you’ll die if you don’t put on some weight. You need it to build up your strength.’


But Mummy would not give in, and the meat would return to Mary’s plate. Back and forth it went. The victor would be the one who could most convincingly say, ‘You must be unselfish and do this to please me.’


Mary had learnt this from our mother and would insist, adding, ‘We don’t want you to die.’





There was a legend as to how our mother’s mother, Lucy Thomson, eldest of the seven good-looking daughters of Captain Colin Thomson and his wife, Maria Louisa Augusta West, had become engaged in 1893 to Tom Ormsby. Lucy was helping her mother to run Salruck House on the Little Killary Bay in the centre of an extremely remote and almost bankrupt estate of barren mountains and lakes. Her days were filled with painting watercolour landscapes devoid of people, and giving first aid to her father’s miserably poor tenants, especially their children.


Tom was twenty-two, a subaltern in the South Staffordshire Regiment, on leave at the seat of his family, Ballinamore. The austere Protestant house had a frown on its dismal grey face, as if it disapproved of the country it had occupied for a 150 years. A trout stream ran through an oak wood stocked with pheasants in the walled demesne. There were three long avenues, each with a gate lodge occupied by a loyal though Catholic family: one to Claremorris, another to Balla, and the most impressive to Kiltimagh. Poor children used to run out in bare feet to open the gates for carriages of the gentry to pass through. Tom was the fifth and youngest boy, known to his family as ‘good Tom’. His five maiden sisters lived at home, looking after their widowed invalid mother, who at sixteen had married her cousin, aged twenty-nine, and had borne fifteen children, ten of whom survived. Tom’s oldest brother, Anthony, had inherited Ballinamore in 1888.


Tom had met and fallen in love with Lucy on a visit she had made with her mother to his grandmother, Mrs Bowen-Miller, at Milford. In order to propose to her, and ask her father’s permission for them to marry, he rode from Ballinamore fifty miles through the mountains to Salruck.


Soon after he arrived, Lucy’s sisters Emily and Louise thought of a plan to put the courage of this nice young eligible man to the test. They told him a secret. All her life Lucy had longed to possess a heron’s egg. She would love him if he could give her one. It was springtime, and the birds had a nest at the top of a pine tree, which of course Tom did his best to climb. Halfway up, he was attacked by the herons with their long beaks and claws. The girls kept egging him on and screaming with laughter, but the herons won. He had to come down, bleeding and without an egg. The girls covered his hands and face with sticking plaster, and sent him into the drawing room where Lucy was expecting him to propose. She burst out laughing, but, with her father’s consent, agreed to marry him. He had proved his courage and satisfied her mischievous sense of humour.


Tom Ormsby and Lucy Thomson were married three years later on 18 May 1896 at Ootacamund (known as Ooti), a hill station preferred for its coolness by army officers and their wives in the south of India.


In old age at Milford, my grandmother confided to Mary that she had never enjoyed sex, especially not when she was first married, when it was a shock to her romantic innocence.




*








As a bachelor obliged to ‘set an example’ in the Ceylon Civil Service for eleven years before his marriage, our father could not be described as happy. His regular weekly letters home to his mother in Dublin are weighed down by the drudgery and boredom he overcame by moral rectitude, will-power and the satisfaction of a well-paid job that commanded more respect than was given to the military or the planters. Since his own father’s death in 1916 he had supplemented his mother’s pension as a clergyman’s widow who devoted herself to voluntary work for the Mother’s Union and the Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Benevolent Society.


What he felt free to enjoy was the slaying of wild life, big and small, with rifle or shotgun. Years later he taught me to shoot crows with an airgun from our back verandah in Colombo when I was seven. He never liked talking about himself, and thought poorly of men who did, a trait that helped him to rise in the Civil Service. But he did tell us, and we listened with awe, how he was nearly killed by a dangerous rogue elephant that jungle villagers had begged him to shoot to save their crops and lives. The elephant, after being shot in the ear, had charged him, and our father, trying to escape, had tripped on a thorn bush. Trumpeting with fury the wounded elephant had stood with hind legs on one side of our father and forelegs on the other, just long enough for him to creep away. A moment later the elephant fell, so close to him that it broke his rifle at the stock.





Uncle Kipher, our father’s younger brother, in response to a challenge in his boyhood, had lain down in a hole he had dug between two sleepers on the Galway to Clifden railway track while a train ran over him. When war was declared in 1914 he went as quickly as possible to the front, where he led his platoon through a gap in a hedge covered by German machine-gun fire at Languemarck near Ypres. Wounded, he was rescued and put sitting with his back to a haystack, where he took out a tiny copy of the Psalms, bound in green leather, his mother’s parting gift, and marked Psalm 92 verse 12 with an indelible pencil – Such as are planted in the house of the Lord shall flourish in the courts of the house of our God – shortly before a sniper shot him through the head. That his death on 21 October 1914 was not a futile waste of a young life, but a glorious martyrdom in the cause of freedom and justice, all the black-bordered letters of sympathy received, answered and preserved by our grandmother in Dublin conspired to affirm.





A pale complexion runs in our family on our mother’s side, but knowledge of this never deterred her from saying to me, when I would be feeling as well as usual, ‘Darling, you do look frightfully pale. Hadn’t you better see a doctor?’


It was she who told me that her brother Jack, at the age of seventeen, in the third year of the war to end all wars, was riding in a group of officer cadets around the arena at Woolwich, when the riding master, who had forgotten his name, yelled out an order addressing him as ‘that man who looks like death’. After a pause she added, ‘We both looked like death.’


‘Death’ became Jack’s nickname in the army from that moment. He enjoyed excellent health, except for a spot of trouble with his digestion brought on by his own courage. Out in India with the Royal Horse Artillery a few years later, he accepted a challenge from his brother officers, after dinner in the mess, to chew up the wineglass from which he had drunk a toast to the King-Emperor. He swallowed every fragment.


Once on a pigsticking expedition, Jack was warned by the yelling and shouting of coolies that a panther was hiding in a clump of jhow. Instead of standing back he rode his horse into the clump, beating the bushes with his spear. The panther, with a loud roar, sprang at his horse’s head, clawing it, while the horse reared and struck out hard with its forefeet, before leaping out of the bushes and throwing Uncle Jack high into the air. In his account to our mother, the panther ran off, but two brother officers hunted it down until one of them ran it clean through the body with a spear.





Our father proposed to our mother on his knees. We had been told this by our grandmother at Milford. Betty was twenty-four and William eleven years older. A tall man, his face would have been not much lower than hers when he knelt. It would be wrong to describe her as little or small or low in height, as the strength of her feelings livened her face, commanding everyone’s attention. All their lives together they looked up to each other.


I think she looks beautiful in a touched-up miniature sepia photograph, oval-mounted in a gold frame, hanging in my bedroom now. Taken when she was sixteen, it shows her profuse brown hair in two long plaits tied by satin bows on her breast.


On her visits to me in Ireland, or mine to her in England, after my father’s death in 1965, from time to time she told me how they had met on her brief passage through Dublin with her mother in April 1922, between the signing of the Treaty and the outbreak of civil war. Each time she spoke, she’d remember a different detail of their romance. Her words are pieces in a jigsaw puzzle that has taken me years to put together, with many gaps.


‘Did you know it was in Holy Week that I met Daddy, and it was in Holy Week that he died? He was staying with his mother, a clergyman’s widow, in Dublin while on sick leave after malaria in Ceylon; and giving up the colonial service because he’d got fed up through being alone. His only brother, Kipher, had been killed in the war. He himself had volunteered three times for the army, but each time had been rejected as he had very short sight …


‘My mother and I were staying in quite respectable lodgings at Ranelagh, having rushed over from Scotland, because Uncle Anthony, my father’s oldest brother, had died. Fards had gone ahead to the funeral in the family church on the Ballinamore estate. Mummy and I didn’t want to go down to the death-house too soon, because the aunts were in such deep mourning, always deeper in Ireland than anywhere else. They adored Uncle Anthony. He was head of the family, never married, and his five maiden sisters treated him as a God.


‘I was walking outside the railings of St Stephen’s Green with my mother, and my mother’s Aunt Wilhelmina West. Everyone teased Aunt Willie because she was a bit mad and bizarre. She wore a white coat and white stockings because, she said, “the Queen always wears white”. Her hat was broad-brimmed and vividly green velvet. Of course I was wearing black. We were on the pavement near the Shelbourne Hotel, when suddenly Aunt Willie screamed and rushed out into the middle of the street – I don’t know how she wasn’t killed – and held up her hand in front of a huge man who was crossing and said “Halt! I want you to meet my grand-niece.” She dragged him over and introduced him as William Murphy.


‘I was worried because there were holes in his gloves – you mustn’t publish this – he was wearing a blue thick stuffed woolly reefer jacket, too small for him, so it made him look fat. I noticed there were buttons missing and the sleeves were too short. That’s why I fell in love.


‘He seemed so old that I called him Uncle Willie, and teased him by pretending he was interested in my grand-aunt. He took us all to a cinema, one of those silent films to which I paid absolutely no attention. We saw the last picture before everything closed down for Easter. Do you want to know if we held hands? I expect we did.


‘This was a lively diversion, because my mother and I had been sitting in rather dull lodgings. And he gave me a bunch of white carnations. When I was quite young in Scotland we used the language of flowers for sending messages. A white flower meant innocence.


‘Billy’s family, his sisters Kay and Eileen, had always called him Willie, but because that was the name of my poor aunt, I changed his name to Billy. We soon discovered that my Granny Thomson at Salruck and Billy’s mother at the Rectory in Clifden had been the greatest friends. My mother knew of him, but I don’t think she’d ever seen him. Before the war his brother Kipher had been in love with my Aunt Violet, a much younger sister of my mother; but my Granny, although she was ever so holy, was anxious that her seven daughters should make good marriages. Kipher was very charming but had no money, so he and Violet were sent for a walk up the mountain behind the house, where she broke it off. Kipher was still in love with her when he died in battle.


‘Where were we? I remember: it was Easter 1922. The picture houses were closed on Good Friday, so Billy took me to St Patrick’s Cathedral where they sang parts of the St Matthew Passion beautifully. There were torrents of rain and we heard shooting every night. That was when the IRA under Rory O’Connor seized the Four Courts, and on Easter Monday we went to Handel’s Messiah.


‘Then Billy called at our lodgings one day bringing more carnations. My mother made some excuse to leave the room. As you know, she was all for romance, and for me to have the joy denied to herself of marrying a man purely for love. Anyway, as I’ve often told you, Daddy went down on his knees and proposed.’


‘Can you remember what he said?’


‘No, but what does it matter? When Mummy came back and heard that he’d asked me to marry him, she said he must go down to Ballinamore and ask for my father’s permission. He was supposed to catch an early train from Broadstone Station, but, being Irish, missed the morning train, and arrived at Claremorris after dark. All he could find to drive him out to Ballinamore, about four or five miles, was a horse-drawn sidecar, with seats on each side of a box for luggage, and no protection whatever from the wind and the rain. At the gate lodge the jarvey was given directions to the back door, because only carriages drove up to the front.


‘Mummy had sent Fards a telegram with as few words as possible, to save money: it simply said MURPHY ARRIVING. The family at Ballinamore knew nobody called Murphy, so they thought it must be a coded warning of the imminent arrival of the IRA, who were still burning big houses and shooting RIC policemen who had been disbanded. After Billy explained who he was to the servants, they told the jarvey to bring him to the front door, where he went up those big stone steps and pulled the old brass knob of the bell.


‘The Aunts were terrified. They had just sat down to dinner with Uncle Charlie, the new head of the family. The servants weren’t allowed to answer the door because they couldn’t be trusted. So Uncle Charlie got up and with a great effort, because the door was double locked, opened it on the chain. Not until Billy had handed in a letter from Mummy to Fards was he allowed to come in.


‘Fards was sick upstairs in bed with flu, and the Aunts were scandalized at this intrusion on their sorrow. The only one who was nice to him was my Granny-Aunt Kate, one of the Bowen-Millers of Milford, my Ormsby grandmother’s sister. She had enjoyed a romance in her youth which the whole family had crushed.


‘William went upstairs to see my father, who was furious and said he didn’t know what my mother was thinking about, except that she wanted to pay him back for his having ridden fifty miles on a horse from Ballinamore to her bad-tempered father in Salruck to ask permission to marry her. He was all the more furious because I had got engaged once before to a junior officer in the navy in Scotland. He believed a promise should never be broken. He told William to go back to Dublin and put his request for permission to marry me in writing.’


So Betty went down with her mother to Ballinamore to persuade the family to give their consent for her to become engaged, defiantly wearing a ring that Billy had given her. ‘We had to go in the back door of West’s, the jewellers in Grafton Street, because the front had been bombed.’ Her father and Uncle Charlie were kind, but the aunts (except Granny Aunt Kate) had been ‘frozen with shock since the arrival of Murphy’. From Ballinamore, in Betty’s first letter to ‘Billy dearest’, she wrote: ‘This house is so lonely and full of sadness, and I do feel so sorry for the Aunts: they can have had so little real happiness & life must be dreadfully empty for them.’


The Aunts wore black silk chokers fastened with diamond clasps on their necks. When expressing disapproval they would finish their sentences on an indrawn breath. One by one, in five separate interviews, they required her to tell them why she wanted to get married. Aunt Kitty, who bossed all the others, is said to have regarded marriage as ‘unladylike’. None of the sisters was ever allowed to remain alone in a room with an eligible bachelor, therefore none had received a proposal.


So they put their heads together, said prayers as usual in the drawing room after breakfast, and decided to invite their good friend Archdeacon Treanor to tea, and delicately sound him out about Betty’s suitor. Treanor came to tea and thawed their hearts by saying: ‘Young Murphy is a gentleman. His brother gave his life for king and country and their father, Canon Richard Murphy, was a saint.’


Permission to announce the engagement came from Ballinamore to Darroch, on a green hill above Luss, in the form of a letter from Uncle Charlie, as head of the family, to his brother Tom at the end of May. Billy was already staying at Darroch.


When I got the photogaphs in my mother’s wedding album enlarged and bound as a present for her ninety-fifth birthday, I asked her for some notes to go with the pictures. She told me:


‘My wedding day was sad because my father was very ill. I was married in the Church of Scotland at Luss on Loch Lomond on 5 July 1922. An Anglican padre conducted the service in the presence of a Church of Scotland clergyman, who didn’t interfere. One of my bridesmaids was Church of Ireland – that was my sister-in-law, Eileen Murphy. The other, Phyllis Jordan, was a Roman Catholic from a family who lived at Thornhill near Ballinamore. They believed the Ormsbys had taken their land from them hundreds of years ago, but we were good friends. At the end of this ecumenical service, long before such a thing had been heard of, a Wee Free Presbyterian Minister called Mr Jubb said a very long prayer.


‘We had only nine days for a honeymoon in Scotland, before my poor husband had to return to Ceylon. When I went out to join him three months later – it took me that long to get my trousseau and everything ready – I was accompanied by my mother and by Phyllis, my bridesmaid. Daddy was very good about this. My mother stayed until after Mary was born in a creeper’s bungalow on a tea estate in the hills, almost exactly a year after our wedding. I had a Sinhalese doctor and a Sinhalese midwife and my mother to help, but I got an abscess on the breast which was very painful and it had to be lanced.’


What marriage did for my father is conveyed in letters he wrote from Ceylon to his mother during the month after the wedding: ‘You will be interested to hear that a man named Hughes thinks I look about fifteen years younger than when he last saw me! I am greatly resigned to Ceylon once more and feel extraordinarily fit!’





Among the family documents preserved by my mother, I found a letter dated 10 June 1925 from my father’s Aunt Bella, Dr Isabella Mulvany, then headmistress of Alexandra School, written to him on essay paper, two years before I was born. In her large, forceful script, which crosses the faint red line of the left-hand margin, she describes her nephew’s wife and child as ‘both your precious possessions’, and comments, ‘Betty is a very charming young woman, with such easy unaffected manners, and she is very attractive in looks.’ But by the third page, Betty has become ‘your little G.O.C.’ who ‘will not allow the answers to the Cross Word Puzzles to go to you until the next mail!! She says you look at the answers before you try hard. So I am obeying her this time but if you prefer it, I’m old, may say No.’


What did Aunt Bella look like in her youth and in her prime? My brother Chris possesses a photograph on glass, an ambrotype, showing three handsome girls, two of them standing behind and on either side of one who is seated, all dressed in black crinoline, with the hooped skirts of the late 1860s. The youngest, on the left, is our tall-for-her-age and handsome grandmother, Mary Louisa, born in 1856. On the right, recognizable by the strength of will in her androgynous face, stands Isabella Marion Jane, two years older. On the chair sits the eldest, most musically talented sister, Margerie Kate, born in 1851. At the age of twenty-six she died of cancer, and I never knew of her existence until not long ago I saw her name on a tombstone in Mount Jerome cemetery. The images have been touched up, with a suggestion of rouge that puts life into the faces and dots of gold on the necklaces that give the young ladies distinction.


I wish I’d asked my father to tell me about his life before he was married, and about the lives of his parents and grandparents. To find out more about his family, I searched through public records, and had some luck in being given by the librarian of Alexandra College two images that have fixed Aunt Bella in my mind, not as the old and awesome monument I kicked at a tea party when I was three, but on the day of her triumph as one of the first nine women to obtain university degrees in Ireland, 22 October 1884, when she was thirty. These were pioneer achievers in the cause of women’s rights to equal education.


Instead of preparing themselves at home for domestic duties in a ladylike manner, these Dublin girls had gone out bravely to study in college. Now they were getting their reward, wearing long black dresses with gowns and hoods, instead of white satin with bridal wreaths. Miss Mulvany has put on her mortarboard and turned her face in modesty to avoid the camera’s eye. Her profile has the dignity of an emperor on a Roman coin or tomb.


In the first view, she is standing tall in the back row of the group, outside the Royal University of Ireland in St Stephen’s Green, posing for a photograph that will appear in the Irish Times. The Bachelor of Arts degrees have just been conferred on them by the old Duke of Abercorn, Chancellor of the Royal University of Ireland. They have suffered him quoting Tennyson’s line about ‘sweet girl graduates in their shining gowns’. Isabella has the strong face of a man who looks as if he might go far in the empire. In time to come she would encourage my father to achieve that ambition.


The next day they would find themselves headlined as ‘the Nine Graces’, with a hint of patronizing mockery. Casting them as worshipful figures of Greek mythology was perhaps a rearguard male reaction to defend the system that allowed boys, the empire-builders and destroyers of the future, a better education than their sisters. The intellectual triumph of these women – Aunt Bella excelled in teaching Latin and mathematics – would frighten men off, proving those men, who would rather die than be accused of cowardice, too cowardly to propose. The future historian Mary Hayden, one of the nine, remarked in her diary three years later: ‘It was a blessed relief to meet a man who didn’t know I was a BA, and didn’t begin by saying he was quite afraid of me. To which I often felt inclined to reply “the more fool you”.’


In the second image, from a photograph taken on the same day as the first, Miss Mulvany stands alone in her shiny black gown. She seems to be clad from neck to ankles in polished steel, with a dazzling breastplate. The academic hood shows a little white fur slung over her left shoulder. In contrast to the severity of her costume, her arms are adorned with lace cuffs. Only her thumbs on top of her mortarboard are visible. Her fingers, which never stopped writing letters, reports, minutes of meetings, exams and accounts, are concealed, because she holds this male academic trophy like a black shield centred upon her womb, its long tassel hanging down, catching no glimmer of light. Her straight black hair is combed and brushed tightly to her scalp behind her prominent left ear, and knotted into a bun on the back of her neck. She has turned her head to the right, revealing the dark lines of her eyebrows, her nose and her jaw. No wonder her friends call her ‘the Chief. But the big surprise of this photograph is her physical resemblance to her exact Anglo-Irish contemporary, Oscar Wilde. Morally she was Wilde’s antithesis, admired for ‘her keen and flashing sword of wit’ but feared as ‘a fortress of Victorian rectitude’.


One last private glimpse of her was given to me on the phone by the actor Richard Leech, my second cousin on the Mulvany side: ‘As a very small boy I used to see Aunt Bella at the Alexandra School. She’d have a bright red apple on her desk, and a little metal elephant rearing his trunk up, and the trunk was broken. I loved her. She liked boys much better than girls. In 1934 she suffered a stroke and my mother was with her when she was taken to Dr Steeven’s Hospital in a coma. While they were carrying her on a stretcher across the quad from one part of the hospital to another, Aunt Bella came out of her coma and said “Gods good air!”’




*








A Japanese professor of physiology at a college for rich girls on the outskirts of Tokyo in 1992 told me that on my next visit to Japan he would invite me to his house and show me the caves in his garden where his ancestors had for the past 800 years been entombed. Such piety towards the dead, continuously sustained by a family through forty generations, impresses me, in spite of a suspicion that the pedigree of bones extending so far back can only be mythical.


Shortly before my second cousin, Betty Robb, who inherited the Mulvany ‘heart of gold’ from her mother and grandmother, died of cancer of the oesophagus in 1989, she went out of her way in bitterly cold weather to drive from Roundstone to Renvyle to hear me read my poetry at the hotel that Lutyens had designed for Oliver St John Gogarty. As almost nobody else came but Leo Hallisey, who was saving a bog from being turned into an airport, we sat by a log fire talking afterwards about our forebears. These are her legends merged with my research.


Our great-grandfather on my father’s mother’s side, Christopher Mulvany, was a civil engineer who in his early twenties was associated with preparing parliamentary plans for the principal railways in Ireland. Nobody knew where he came from, because men did not talk about their families. It was whispered that he was a Catholic, the son of a poor but respectable tenant farmer. In the third year of the Great Famine, at the age of twenty-six, he was put in charge of the Grand Canal, consisting of 180 miles of inland waterways.


He was travelling in a hansom cab along the road beside the canal, passing the Portobello Barracks in Dublin one afternoon, when he saw a beautiful young lady, dressed in black, fainting on the towpath. He told the driver to halt, stepped down from the cab and gallantly helped her to her feet. She gave her name as Isabella Fowler. He offered to escort her in his cab to her lodgings and asked if he might call the next day.


He then discovered that she was an orphan of good family, reduced to embroidering waistcoats for a firm of military tailors called Switzer’s. Her father, she said, was an army captain, John Hely Hutchinson Fowler, killed in battle before she was born. Her mother had reared her in a ‘grace and favour’ house in Exeter, where she had nursed her mother through a terminal illness. Finding herself without two pennies to rub together, she had come to Dublin, believing she had some rich relations among the aristocracy. She was too proud to beg, and none of those who knew of her fate offered to help. Her only heirlooms were a small mahogany escritoire, and a portrait of her mother, Judith Lindsay. She had brought these from Exeter, carried by her loyal and affectionate Irish maid called Mary Moore, who refused to leave her service in spite of not being paid. ‘Four generations of her family worked for five of ours,’ Betty told me.


Miss Fowler must have told Mr Mulvany, as she later told her daughters, that her mother was a relative of the Right Reverend the Hon. Charles Dalrymple Lindsay, DD, third son of James, 5th Earl of Balcarres, Bishop of Kildare and Dean of Christ Church Cathedral, Dublin. This munificent patron of music had been buried in a marble mausoleum in the crypt of his cathedral in 1846, shortly before Isabella reached Ireland.


Christopher Mulvany had a mind far ahead of his time, a good income, the manners of a gentleman, though not the status (which he would soon achieve) and a noble heart. Isabella Fowler was a lady of pure mind, perfect manners and noble breeding, who had fallen through misfortune into distress. Lucky for her no cavalry officer of pedigree better than hers had picked her up only to discard her the next day Mulvany loved her from the moment he lifted her from the ground where he had found her lying like a waif.


One day he brought a bunch of white carnations to her lodgings on Richmond Street, a few doors down from the Portobello lock and the Home for Blind Women. There he announced: ‘I have to go to London on parliamentary business, and when I return we will get married.’ To this she simply replied: ‘Yes, dear.’


Looking for facts to confirm this legend in 1993, I found that their marriage was ‘solemnized at the Registrar’s Office in the City of Dublin in the District of Dublin South’ on the ‘Fifteenth day of February 1849’. This was not long after civil marriages had been instituted in Ireland, in order to allow members of different churches to marry. Both were of ‘full age’. She was twenty-two, and he was five years older. For him, as a Catholic, marrying a Protestant had put his soul in jeopardy. For the grand-niece of a Protestant bishop descended from Scottish earls, marriage to a Catholic in a new-fangled registry office was a disgrace. Not for another 106 years, when I married a Catholic who had lapsed and been divorced, did a member of our family have a wedding in a registry office. 


The Lindsays never entered her mother Judith’s name among the numerous descendants of the Earls of Balcarres listed in Debrett. Unmarried daughters of the gentry who became pregnant were not stoned to death in early nineteenth-century Ireland, but sometimes they were disowned and had their names obliterated from family records. The Army Lists record a John Hely Hutchinson, later Earl of Donoughmore, a man of the right age to have been her father; but no Captain Fowler called John.


Judith’s telling her daughter that her father had been killed in battle before she was born was a falsehood that the Church of England’s reasonable God might forgive. Mulvany, the lapsed Catholic, encouraged Isabella to have her seven children baptized in the Church of Ireland at St Peter’s, Aungier Street, and helped to bring them up as devout Protestants. He eventually joined her church, as he could not accept the dogmas of the immaculate conception, promulgated in 1854, or papal infallibility, in 1870.


Genealogical speculation may prove nothing more than the inclinations of the speculator, but the legends that arise out of speculation often influence our minds and actions. The legend of Fowler, dying like a hero in a battle at a time when no battles took place, affected all of Isabella Fowler’s descendants for the next three generations. Most of all it steered my father’s younger brother, Kipher, who was given Fowler as his middle name, towards a career in the army in peacetime and death on his first day in battle on the western front. I grew up feeling guilty that I might never have his courage.


And the legend of our descent from the Earls of Crawford and Balcarres had a curious sequel if not consequence. My father was given his middle name Lindsay and my mother passed the name on to four of her five children. Closing a gap in the circle of our legend legitimately, my niece Grania Caulfeild was to marry a man whose aunt was the Countess of Crawford and Balcarres.


Christopher Mulvany wanted the documentary evidence of his life’s work as an engineer to outlive him and his critics. My grandmother preserved eleven of his letters written to her between 1871, when she was almost fifteen, and 1895. Alas, those documents went from father to son, instead of from mother to daughter, and after the death of the childless, last male heir, Brigadier Christopher Mulvany (my father’s first cousin Kit), all trace of them disappeared. 


But my great-grandfather left a wonderful legacy in the banks and locks of the Grand Canal, which he maintained for forty-five years. During and after the famine, some unemployed labourers caused major breaches, which Mulvany repaired so well that his work has lasted to the twenty-first century. But he angered the shareholders and directors of the Grand Canal Company by employing a 1,000 men for longer than was necessary, to help their starving families. One can almost see how he looked, and feel how likeable he was, in these words from his obituary in the Irish Times:




All along the Canal, from Ballinasloe to Dublin, and from Dublin to Athy, Mr. Mulvany’s upright form and elastic step, even to the very last, were as well known as that of the daily postman, and there is many a lonely labourer’s house and lockhouse in the Bog of Allen where the name of Mulvany will long remain associated with generous help and sympathy.





Family legend is like a balloon attached by invisible thread to a tiny fact on the ground of history. Once the anchorage is secure, you can inflate the balloon and ascend with it as high on hot air as the thread will stretch before it breaks. But things get the better of us in the long run. Isabella Fowler’s escritoire, at one time the vital evidence of her fallen gentility, after passing from mother to daughter through five generations, survives in the house of her great-great-granddaughter Isabella, Betty’s daughter, who holds it as proof of our legendary origins.


‘A robin always comes into the house when a Mulvany is going to die,’ Betty told me in 1989, when she knew her life was ending. ‘My mother’s brother died when he was an infant, and they couldn’t get the robin off the cot. When Uncle Chris died, they couldn’t get the robin out of the house.’





In the roof over the room where I was born at Milford, my Ormsby cousins, who inherited Milford, tell me there is still a nest of wild bees. They come and go through a gap in the eaves above a sash window that faces south across a bog to the hill of Castlehacket on the horizon. Their humming can only be heard in the room if no one is talking, and the wind isn’t making a sound in the chimney. 


There were two clergymen at my Church of Ireland christening in the village of Kilmaine, County Mayo, and they almost came to blows in an argument about my sex. Mr Matthews, the deaf rector, insisted that I was a girl, and my grandfather, Lieutenant-Colonel the Reverend Thomas Ormsby DSO, became what my mother calls ‘peppery’. After the hymn ‘Fight the Good Fight’, which my grandmother accompanied on her portable harmonium, she put an end to the dispute by asking the rector, ‘Why don’t you look?’


At the age of six weeks I was taken out to Ceylon on a Bibby liner from Liverpool, separate decks for adults and children with nurses. A well-qualified nanny, Miss Maud Alice Wallace, had been engaged before I was born, so I was her baby. She preferred boys, and in years to come would tell me I was so quiet that nobody knew there was a baby on board till we reached Colombo. After two and a half years in Ceylon, we returned to Ireland in 1930. During the next two years, we sometimes stayed in Dublin with our father’s mother at 42 Eaton Square, Terenure; but more often lived in an old bungalow called Ardnasilla Lodge close to the shore of Lough Corrib. My Ormsby grandparents were then at the Rectory, Oughterard, where my younger sister Elizabeth was born on 16 May 1930.


More than once my mother told me of the worst thing I did before the age of three. ‘You were all very excited at seeing your baby sister Elizabeth for the first time. Nanny brought you over with Mary and Christopher, walking from Ardnasilla. After everyone had admired the baby in the nursery, we went down to the drawing room, and while we were chatting, nobody noticed that you had slipped away upstairs to have another look. When you came back you announced in a loud voice: “That’s a very strong baby. I leant on her and she didn’t break.’”


In those days the devil was blamed for the wickedness of a child, and the recognized way of curing the child’s wickedness was to give the devil a ‘sound thrashing’.


My memories begin at the age of three in the operating theatre of a Dublin nursing home, when I was about to be circumcised. A doctor told me to blow up a ball, and when I woke up there was a bandage on what Nanny called my tail. The operation was meant to stop me playing with it, and did so for about eleven years.


I can’t remember being nearly drowned in a well soon after Elizabeth was born. My brother Chris says: ‘We were prohibited from going near the well at Ardnasilla, and I wanted to see someone swimming. So I threw a ball into the well and told you to fetch it. When you were standing on the brink, unable to reach the ball, I pushed you into the water and told you to swim, demonstrating with my arms. After going under and surfacing, you clung to a pipe overhead and began crying. I kept telling you to let go and try to swim ashore, which you could not do. Our gardener, Roger Joyce, pulled you out.’


Our mother remembers that she was bathing the baby at the time. ‘I ran out hearing the shouts, and you toddled towards me saying “I’m velly velly vet.” Chris wanted to be a good boy and do what he was told, which was not to go near the well, so he tried to make you fetch his ball and get into trouble instead.’


All I can remember of the incident is a dream superimposed on a memory. It seems as if I was learning to swim in a tank, sinking now and then out of my depth, and at last catching hold of a pipe above my head, holding on to it for a long time. The pipe was a few inches over the water, and horizontal. My loved and hated brother does not appear in the dream, nor am I shoved in the back, and the terror has been washed away.


We loved Ardnasilla, where we could run wild in our bare feet in a big garden surrounded by a high wall of limestone, with a bog on one side and Lough Corrib on the other. Chris had a drake that was run over by Daddy when he came on leave with a car. My duck had disappeared just before this, eaten by a fox, we assumed, so Chris and I were equally inconsolable. But we were Christian soldiers, believing in martyrdom, miracles and resurrrection, so I thanked God with immense relief and joy the day my duck appeared in the yard with seven ducklings.


Under Nanny’s vigilance, we lived in fear of doing or saying, touching or eating or seeing anything that was wrong or wrong for us, for which we could be punished by her with a shaking that made us see stars, or by God with death. On our walks along the gravel lane to Miss Welby’s cottage near Aughnanure Castle, where we went every day to fetch a pail of milk that we took turns to carry, I was scared of eating a strawberry or a blackberry in case it might be poisonous. When I bit a mouthful of glass out of the rim of a tumbler of water during a meal, though I spat out all the pieces as quickly as possible, I was terrified of dying there and then. 


Birth and death were fearfully close to each other in Connemara at that age. Many children of large families less protected than we were died of tuberculosis, diphtheria, typhoid, measles, scarlet fever and whooping cough. We kept white rabbits in cages, and I was over the moon when my beautiful, gentle white rabbit had five babies. But then she did the most horrible thing a mother could do: one by one she ate them. There was a swallow-hole we passed on our walks, and Nanny always pointed out the danger of falling in. ‘You’d be sucked undergound and never seen again.’ We threw primroses into the stream and watched them disappear.


My earliest memory of Milford is of a ruin seen from a car at the end of a dark tunnel of lime trees; men walking around with shotguns held in the crooks of their arms; my father asleep on a chaise-longue after shooting rabbits; a kitchen as big as a barn with raw stone walls blackened by soot from a great open hearth; pots hanging on hooks from a crane and boiling over on to a roaring log fire. We had come for a day’s outing from Ardnasilla. Nanny took me upstairs to what they called the guest room. All the furniture had gone to the Rectory. She told me, ‘This is where you came into the world from God knows where.’





My mother remembers: ‘After a meal at 42 Eaton Square, Grandmother gave you a dustpan and a brush and told you to sweep up the crumbs off the floor. When you’d done what you’d been told to do obediently, you said to her: “At our house in Ceylon we have servants to do these things.” You were four years old.’


Mary remembers: ‘I was dressed to match Elizabeth. You and Christopher were dressed in little blue shorts to match each other …’


I never saw Grandmother wearing anything but a long black dress that almost reached the floor. She was in perpetual mourning for her brave younger son who had sacrificed his life soon after the Great War started, and for her husband who had suffered like a saint and finally succumbed to an incurable illness less than two years later.


My father’s younger sister Kay, influenced by Aunt Bella, had become headmistress of the junior branch of Liverpool College for Girls. In the absence of Nanny one afternoon, Aunty Kay, on holiday in Dublin, took me for a walk in Eaton Square. Many years later she told me that when I fell and cut my hand, she had picked out of my coat pocket to use as a bandage the handkerchief that Nanny had taught me to fold into a diamond shape to look smart. I had begged her to use something else so as not to spoil my clean pocket handherchief.


Chris remembers Grandmother, who was Aunt Bella’s younger sister, as Very intense and religious’. She was always generous to ‘down-and-out ex-servicemen in tatty coats and caps’ who used to appear in front of the house and sing songs accompanied by an accordion, a hurdy-gurdy or a trumpet. ‘Grandmother would take me to the window, and say, “Those are brave soldiers, and they fought for their country, and now they are destitute.” She was still deeply upset about Kipher’s heroic death in 1914. Then she’d throw out some silver coins.


‘One day we were walking from the dining room to the parlour, and as we were crossing the hall, just in front of us, the gaslight chandelier broke loose from the ceiling and fell at our feet, smashing to pieces. Grandmother promptly took me down on my knees to give thanks for our deliverance. The Lord had prevented us being right underneath this flaming gas lamp when it fell, and had made it fall just a fraction of a second before we got there. But I thought God was trying to kill us and had missed.’


Number 42 Eaton Square filled my mind with the fear of death. It was there that all three of us children – our baby sister was kept away in Oughterard for her own safety – nearly died of whooping cough. It was from there that I was taken to Aunt Bella’s tea party at the Royal Hibernian Hotel, which ended with me kicking her instead of saying thank you. Dingy, respectable, mahogany gloom. The bogeyman in the cupboard.





Mary remembers – but she says these childhood memories are of no importance – lying on her trunk in the cabin of the Bibby boat as it was coming into Port Said, and thinking, as she sucked a lemon drop, that as soon as the boat had entered the harbour, and the sweet had dissolved in her mouth, this moment of time would have passed and could never again return, but that she would recall the passing of this moment, the acid taste of the lemon drop, as the ship moved into Port Said, and remember this thought about time for the rest of her life. 


According to Mary, Nanny was fond of me, because she preferred boys to girls and she was hired at the time of my birth, when Mary was four years old and close to Mummy. ‘Nanny was very strict,’ Mary said, ‘but even when she slapped us, she made us feel secure. Nanny told me, “Your eyes are too small and your hair is frizzy. You’ve no reason to be vain and looking at yourself in the mirror. The boys have the good eyes in the family’”


While Nanny did her utmost to prevent us being injured, infected or poisoned, her discipline was as punitive as custom required it to be at that time. When she lost her temper, she would say to Chris, more likely than to me, ‘Come here and let me give you a good shaking.’ Grasping him by the shoulders and scolding him as if he were a dog, she would shake him backwards and forwards like a rag doll until he could see nothing but stars.





When I was four and a half, we returned to Ceylon on the SS Oxfordshire in April 1932. As this was the hottest month of the year, Mary, Chris and I, with Liz almost two years old, were taken by Nanny up-country on the train with two engines – ‘push-you-beggar-pull-you-beggar’ – climbing through tea estates to Diyetalawa. Our father was now the Mayor of Colombo, and our mother remained with him in Colombo, while waiting for the new baby to arrive.


At Greystones, a bungalow lent to us by a rich planter, six men and two women served us in the house and the garden. ‘I don’t like the cook,’ Nanny wrote, ‘he is extravagant and doesn’t help in trying to make things do, but I just sit on him now.’ The night before Edward’s birth on 24 April 1932 Nanny advised me to pray that God would give me a baby brother. ‘The thunder rolled and crashed and rumbled over our heads and the lightning was very vivid,’ she noted in her next letter. ‘We have had “visitors galore,” and “galore” is Richard’s favourite word this morning. He has just been in to ask if angels could live with people. He said he would like one to live with him and that he would be kind to it!’


I spent most of the next three years in Colombo. Tilton, in Ward Place, was an old Dutch colonial bungalow set in a large garden or compound, a short walk from the town hall. More things frightened me in Ceylon than in Ireland: snakes most of all and the danger of a coconut falling on my head or of a scorpion stinging my foot if I were to forget to shake my shoes before putting them on in the morning. A glass of water might have killed me had it not been boiled and filtered. Nanny would often add a drop of Milton or permanganate of potash for extra purification. To prevent malaria, she used to make me swallow daily a teaspoonful of bittersweet cinnamon essence, because she thought quinine was bad for young children. Perhaps this was why I wanted to become a doctor.


Polecats in the roof caused yellow wet stains to appear on our nursery ceiling. Mary can remember the eyes of a polecat peering through a ventilator grille in the wall of her bedroom, and caravanserais of ants crossing the polished red concrete floor. The legs of our beds stood in little bowls of disinfectant to prevent insects climbing up. Believing a tiger lived under my bed, I used to take a running jump into bed and lie in the centre, where the tiger could not reach me with his claws. A Milky Way of fireflies entering the room and swarming around the mosquito net lightened our darkness at night. During the south-west monsoon that began in May, I loved the drip, gurgle and patter of rain, each drop of water striking a different note in a tin or a bucket or a china bowl on the floor of the verandah.


Nanny’s grey hair was plaited and coiled in a bun. Her jade necklace used to tickle my throat as she leaned under the mosquito net to hug me, calling me her pet and giving me kisses that smelt of Pond’s cold cream. She had a wart on her forehead, and her breasts were very big. ‘Keep your hands up over the sheets,’ she often told me, ‘and never play with your tail because it’s filthy.’ I promised to marry her when I grew up, but when I imagined what this would be like, the ‘Wedding March’ in church, no possibility of escape, it made me feel sick.


Green was Nanny’s favourite colour, and mine because it was hers and Ireland’s. She wore a green cloche hat pulled down in front, almost to her eyes, which were small and brown, whereas my right eye was hazel and my left greeny grey. A very long pin, piercing the bun, kept her hat from blowing off her head when we walked as far as the lighthouse at the end of the breakwater. We could never reach the lighthouse during the monsoon, but on a rough day Nanny, holding my hand, once took me near enough to watch, as wave after wave of the Indian Ocean rose and spilled across the unwalled surface of the breakwater into the harbour.


Nobody knew where she came from – that was her secret. She said her father was a soldier who had died before she was born. We knew she was joking when she told us she was born in Timbuktu, as Timbuktu was not in the British Empire. She had refused to marry James Joyce, Grandfather’s steward at Milford, because he had wanted a wedding in the Catholic church. Nanny had thought this would have been ‘as bad as marrying a Hindu’. She inclined us to believe that the fearful loud rattle of tom-toms and the screech of pipes in Buddhist or Hindu processions along Ward Place had more to do with the devil than with God.


Every morning at six o’clock, when it was cool, Nanny made Mary and Chris do a 100 skips with a skipping rope, but she allowed me to ride around the compound on the bicycle that she had given me as a sixth birthday present. Then she would order our Tamil chauffeur to drive us in the Crossley to the officer’s beach below Admiralty House on the Galle Face Green. After eight o’clock we were forbidden to go out of doors, at home or in kindergarten, without wearing heavy white topees – pith helmets – in case of sunstroke.


After lunch, Nanny made us all have an afternoon rest for an hour, lying in bed but without a pillow. ‘A pillow is bad for your neck,’ she explained, ‘it will make you stoop, and you must stand straight.’ Once, but never again, I borrowed a pillow from her bed without asking her, and fell asleep. She woke me by snatching the pillow from under my head, giving me a shock. ‘It serves you right.’ Before I went to bed, she stuck my ears to my skull with sticking plaster, and tore it off, hurting me, when I got up. ‘It will stop you looking like a monkey.’


On the nursery gramophone, Strauss’s Blue Danube, Gilbert and Sullivan’s The Gondoliers and Elgar’s Pomp and Circumstance were Nanny’s favourite records, therefore mine. I started piano lessons at five, and Nanny took me to a concert of Beethoven and Chopin given by the pianist Mark Hambourg on 7 February 1933. As a result of being vaccinated against smallpox on the ship in Colombo harbour before he disembarked, his left leg had swollen so badly that it had to be propped up, swathed in bandages, on a long stool beside him. Now when I hear the ‘Moonlight Sonata’ or the ‘Grand Polonaise’, I remember Mark Hambourg and the spotlight on his bandaged left leg.


Nanny taught me to read and write at six. The stories she told best combined heroism with disaster, such as the disappearance of Mallory in a snowstorm within reach of the summit of Mount Everest. The books she read to herself were detective novels by Edgar Wallace.


When I knocked over the stuffed head of a buffalo that my father had shot, breaking one of its horns, Nanny advised me to own up to him like a gentleman, not to my mother. I confessed my guilt as soon as he came home from the town hall. Sitting, he made me lie across his knees while he smacked me with a slipper. That was over quickly, but worse was to follow. Instead of letting me sleep as usual in my bed in Nanny’s room, he made me lie alone in his study, awake for much of the night, facing a tree occupied by a demon in the form of a snake and thousands of crows.


Chris and I, in Mary’s eyes, were cruel to our younger sister, Liz. When Liz was three years old we swung her so high in a hammock attached to two temple trees in the garden that she fell out and broke her collarbone. When she was four and I was seven, I persuaded her to let me set fire to her celluloid doll on the nursery floor. She was deeply upset, and thereafter terrified of her brothers playing with matches.


Nanny had given me a cat called Marmalade, which I loved, and of which Chris had reason to be jealous. He told me one day, when I was playing with Marmalade on the upstairs verandah of the Chief Secretary’s Lodge in Kandy, that cats can fall from a great height without hurting themselves, because they are not like us – they have four feet to land on. He dared me, on pain of being called a spoilsport or a cry-baby, to prove this by dropping Marmalade off the verandah into the garden.


So I dropped Marmalade, whose legs splayed out like an ‘X’ as he fell and landed on all fours. When I saw him lying motionless on the grass I feared he was dead, but soon he crept across the lawn into the jungle and disappeared. Nanny said a leopard or a monkey would be sure to kill him if he didn’t die of his injuries. My father beat me, but worse was the pain of losing my beloved cat.


A few days later Marmalade came back, uninjured, and purred in my arms. 


Nanny pitied the rickshaw coolies, who died young because they had to run like horses between the shafts all day barefoot on the hot red laterite roads in the sweltering heat; but when she was in a hurry, and the man pulling the rickshaw slowed to a walk, she would call him a lazy devil.


I sometimes wondered how I had been born as a boy in our family rather than as the son or the less fortunate daughter of a Sinhalese or Tamil coolie. The key to it all seemed to be that we spoke English, through which we had direct access to God through our prayers. We used to hear our father reading aloud from the Bible at St Peter’s Church in the Fort every Sunday morning. I assumed that our language was God’s and that He had chosen me to be the person I was because my parents had prayed for me to be born, as I had prayed for Edward. It seemed obvious that praying in Sinhala or Tamil achieved poorer results. On a little globe that Nanny had given me, she pointed out that we ruled a third of the world. In return for our privilege, God expected us to behave well, work hard, do our duty and set a good example.


The natives of Ceylon, we were assured by our parents as well as by Nanny, ought to have been grateful to us for having brought them the benefit of our language and civilization. We had saved them from the cruelty they had previously suffered for hundreds of years under the Dutch and the Portuguese and their own despotic kings. Though my father was able to speak and read both Sinhala and Tamil, we children were taught nothing about the resplendent island’s ancient Buddhist culture.


And among those who spoke English, my family believed, none spoke it as well as the Anglo-Irish, who provided Britain with her best army officers and civil servants. Though the English might laugh at us for being Irish, and the Irish resent us for being English, England needed us to win her wars through our courage and rule her colonies with our sense of justice.


Merely by virtue of the rank my father had earned – since we had no wealth, not even a house of our own – we lived at the top of society in one of the richest crown colonies of the greatest empire on earth. We deluded ourselves into thinking our empire might last longer than the Roman because it was founded on better moral principles. Ceylon had one of the highest rates of literacy in Asia. My father had advanced the cause of education, particularly of women, in all the outstations where he had served; and he approved of the ultimate aim of leading the colony towards independence.


When Mary was ten and Christopher less than eight years old, custom in the colonial service required that they be brought home, to avoid growing up too fast in Ceylon, and becoming decadent, corrupt and unreliable. The English missionaries who lived next door to us in Ward Place were frowned upon for letting their daughter, Mary’s age, stay on and attend a school full of Sinhala and Tamil girls. The families of those girls may have been richer than ours, and some had royal pedigrees a thousand years more ancient and legitimate than our mother’s, but this didn’t make them ‘better’ in our eyes: it made them more suspect.


So Mary and Christopher sailed home with our mother on a Bibby liner in August 1933, to spend the next two years with Granny and Grandfather at the Rectory, Oughterard. Until March 1935 I enjoyed my father’s attention. Every night I said my prayers kneeling, because it hurt, on the coconut mat at his feet as he lay back in a long wooden armchair on the verandah, smoking his pipe. After church on Sundays he gave me swimming lessons in the pool at the Galle Face Hotel; and when I could swim he took me to the beach at Mount Lavinia.


At his side on official occasions my neck was hung with garlands of jasmine and temple flowers, and my picture appeared in the paper because I was a son of the Mayor.


Nanny woke me up one night to tell me there was bad news from Ireland. Our grandmother at Eaton Square in Dublin had died on 8 July 1934. I have a memory of my mother lying on her bed weeping, still holding the telegram. My father was standing on the far side of the bed looking miserable, hardly able to speak because he was so upset. I knew that they expected me to cry, but I didn’t feel sad. Was there something wrong with me? To please them, I rubbed my eyes to produce tears, and sobbed a little. Going back to bed, I felt ashamed.


Susan was my age, or a little older, my best friend at the kindergarten when I was seven. Sometimes I played at her house, and once in a cavern among the boulders protecting the road from the sea at the Officer’s Beach, we touched tongues. In the bathroom at her house one day, she decided to examine my ‘tail’, holding it stiff in her hand.  Then she plucked a bristle from the brush used to clean the WC and inserted it like a catheter, causing intense pain, ‘to see how far up it would go’. Nanny used to say girls were spiteful, and after this I was inclined to agree.


I did worse when I showed my ‘tail’ to the poorest of our poor Tamil servants, known as ‘the bathroom coolie’, who once appeared in a loincloth at our bathroom’s back door when I was doing what we called ‘a big job’. As my ‘tail’ grew hard I stood up and pointed it at him with a thrust. He retreated without a word, and I was aware that what I had done was unspeakable and the guilt would remain for the rest of my life.


When the island was struck by a great epidemic of malaria a few months before we were to leave Ceylon, my mother took me to one of the convalescent hospitals she had helped to set up in a cattle shed that the Municipality of Colombo had built but not yet used for livestock. My father had made the order to hand it over to the Ceylon Social Service League.


Looking through a doorway, I could see the floor extending a long way into darkness, covered with people who were very sick, lying under sheets on coconut mats. It confirmed my ambition to become a doctor; but meanwhile made me redouble my effort to convince God in my prayers that He should keep me alive through the days that had to be endured before we could climb the gangway at the side of the SS Worcestershire in the harbour, and disembark at Port Said to visit Jerusalem and the birthplace of Jesus on our way home to Ireland for good.


In March 1935 the Municipal Council gave a farewell lunch for my father and mother at the Grand Oriental Hotel. Mr C. H. Z. Fernando, a councillor, was reported to have said: ‘Mrs Murphy has done wonderful work among the poor in Colombo which no other lady, European or Ceylonese, had ever done before. It seemed a wonder to everybody how so frail a lady could exhibit such indefatigable energy.’





In May 1935, aged seven, when staying with our grandparents at the Rectory, Oughterard, I found that Chris had acquired a brogue and the ability to walk on gravel in bare feet, like many children around Oughterard who had no shoes. He took delight in teaching me all he had learnt about Ireland, such as how to light a turf fire by carrying a red-hot coal in tongs from the kitchen range to the small stone hut he had built for himself in the garden. A fireside in Ireland, he said, is a place where people tell stories. We sat on three-legged milking stools and he expected me to listen, not to interrupt.


‘You must be careful out of doors’, he warned me, holding up a hand with the fingers and thumb wide apart, ‘never to cut your hand in the joint between your thumb and your first finger, because if you do, you may get lockjaw. Your spine will bend further and further back until your head touches your feet. You won’t be able to talk or eat or drink and the pain will go on getting worse until you die because there is no cure for lockjaw.’


After this I tried to remember to keep the gap between my thumb and forefinger closed when playing in the yard or the garden. A few days later, as we were standing beside a bed of nasturtiums, he warned me that the leaves were deadly poisonous, and immediately picked a large leaf and saying, ‘I want to die,’ stuffed it into his mouth and began chewing. I tried to force my fingers between his tight-shut lips to grab the leaf before it had gone down his throat, but Chris went on chewing and swallowing – until he burst out laughing and called me ‘a bloody fool’.


We were all a little afraid of Grandfather because he looked severe in a black suit with a broad church dog-collar and a monocle dangling on a thread. He parted his short grey hair in the centre and closed his pale blue eyes while saying grace. Little things made him cross. His habit of coming in late for meals at the Rectory annoyed Granny, while she annoyed him by letting her favourite black Labrador, Annie Snipe, jump up behind her and sit with her head resting on Granny’s left shoulder, waiting for tit-bits to be popped into her mouth. Granny had taught her a trick to demonstrate her faithfulness.


This is from Hitler,’ she would say, offering a bit of meat, which the dog would refuse. ‘This is from Mussolini,’ she would tempt, but Annie Snipe would not open her mouth until she could hear Granny say: ‘This is from your Mistress.’


Granny was as small as our mother and just as thin, overfeeding everybody while eating little herself. She suffered greatly from rheumatism and often in the middle of a meal would choke so badly that she had to leave the dining room to recover from a fit of coughing in the bathroom. But she never lost her sense of fun or her tolerance of our misbehaviour.





My love of the north-west corner of Connemara goes back to the summer of my eighth birthday at Rosleague, a big ivy-clad house standing high among trees with a view of the Diamond Mountain and the rotting hulks of trawlers at the quay of Letterfrack. Mrs Browne, a Twining of Twining’s Tea, had let the house to my father for his long leave from Ceylon in 1935. It was the last time and place in which all five of us children were to live at home with both parents and Nanny. They allowed us to run a bit wild before the school gates of Baymount Castle in Dublin would close behind us in September.


Meanwhile for lessons Mary, Chris and I cycled to school at Kylemore Abbey, passing the unfortunate orphans, felons and homeless boys imprisoned in the Letterfrack Industrial School. The Benedictine nuns taught Chris and me in a separate class, where we learnt to say the Lord’s Prayer in Irish and to sing a few Irish songs.


On Sundays our mother dressed Chris and me in Eton collars, hoping we might win Eton scholarships. The stiffness of the collars choked me. Wearing them with a black suit and singing ‘Onward, Christian Soldiers’ at Moyard Church made me feel sick, and when at lunch I found a pellet in a mouthful of rabbit that my father had shot I thought I would die.


Chris and I loved exploring three old fishing boats that lay at the Letterfrack pier, their planks sprouting seaweed, their engines seized with rust, under water at every high tide. Their past was a mystery. Everyone had a different story as to why these trawlers that had never caught a fish had been abandoned there to rot. Our father said they were typical of Connemara, an example of the idleness we would have to be sent off to boarding school to avoid.


Here Nanny’s changeable moods of rain and sunshine governing our lives came to an end. I would miss her weather and care, the iodine sting of the sea she applied on the tip of a feather down my sore throat to make it better.


The strictness of those we loved, their ambition to improve us, the vox humana organ sound of their appeals for us to try harder to be good and do something useful with our lives, clashed with the rebel spirit that Chris and I found in Connemara, where those who were born and lived in thatched cottages on a few acres of poor rocky land let us ride their donkeys as much as we wished. Our kick against the pricks of our family, the maternal cleaning of string and seashells out of our pockets, the picking of spots on our faces, was to filthy ourselves in the rotting boats, and chase off through the dark woods riding donkeys bareback and back to front without bridles, making asses of ourselves.





I kissed my mother so often as a child that she called me her ‘kissing son’, and when at the age of eight I was placed with Chris at Baymount Preparatory School on the north shore of Dublin Bay, she began her letters to him ‘My own Eldest Son’, and to me ‘My own K. S.’ The joy of this secret identity in a crowd of thirty-one strange and mostly bigger boys was confounded when I revealed the code to one I thought was a friend. He made me a target of ridicule.


Chris resented my being a K.S., but bravely stood up for me and took the pummelling I had incurred by some cheeky retort to a mocking senior. We could no longer call each other Chris or Rick in the hearing of other boys. We were Murphy major or Murphy minor, the suffix shortened to its first syllable, ma- or mi-. Our Christian names were reduced to initials on Cash’s nametapes sewn on to every article required by the school ‘clothes list’, from grey herringbone tweed coats and short trousers down to face flannels.


We lived in a battleship-grey three-storey baronial castle with twin turrets, dated over the hall door, ‘1838’, surrounded by woods and playing fields in grounds of twenty-four acres. The avenue was lined with beeches where rooks perched at sunset, making a raucous din. There were tall dark evergreen oaks and silver birches with witchknots growing on their branches. The only boy we knew was our much older cousin, Dick McClelland.


As soon as our parents had driven away through the spiked iron gates of the lodge, leaving us terribly homesick for the next ninety days, I started to keep an end of term calendar, ticking off each day as it passed and reducing the number that remained to the holidays. Both Chris and I broke all the petty rules at first, and the headmaster, Mr W. Lucas Scott, complained to my father that we were having a bad effect on school discipline. ‘Christopher was overheard lecturing his brother on his behaviour who retorted “Shut up, you are not my nurse.”’


My letters home suggest that I was happier than I remember, but we wrote on Sundays knowing that Mr or Mrs Scott would read our letters before they were posted. ‘It is great fun’ and ‘the boys are very nice’ I wrote in my first letter to ‘My darling Dad’ and likewise to ‘My dear Mum’, ‘it is great fun / the boys are very niece / espesly Dobbs Ma / today we will be playing / football / the boys are all / fighting … / Please / give / Nan / my / love / good / bye’. There is no mention of anxieties, fears and ordeals.


My hero was Dobbs major, who invented such good stories to entertain us that Mr Scott caned him six strokes on the backside for telling lies. We counted them from the dark tiled hallway outside the headmaster’s study door. I was to meet Kildare Dobbs in Canada in 1976, by which time he had won a Governor General’s Award for his memoirs. He told me, ‘The boys at Baymount were cruel to you because your mother was beautiful and she called you her kissing son.’ I was able to remind him that he had won a five-shilling bet by eating a live earthworm and swallowing a bottle of ink.


My best friend was Dobbs minor, a year older than I was, with straight blond hair like his brother’s. In the bed next to mine after lights out he used to whisper to me about women’s breasts. He called these our ‘pap talks’. His mother’s father, Dr John Henry Bernard, Archbishop of Dublin, Provost of Trinity College and friend of my father’s Aunt Bella, had christened him Bernard.


The Dobbs boys had been brought up in India. Their father, a judge in the Indian Civil Service, and ours, the Mayor of Colombo, were equally important persons who would seldom see their sons. Both parents believed that Baymount, with no more than five or six boys in each class, and a ratio of one teacher to four or five boys, would prepare us to win scholarships to a famous public school, while training our characters. They wanted to give their sons a good start on the high road to positions as responsible as theirs in the quarter of the world still dominated by Britain.


They were proved right, in that Bernard Dobbs would become the last resident British Ambassador to Laos, but wrong in the case of Kildare, who began a career in the colonial service that ended in a Tanganyikan prison on a trumped-up charge connected with licences to shoot elephants for ivory.


Baymount was run on the principle of sweet rewards to be won by punishing ordeals, and the principle was embedded in our minds by a symbolic rite of passage imposed on the youngest boy in the school at Halloween. I was the youngest in 1935. Tall gaunt Mrs Scott, who always had a drop at the end of her nose, baked a castle of a cake, and during the five weeks between our arrival at Baymount and the party on 31 October, older boys tormented me with descriptions of what I would have to undergo.


‘There’ll only be one big candle on the cake,’ I was told, ‘and you’ll have to stand on a chair in the assembly hall in front of the whole school and take a big bite out of the candle while it is burning. If you blow it out before you bite, you’ll be branded a coward.’


My fear was dissolved in pride at being granted this privilege. As the nephew of Uncle Kipher, who let a train run over him, and Uncle Jack, who accepted the challenge of his regiment to eat a wineglass, when the time came, I didn’t flinch. At the last moment, my courage having passed the test, Mr Scott blew through his tobacco-stained moustache and put out the candle before I bit. Since then I have never cared for the sweetness of marzipan. More to my taste was the applause.


Why did I have to do this? To honour and ingest a school tradition dating from 1904, proving that I could stomach the cruelty of separation from everyone that I loved except my brother, whom I sometimes hated, for the sake of a great plan kept secret by God for my future. Now I could only see Nanny and my family when I knelt to say my prayers on the hard linoleum, my face buried in my hands and my elbows on the bed in the dormitory. When I wrote to my mother I dared not add a cross for a kiss or a nought for a hug, but I could speak to her and my father in the process of writing letters. Therefore I wrote a lot, far more than Chris, and came to love writing for its own sake.


Mr Scott encouraged at Baymount the production of a magazine containing stories, poems and pictures written, drawn and painted by the boys on single sheets that we stitched together to bind into a single volume. As we had neither time nor means to make copies, the magazine was distributed by mail from one home to another during the Christmas holidays. By the end of our first term I was telling ‘my darling Daddy’ in a letter to Ceylon, ‘I have allready got a poem into the Magazine, and I am making up a story. This term our Mag will be terribly small because every one is so lazy and in about a fortnights time it will have to be bound.’ When the magazine reached the Rectory, Oughterard, it was torn to bits by Granny’s dogs.


Our normal games were soccer in the autumn, hockey in the spring, and cricket in the summer terms. I was keen on all these games, my sight not requiring me then to wear glasses. We never played a match against a Catholic school. On rare occasions we fought a rough and thrilling ‘War Game’ between Cavaliers and Roundheads, the captains choosing turn by turn the boys they wanted in their armies.


Our front line was in a wood surrounding a sunken muddy lane smelling of leaf mould and garlic, where it was easy to find chestnuts and sloes as ammunition for our catapults to snipe at each other from behind trees. The enemy’s banner had to be captured with bare hands. As a loyal Cavalier serving gallant Dobbs ma-, I was less afraid of being cut down by a sword in the form of a sharpened stick, or hit in the eye, than of falling where a plant such as deadly nightshade might touch my lips.


On a fine Sunday afternoon, if the tide was out, we went for a long walk across the Clontarf Road and tramline to play in the sand dunes and look for shells on the shore of Bull Island. There we were warned to watch out for quicksand that might swallow us, or a rapidly rising tide like the one that drowned the Danes at the Battle of Clontarf. One dismal wet Sunday, after a reading by Mr Scott about the Slough of Despond from Pilgrim’s Progress, I watched two boys taking turns to thrash or be thrashed by each other, each running the length of a long room to inflict more and more powerful blows with a leather belt, until one was forced to cry Tax!’


Perhaps because it was unthinkable, I have no recollection of Nanny coming to Baymount in our second term to say goodbye because she was leaving us forever. But Chris remembers that she took us into the sick room, unoccupied on that day, and when she said she would be going to India with another family, ‘You rushed into her arms and cried, “Oh Nanny! Oh Nanny! No Nanny! Don’t go!” while I sat there feeling, “She’s leaving, so what?” I didn’t think it was the end of the world, at least not as much as you thought it was, and I felt guilty that I hadn’t more desperate grief.’


My prayers at Baymount included asking God to stave off disasters: to prevent a poisonous seed from the green pod of a yellow laburnum falling into my mouth; and prevent me catching diphtheria and having to breathe through a hole in my neck, with Grandfather kneeling at my bedside reciting ‘A Prayer for a sick person, when there appeareth small hope of recovery’; and prevent Mussolini bombing the poor Abyssinians in order to create a new unholy Roman Empire; and never to allow a fast bodyline bowler like Larwood to aim a ball at my heart, nor let the world collide with a giant star as predicted by a sage in the Daily Sketch.


What was I going to be, to save the world and myself? A doctor, I thought, with bedside manners modelled on the Wykehamist motto that Mummy wanted me to live up to: ‘manners makyth man’. Better still, a missionary doctor in Ceylon, fighting malaria and demons, where ‘every prospect pleases and only man is vile’, as we sang in the choir of All Saints, Raheny. On Sundays we walked to church two by two in a crocodile through the woods of St Anne’s.


We were well instructed at Baymount in small classes by good teachers, some of whom had wicked tempers. We had piano, drawing and singing lessons, but no Irish. The first twenty minutes of school after prayers every day was devoted to Divinity, which meant reading and learning the Bible so well that we absorbed its style. I loved the Old Testament stories and the parables of Jesus. Mr Patterson, who had flaming red hair and a temper to match, never got cross in Divinity, and gave me prizes of holy pictures.


Only in mathematics did he go berserk. He taught geometry and algebra brilliantly to boys who responded to terror, as I did, by taking extra care to understand the figures he scrawled on the blackboard, and to get our answers right. But Bernard Dobbs, looking back almost sixty years, thought he was a bad teacher, who alternately screamed at the boys in his maths class and fondled them while talking about the love of God.


He would get so excited, explaining a beautiful theorem of Euclid to those he called idiots, that he would knock on the board with his knuckles till they bled. Mistakes caused by inattention struck him as discords in the divine mathematical harmony of the universe. The result could be chaos. He often flung a piece of chalk at a confused boy, confusing him more, and sometimes the blackboard duster with a wooden back at one who seemed obtuse. In a senior class, we heard, he had lifted the blackboard off its easel and flung it at the boys.


This seemed to me more funny than fearful, as no one got seriously injured. Once I wrote home, ‘Mr. Patterson really is very nice only he gets rather cross and thats what made me not like him much. But today he told me he really didn’t mean it.’ I respected his rage for accuracy as it was meant to help me win a scholarship in the future. The two weeks he would spend over Easter 1941, coaching me privately at Milford, did in fact help me to win two. He was calmer there, and when he put a hand on my knee – never higher – I took it as a sign of his passion for me to succeed.


The worst fault of Baymount was that women didn’t add up to much in our masculine equations, with the result that my mind was poorly prepared for the later equations of sex. Another bad result of Mr Patterson’s method of teaching maths is that I cannot help a child to do sums for more than five minutes without being in danger of losing my temper.


Memories of Baymount by other old boys have confirmed my own. The hare leading our paper chase through the woods and fields of St Anne’s was Alan Browne, who in 1956, as Master of the Rotunda Hospital in Dublin, would deliver my daughter Emily. He told me in 1993 that when he first went to Baymount, three years before I did, he went through agonies of homesickness.


Chris and Bernard both recall a boy who was shamefully punished for wetting his bed almost every night. He was made to wash his own pyjamas, and hang them to dry where the whole school could see them.


My cousin Dick McClelland, who transformed himself into the London stage, television and film actor Richard Leech, summed up his feelings about Baymount at the Garrick Club, where he invited me to dine in 1993. ‘I cried a lot at Baymount,’ he said. ‘It wasn’t done to cry, we had to learn to hide our tears.’





When I went back to Baymount for the first time, forty-five years after I had left, the castle had been turned into a Jesuit seminary called Manresa Lodge. The old dormitory in which the headmaster reported that I had ‘raised Cain’ had become a chapel in which the Blessed Sacrament was kept in a tabernacle.


Now the Jesuits have gone, and the grounds are entirely covered by houses.





In a dream I hear the voice of a railway porter crying out the name of a station where our train has halted – ‘Mullingar! Mullingar!’ – the first stop on the line that used to run beside the Royal Canal out of Dublin, taking Chris and me, sometimes me alone, from Baymount to Milford for the holidays, beginning at Easter 1936. I enter Mullingar through the liquids of its name, linked with a view of a golden cupola and a dog-track and the Irish sound of a porter’s voice borne on the wind in rain that could never dampen my joy on those homeward journeys.


What other stations excited me? ‘Athlone!’ because by now we have crossed the Shannon heading west, and the Ireland where we belong begins, recognized by the limestone walls and the smell of turf-smoke from all the open fires in the kitchens of Connaught. From Roscommon down the line, porters, guards and people meeting friends off the train on the platforms speak with accents that I love to hear.


‘Castlerea!’ ‘Ballinlough!’ I lean out of the window looking for the rectory where Daddy was born, but cannot see it from the train. At Ballyhaunis we lift our suitcases off the rack and move them into the corridor, to be ready to jump when the train reaches Claremorris. This takes for ever, my head out of the window and soot in my eyes from the smoke of the engine.


Then there is a half-hour delay in a cold wet breeze on another platform while a very old engine with a tall funnel, standing beside a water tower, raises enough steam to reach the all but abandoned station of Hollymount. When Bob the guard blows his whistle till he is red in the face, I climb into a compartment with seats upholstered in the reign of Queen Victoria, smelling of dust.


The little train wobbles on the rusty tracks, not daring to go as fast as I wish it would across the bogs of south Mayo, until just before it comes to a halt I jump down and rush into Mummy’s arms. Big Martin Walsh, crippled with rheumatism, sits at the wheel of his black Ford V8 hackney and drives us, far too slowly for my liking, over six miles of muddy byroads, passing Sonny Joyce at the door of his forge and three barrel-top caravans of tinkers in Rathgranagher, to the gates of Milford.





‘Do you remember,’ my mother asked in her last year, ‘you arrived on the train at Hollymount, having come all the way from Canterbury, bringing me a bunch of pink tulips? Christopher had missed the boat train at Euston because he was watching Gulliver’s Travels in a cinema for the second time.’





In the old days, Mrs Davin, followed by two or three of her seven children in bare feet, would run from the front door of the Gate Lodge to open the Milford gates on our return by car or sidecar drawn by a horse. She would shake hands with each of us, long clasping our hands, her large eyes, which Mary remembers as yellow with brown spots in a face of aristocratic beauty, full of affection. Sometimes she would ask us to wait while she ran inside to bring out a score of eggs her hens had just laid.


Then we would proceed slowly between the Deer Park and the Sand Park, splashing through potholes that should have been filled with gravel, to the cross-gate. Beyond this, turning a corner, we would enter a dark green nave of lime trees that stretched a long way ahead to a small bright lawn and a pair of erect Irish yews in front of the house. We would hear the dogs barking before we had reached the last gate, and Granny would be waving from her front steps to welcome us home.


The farmyard at Milford stood on a rise where the house should have been, while the house sat below the terraced Pleasure Ground on the edge of a bog. That edge of rich limestone land was a natural fort in the wars of the seventeenth century, long before bogs were drained. The original house was built in 1625 by a family called French, who were Catholics of Norman descent. They were no relation of ours; but after Aughrim’s great disaster for the Irish, they yielded the house and land, with its lost names, to our grandfather’s mother’s ancestor, Robert Miller. To feel at home, and aggrandize his family, he called the place Milford, so that they would be known as the Millers of Milford. 


He had come to Ireland as a penniless young cornet, the lowest rank of officer, in Cromwell’s army, but had risen rapidly in wealth. Under the policy of settling staunchly loyal Protestants in wild and remote parts of Connaught, he had acquired a castle called Ballycushen, with a large estate lying beyond the bog to the south of Milford. His son, Robert Miller the Second, became High Sherriff of County Mayo and built a mansion on a commanding site with a view of mountains to the west. A carved stone lintel, bearing the date 1718, stood over the hall door until an act of God a few years later struck the mansion with fire. After this the doorway became an entrance to a stable.


Martin Joyce, the Milford herd, brother of James the steward, told us why the good Lord had punished our ancestors. ‘The young Millers,’ he said, ‘kept a pack of bloodhounds in a place called the Fort, and to make the dogs keener to kill, they used to leave them a little bit hungry. A poor man went into the kennel to feed them, and all that was ever found of him afterwards was his boots. Before the year was out, the big house had gone up in flames, and the Millers had to move back into the old place, because all their money was spent.’


We were surrounded at Milford by dark mysterious old woods, where none of us dared to walk alone at night, full of hair-raising creatures that made weird sounds. Beyond the garden wall, too high to climb, an immense bog stretched as far as we could see, from the upstairs study window through the branches of a yew tree, to the pale blue hill of Castlehacket on the horizon.


There were two great parks of forty acres each, good limestone land; three round raths with hawthorn-fenced ramparts; and regimental platoons of pines planted where stones had been gathered from the soil by hand long ago. The avenue, measured by the stride of Grandfather, who had been an accountant in the army, was threequarters of a mile. The Land Commission had taken more than a hundred acres of his best land to settle poor farmers from the mountains beyond Lough Mask, which we could see only if we cycled to Kilmaine. Tall trees and high walls enclosed us in the Milford demesne.


The sun rose and set three-quarters of an hour later than at Greenwich. In summer, at the long day’s end, columns of rooks a mile long would return from the cornfields of Ballycushen and Rathgranagher, Kilshanvy, Dalgan and Shrule, to roost in our woods. When the columns clashed, the conglomerated cries of these raucous birds, fighting for lebensraum on the branches, became as loud as ocean waves dashing on a pebbly beach.


We had no electricity, gas or telephone, and we lacked water, except for a trickle that John Hughes had to pump every day from the well; and a broad drain that we called the canal; and some bottomless pools on the bog, which we were forbidden to go near.


Instead of buying a house for us in Ireland, my father had been persuaded by our mother to spend as much money on converting the old servants’ quarters and kitchens at Milford into a house we called the East Wing. Our wing was divided from the main house, where our grandparents lived, by a long dark corridor, with a door we were told to keep shut. There were twenty-one rooms altogether, not counting larders and sculleries, but only one bathroom in each wing. Grandfather’s study, where he kept his guns standing in a glass-fronted case, was at the far end, under the guest room where I had been born. Our new front door faced north towards the lime trees on the avenue.


Most of our windows looked east across the pleasure ground, at the top of which was a place called the Lovers’ Walk; but during the family’s absence it had become a dense jungle of laurels, briars and snowberries, too frightening for us to go near. A yew hedge, unclipped for half a century, had grown into a dark row of trees, at the end of which were the graves of the family’s most faithful dogs. We greatly enjoyed climbing and swinging on the branches of a broad solitary yew as high and old as the house, though my pleasure was marred by knowing that its small prickly leaves were poisonous. If a branch with red berries brushed my face, I would run to the bathroom and gargle with TCP, and be laughed at by Mary and Chris.


We had two young maids, who wore white uniforms with frilly lace caps and worked on and off from six in the morning until we went to bed at night. They slept in a box room approached by its own stairs at the back of our kitchen, where they kept a tiny Sacred Heart lamp burning on top of a trunk labelled NOT WANTED ON THE VOYAGE. Each was paid half-a-crown a week. They had to use a primitive earth closet in a garden shed instead of our bathroom. To prevent them becoming ‘familiar’, our mother insisted that they use a prefix, Master or Miss, before our names – Miss Mary or Master Christopher. When one occasionally forgot, it gave me a pleasant shock of forbidden equality.


‘The bog is a dangerous place for boys,’ Chris and I were warned by one of many workmen building a new kitchen for our grandparents in the backyard – a warning that made us want to go there right away. Chris led, and I was eager to follow, climbing bolted and padlocked gates by the well, running along a green lane rutted by cartwheels, passing an alder grove tangled with briars, where Aunty Kay had taken me bird-nesting and taught me to recognize a golden crested wren, and entering a pine forest, till we came to a bridge across the canal and out into the sunlight on the soft ground of the bog.


Here we intruded on a mystery world of midges and horseflies, sedge warblers, green finches, magpies and scald crows. Surrounding us on all sides were stands of gorse with butter-coloured scented flowers, tall as the tallest of men, though not as high as the silver birches. Pushing through branches, we came out into a big circle of coarse dry sedge. Standing in the centre, with not a breath of air to keep the midges from biting, Chris took from his pocket a magnifying glass, saying he wanted to show me a trick that Roger Joyce, who had pulled me out of the well at Ardnasilla, had taught him. He would start a fire that we would stamp out before it became too big – perfectly safe on such a calm day, he reckoned.


Focusing the sun’s rays on a long blade of sedge, he started a little fire that spread in a circle that grew slowly bigger, much to our delight. No sooner had he said, ‘Now it’s time we stamped it out’ than a gust of wind blew the flames and smoke sideways. Hard and close to the fire as we dared to stamp, we were too late. Scourged by the rising wind the flames quickly spread through the sedge to the gorse. All we could do was wait and watch, appalled by our handiwork, until the workmen on the new kitchen roof, alarmed by the smoke, came armed with shovels. Led by Johnny Joyce the carpenter, with a hatchet and a saw, they were followed by his brother James the steward, who took longer to reach us because of his lameness, and who gave us the worst telling-off. He wagged an accusing finger and said in a tone of respectful contempt, ‘Look what you’ve done, boys! The bogwood is entirely lost. You’ll be lucky if we can hold the fire at the canal and save the house.’


It was worse when Aunty Kay arrived, who wept at the destruction of the birds she had taught me to name. Badgers were burnt in their sets; a fox was seen escaping with its brush on fire; pheasants flew away, abandoning their nests. As the fire advanced towards the canal, it left nothing alive.


Gone were the gorse, the blackthorn and whitethorn, the elder and alder, the holly, the oak and the silver birch; all gone with the wild and beautiful birds and creatures they had housed. To our shame, standing on the cinders and ashes we had caused, we could see all the way to the hill of Castlehacket, a Druid mound of blue on the southern horizon.





In the spring of 1937, our grandfather at Milford read an advertisement in the London Times for a voice trial to select twelve boys between eight and eleven to enter Canterbury Cathedral Choir School as boarders. The school had existed for day-boys since the year 597; now boarders were to be accommodated under new staff appointed by the Dean and Chapter.


As our mother was then in Ceylon with our father, our grandfather wrote to them urging that he be allowed to bring Chris and me to Canterbury for the trial. Placing two of his grandsons as choristers in the mother church appealed to him. The year before our parents met and married, he believed that a miracle had saved his life as he lay dying – as the doctors thought – after a motor accident in Scotland. He had seen a vision of a Hindu Munshi offering him nirvana – ‘blessed and eternal rest and oblivion’ – and of a man robed in white like an Egyptian fellaheen, whom he believed was Christ, offering him ‘The peace of God which passeth all understanding’. Having chosen Christ, he had recovered, retired from the army and taken Holy Orders.


He won our parents’ consent and took Chris and me by boat to England, a happy escape from Baymount in mid-term. We passed the voice trial, singing in turn ‘Glorious Things of Thee are Spoken’ to the tune of Haydn’s Austria, and humming the middle note of several three-note chords played by the choirmaster, Gerald Knight. The headmaster, the Reverend Hugo Charles, wrote to Ceylon, Their voices are very true, and they will need only a little training to make really good singers.’ 


The innkeeper of a medieval guesthouse where we spent the night puzzled me when he remarked, ‘You don’t sound as if you come from Ireland and have lived in Ceylon. I’m surprised that a boy from Ireland can speak English without an accent.’ Did my voice have no connection with any place on earth, I wondered, and was that a good thing or a bad?




 





I loved Canterbury, above all the practice and performance of choral music with sixteenth-century words from The Book of Common Prayer in the great gothic cathedral. Our school could claim to be the oldest in England, yet as boarders we belonged to a group of musically talented boys not much larger than our family.


We slept in two dormitories at the top of a spiral staircase in the attic of 18 The Precincts, an old flint building midway between the deanery and the cathedral. The headmaster and the matron occupied the floor below, and we could hear Mr Charles playing Bach chorales on his piano after lights out. The day-boys joined us for lessons in classrooms on the ground floor. We studied English, Latin, French, history, geography and mathematics, but no science, with an average of one teacher for every nine students. Forgetting about medicine, I thought of becoming a priest or an organist composing anthems and magnificats.


One sacrifice was required: we had to spend half our school holidays in Canterbury in order to sing the services in the cathedral, especially at Christmas and Easter; but sometimes our mother came to Canterbury for these festivals. Then I would show my devotion by attending five services a day, two more than required for singing. We used to bow at the mention of Jesus Christ in the Creed, but she would curtsy. Very soon she got to know our teachers and the boys, one of whom thought she looked too young and beautiful to have been our mother. He spread a hurtful rumour that Chris and I were adopted.


A younger man, the Reverend Clive Pare, popular with all the boys, replaced Mr Charles as headmaster in September 1938. As a minor canon of the cathedral, Mr Pare intoned at the services on a steady tenor note and added his alto voice to the choir for the psalms and anthems. He had been a choral scholar at King’s College, Cambridge. Short in height and boyish in expression, with only one vice – chain-smoking – he was ardent in his desire for us to remain pure and free from the sin of lust. As far as I know he succeeded. His love of boys with unbroken voices, sublimated by his love of God, made him a good headmaster. He drove a Morgan three-wheeler sports car with a canvas roof at high speeds and read aloud to us, chapter by chapter, books by Conan Doyle, John Buchan and Dorothy Sayers. During the half of the holidays we had to spend in Canterbury, he entertained us so well and with such good humour that he made us feel at home.


To counteract our long separations from our family at Milford, I often wrote letters of ten or twenty pages in spare moments, the words tumbling over one another in excitement, letting my mother know what I was thinking and doing. That was how I grew to love writing. One of my thoughts was to write a book about the duel fought by her ancestor in 1747. Our grandfather had shown Chris and me angry letters from John Browne of the Neale, a great landowner of papist descent, challenging the third Robert Miller of Milford, of Cromwellian settler stock, to fight him in the ‘Musick Field’ at Kilmaine. After both contestants had missed, when Miller was climbing on to his horse, Browne had wounded him with a ‘foul shot’. Jumping walls and gates, the horse had carried Miller home to die in the drawing room. The head of the horse was buried in Miller’s grave in Kilmaine, and one of its hooves, bearing a silver plaque, was kept polished in our grandfather’s study.


We revelled in connections with the past, the more remote the better. The Choir School had a good library and, encouraged by my friend John Dalrymple, who was a year older, I read Coral Island, Tom Brown’s Schooldays, Mutiny on the Bounty, A Tale of Two Cities and David Copperfield before I was twelve. We were allowed to read books during sermons. After Chris acquired a pair of glasses to correct his near-sightedness, I was glad when the oculist prescribed a pair for me.


My mother, writing a letter in her drawing room at Milford, could concentrate so strongly that she would not even look up if I shouted at her. Her power angered but impressed me. At the Choir School I learnt how to exercise that power myself, telling her, among other things I wanted her to do, to be sure to think of me at nine o’clock every night, when I would be in bed thinking of her. I would know the time because the ten-minute curfew rung from Bell Harry Tower would end on the stroke of nine, and shortly afterwards I would hear the night watchman’s voice chanting on a single tenor note, with a dying fall, Nine o’clock on a fine night and all’s well.’


Once she confiscated a trashy magazine for boys called Hotspur, which she found in my luggage on my return home from school. ‘You should never waste time reading rubbish,’ she said, ‘because so many good books have been written that even if you were to spend your whole life reading, you could never get through them all.’ It was proper advice, because I have always read slowly, as if I were reading aloud, listening to the sound of the words.


Early every morning in the holidays I used to go to my mother’s room, facing the pleasure ground, and get into her bed. A time came when she discouraged me, saying she wanted to read, and keeping her eyes on the text. I was longing to know what book could be so interesting that she preferred to give it all her attention at that hour, rather than receive my kisses and hugs with joy. It was called Kenilworth; I liked the sound of it, and asked, could I read it too? There was no time in our short holidays, but when she came to see me the next term at the Choir School, she brought me a new pocket edition of Sir Walter Scott’s novel, with 498 pages of tiny print. Because the book had taken her attention away from me in her bed at home, at school I felt I could keep in touch with her by giving my attention to the book, making her enjoyment of it mine.


The Bible was the most important book in my early life. I handled it with reverence, never placing another book on top of it, no more than I would have stepped on a grave. The awe with which I read it obscured my mind with the dense illumination of stained glass.





The Dean, Dr Hewlett Johnson, was an outspoken advocate of communism in Russia under Stalin, who, he believed, was putting into practice, albeit as an atheist, what Christ had preached. As proof that Christianity was flourishing in the Soviet Union he wore a pectoral cross given to him by a Patriarch of the Russian Orthodox Church in Moscow. The Dean was a tall man of immense dignity and charm, with a shiny bald head and curly grey side-locks, his legs buttoned up in black gaiters. In the holidays he let us play in his garden, where the mulberry tree was 700 years old and the flint wall was Roman. I remember him telling us that if we were at school in Russia we would be learning to jump with parachutes off a high tower. ‘Propaganda,’ Mr Pare warned us.


Canon Crum deplored the Dean, and we preferred Canon Crum. He used to unlock a door at the foot of a spiral staircase and take us up to the cathedral roof, telling us the history of the building, stone by stone. His stories let us imagine every moment in the martyrdom of Thomas à Becket on the floor of a chapel near the cloisters. Gathered around him in our blue coats and shorts, we were like pigeons picking up grains of history and myth. When he preached about Christ on the Lake of Galilee, his voice sounded like an oar lifting spray in the wind and his words would carry in a stage whisper to the farthest apse.


The Dean acted and spoke so well that the masses flocked to hear him preach at what were called the Red Dean’s services every Sunday evening. In the pulpit he would clear his throat three times on a bass note into the microphone before beginning to speak. Only popular hymns were sung, volume and heartiness were all that mattered, and a man who played the electric organ at the Odeon cinema during the week replaced Mr Knight in the organ loft. Fred Harvey’s voluntaries ended with thunder that rolled around the cathedral stonework, causing vibrations in the glass.


Mr Knight was a tall young Cornish bachelor, rather spinsterish, with straight auburn hair, neatly parted, and thick lenses in a tortoiseshell frame. As he wanted our singing not to obscure the words of the prayer book but enrich their meaning, he had pointed the Psalms so that the music would stress the syllables that are normally stressed in speech. In all our psalters he had scraped off the old pointing with a razor blade, and inserted the new in red ink. He trained us to sound the ‘d’ at the end of an ‘and’ so that a deaf person could hear it at the far end of the quire, with the organ playing. Except at weekends and festivals, we sang to tiny congregations of old people. Mr Knight placed me in the choir beside the head chorister, a day-boy, to learn from his golden voice to sing better, and to help him improve his accent by hearing my standardized vowel sounds. Some of the dayboys pronounced ‘day’ as ‘die’ and the ‘g’ at the end of ‘beginning’ as an audible ‘k’.


He liked us to produce a pure boy-soprano sound with no vibrato, which he derided as ‘wobbling like a woman’. Gifted with perfect pitch, he would flush if we sang a fraction of a tone out of tune, and he could tell which boy it was if only one had sung a sharp or a flat note. Once at an evensong, unaccompanied by the organ, with no lay clerks to keep us in tune, while we were singing a canticle by Thomas Tallis, he got redder and redder in the face, glared at us and clicked his tongue. We didn’t know why, until he told us in the vestry after the service: by the end of the canticle we had dropped a third from the note he had hummed at the beginning. To make us ashamed of ourselves, he said, ‘That would never have happened in King’s College, Cambridge.’


I hero-worshipped him and strove to earn his favour, as a Boy Scout in his troop and as a musician. Though my voice never won his approval, I scored on technique, studying a textbook on harmony by C. H. Kitson, and asking Mr Knight to help me compose an anthem that we might sing in our church at Kilmaine. Chris had a better voice but was apt to come in half a beat late. Mr Knight shamed me once at choir practice. Because I had poked fun at a verse in the psalms, ‘I am a worm and no man’, he made me sing it alone so that everyone would poke fun at me. He punished us with wounding sarcasm.


We sang no Mozart masses – too operatic and sensual for Canterbury. Thomas Tallis, William Byrd and Orlando Gibbons were Mr Knight’s favourites. I tried to make them mine, but preferred the Bell Anthem of Henry Purcell, ‘Rejoice in the Lord always’, and Haydn’s ‘The heavens are telling the Glory of God’ from The Creation. Among the settings of morning and evening services I most enjoyed singing Stanford in B flat and Stanford in A. Mr Knight pleased me by saying that Charles Villiers Stanford was Irish.


In 1939 he appointed Alfred Deller as a lay clerk. Mr Deller had a black moustache, the temperament of a prima donna and the best countertenor voice in England. I stood in front of him in the choir and noticed that he would often begin to sing a fraction of a beat ahead of the choir, so that his voice could be heard above ours, resounding in the cathedral vaults. When the choir was seated during the lessons, he would suck lozenges and rustle the wrapping, which we were forbidden to do.


Mr Knight wanted our choir to become the best in England, as Canterbury was the Mother Church, but by pouring scorn on our mistakes, he shook our confidence. At a rehearsal in the chapterhouse for an opera called The Children of the Chapel by Sidney Nicholson, when I was playing a piece of William Turner’s music on the harpsichord from memory, I broke down. Mr Knight dismissed me from the keyboard, which convinced me that I should give up trying to be a musician.


The Precentor, the Reverend Joseph Poole, having designed our purple cassocks with white Elizabethan ruffs and long white surplices, choreographed our ceremony in the cathedral with dramatic skill. He was a tall, elegant, dark young man with black-rimmed glasses, devoted to the Anglican liturgy, with a good voice for intoning at matins and evensong, and for reading Jungle Stories at tea parties in the house where he lived with his mother in the Precincts. My mother had invited him to stay for two weeks in the summer of 1939, and he came back saying that Milford was the only private house he had ever been in where they had morning prayers.


Instructing us in the art of walking in choral procession, he appealed to our imaginations rather than our fears of making fools of ourselves. We had to keep the same distance behind the boy in front of us as we were from our opposite number across the aisle. He suggested that we might imagine we were walking through a forest, moving with a sense of wonder under a high canopy; slowly enough to take it all in, but not dawdling; not turning our heads to look at this and that, but proceeding with reverence for the beauty of the cathedral. We should not march in step like soldiers in a platoon, he said, nor stumble, nor fall out of line. Each step should be even and dignified, neither rigid nor sloppy. He would show us how to walk naturally, with footfall as varied as the stresses in a line of poetry.





We were on holiday at Milford when the German army invaded Poland. Britain and France declared war on 3 September 1939. I remember the next day, sitting on a wall behind the pump-house at the well, looking across a field of yellow flags and a great bog to Castlehacket hill, and counting the years the war would have to last – I reckoned five – before I would be morally compelled to volunteer and get killed. Since the previous war had ended in four years, I was hoping to escape, but knew that such a hope, in our family, was shameful.


At the end of the month we returned to Canterbury where we acquired gas-masks, identity cards and rations books. Chris had won a scholarship to the King’s School and was housed at Meister Omers near the Choir School in the Precincts. The medieval stained glass was removed from the cathedral to a safe place in the country, and on the Dean’s orders the quire was filled with sand so that the crypt could be used as an air-raid shelter. Down there, on the grave of Thomas à Becket, we continued to sing the liturgy accompanied by a piano, and sang better with no organ to muffle our mistakes. When the air-raid siren sounded in the night, we had to wrap up and take our gas-masks and our blankets to the crypt, where we would sleep on inflated mattresses.


On our wall map of Europe the little flags along the Maginot and Siegfried lines had to be moved in May 1940 when the German panzer divisions tore through Belgium and the Ardennes into France. We boarders at the Choir School were then evacuated by car to St Blazey on the south coast of Cornwall. Mr Knight came with us because he was Cornish; and Mr Poole took charge of a choir composed of day-boys, who would sing better and better under his inspiring direction from a piano in the crypt throughout the war and in spite of the blitz.


Our mother panicked at Milford, thinking we might never see each other again if the Germans were to invade England or Ireland. She sent telegrams summoning Chris and me home, separately. On the long train journey through Bristol to Liverpool to board the B. & I. boat to Dublin, I knitted mittens on steel needles for the RAF, earning the praise of old ladies for my war work. I hoped that by doing this while praying silently I might prevent a train crash. The Irish Sea excited more than it scared me. Our Uncle Jack had reassured our mother about the dangers: ‘The risk is very slight and if the ship did go down the boys would always find a lifebelt or a boat and it would be a big thrill for them.’





Did the Choir School give us a good education? The best, in my case.


Of the original twelve boarders, in order of age, Chris would become a stockbroker and hedge fund manager, Robert Tayler a doctor, Mervyn Middleton-Evans a successful florist, John Dalrymple a banker in South America, John Richardson a barrister, John Slimming a novelist, Desmond Franks a circuit court judge, and William Mayne a famous writer of children’s books. 


John Dalrymple has remained a friend. He can remember Chris and me being so anxious to wear shamrock on St Patrick’s Day that we brought a plant in a pot from Milford, which we kept and watered on a windowsill. And John remembers us arriving back at school with peat, which we called sods of turf, in our luggage. ‘Christopher would heat up a poker in a coke-burning stove until it was red-hot, then stick it into the peat and sit savouring the smoke. You must have missed home and loved Ireland more than we realized or could understand.’





Thomas Tackaberry, aged seventy, became our classics and maths tutor at Milford for a year after the fall of France. With magenta pencils he underlined or accented words as we plodded through the first book of the Aeneid and Xenophon’s Anabasis. While he was marking a line, his long nails, yellowed by nicotine, would click, scratching the page, his nose dribbling a little into his grey Viking moustache.


‘I come of an old Norman stock resident in County Wexford since 1169,’ he wrote to our father in Ceylon. He had taught classics, English and history at Portora, Dungannon, Coleraine, and our father’s alma mater, Tipperary Grammar School. But his failure to keep discipline in class had reduced him to ‘eking out a somewhat precarious existence as a Grinder in Trinity College for various Arts and Divinity Exams’. At lessons in his little study, with a turf-burning stove and a large window through which we could climb to or from the pleasure ground, he wore a look of abject cheerfulness.


‘My wife and children have been taken from me by death, and for years past I have lived a lonely life in Dublin,’ he wrote, adding how happy he was at Milford, where the children ‘vie with one another in making me feel at home; and amid their smiles, their laughter and their many useful and engrossing activities among goats and hens and chickens and ducks and ducklings, asses, ass-carts, ponies, querngrinding, cheese-making and what not – “I find my lost youth again’”


Chris was studying for the Oxford and Cambridge School Certificate, and I was hoping to match his success and Mary’s in winning a scholarship; but too often we made fun of Mr Tackaberry and fools of ourselves. ‘This is a golden rule,’ our tutor would say, and Chris, laying a ruler in front of me would echo, ‘This is a golden rule, Richard.’ Mr Tackaberry would sigh and plead with us, too kind to criticize, too weak to control. To stop us distracting him with idle chatter, which he enjoyed, he would whisper, ‘Quick, boys, mother’s coming!’ and then, at the top of his voice, start conjugating a Greek verb. When two cats took half an hour to copulate on the windowsill of the study, he tried to persuade us to continue with Caesar’s Gallic Wars. It never occurred to him to disturb the cats.


He taught, as he had learnt, by rote, scanning or parsing a text line by line, unable to impart his love of the Latin and Greek poetry that he would recite. In teaching Kennedy’s Latin Primer, he could be sidetracked into telling us about Hebrew or Sanskrit, anything we could think of to avoid learning grammar by heart. When goaded to tears by our playfulness, he would rise up from the table, sobbing, and go out into the pleasure ground to light a cigarette. Our mother didn’t allow him to smoke indoors. There we would see him stooped and sauntering up and down beyond her bed of lupins, killing time till the evening, when he could escape, by pleading that he had a letter to post, three miles on his bicycle with acetylene light ablaze to Martin Walsh’s pub in Kilmaine.


Miss Sarah Stokes, known to my mother and later to all of us as Sally, had the strength of character that Thomas Tackaberry lacked. Born and reared in Belfast she had played as a child with C. S. Lewis, whose books, including The Allegory of Love, she brought to Milford. Multiple sclerosis, though now in remission, had interrupted a brilliant academic career, forcing her to retire from the post of deputy head and English mistress of Heathfield at Ascot.


She came to us for the love of teaching children. Our lost connection with Canterbury and our predicament as an Anglo-Irish family, isolated under the aegis of a Protestant clergyman on a remote demesne in neutral Eire, dominated by Roman Catholic priests and threatened by German invasion, appealed to her sense of mission. As a result, for nine months we had the benefit of being taught, one to one, by a woman who was a great teacher, moralist and lover of English literature.


Sally had to wear boots with iron braces to support her legs, but was never late for a meal or a class. She wore oval spectacles with thin black rims that gave the kindness of her blue eyes a strict frame. Her dark straight hair, beginning to turn grey, was parted in the centre and tied in a small bun on the nape of her neck. We ceased playing the fool in her presence, her reprimands were not sarcastic, and her teaching evoked our best work. Her force of character, intellect and integrity resembled Aunt Bella’s, but Sally was not awesome. An ironical smile would suggest that she knew more than she cared to say, and when she wanted to punish she frowned.


My interest in music, with little practice or performance at Milford, turned under her influence to poetry She helped me to read passages of Shakespeare that stirred me to read more. With her guidance I was not repelled by Chaucer. It was enough for her to say that Milton was a great poet for me to want to capture the greatness of Milton. In the old way of teaching, she made me learn by heart poems that I would be glad to remember, yet her mind was not fixed on the past: she admired the poetry of T. S. Eliot, and gave a copy of his most recent poem, ‘East Coker’, in a wartime pamphlet edition, to our grandfather. It was not his kind of poetry.


Riding was the sport that all five of us enjoyed. Edward had a little Welsh pony that he let me ride, though my legs were too long; more often I borrowed Mary’s bay mare, on which she sometimes allowed me to hunt with the South Mayo Harriers. I loved hacking six or eight miles to a meet on a frosty morning, but my favourite sport was show-jumping. Liz, who wore her dark hair in long plaits, was the keenest rider on her black pony Kit, and agile enough to stand on Kit’s rump while trotting. I had been jealous of Liz and Edward having their own ponies and being able to hunt and spend all their time at home while we were at school in Canterbury Sometimes Chris or I would pull Liz’s plaits, but more often we teased her and Ted with mental cruelty causing them to fly in tears and screams of rage to our mother for their own protection and our chastisement.


News reached us from the BBC. Churchill’s war speeches thrilled us during the Battle of Britain, but on Radio Eireann we listened to de Valera with dismay for his neutrality, which seemed to us proGerman; and we scoffed at the Nazi propaganda of ‘Lord Haw-Haw’ from Hamburg. In the morning at 7.20, an hour before our winter sunrise, we exercised, obeying instructions from a BBC programme of music and physical training called Up in the Morning Early – ten minutes for men, followed by ten for women. 


Breakfast was at eight. Kathleen Joyce, our cook, would have got up at six to stoke the Aga and stir the pinhead oatmeal to prevent lumps in our porridge. One morning she killed a rat with a poker on the kitchen floor. After porridge with salt – our sugar was saved for making jam – we had boiled or fried eggs and rashers, followed by brown soda bread with our mother’s pre-war marmalade that had crystallized during the winter. James Joyce, who killed a pig in the yard every three months, cured our bacon and provided all the milk, cream, butter and buttermilk we could consume. As we had no refrigerator, he salted the summer surplus of butter in large crocks for our use in winter. Oats for the porridge had been harvested at Milford and conveyed on a horse cart to a watermill at Kilshanvy where it was ground.


After breakfast all of us in the East Wing, except the maids, used to attend prayers in the drawing room. Our mother was following the custom of her aunts at Ballinamore. She played a grand piano that badly needed to be tuned, and we sang a hymn. The piano lid was never opened because she preferred it to support a vase of flowers that she and Mary would arrange artistically. A cat would sometimes sit on the piano and a kid goat belonging to Chris, attracted by the music, would jump through the window to lie on the floor at our mother’s feet.


Our mother tried to make us self-sufficient on a modest income at a time of scarcity caused by the sinking of merchant ships by German submarines. She abhorred the black market, which impoverished old people who depended on tea with sugar. All the vegetables we needed for lunch and supper were grown in the garden, where each of us children had a plot to cultivate, and the incentive of winning a prize in the Kilmaine Show. We bought mutton or beef and medical supplies in Ballinrobe. To augment the minuscule ration of half an ounce of tea per person per week, our grandmother made a herbal tea by curing flowers that we picked off the lime trees on the avenue. To supplement the sugar shortage, Mary invested in six hives of bees to collect honey from heather on the bog.


As I had learnt about poultry in order to win a Boy Scout badge at Canterbury, I chose to start poultry farming. My mother supported this by giving me a loan and a ledger in which she taught me how to keep accounts. In June I cycled to a small farm near the forge in Rathgranagher where Mrs Mary Hession, appointed by the Department of Agriculture as poultry instructor to improve the stock in our neighbourhood, supplied pure-bred Rhode Island Red day-old chickens from an incubator.


I bought twelve for a start, reared them under a lamp, and fed them on pinhead oatmeal. When the pullets began to lay, I sold the eggs to my mother at the price paid to farmers’ wives by Mr Hennelly, a grocer from Claremorris. Every Monday afternoon Hennelly would arrive at our front door with his shop on the back of a lorry under a canvas roof. He supplied the bran and pollard that I mixed with our own crushed oats. During the winter, my hands swelled with chilblains that split from the mixing of wet mash in frosty weather. My grandmother cured the chilblains by soaking my hands in hot water from a pot in which potatoes had been boiled to pulp.


My poultry were housed in a stonewalled paddock in a field I had to run across to avoid being charged by a vicious ram. When our mother required chickens, she would order them from me, and I would bring a hatchet to the paddock, catch a cockerel and take him away from the other fowl to the block of a fallen tree and cut off his head. My poultry were so profitable that the family expected me to become a businessman, in contrast to Chris.


Chris had bought a flock of wild goats in Connemara and herded them by road and ferry across Lough Corrib to Milford, where he milked them and made some good cheese, but little profit. His goats used to roam in the woods, be hard to find and impossible to prevent from trespassing. The family regarded Chris as a dreamer who might be successful in the arts rather than in finance. We would seem, upon reaching adulthood, to have switched roles.


Chris had, and still has, a dreamer’s inventive mind. Now in his seventies, every day he fine-tunes a software system he devised that makes money on the stock exchange when the market crashes. I remember a system he invented at Milford for waking himself up at any hour of the night without an alarm. Before falling asleep he would imagine a clock of golden hours with the hands revolving from midnight on. When the hands would reach the time at which he wanted to wake, he would stop them and will the clock to wake him at that hour. One night when he had to go with our grandfather to sing at a church far away in Tobercurry, his imaginary alarm clock woke him exactly at 4 a.m.


He led me on a search from house to house in the neighbourhood to obtain two old spinning wheels on which we spun our own wool; and he learnt how to dye thread, with lichen off rocks for a golden brown or with onion peel for canary yellow. I followed him to learn from the seventh son of the seventh son of a weaver at work on his loom how to weave on a much smaller loom at home. It may sound arty-crafty now, but during the war we practised these crafts by necessity, knitting our socks and weaving our scarves.


As paraffin oil was rationed to one gallon per house per month, and as shopkeepers ran out of candles, Chris found some candle moulds in a tool shed in the yard and a rushlight holder in a glory-hole under our grandparents’ stairs, then set about discovering from very old people how to make candles and rushlights. He bought tallow from the butcher in Ballinrobe, we cut rushes on the bog, peeled and dried them and dipped them in melted tallow. Rushlights cast a ghostly glimmer in our bedrooms, and once, when Chris used a book as a rushlight holder, nearly set the house on fire. The candles, though brighter, produced a foul smell of burning animal fat.


We had baths together, and they lasted a long time because Chris told stories in the bath, one leading into another without a full stop. I sat behind him because he liked to control the taps. Mr Tackaberry kept knocking on the bathroom door and saying, ‘Hurry up boys, it’s bedtime! Mother’s coming!’ Chris claimed, as Granny did, to have seen more than one ghost. Regrettably I lacked their second sight, though for fear of meeting a ghost I would never dare to walk down the avenue alone in the dark.


I had an advantage in being a younger brother, capable of listening, ambitious to overtake. From Chris I learnt about and came to revere the rath, an earth-ringed fort with whitethorn on its ramparts, near our Gate Lodge, where he had found a flint arrowhead and a skin scraper, but where I had merely shot rabbits. Having heard stories at the fireside of old James Cunnane, our nearest neighbour, Chris was hoping to dig up a crock of gold; and he warned me never to cut or break a branch on the rath, as people believed the consequences would be fatal.


A brother of Mrs Cunnane had been a brigadier in the IRA during the Troubles, and James told us that Milford had not been burnt because our family had always been kind to their tenants and neighbours. But when Chris obtained a book by Dan Breen called My Fight for Ireland’s Freedom, we had no time to read it before our mother, having read the title, burnt the book on the drawing-room fire.


However, she encouraged us to read the myths and stories of Pat Mullen, an Aran islander, a book that Chris obtained during our summer visit to a friend’s chalet on Gurteen Bay near Roundstone. While I was trying to paint a watercolour as good as one of Mary’s, Chris was picking up Irish phrases from Paddy Bolton, who claimed to have burnt down the Railway Hotel at Recess on behalf of the IRA and to have taught de Valera’s children to speak Irish. Our granduncle Charlie, as an engineer, had designed and supervised the construction of the railway from Galway to Clifden.





Our grandmother had acquired some knowledge of first aid and nursing in her voluntary work for the Red Cross in 1914. She had great sympathy for the sick, as she suffered badly herself from rheumatism. Everyone who came to Milford for treatment within her limits received it freely. Her counsel helped to cure. There was no district nurse, and the nearest doctor in Hollymount charged more than most people could afford. Often I saw Granny at the long deal table in the centre of her kitchen cleaning, applying iodine and bandaging the wounds of a child. Stooped and limping, she looked very frail, even thinner than our mother, but almost as active. Some grateful mothers presented her with a score of eggs or a chicken, another at Christmas gave her a goose, which she asked me to feed. One morning, to my shame, I forgot, and the goose flew back to its original home.


Many years later, at the end of a poetry reading that I gave at St Colman’s Secondary School for Boys in Claremorris, I met the Principal, Mr Martin Hession, son of our poultry instructor at Rathgranagher. He told me that his brother’s life, at the age of twelve, had been saved by my grandmother, and he himself had been treated by her for a lesser injury. ‘People went to her at Milford from all over the country,’ he said. ‘She was known as the Healer.’


Our mother never stopped doing things or getting others to do them, nor did Mary ever cease helping her: writing long letters to our father in Ceylon; designing and making their own clothes; mending ours; baking cakes or making enough jam to last through a two-year siege of Milford; sowing, weeding, picking flowers or soft fruit in the garden and giving instructions to the gardener, John Hughes, who was suffering from TB; taking us all to the woods after lunch to pick primroses and violets in the spring, blackberries and elderberries for jam in the autumn; leading us over the snow in starlight to sing carols outside the thatched cottages of Tavanagh. On Sundays the five of us, with our mother and Mr Tackaberry, would cycle to church, either six miles to Hollymount or eight to Ballinrobe, unless a special service were held for our family alone at Kilmaine. Our grandfather gave holy communion to Sally at home.


The five seasons that we spent continuously together, except for our father, at Milford, reached a climax of stress and excitement in the spring and summer of 1941. Sally started to lose her sight and had to leave us in March for treatment in Belfast, but she sent a younger teacher, Barbara Cresswell, from Dublin to take her place; and Sidney Patterson came from Baymount to coach me in maths for two weeks at Easter. I was cramming for the King’s School scholarship exam when Trix Hurst, a school friend of Mary, brought measles which, one after another, we caught. I was the last to succumb, only two weeks before the exam, for which the papers were to be sent to Mr Igoe, the National School teacher in Kilmaine.


While I lay itching in a fever sweat, with my eyes shut so as not to go blind, Dr George Maguire of Claremorris having warned us of this danger, my mother sat on the windowsill of my bedroom behind the drawn curtains, reading aloud to me Alice in Wonderland from the 1869 edition in French. She and her mother and her mother’s mother had each heard this book read to them in childhood. My brain was on fire with her voice forging my will to recover and succeed.


Nine days before the exam, my grandfather noted in his diary, ‘Richard much better.’ Two days before it he wrote: ‘Heard that the German battleship Bismarck has been sunk by the British.’ Five days after the exam, Miss Varley brought us from the Cloghans’ Hill post office a telegram from Dr Fred Shirley, awarding me a Milner scholarship at the King’s School at its wartime location in the Carlyon Bay Hotel near St Austell in Cornwall.


For several years we kept in touch with Sally Stokes by mail, but we lost contact with Thomas Tackaberry when he left. Mary saw him last, on the platform at Westland Row Station in Dublin, where he was waiting to meet someone who didn’t arrive on the Wexford train.





Life for Mary at Milford was harder than it was for her siblings: she had more responsibility and, though she had passed Matric, no hope of going to a university, where she’d have met boys and girls of her age, now that our mother needed her at home. On a visit to Uncle Jack in England shortly before the war, when Mary was sixteen, she had met and liked a subaltern in his regiment, the Royal Artillery, called Toby St George Caulfeild, nineteen years old. An only child, Toby was descended from the Earls of Charlemont in Ireland, and his mother, Roslyn, had been our mother’s best friend in Ceylon when Mary was a baby. Our mother had often told Mary that Toby had pushed her pram in Trincomalee, and that his mother had said, ‘Wouldn’t it be nice if the children were to love each other when they grow up as much as they do now.’


And they fell in love at Milford in the summer of 1941 soon after my Milner scholarship exam. They had been writing to each other for the previous two years. Toby, who had been badly wounded at Dunkirk, now held the wartime rank of captain. He was under twenty-one and Mary under eighteen. When my mother and I were in Dublin, where I passed another exam for a scholarship at St Columba’s College, Mary, who had been left in charge at Milford, received a telegram from Toby saying, ‘Propose arriving Hollymount 19.38 hours June 26th.’


She wrote to our mother that she would meet us all at Hollymount Station with the sidecar, and she added, ‘Altogether the excitement of you coming home with Toby is getting a bit too much for me, so it is a great cause of thankfulness that I have masses to fit in before you arrive. Please don’t run away with the idea that I am working myself to the bone – far from it, but I never am happy if life isn’t absolutely brimming full.’ She was not yet eighteen, and I in my fourteenth year was almost as excited.


My hero-worship of Toby began on the train from Dublin and increased at Milford. He was tall and blue-eyed, with short fair hair and a scarcely noticeable toothbrush moustache. Educated at Wellington College, he put the army above everything else in his life. I wanted to hear how he had fought in France; but he was tightlipped and laconic, his style a blend of diffidence and hauteur. English officers, he implied, should keep their feelings to themselves.


Wounded in the groin, he had been dragged unconscious aboard one of the little ships that had crossed the channel from Kent to rescue our soldiers from the beaches under fire from German aircraft. He had woken in an ambulance train, wondering why people were waving from windows and cheering from back gardens and clapping from roads under railway bridges as the train moved slowly through towns up the spine of England. Once more he had passed out, and when he woke again, the first thing he saw and smelt, for it was lying on his chest, was a bunch of arum lilies put there by a Hexham hospital visitor who thought he was dead.


We all regarded Toby as a hero and did our utmost to make him feel happily at home with us. There was a heatwave in the west of Ireland at the end of June. On the first of five days, Mary took him on a long walk to Turin where they climbed the derelict castle for a view of the hills. On the second, Mary, Chris and I cycled with him to Ashford Castle, picnicked by the lake in the grounds and spent the rest of the day exploring the countryside, its ruins and raths, in one of which Chris discovered a tunnel containing, not gold, but a dead sheep. On the third we cycled to church in Ballinrobe and later to the shore of Lough Mask.


Each night Granny told Toby’s fortune by cards, encouraging a romance. On the fourth day, Chris stayed behind to study for his exam, but our mother and her first cousin, Anne Ormsby, who would have inherited Milford had she been a boy, joined Mary, Toby and me on a thirty-five-mile journey on bikes through Cornamona and Maam to the Leenane Hotel. We were the only guests in the creaky dark pine-panelled interior of a building facing north across the innermost reaches of the Killary Bay, with steep gloomy mountains on both sides.


After tea our mother suggested to Mary that she should take Toby up the mountain behind the hotel to watch the sunset, while I went upstairs and lay on a bed with damp woollen blankets, redolent of sheep, wondering what kind of a miracle might be taking place. Downstairs, an hour later, when I saw the joy in Mary’s face as she came through the door with Toby, I felt that something like the transfiguration had occurred on the mountain. 


After dinner, as the light began to fade in the rose and fuchsia garden across the road at the edge of the bay, our mother, in order to have a long talk with Mary and Toby, gave me the task of taking Anne on a slow walk beside the sea. On my return with Anne, the news that Mary and Toby were now engaged to be married gave me feelings I had never had before. When I tried to speak about their engagement or, harder still, their marriage, words stuck in my throat.


Fifty years later, Mary told me at Highfield that when Toby came to stay at Milford, she had been as innocent of sex as our mother had been before her marriage. ‘Toby didn’t propose to me on the mountain,’ she said. ‘He gave me a kiss. I took this to mean that he wanted to marry me. Poor Toby! He rejoined his regiment, Daddy cabled his permission from Ceylon, and Toby’s mother announced our engagement in the London Times. Mr Tackaberry said, “I hope you’ll be happy, Miss Mary Better to remain single than to make a mistake. I made a mistake.”’


Mary added, ‘I had doubts about it soon afterwards, and from Milford I wrote Toby a long letter breaking off the engagement, which I handed to the postman in the morning. But when I told the family, Grandfather said to me, “You gave him your word that you would marry him, and you ought to keep your word.” So I biked over to Cloghans’ Hill after lunch and asked the girl in the post office to empty the mailbag and give me back my letter. I realized it was my duty to get married.’


‘Did you keep the letter?’ I asked.


‘Oh no,’ Mary replied, ‘I’m not like you. I burnt it.’





Although we had all agreed at Milford that I should go to St Columba’s rather than King’s, my father changed my mother’s mind by cabling from Colombo that he was ‘greatly disappointed’. She sat with me on the stump of a recently felled yew in the pleasure ground, persuading me to go with Chris to King’s, where I could join the Officers’ Training Corps and meet my Choir School friends, such as John Dalrymple. Pictures of the school grounds on Carlyon Bay showed palms and hydrangeas on white cliffs above a beach, where a sports club was available only to the school for the duration of the war. She believed that sheltering from the war by going to St Columba’s in neutral Ireland might not be good for my character.


After a summer of active idleness, increasing the profit of my poultry, training Mary’s bay mare to jump at the Kilmaine Show, and shooting rabbits, I crossed to England with Chris on an overcrowded boat, praying that it would not be torpedoed, and travelled on a train, with soldiers, sailors and airmen filling every space with their kitbags, to London. We stayed with my godmother, Bunty Spencer, in a house where most of the windows had been boarded up after an air raid. She took us to evensong in St Paul’s Cathedral, every seat occupied by people who seemed fearless, calm and proud of carrying on as normal among the ruins of their city. This was an adventure I would not have missed, much as I missed everyone and everything I loved at Milford.


My letters home from Cornwall say nothing about the ordeal of getting to know the boys in my dormitory, house and class; fagging for an ungrateful senior; obeying idiotic rules that were sacred customs; being ‘properly dressed’ on a Sunday, wearing a starched wing-collar that made my chin sore and a black coat with pinstriped trousers and a straw boater; putting on a gas-mask during fire drill with alarms ringing in the middle of the night; guarding myself from kicks and indecent grabs during a power cut in the blackout.


Instead, those letters belie my memory, stressing, ‘It is grand fun here. The food is not too bad and we have plenty of free time.’ My voice had not yet broken and I enjoyed cycling five miles at weekends to rejoin the Choir School boarders who had been evacuated to a house in St Blazey, where Clive Pare remained headmaster. He used to drive us in a bus on Sundays to sing at ancient churches fragrant with incense and dedicated to obscure Cornish saints, as far away as Padstow and Redruth and St Ives. In Truro one day I bought The Oxford Book of Regency Verse, and began to enjoy reading Wordsworth, Coleridge and Keats in a handsome edition I revered almost as much as the Bible.


I wrote to Uncle Jack at HQ East Africa Command, because my grandmother had written to say that he had received no letters from Ireland since his embarkation leave at Milford. Ten days later Chris, looking miserable, took me into the garden, sat me on a green wooden bench beside a clump of dying blue hydrangeas and, finding it hard to speak without crying, handed me a telegram telling us that Uncle Jack had been killed in action.


Later, we learnt what had happened. While commanding the artillery at the Battle of Gondar, Uncle Jack was travelling in a staffcar when a bi-plane, the last Italian fighter left in Abyssinia, began strafing the road. Instead of diving for cover, he got out with a Tommy gun and fired at the plane as if it were a game bird and the Emperor had invited him to the country for the sport. The pilot returned his fire, wounding him in the groin and his driver in the jaw. Uncle Jack bled to death in eight hours.


In my very short letter of sympathy to my mother and grandparents, I wrote, ‘I shall always think how slack I have been in helping to win this war.’


By being at school in Cornwall I missed the great family event of Mary and Toby’s wedding in Kilmaine on Monday 16 February 1942. Toby had arrived at Milford four days earlier, and at 2 a.m. on Saturday he and Mary had decided to get married on Monday and spend the two nights left of his leave at Ashford Castle. They woke Mummy to tell her.


Our father was at sea, on his way home from Ceylon before taking up an appointment as Colonial Secretary of Bermuda. Toby’s mother could not come from England at such short notice, and would never forgive my mother or Mary for this. Chris and I received a wire on Saturday, and I spent the next ten days thinking about little else, imagining and longing to know the details.


When at last the story arrived, in two instalments, from our mother, I replied, ‘They were the happiest letters you have ever written us … We were thrilled with the wedding and longed to be there.’ Unfortunately these letters are lost. A letter from Liz, aged eleven, Mary’s bridesmaid, describes Mary wearing our grandmother’s wedding dress and our great-great-grandmother’s wreath and coming out of the church to be greeted by men with blazing torches of turf sods on hay forks, and the Kilmaine children leaning over their school wall cheering, and Mary cutting the cake with our grandfather’s sword.


The day they married was the fourteenth that Mary and Toby had spent in each other’s company since their childhood. ‘What babes they looked,’ wrote a wedding guest the next day. Grandfather, whose bed had been moved down to the drawing room following a stroke, gave them his blessing. He died a month later. His coffin was carried from Milford on a horse cart followed by Edward, aged nine, wearing an Eton collar with his black wedding suit, leading on foot a long cortège of pedestrians but few cars. Our grandfather was buried with his Bowen-Miller ancestors in the churchyard at Kilmaine.





It was nearly three years since I had seen my father when he came to visit us with our mother in Cornwall towards the end of March. They told us that the Colonial Office required her to go to Bermuda, because his job would involve entertaining very important people. We had to make a sacrifice of losing her as part of our war effort.


They had heard bad reports from Mr Pare of homosexuality at King’s, so they tackled Dr Shirley about this. He apologized, and assured them that he would do everything in his power to eradicate the problem. They were also worried by reports of lax discipline. So they appointed Mr Pare as one of our guardians and Aunty Kay as another. And Mary, who would have to move her lodgings whenever the army would move Toby around England, would, in our mother’s absence, assume her role in my life. Liz would go to Aunty Kay’s school at Bowness-upon-Windermere in the Lake District and Edward to the Choir School in Cornwall. Shortly before Easter 1942, our parents brought me to Canterbury, where they said goodbye. It would be two years before we would see each other again.


Canterbury, so far, had escaped the blitz. I was staying there to sing – for the last time with an unbroken treble voice – at the enthronement of William Temple as the ninety-sixth Archbishop. My parents were to listen to the service on the wireless of their ship, the Nikoya, sailing out of Tilbury in convoy across the Atlantic. Easter fell that year on the Feast of St George, Toby’s twenty-first birthday. Joseph Poole, who choreographed the service for filming, told us we were ‘to sing the new Archbishop in procession to the throne of St Augustine’.


For our safety, in case of an air raid, Mr Pare was lodging us in a house called Beverley outside the Roman city walls. The three crucifixion hours of Good Friday had come and gone. Sharing my room was another choirboy, a year older, who could play the organ enviably well. Before we went to sleep that night I asked him to teach me how to masturbate because I did not know. As he did what I’d asked, the blaze of pleasure burned away my innocence. During the night I dreamed of running over wet ashes to escape from the smouldering carcass of a cathedral that turned into a skeleton of Milford. Waking, I felt a new anguish of guilt for a deed that could never be undone, and believed that if I were to die in the next air raid, my soul would descend into hell.


But having gained the knowledge, I could not resist kindling the blaze night after night with my left hand. Before leaving Canterbury I bought a prayer book to send to my mother direct from the Cathedral Book Shop and a Waterman’s fountain pen for myself, using my right hand to compose longer and brighter letters to her, and, a year later, poems.


On returning to Milford for the summer holidays of 1942 I found that my love for my mother, the fountainhead of my happiness, had clung to the place that she had deserted. As I passed through the front gates, warmly greeted by Mrs Davin and her children, before entering the golden-green archway of the limes on the avenue, I had a sense of lost love recovered.


Through grandfather’s telescope at Milford, we could pick out trees on the hill above Castlehacket, a small blue mound on the horizon, eight miles as the crow flies across Dalgan Bog and meadows beyond Shrule towards Headford. During our summer holidays with Granny on her own at Milford, Chris received a letter from Lieutenant-General Sir Denis K. Bernard, KCVO, MC, inviting him and me to stay at Castlehacket for two nights, and shoot some rabbits on his thousand-acre estate. This was two months before the Battle of El Alamein. Generals Auchinleck and Ritchie had been dismissed from their North African commands by Churchill, and replaced by Alexander and Montgomery.


I was thrilled, but at the same time scared that we might not know exactly how to behave as the guests of such an important old man, living in a house much larger and grander than Milford. He had recently retired from the governorship of Bermuda, where that same month our father was Acting Governor, and our mother was busy entertaining important, titled and rich people at Government House.


We cycled to Castlehacket along rutted gravel roads in the rain, and got through lunch the first day without making fools of ourselves, one of us on each side of the General at a long mahogany table in a dining room fit for a banquet, great windows open to the south. Our host was kind and courteous. We were waited upon by his butler, a Protestant loyalist from Northern Ireland. The General spotted a yellow tweed tie that my brother was wearing, and asked where was it bought?


‘At Moon’s in Galway, sir,’ Chris replied.


‘I like your Moon’s tie, Christopher,’ the General said approvingly, much to our relief. After lunch he showed us around the house. It was built, he told us, about fifteen years previously, from Free State government compensation for the burning down by the IRA of an uglier house that had stood on the same site. Why was it burnt? Because in 1921 he had done his bit for Ireland by driving around Cork in an armoured car, shooting at rebels whenever they could be found. The Irish authorities gave him so much that he had £1000 left over after rebuilding the house, including the cost of bullet-proof shutters.


Our rooms had mahogany wash-stands with china basins, which we were told would be filled with hot water from a copper kettle before breakfast the next day. I was more interested in the guns, which were kept upstairs in a bow-fronted room at the centre of the house, with windows facing across a park to the wooded hill. From here, he said, if the rebels ever dared again to attack us, he could fire on them as they came up the avenue or crossed the park. His butler had been trained as a loader, so the General could sustain fire from three guns. Or else he could give covering fire, while the butler crawled around on his belly through brushwood to attack them in the flank.


‘Rebels can’t face cold shot,’ he declared, ‘they quickly turn and run because they are cowards.’


At dinner all was going well at first. ‘Generals are two a penny,’ he declared with self-mockery, taking us into his confidence, which we would not have dared to abuse. Churchill, he thought, had made a presumptuous mistake in sacking Sir Claude Auchinleck. As boys whose duty would be to enlist at the age of eighteen, we did our best to agree.


The General was a tall, gaunt man, with ears that stuck out and skin that hung loose on the bones of a face that was hard to look at, especially at our age. It was a mask he had moulded for himself in the army, to freeze up men of inferior rank or warmer heart, but to melt women of the blood that could be traced in Burke’s Landed Gentry of Ireland. So far so good, we had been treated with honour by our host.


Then he stared at my brother’s tie, which Chris had not changed when dressing for dinner, because it was the only tie he had brought. Mine happened to be darker, and not made of tweed, luckily. ‘I like your Moon’s tie, Christopher. Yes, I told you I liked it at lunch,’ and as my brother’s face brightened with pleasure, the General snapped: ‘But not at dinner! Yellow tweed, yellow tweed! A lovely colour at lunch, Christopher, a good material from a reputable shop, but not a tie to wear at dinner, do you understand?’


Having wounded my brother’s pride with this thrust, the General gave us no quarter. If you misplaced a silver salt cellar on the impeccably polished table, he would move it himself, or sign to his butler to do so, making us squirm with embarrassment. If you bravely forced yourself to utter a remark which you thought might please him, but which he found impertinent or silly, then a spark would touch the short dry fuse of his temper. He was too intelligent to shout when he was cross: had not the British won their battles by keeping their heads cool, clear and calm under fire in their thin red line? He preferred to attack the pride of his foe with a withering remark, and humble him into unconditional surrender. Then the little purple veins would shine through the sagging skin beneath his cold blue eyes as threateningly as the damascene on the barrels of his shotguns, made to his measure, as he showed us, by Holland and Holland.


On the second day I enjoyed myself thoroughly, because I was mad about shooting, and after tea the General took us out through the park to shoot rabbits. Chris, being older, had the first shot, and was quite upset when he missed a rabbit as it was running into a burrow.


‘Oh sir,’ he said, ‘I’m sure I only missed it by a foot. I almost got it.’


‘A foot? You missed it by a foot? Pity about that foot, Christopher!’ the General mocked. ‘If you’d aimed a foot in front of the rabbit you might have shot it.’ It was shameful to waste a cartridge during the Emergency, especially one of the General’s, which he might have needed to defend the house. Our final tally was not too bad considering how seldom we shot, but the General kept teasing Christopher, even at dinner, ‘Pity you missed that rabbit by a foot! Only a foot? That was quite near, but not near enough!’ And again Christopher was reminded that the General did not like to sit with a guest wearing a yellow tweed tie at dinner, even if it had been bought at Moon’s, the shop where all the gentry had accounts.


As sons of an Acting Governor, we got off more lightly from the military lash of his tongue than the workmen did on his estate. Showing us around the yard when the cows were being milked, he insulted a man for not sitting straight on a three-legged milking stool, thereby weakening the legs. Pointing at a similar stool that was lying with a broken leg outside the cowshed, he remarked in a voice sharpened to strike fear into his regiment, and audible to the men who were milking: ‘You see, boys! Typical Irish peasants, they have no idea of looking after things that belong to their employer.’


Hearing that horrible remark – peasant was a word my brother and I never used in Ireland where it was only uttered with contempt – I wondered if the next IRA attack on Castlehacket would occur before we left.





One evening I stood beside our apple tree on the terrace of the pleasure ground, holding an old-fashioned moss rose picked from a bush near the well below the pump house, imagining I was in love with Dominica Browne of Breaghwy.


The last time I had seen her was in January, riding to hounds. Aloof from the shabby hunt followers, she had sailed over double limestone walls on her well-bred filly, following Iris, her mother, Master of the South Mayo Harriers. I had not been able to keep up with them on Mary’s bay pony, jumping wall after limestone wall in the frosty fields around Forde’s Cross. Dominica on her high horse had left me far behind.


Encouraged by Granny’s belief that a moss rose had the same power as white heather to generate love, I deeply inhaled the scent, and rubbed the velvety green stem. But hard as I tried to generate an image of Dominica to adore, all I could see was the untouchable Dominica I knew: a freckled face shaded by a little black peaked cap, a riding crop tapping her jodhpurs, and her sad eyes turning away, after scowling at me, towards the crowing of cock pheasants in her father’s walled demesne.





Back at King’s in the autumn, the chaplain, nicknamed the Tank because of his enormous girth, gave me one of his ‘sex talks’. He invited me into his study for tea with peanut butter on toast, and got nowhere near the point by asking questions like, ‘Did you ever get your clothes wet during the holidays?’ Yes, I stood last summer on a rock at Gurteen Bay near Roundstone and let the sea break over me in a storm. This reply made him sigh and shift his huge backside in the chair.


Dressed in a long black leather-belted cassock, the Tank was known to prowl on the cliff with binoculars to spy on and report to Dr Shirley any boys he might have seen pairing off down the path to the beach.


We were warned in vague terms of the dangers of masturbation. I saw a boy carried away in an ambulance with his hands tied to a stretcher because he could not stop for a moment except when he fell asleep. How pale he looked. They said he was running towards the cliff to throw himself over, when a rugby player tackled him near a camouflaged army pillbox.


At a crossroads to the station, the sea, the hotel and the woods, I remember the Home Guard at their nightly guard duty; Nissen huts behind hedges; the Cornish Riviera Express steaming and whistling between London and Penzance across the rolling green country of chalk mounds and ancient mineshafts, where we fought each other with blank cartridges on field days.
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‘A lively and even brave account
of a rich and complicated life’

John Montague, Irish Times






OEBPS/p2001e9c0gviii001_online.jpg
" couNTY
~ROSCOMMON
Atlantic -

Ocean

COUNTY” GALWAY

10miles 2
TCOUNTY oo oo e

~XTCLARE o™
> s S






