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INTRODUCTION
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‘There is another me hardly seen in it,’ Patrick Kavanagh said of Tarry Flynn (1948), the novel based on his life in Inniskeen, County Monaghan, during the 1930s. As poet and journalist as well as novelist, Kavanagh was a pervasively autobiographical and confessional author, but he could have made the same observation about any of his self-revelatory writings. Because his doings, his reflections, opinions and memories were the subject of most of his oeuvre and also because the confiding tone he adopted created an impression of honesty and intimacy, many readers assumed that they knew all there was to know about him. One of the purposes of this biography is to discover ‘The Other Man concealed’ behind the artifice of Kavanagh’s self-representations.


The son of a cobbler and subsistence farmer, Patrick Kavanagh (1904–67) was removed from school at age 13 to serve his time at the bench and work the land. In spite of his keen interest in reading and writing poetry, he seemed destined to become ‘some mute, inglorious Milton’. However, he disputed Thomas Gray’s view in ‘Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard’ that a potentially great writer could be silenced by being born into an impoverished underclass living far from the metropolis. ‘If the potentialities are there, it is almost certain that they will find a way out; they will burst a road,’ he said.


The story of Kavanagh’s slow and tortuous journey from homespun balladry through early journal publications to his first volume, Ploughman and Other Poems (1936), an amazing tale of triumph against almost insuperable odds, is this biography’s first important narrative. ‘The apprenticeship takes twenty years,’ he used to warn the aspirant poets who flocked about him in the 1960s, and in his own case it had lasted even longer. Although there are some memorable poems among over two hundred that he wrote in the 1930s, he still regarded himself as a novice until the early 1940s.


One significant aspect of his life about which Kavanagh divulged very little in his autobiographical writings is his bleak publishing history. He maintained a successful public front from the mid-1940s, setting himself up as Ireland’s leading poet, but behind the scenes his career was dogged by misfortune and failure. The acclaimed early autobiography, The Green Fool (1938), was withdrawn after a libel action. His decision to uproot himself from his home and family farm to embark on the career of full-time, freelance writer in Dublin was disastrously mistimed; it coincided almost to the month with the outbreak of the Second World War. Owing to wartime paper rationing writers’ markets shrank. Irish writers were particularly disadvantaged when Eire’s neutrality rendered their products repugnant to some English and United States editors and publishers. Kavanagh’s first publisher, Harold Macmillan, who just before the war had offered a weekly subvention to enable him to write a novel, ignored his pleadings to renew the offer once war was declared.


While war was not the only factor in delaying the acceptance of a second volume of Kavanagh’s poems, the contract for A Soul for Sale and Other Poems was not signed until October 1945 and publication was delayed for almost two years, mainly because of paper rationing. Three novels, two of them heavily revised versions of the same narrative, were turned down by several publishers before he struck lucky at the fourth attempt with Tarry Flynn. As far as publication went, the 1950s proved to be Kavanagh’s worst decade. He was producing some of his finest poems — among them ‘Auditors In’, ‘Kerr’s Ass’, ‘Epic’, ‘Prelude’ and the 1956/57 sonnets — but he failed to interest any commercial publisher in a collection until Longmans brought out Come Dance with Kitty Stobling and Other Poems in 1960.


In Ireland, Kavanagh had a following from the late 1940s (‘There are people in the streets who steer by my star’). Internationally, because of the thirteen-year interval between the London publication of his two volumes of mature verse, he had no continuous poetic career until the 1960s when Collected Poems (1964) followed soon enough after the award-winning Come Dance with Kitty Stobling to capitalise on its reputation.


This biography traces Kavanagh’s publishing history and also reveals what he was writing in the long intervals between books. It is to be hoped that its account of his daily professional life as a writer, his revisions and redraftings, his negotiations with publishers and editors, will help to dispel the view that he was an untutored, gormless genius visited by an occasional flash of inspiration.


From his arrival in Dublin, Kavanagh was a morning writer who spent most of his day about the town. For nearly thirty years he was Dublin’s best-known flâneur and, partly because of his countryman image, he soon acquired the status of a local ‘character’. His dishevelled appearance, lack of a conventional education and apparent eccentricity undermined his reputation as a serious writer in some quarters and also excluded him from the highly paid, executive positions towards which he aspired. A gradual slide into alcoholism from the mid-1950s exacerbated the situation. This biography chronicles his twenty-year search for a well-paid job and examines his financial affairs at different stages, the money worries that preyed on him, his occasional windfalls, his gambling, his dealings with bank managers and the Revenue Commissioners, the shifts and stratagems to which he resorted to ‘beat the rap’.


Among the aspects of his life about which Kavanagh was most secretive in his published writings were romantic friendships and sex. Reticence in matters sexual was necessitated by the social and ethical codes of the 1940s and 1950s and reinforced by Church teaching and state censorship. Even to bandy the names of women friends in print would have been unseemly. When his best-known love poem, ‘On Raglan Road’, first appeared, it was entitled ‘Dark-Haired Miriam Ran Away’, though its heroine was based on Hilda Moriarty. When he named a poem after a later woman friend, ‘Deirdre’, he published it under the pseudonym N. Caffrey. In his confessional poetry and autobiographical fiction, Kavanagh tended to play the role of the failed or unrequited lover, or of the man who loves and is loved by many women but is too puritanical to be a seducer and too poor to marry. These literary stances resulted in a common perception, still current, that he was a sexually frustrated eunuch who ‘died wondering’. Even the story of his seven-year relationship with Katherine Moloney, the woman he finally married, has hitherto been suppressed. Despite the veil of propriety which still covers much of his sexual life, enough evidence has come to light to show that he was not only capable of romance but was a practising heterosexual.


A remarkably resilient man with a keen sense of humour and self-irony, Kavanagh was, nevertheless, prone to feelings of victimisation and envied the successful careers of some other contemporary Irish writers whom he considered less talented than himself. Continually disappointed in his hopes of attracting a wealthy patron or rich wife who would free him from literary hack work, he sometimes misrepresented Dublin’s bourgeoisie en masse as heartless philistines. He has been portrayed as a friendless man or one whose so-called friends proved false and had no real interest in his welfare. In fact, as this biography illustrates, there were always relays of generous middle-class well-wishers who recognised his genius and valued his company, who dispensed regular meals, donations and good advice, and exerted themselves to procure him literary commissions or work as a newspaper columnist. From the outset of his literary career, other writers and artists also rallied round, bolstering his morale and promoting his work, creating a congenial milieu and offering hospitality.


While Kavanagh’s life was not an easy one, some of his misfortunes were self-inflicted. He was a divided man, at odds with himself, one half of him intent on frustrating what the other half desired. An abiding faith in his own genius and a profound and enduring commitment to poetry were countered or undermined by a character and temperament that too frequently landed him in situations or states of mind unconducive to creativity. A man intensely jealous of his privacy, he spent most of his waking hours in public. His craving for economic and emotional security was offset by an often self-destructive recklessness; he chose to live at the extremes while protesting otherwise. Spendthrift when he had money, he rapidly impoverished himself and then fretted about his lack of ‘the readies’. He longed for a wife and family but either courted unsuitable women or postponed settling down with a loving and supportive partner, hoping for some fresh romantic excitement. Once his health had become precarious after his lung cancer operation, he jeopardised it further by turning to alcohol. Arrogant, aggressive and abusive, he not only lambasted in print and in person writers whose work he disliked, but alienated potential supporters. While he enjoyed camaraderie and conversation, he was suspicious even of friends (especially male friends), distrustful, always wary of being exploited. Not until the final summer of his life did he achieve ease and serenity, a ‘golden summer’ when he had at last acquired a wife and home and reigned supreme as ‘the Irish poet’, surrounded by admiring and protective courtiers, among them many of the upcoming generation of Irish poets.


No biography was undertaken during Patrick Kavanagh’s lifetime because he was so secretive about his personal affairs that he refused to co-operate. When he learned that Alan Warner was contemplating a biography in 1964 and was contacting family and friends looking for information, he, in his own words, ‘nearly went up a lamp-post’. Subjected to a barrage of insults and threats, Warner withdrew and it was not until 1973 that he brought out the first book-length study of Kavanagh’s oeuvre, Clay is the Word.


At one time Kavanagh thought that his younger friend, the poet, short story writer and academic John Jordan, would be his Boswell but Jordan confined himself to writing perceptive literary criticism of his friend’s work. In 1951 Kavanagh had envisaged that his biographer would be another younger friend, Anthony Cronin, and he playfully fantasised that the book would be entitled He Was God. Cronin did include a memoir of Kavanagh, as he had known him during the 1950s, in Dead as Doornails (1976). For many of Kavanagh’s contemporaries, this memoir is the most true to life of all the portraits of the poet. John Ryan, founding editor of Envoy and one of Kavanagh’s circle from 1949, recorded their friendship and preserved many of the well-honed anecdotes that circulated about the poet’s doings and sayings in Remembering How We Stood (1975), an account of ‘Bohemian Dublin at the mid-century’.


Peter Kavanagh, who had been collecting his brother’s published writings since the 1940s and preserving his letters, used this material as the basis of the first book-length biography, Sacred Keeper (1979). Writing ‘as a partisan, as his alter ego, almost as his evangelist’, Peter Kavanagh also combined biography with autobiography by quoting extensively from his brother’s first-person and fictionalised versions of events. Recently, as the present biography was going to press, Peter Kavanagh issued a second biography, Patrick Kavanagh, A Life Chronicle, which includes further material on the early history of the Kavanagh family and emphasises the key role he himself played in Patrick’s life.


A major difference between the foregoing memoirs and biographies and this biography is that I did not know Patrick Kavanagh. In fact, I met him only once, very briefly, as a child when I approached him for his autograph. However, I do not believe that this lack of personal acquaintance disqualifies me from chronicling his life history. Few biographers are on daily intimate terms with their subject from birth to death. Had I known Kavanagh at only one time of his life, I might have been tempted to confuse the genres of memoir and biography, relying on personal knowledge rather than consulting archival sources and seeking the testimony of other contemporaries. There are many versions of the self, and Kavanagh projected a different image to different people even during the same period.


Almost half a century after he typed the lines




If ever you go to Dublin town


In a hundred years or so


Inquire for me in Baggot Street


And what I was like to know . . .





I set such enquiries in train, extending their scope to include a diverse range of people who encountered him or knew him at one or more phases of his life. Many of my respondents considered themselves privileged to have spent some time in his company or to have been his intimates for a number of months or years. They remember him as a wonderful talker, a humorous companion, a man who had a great curiosity about the world, a zest for life and an enormous capacity for enjoyment, a ‘pure straight’ individual who could not abide pretension and phoniness; above all, as a magnetic personality radiating energy and intelligence. Others had more mixed reactions, usually some rueful recollection of how ‘unpoetic’ he seemed: cunning or curmudgeonly and, especially in later years, drunken and savagely rude. John McGahern has summarised the complex nature of Kavanagh’s wayward genius as it appeared to him and to the painter Patrick Swift in the late 1950s: ‘a mixture of child and monster, fool and knave’. Kavanagh was not universally loved, as he acknowledges in the ballad ‘If Ever You Go to Dublin Town’. While some contemporaries ‘disliked his air’, one group who admired his ‘airs’ in both senses were the young Dublin-based poets who began publishing in the 1960s: Eavan Boland, Paul Durcan, Michael Hartnett, Brendan Kennelly, James Liddy, Brian Lynch, Macdara Woods.


One of my difficulties in reconstructing Kavanagh’s life story is a problem familiar to biographers of twentieth-century figures: the subject’s preference for telephoning rather than writing letters. Though Kavanagh loved receiving letters and hated bank holidays because there was no post, he generally wrote only on business matters or to beg a favour. Most of the extant letters are addressed to editors, publishers or promoters, such as Seumas O’Sullivan, John Gawsworth, Frank O’Connor, Harold and Maurice Macmillan, John Betjeman. A few are written to patrons, to Archbishop McQuaid for instance, or to a sympathetic woman friend, as in the case of Sheila O’Grady. There is also a batch of letters to his sister Celia, a nun in England, written from Inniskeen on his own and his mother’s behalf in the 1930s.


The bulk of Kavanagh’s surviving correspondence was sent to his brother Peter between late 1946 and 1965. His brother, who lived in the United States for most of this period, sometimes served as North American literary agent and once as publisher; transatlantic telephone calls to Peter (though he made a few) would have been prohibitively expensive. Yet, as a record of his life from 1946, these letters to his brother are an unreliable source. While they are quite informative about his writing and his job-hunting, they tell us little about Kavanagh’s day-to-day life and, when they do, sometimes reveal only what he called ‘the surface irritations of the moment’. These letters reflect little credit on Kavanagh, too often revealing him as exploitative, vindictive and self-absorbed. He has little good to say of anyone and is given to badmouthing friends and acquaintances whom he had turned against temporarily or permanently. The names of many of those who cared for him, supported him emotionally and financially, and promoted his work over three decades in Dublin and London, hardly feature in this correspondence, unless he had quarrelled with them. For five years he wrote to Peter from the various addresses at which he was living with Katherine Moloney, without revealing her name or her role in his life, and he did not divulge his marriage plans.


Kavanagh had the knack of making the man or woman he was confiding in at any one time appear to be his only friend, rescuer or patron, the only one who mattered to him. On one occasion he referred to his brother Peter as the ‘sacred keeper’ of his ‘sacred conscience’, hence the title of the first biography. It has been upsetting for some of the people I interviewed to learn that he was more promiscuous with his confidences and his affections than he pretended. I suspect that this apparent duplicity was due to emotional dependency, that ‘gaping need’ to be loved and provided for which led him to lean on powerful and influential men and to transform women friends, twenty or more years younger than himself, into surrogates for his own wise and managerial mother.


Since 1967, the year of Kavanagh’s death, a selection of his poems has been included on the Junior and Leaving Certificate programmes in Ireland. Generations of school pupils have come to love his poetry and he now has admirers and partisans the length and breadth of the country, people who quote his lines unselfconsciously and weave his phrases into their conversation.


The reactions of an aunt and niece on discovering that I was writing his biography may well typify the attitude of two sorts of reader: those who met and disliked the living man and those who know only the poetry and revere it. ‘I used to see Kavanagh around Baggot Street in the early 1960s when I was a student,’ the aunt said, ‘a big, rough, angry-looking man talking away to himself. I’d move off the pavement when I saw him coming. He looked as if he’d push you into the traffic if you didn’t make way for him.’ ‘Oh don’t start telling me nasty things about him,’ her niece interrupted. ‘He was my favourite poet on the English course when I was at school. I don’t want you spoiling the poetry for me.’


I hope that this warts-and-all biography does not spoil the poetry for Kavanagh’s many fans. ‘A biography in which the subject isn’t let down wouldn’t be of much interest,’ he once said, and this is no hagiography. Patrick Kavanagh was not Saint Patrick, but a poet living out his imperfect life in an imperfect world.




If ever you go to Dublin town


In a hundred years or so


Sniff for my personality,


Is it vanity’s vapour now?





What prompted me to sniff for Kavanagh’s personality and explore the vicissitudes of his life and literary career was my love for his poetry. In ‘the shake-up’, the poetry is what matters. Some of his favourite lines by W. H. Auden summon up what he hoped would be posterity’s verdict on his life and art:




Time that is intolerant


Of the brave and innocent,


And indifferent in a week


To a beautiful physique,


Worships language and forgives


Everyone by whom it lives.


ANTOINETTE QUINN


Dublin, 2001
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NO GENEALOGIC ROSARY


(1850–1910)
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My fathers strung for me


No genealogic rosary


Beads of hypnotic power —


I am, as Napoleon said, my own ancestors . . .


(‘Dictator’s Genealogy’)1





The inflated comparison with Napoleon here is typical of Patrick Kavanagh’s self-irony, but this verse from an early poem, unpublished in his lifetime, is his most overt written allusion to the fact that on his father’s side he was a bastard’s son. He was aware of this semi-bastard status from at least his teenage years; in an Irish country parish like Inniskeen in County Monaghan, where he grew up, everyone’s seed and breed was known to all and illegitimacy was a stigma which lingered on for generations. While birth outside wedlock was considered sinful and shameful for both mother and child, increasingly so from the late nineteenth century, such stern sexual morality did not interfere with neighbourly good relations. The taunt of bastard or bastard’s son was an insult kept in reserve, to be resorted to as a weapon during quarrels or as a put-down for those who were becoming too successful. In the case of Patrick Kavanagh’s family it was particularly unlikely that their paternal ancestry would be forgotten. Their growing prosperity ensured that the ‘genealogic rosary’ was often recited by envious neighbours and, in any case, the poet’s father’s origins were more than usually memorable for he had provoked a considerable local scandal while still in the womb.


Patrick Kavanagh’s paternal grandfather was Patrick Kevany, a farmer’s son from Castletown in County Sligo, who in July 1848 at the age of 22 enrolled at the Royal Albert Agricultural College in Glasnevin, Dublin. He was already an experienced teacher, having been principal of Owenbeg National School in County Sligo for two years, and was attending the Glasnevin college to further his education in literary subjects and in agriculture. According to his college reports he was an academically well-qualified but uncouth youth, awkward in his manner and speaking with a thick accent that augured ill for his ability to communicate as a teacher.2 He probably spoke with a pronounced accent because he was a first-generation speaker of English and his lack of social grace would have been due to the fact that he was a countryman unused to the ways of cultivated city folk. The college staff’s reservations about Patrick Kevany’s lack of gentility would be echoed by middle-class Dubliners two generations later with reference to his poet grandson.


Rather than return to County Sligo when his course was completed in February 1850, Patrick Kevany applied for the post of teacher in one of the new national schools which the Marquis of Bath’s agent, Tristram Kennedy, was setting up on the Bath estate in the parish of Inniskeen, about six miles from Carrickmacross in County Monaghan. The new schools on the Bath estate were part of a flurry of school-building that followed on the establishment in 1831 of a Board of Commissioners to administer British government grants for education in Ireland. All existing and new schools could apply through their manager to the board for financial assistance towards the cost of buildings, repairs, teachers’ salaries, books and other equipment.3 The spread of a network of national schools, answerable to the Board of Commissioners in Marlborough Street, Dublin, was a vehicle of colonisation as well as modernisation. The schools were sometimes referred to as ‘literary schools’ and, since literacy entailed an ability to read and write English, those who spoke only the Irish language would be relegated as illiterates.


When, in the wake of the Great Famine of 1847, Tristram Kennedy could turn his attention from material to educational concerns, he set about establishing three schools in the vicinity of Inniskeen — at Drumlusty, Tattyboys and Kednaminsha — each intended to house a hundred pupils. There was already a school in Inniskeen village. This seems a lot of schools, but the pre-Famine population of the area was 3,698 and, since pupils had to walk, a number of small, accessible schools rather than one large establishment was desirable. Kednaminsha was a one-room school intended to serve not only as a literary school but to provide instruction in agriculture to the future farmers and farm labourers of the area, rather than leave them to follow traditional methods which had failed so conspicuously in the recent past. Improved productivity on the Bath estate was high on Tristram Kennedy’s list of priorities — he sponsored three students at the Royal Albert College in 1850–51 — so Patrick Kevany, a qualified agricultural instructor as well as an experienced national schoolteacher, had no difficulty in securing the first appointment to the new school at Kednaminsha in April 1850. By December he was joined by a workmistress who took over the junior classes.


The new schools contributed to a process of modernisation in the district that had begun the previous year with the opening of the Dundalk to Castleblaney railway line. The siting of a railway station at Inniskeen meant that the village was connected to a transport system that brought passengers, not only to the market and port town of Dundalk, nine miles distant by road, but on to Dublin, fifty miles further south. In 1850 Patrick Kevany could have made the journey from Dublin by train to a station at one side of Drogheda, crossed that town on a horse-drawn vehicle to the station of Newfoundwell at the other side, and continued his journey by rail to Inniskeen. Three years later he could have made the entire journey by train, for a temporary railway bridge over the River Boyne at Drogheda was completed that June; the permanent bridge, the Boyne viaduct, was ready in time for his final departure from Inniskeen in April 1855.4


Inniskeen was the name of both a parish and a village. It had started out as a monastic foundation on the banks of the Fane river in the sixth century and in the 1850s boasted a dilapidated round tower, a Catholic church, built in 1820, and a new Protestant church, completed in 1854. However, it was the coming of the railway that brought the village into prominence as a commercial centre for the surrounding countryside: shops, public houses, a police barracks and a corn mill would all be situated near the railway station.5 The inland town of Carrickmacross, which was three miles closer to Inniskeen than Dundalk, was not connected to the village by rail until 1886, but farmers travelling on foot or by horse-drawn vehicle went to fairs and markets in both towns. Despite the absence of a rail connection, Patrick Kevany probably gravitated more towards Carrickmacross than Dundalk. His boss, the Marquis of Bath’s agent, lived there and he had at least one friend among the Poor Law guardians in the town’s workhouse.


Patrick Kevany proved a successful schoolmaster and was rapidly promoted from grade 3 to grade 2 status. In addition, he was officially recognised by the Board of Commissioners as an instructor in agriculture, for which he received a separate salary. He taught agricultural theory for half an hour during the lunch break, and from three to four o’clock in the afternoons his sixteen trainee farmers practised on a few acres attached to the school which he had stocked with a cow and eight pigs. He excelled as a teacher of agriculture and was commended by the commission inspectors. The abrupt termination of his employment in April 1855 was due not to any professional incompetence but to what was construed by the authorities as professional misconduct.


Patrick Kevany had fallen in love with the beautiful Nancy Callan, a servant in the McEntaggart household where he had lodged on his first arrival in Inniskeen. Nancy’s family, formerly tenant farmers, had lost their land for non-payment of rent after their father’s death in 1846. The family had split up and scattered, but Nancy, her mother, her sister Mary and her brother Michael stayed together and managed to retain a small cottage and one acre of land in the Inniskeen townland of Mucker.6 Sometime in 1852/3 Patrick Kevany moved in with Nancy, living openly with her as her lover. He must have been aware that he was jeopardising his career by this move, for his first workmistress, Catherine McMahon, a spinster, had been instantly dismissed from her post for absenting herself from school to spend a few days with a male lover in February 1851. If Tristram Kennedy was so well briefed on his teachers’ private lives as to be aware of the reason for the schoolmistress’s short absence from her duties, it is unlikely that he would be kept long in ignorance of Kevany’s flagrant sexual immorality. Owing to the continual agrarian unrest, landlords’ agents maintained a network of local informers. Yet Kevany was such an asset that Tristram Kennedy may have turned a blind eye to his liaison and, in any case, the agent was leaving his post in July 1854. Before the year was out Nancy was pregnant and by the following April, when this became common knowledge, the matter was brought to the attention of the new agent, William Steuart Trench.


He reacted by suspending Kevany from his teaching post and on 4 April 1855 wrote to inform the Commissioners for Education that the teacher was living with ‘a widow’ who was with child by him and not married to him. In acknowledgment of Kevany’s satisfactoriness in other respects, Trench allowed him to plead his own cause and the agent’s damning report was accompanied by a letter from the errant schoolmaster begging forgiveness and promising amendment. Pending a response from Dublin, Trench closed the school temporarily from 16 April. Twelve days later the commissioners issued their harsh verdict. They pointed out that Trench had the power to remove Kevany from the school and advised him to do so immediately. For their part, they were dismissing him from their service from 1 May and he would not henceforth be recognised by them as a national schoolteacher. By 29 April Kevany’s fate was sealed and he departed from Inniskeen in disgrace, his career in ruins.


Why he did not marry Nancy Callan instead of risking his career is incomprehensible. Her sister Mary married a schoolteacher, John Caffrey (McCaffrey), who taught in the Inniskeen village school, so there was a family precedent for such a match. In addition to the threat of summary sacking by the commissioners, Kevany would also have been under pressure from the local Catholic clergy to regularise his union. There was often considerable tension between the landlord’s agent and the parish priest over control of the estate schools, because the spiritual and ideological formation of so many Catholic children was at stake. Having a Catholic teacher in charge of the school enabled the parish priest to maintain a form of indirect educational control, but he needed an exemplary Catholic in the post, not a public sinner. Local tradition has it that the reason the couple did not marry was that Nancy opposed the match and, since Kevany must have known that it was in his best interest to make an honest woman of her, this explanation is plausible.


There was certainly no question of Nancy accompanying Patrick Kevany at the time of his sudden departure from Inniskeen. Apart from the fact that she was twenty-two weeks pregnant and had never left home before, she already had a 3-year-old son by a previous partner to care for. Pat McHugh was Nancy’s child by a man named the Tramp McHugh who had married her or had a brief union with her in 1851 and died before the birth of their child in February 1852.7 Though Trench’s letter to the commissioners refers to Nancy as a widow, it is not certain that she ever officially married McHugh, and she continued to be called Callan while her child was called McHugh.


Whatever Nancy’s views on marriage to Patrick Kevany, once he had left the village, her hold over him would undoubtedly have weakened. Would a man as intent on retrieving his teaching career as Patrick Kevany have encumbered himself with a pregnant partner and another man’s child? He was still pleading his cause with the commissioners on 6 July when he requested that they would recognise him as a teacher should he at any future time be offered employment in a national school and enclosed testimonials from the sympathetic Inniskeen curate, Rev. P. O’Carroll, and from Mr Donaghy, a Poor Law guardian in Carrickmacross. On 20 September he requested that the commissioners send him his Certificate of Classification which rated him as a class 2 teacher, a classification that would ordinarily have assured him of another job. On 13 October the commissioners restated their position: he would never again be recognised by them as a national teacher. Kevaney returned to his native Sligo and, probably through the good offices of Thomas Howlin, the land agent who had sponsored him in Glasnevin, he was appointed a teacher in the workhouse school in Tullamore, County Offaly, the following January.8 After eight months in the wilderness he had rejoined the teaching profession; at this point he would have been anxious to conceal his scandalous past and would not have risked producing a mistress and two children.


He was almost a year in Tullamore before the commissioners discovered that the highly commended new teacher in the town’s workhouse school was none other than the disgraced teacher from Inniskeen. On this occasion, following on strong representations from the Workhouse Board, they relented and allowed him to continue in his post. It was now utterly out of the question that he would resume his affair with Nancy. He had embarked on a new phase of his life, his career was flourishing and his talents were so appreciated that he was made Master of the Workhouse in 1861.


Kevany was aware that Nancy Callan had given birth to their son James (a twin was stillborn) in the August following his departure from Inniskeen. He continued to acknowledge paternity, making some contribution towards James’s support during his childhood, maintaining contact with him by letter and occasionally meeting with him in Dublin in later years.9


As far as nomenclature is concerned, the link between father and son was effectively concealed at James’s baptism for he was recorded in the parish register as the son of Patrick Cavanagh rather than Patrick Kevany. Yet, because of the instability in the official recording of names at a time when Gaelic surnames and proper names were still being anglicised, one must be wary of leaping to the conclusion that the Inniskeen priests deliberately misrecorded Kevany’s surname to protect the reputation of a Catholic teacher. In the Board of Education records for the 1850s, for instance, the school is referred to as Kidnaminsha and Kednaminsha, the parish as Donomine and Donaghmoyne and Kevany is spelt Kaveney (twice), Kevaney and Kevany. Nancy herself is recorded as Callen in the parish register.


In any case, whether through deliberate clerical error or the instability of proper names at the time, Nancy Callan’s second son’s official name became James Cavanagh. As an adult, James would often opt to spell his name with an initial K rather than a C, naming himself Kavanagh on the document which transferred his uncle’s rights in the Callan cottage to him, on his marriage certificate, and on census forms. Such a spelling was possibly a gesture of filial continuity, like christening his first son Patrick. On one significant occasion he styled himself James Kevany: this was when he was witnessing his mother’s death certificate in 1896. Both parents were now dead and he was paying a final tribute to their union and reclaiming his own birthright. Officially he was James Cavanagh and when he bought land in 1910 he used this version of his surname, perhaps fearful that the transaction would not be legal otherwise. Similarly, at his first son’s baptism, Cavanagh was the version used, perhaps by James’s own choice because he was anxious to establish legal paternity, possibly at the whim of the officiating priest. So the future poet was christened Patrick Joseph Cavanagh, a spelling of his surname he never in fact used.


Whatever anxieties or resentments James Kavanagh may have harboured over the name change which further severed his already tenuous link with his paternity — and the fact that he used the three variants of his surname at different times does indicate that he was exercised by the problem of nomenclature — he did not visit them on the next generation. He reared his children as Kavanaghs; they accepted it and got on with their lives. When Patrick Kavanagh briefly adopted a pen-name in his teenage years, he opted for Laurence Callan, using his paternal grandmother’s surname rather than his grandfather’s.10


Later, he would be surrounded by writers who had changed their names: Seán O’Faoláin, formerly John Whelan; Roibéard Ó Faracháin, formerly Robert Farren; John Weldon, who had dropped this name in favour of his pen-name, Brinsley MacNamara; and Michael O’Donovan, who made such extensive use of the pen-name Frank O’Connor that he was widely known by this name; Brian O’Nolan, who was variously Brian Ó Nualláin, Flann O’Brien, Myles na gCopaleen and Myles na Gopaleen. Had Patrick Kavanagh so wished, he could have changed his surname to Kevany or adopted this as a pen-name without causing any comment.


What did fascinate him was the taboo topic of his own semi-illegitimacy. This he covertly alluded to on several occasions in his writings, as well as referring to it more overtly in the lines from ‘Dictator’s Genealogy’ quoted at the beginning of this chapter. In The Green Fool, the autobiography he published in 1938, he hinted at the family’s shameful secret, claiming that his father had written down the grandfather’s story and placed the manuscript in a jug from which it had subsequently disappeared. It might have been tidied away from motives of prudery rather than cleanliness, he says, implying the sexually scandalous nature of the narrative. Elsewhere in the autobiography, the taunt of ‘bastard’ is hurled at him by neighbours envious of his father’s rise to the rank of farmer.


The tale of Patrick Kevany’s liaison with Nancy Callan is rewritten in one of the sub-plots of the long unpublished poem Lough Derg (June 1942), in which a rural pedant becomes infatuated with a beautiful young woman but shrinks from her when she confesses to the infanticide of her bastard baby. This romantic sub-plot is quite different from the Kevany-Callan story because there is no tradition that Nancy was ever driven to infanticide, yet there is an allusion to the Kavanagh family history in the near-liaison of village pedant and ‘fallen woman’. His grandfather’s story was certainly on the poet’s mind the summer he wrote Lough Derg, for he asked his brother, who was on a cycling holiday, whether he had made enquiries about their Tullamore relations. He had meant to do so himself a couple of years earlier when he was hitching lifts around Ireland.11


The Kevany connection is once again alluded to in his novel Tarry Flynn (1948), when a long-vanished reprobate uncle who visits the Flynn family hails from Tullamore. For fictional purposes this character is transformed into a penniless ringmaster, instead of a prosperous workhouse master. The Dillon ménage in the novel, happy, rose-clad home of generations of licentious women, may well be the poet’s retrospective blessing on Nancy Callan’s household, where one and possibly two love children were reared.


While he tended to be reticent about his siblings, considering their doings to be of no conversational interest, in later life the poet made no secret of the existence of the Kevany connection. He was pleased to discover that Tony Molloy, a journalist who wrote under the pen-name ‘Captain Mac’, was a relative of sorts through Patrick Kevany’s marriage to Mary Molloy in Tullamore, and the two men became friends in the 1940s.


Bastardy impoverished the poet’s father. Patrick Kevany made some contributions towards his maintenance, but James did not otherwise benefit from his father’s educational advantages or middle-class social status. He grew up in a three-room cabin in a household whose senior male figure, his Uncle Michael, carried on the lowly occupations of stone-breaker and farm labourer. Nancy took the precaution of sending him to the national school in Inniskeen, where her brother-in-law, John Caffrey, was schoolmaster, rather than to his father’s old school at Kednaminsha; apart from this she does not appear to have shown much concern for his education. Though he was highly intelligent, good with figures, enjoyed reading and was musically gifted, there was no suggestion that the bastard son should follow in his father’s footsteps and become a school monitor or trainee schoolmaster. His half-brother, Pat McHugh, would have a more distinguished career. He had gone to live with an uncle in Sunderland in the north-east of England in 1863 for two years and took up permanent residence there in 1875, eventually becoming a Labour Party activist and serving eight successive terms on the Sunderland Board of Guardians.12


James Kavanagh, the stay-at-home son, was apprenticed to a local cobbler, Larry Callan of Drumcatton, from the age of 14 years to 18 plus. It was a grim adolescence: family folklore has it that Larry Callan’s apprentices often went hungry, one of his stock excuses being ‘There was no bread in Dreenan’s today.’13 At the conclusion of his apprenticeship, James set up shop in the kitchen of the Callan family home in Mucker, where he continued to live with his mother and his Uncle Michael, becoming a byword in the village for his devotion to his mother. Indeed, he confided to his poet son that he would like to have travelled, had not the responsibility of caring for his mother kept him at home. Patrick remembered this when he in turn faced a similar choice some years after his father’s death.


Nancy Callan died at home in Mucker in July 1896, aged 64, just two months after Patrick Kevany’s death in Tullamore, aged 70. Not until April 1873, eighteen years after his parting from Nancy, did Kevany marry and start another family. He and his wife, Mary Molloy, opened a drapery shop on Harbour Street in Tullamore, rearing their family above the shop while he still continued to administer the workhouse.


Since local folklore dwells on Nancy’s beauty rather than her brains, the Callan line is not generally regarded as having contributed anything to the future poet’s intellectual inheritance. Nancy’s gender, her lack of academic education and her illiteracy in English would have masked her intelligence, yet it is remarkable that she was the mother of a distinguished citizen of Sunderland as well as the grandmother of an Irish poet.


After the death of his adored mother, James Kavanagh set about acquiring a wife. He had a business to attend to and his bachelor uncle Michael was an elderly man of 71 who needed looking after. On 28 August 1896 Michael signed over his rights in the family home to James under the customary condition that his nephew feed, clothe and house him for the remainder of his days.14 The formal signing over of the house and acre of land was a first step towards marriage. As a tradesman with a steady income and a house of his own, James was in a position to seek a wife and it took him less than six months to find one. On 12 January 1897 he married Bridget Quinn from Tullyrane in the neighbouring parish of Killaney.


James had met Bridget through her brother Jimmy, one of his apprentices. It is likely that this was a marriage of convenience rather than a love match. At the time of his wedding James cut a rather unprepossessing figure: he was a slight, undersized, balding man of 41 with a large moustache and bushy, overgrown side-whiskers, disparaged by Bridget’s father, himself a tall, well-built man, as ‘wee Kavanagh’. His bastard origins would have deterred many local families from allowing him to marry one of their daughters, yet Bridget’s brother would have observed that he was a good marriage prospect. He was an industrious and well-established tradesman whose kindly treatment of his mother augured well for his attitude to his future wife. A quiet, unmeddling fellow, not addicted to alcohol or gambling, he had a reputation for being well informed and possessed of sound good sense. His principal recreations were reading the local newspapers, or magazines such as Tit Bits and Answers and playing the melodeon, and his musical skills ensured that he was much in demand at dances and weddings.


Bridget Quinn was a friendly, energetic woman of 25, a labourer’s daughter who worked as a barmaid in Byrne’s pub in Corcreaghy, near her home. She was neat-featured, at least as tall as her husband, and wore her long dark hair in a knot or comb on top of her head, later in a bun. Though she was a lively, attractive woman, her profession would probably have told against her on the marriage market, since barmaids were not considered quite respectable, and her lack of dowry also ruled out the possibility of a match with a farmer. She was content to settle down with James Kavanagh in a house where there was no mother-in-law in residence. True, she had to take care of James’s elderly uncle, Michael Callan, who, according to the terms of the legal settlement, lived with the family until his death in 1905, but the main cause of unhappiness in the early years of most rural marriages was the friction between the young wife and the mother-in-law she was ousting.


Bridget was fortunate in her choice of husband, a remarkably hardworking man. After marriage James maintained the routine he had established as the son of the Callan household. He was first up every morning, rising at six, and it was he who lit the fire, fed the hens and prepared the breakfast, anticipating the actions of another devoted son, Patrick Maguire, the anti-hero of Patrick Kavanagh’s long poem The Great Hunger. By eight o’clock James was at his cobbler’s bench where he worked a twelve to thirteen-hour day. At four o’clock on winter evenings he lit the oil-lamp that hung suspended from the ceiling and went on working. By the time he had finished for the day, there was only an hour’s leisure before it was time for the rosary at ten. Neighbours and customers who had stayed on to talk left promptly at ten: the rosary was a useful social deterrent. Once it was over it was time for bed.


The Callan home into which Bridget had married was a sparsely furnished three-room cabin consisting of a kitchen with two rooms opening off it. The kitchen was only thirteen feet square and almost half of this space was taken up by the cobbler’s workshop with its bench and two seats at right angles to one another, the second seat generally being occupied by a visiting or journeyman cobbler. Part of the cobbler’s equipment were dozens of maple lasts to fit the various shoe sizes for males, females and children, and in front of his bench he kept a shallow iron pot for soaking the leather. For the rest, the kitchen contained a table and stools, a dresser to hold the dishes and crockery and a settle bed where a journeyman cobbler could spend the night. Cooking was done in pots suspended on crooks over a large open coal fire in the hearth.15 The family enjoyed little privacy by day, being frequently under the surveillance of James’s assistants or customers. Their house was a social centre where neighbours who called by to have shoes made or repaired stayed to chat and others dropped in to seek the cobbler’s advice on medical and legal matters, in both of which he was thought to have considerable expertise.


The language of the household was English; James was bilingual but Bridget had no Irish.16 Out of deference to her husband’s superior literary and clerical ability, Bridget sometimes claimed to be illiterate, though she could read and write and was perfectly well able to sign cheques. On Sundays she listened as James read aloud the local weekly journal, the Dundalk Democrat, from the first to the last page. It was a Saturday paper but it was Sunday before there was leisure for its perusal. During the First World War James also read out newspaper reports of speeches in the British House of Commons, including the bracketed phrases, ‘Order, order’ and ‘cheers’.17


As a barmaid, Bridget had been used to getting on with her work in an atmosphere of chat and banter, so she was not fazed by the lack of privacy in her new home and may even have welcomed it, especially at first. The only daughter of a widower, she had experience of running a house and could manage the plain cooking required of her: porridge, tea, baked soda bread, boiled potatoes or champ, boiled eggs, boiled bacon, and the occasional Sunday pot roast were the staple diet of local families. According to the usual practice among neighbouring small farmers’ wives, she supplemented the family income by keeping a few dozen hens, a couple of pigs and, later, a cow. Joined to the house on the outside were a hen-house and a pigsty, and opposite it, across the yard, or street as it was called, were two cowsheds separated by a dunghill. The Kavanaghs acquired a cow before they had the land to feed her, and Bridget resorted to grazing her on ‘the long acre’, the roadside grass. She was caught doing so by the police sergeant and was summonsed and fined for it. This embarrassing incident did not deter the thrifty Mrs Kavanagh from availing of free roadside grazing whenever possible. In the 1920s her children were still being urged to drive the cattle home very slowly and to encourage them to eat as much as possible along the way.18


Bridget’s affable manner concealed a shrewd, calculating intelligence and she was to prove a capable business partner for the industrious cobbler. While James stuck to his last and earned good money by working all day every day, she plotted and planned for the future, counting the shillings and seeing to it that they were not frittered away on personal or household adornment. James used to claim that he had never saved any money before he met her and it is demonstrably true that the Kavanagh home prospered as the Callan ménage had not. Bridget’s ambition was to save enough money to buy a farm. With such a different pedigree from James’s, she did not see education as a mode of advancement. Ironically, while she was to achieve her ambition of becoming a farmer’s wife, her children’s upward social mobility was to be based on their educational and professional achievements. Two were to be primary schoolteachers, one a university lecturer, three would qualify as nurses, and her elder son, though she did her best to fashion him into a successful farmer, would turn his back on his parents’ hard-earned acres to become a poet and freelance journalist. Despite Patrick Kevany’s desertion of their grandmother and their father’s consequent disadvantaged start in life, one generation on, the Kavanaghs would emulate their paternal grandfather, rising in the world by a combination of intelligence and determination.


For the first twenty-odd years of the marriage James Kavanagh was doing a brisk trade in the manufacture and repair of boots. A pair of new boots cost from ten shillings and sixpence to twelve shillings for a man and from eight shillings and sixpence for a woman. He charged about three shillings to sole and heel a man’s boots and two shillings for a woman’s; to repair the heels cost from threepence to sevenpence. Some customers ran up accounts and paid after the harvest, usually around November. These lump sums were generally saved and the household lived day to day on the proceeds from the cash-paying customers and on the sale of eggs and occasionally of livestock, what was known as ‘the dropping shilling’. This ready cash also covered the purchase of leather and rivets for shoe-making. James’s Cobbler’s Account Book testifies to his clerical skills and methodical nature.19 By August 1898, a year and a half into their marriage, the Kavanaghs were doing so well that he could afford to invest £9 in a new Singer sewing-machine for his business, which he ordered direct from the Singer Manufacturing Company. In years to come his poet son would use this sewing-machine as a writing desk.


In October 1898 the couple had their first child, Annie. Nine others were to follow, spaced out over eighteen years: Mary (1900), Sissie (christened Bridget, 1903), Patrick Joseph (1904), Lucy (1907), Tessie (Teresa Agatha, 1908), Josie (Magret Josephine, 1910), James Colmcille, who died in babyhood (1911), Celia (Cecilia Clare, 1913) and Peter (1916).


Housing this growing family was a pressing concern for the cobbler. Long after they could afford to extend the house, the Kavanaghs hesitated about doing so. This was partly because they were saving their money to buy a farm, but a more compelling reason was that there was considerable ambiguity over their title to the property. The Callan family appears to have had only squatters’ rights.


Not until 1909 did James feel sufficiently confident about his right to the Callan house to risk enlarging it.20 Construction took place during the summer and the family camped out in the garden and outhouses while building was in progress, with James conducting business as usual in the open air and Bridget cooking over an improvised outdoor fire. The poet remembered it as an exciting time: his father plying the masons with porter to keep them in humour, and neighbourhood children scrambling about on the scaffolding, using an unfinished wall as a concert platform or playing see-saw on unused planks. The house was extended in the most economical manner for a family who had only one precious acre of land — by adding another storey. This was built on top of the kitchen and one of the bedrooms. The new two-storey house had a slate roof, a symbol of prosperity in an area where most cottages were still thatched. The Kavanaghs were literally going up in the world. Their enlarged house had increased bedroom accommodation but the kitchen was still only thirteen feet square and the shoe-making business continued to be carried on there.


By the time the future poet was 6 years old the family had graduated to the small-farming class. In the local social hierarchy, farmers, even those who owned only five acres, were considered superior to craftsmen. On 8 December 1910 James purchased at auction nine acres, one rood and twenty perches statute measure, in the nearby townland of Drumnagrella, at a cost of £180 plus professional fees. It was land which William Woods, a strong farmer and one of the cobbler’s customers, had mortgaged to a Carrickmacross auctioneer: six acres of arable land and three of bog. Inniskeen folk speculated that James had inherited a fortune from his deceased uncle, Michael Callan; James did not contradict them but privately said that Michael had left only thirty-five shillings. A three-way legal document was drawn up which inter alia ensured James Kavanagh right of way ten feet wide through the lands of William Woods to the county road, broad enough to allow for vehicular as well as pedestrian traffic. The only vehicle the Kavanaghs possessed then or for many years to come was a wooden wheelbarrow, but James was not taking any chances.21


In Tarry Flynn Patrick Kavanagh would construct a comic sub-plot around the neighbourly envy and spite aroused by a family’s acquisition of land. While Willie Woods does not appear to have begrudged James Kavanagh his purchase, for he continued on as a customer and in coming years offered casual seasonal employment to the cobbler’s children, others were not so tolerant of the Kavanaghs’ sudden social rise, and the taunt of ‘bastard’ hovered in the Mucker air.
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CHILDHOOD


(1904–1918)
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Once, when we were staying at John Farrelly’s, PK pointed out a particular grass. ‘I love that grass. I’ve known it since I was a child. I’ve often wondered if I’d be different if I had been brought up to love better things.’


(John McGahern in PS . . . of course)





Patrick Kavanagh has left us two strongly contrasting versions and many brief glimpses of his childhood. His account in the early fictionalised autobiography, The Green Fool (1938), though not quite idyllic, is certainly idealised; his late gruff, summary dismissal in Self-Portrait (1964) — ‘My childhood experience was the usual barbaric life of the Irish country poor’ — renders it bleaker than it really was. He tended to wax lyrical about childhood in his early published writings; later, as he became accustomed to mixing in middle-class and prosperous circles, he was more conscious that his was a disadvantaged upbringing. The visit to the Wicklow home of the wealthy American family, the Farrellys, referred to in the epigraph, occurred in 1956 when he was 41.


By comparison with the many grim stories of twentieth-century Irish childhood now in circulation, in which malnutrition, destitution, parental alcoholism and sexual abuse are commonplace, Patrick Kavanagh’s childhood was a safe and comfortable one. His parents’ marriage was harmonious: though they were together morning, noon and night, each had a clearly defined sphere of operation; they lived busy, purposeful lives and respected one another’s roles. They were frugal and thrifty, poor yet economically sound, and none of their children ever went cold or hungry. Indeed, the only financial burden they were under was, as we have seen, the self-imposed one of improving their lot by joining the farming class. Patrick grew to manhood in a secure and stable home in which both parents were almost permanently present. Yet, while his was not a deprived childhood, it could not be regarded as privileged or pampered either. He grew up in an adult-dominated society in which children were subordinates, whose wishes and feelings counted for little. The combination of large families and low incomes meant that luxuries were few. In the hard-pressed village of Inniskeen, as elsewhere in Ireland at that time, childhood was generally regarded as a preparation for adulthood, for earning a livelihood, and it was brief; most young people left school by their fourteenth birthday, as did the future poet.


A late starter in literature, Patrick Kavanagh liked to pretend he was younger than he was: he was reluctant to reveal his age and when editors or others asked for his date of birth, he usually lopped off a few years. So during his lifetime the Notes on Contributors appended to the anthologies which carried his poems were generally several years out in giving his year of birth, and when the poem ‘Song at Fifty’ was published in 1958, he was 54. Even in the comparatively early autobiography, The Green Fool, he was evasive about his age, avoiding all specific reference to his birth date, claiming that he did not wish to be restricted to a particular horoscope.


In fact the record of his date of birth had been unwittingly falsified right from the start. According to James Kavanagh’s Cobbler’s Account Book, which doubled as a register of family events, his fourth child and first son, Patrick Joseph, was ‘born 21 October 1904 at 45 minutes past 8 on Sunday night in fine weather’. The details are so precise that it is almost as if he anticipated this child would have his biography written some day. Alas, these details are self-contradictory; Sunday actually fell on 23 October in 1904. So was he right about the day and wrong about the date? The Carrickmacross civil register would suggest that this was the case, for it gives the poet’s birth date as the 23rd. However, the Inniskeen baptismal register states that he was baptised by the curate, Father James O’Daly, in St Mary’s Parish Church on 23 October.1 Since he was hardly rushed from the womb to the font, this suggests that his father was wrong about the day, but right about the date, 21 October. Kavanagh himself considered this to have been his birth date.


The Green Fool affords a few brief glimpses of his early childhood: a baby lying on his back in a cradle, staring up at the holes pecked by the birds in the thatched cabin roof, or held in his mother’s arms and peering into the recesses of a shelf in a kitchen cupboard; a winsome toddler in a pink bib, so totally in harmony with his background of bogland flowers as to be almost indistinguishable from it. Yet such tender memories are deliberately undercut by unglamorous fact — the cradle was an onion box, the kitchen cupboard contained old curtain-rings and rent receipts, the bib, a petticoat, was being worn because he was not yet potty-trained.


As a small child Patrick was fussed over and cared for not only by his mother but by his elder sisters, Annie and Mary, by customers in his father’s shop and by visiting journeymen cobblers. For twelve years he occupied a special place in the family hierarchy as the only son, a status warranting tea at breakfast time in addition to the porridge doled out to his other siblings. Even after the birth of his brother Peter in 1916, the family spotlight was still on him as the elder son in a farming community, where the first-born male was customarily his father’s heir. There was never a time when he was not the centre of attention at home and ever afterwards he consciously or unconsciously courted public notice.


True, his parents were not given to outward displays of affection, to physical or verbal cossetting. By the time of his marriage James was a long-time bachelor, set in his ways. He saw his role as that of provider, and his lengthy working day would have left him no time to play with his children even if he had been so disposed. He only asked that they make as little nuisance of themselves as possible so that he could get on with his business or his reading. Any disruption of his routine or any annoyance to neighbours which might interfere with his trade angered him. Reared in the poverty-stricken post-Famine years, he had never known gentility or politeness. He could be irascible, had a rough tongue and made little effort to endear himself to his children. One of them recalled a typical exchange, his answer to a child who asked where he was going as he left the house: ‘Out to shite. Will you come?’2 This was the kind of remark his son Patrick would revert to in later years when he wished to rid himself of unwanted company. His father provided a model of rebarbativeness which he followed and even outdid from middle age onwards.


His mother presided over the crowded kitchen, where in the evenings neighbours and older children competed for the few stools, and where in Patrick’s childhood there was almost always a new baby crawling on the floor or a toddler teetering about unsteadily among the chickens. Her pre-marriage job of barmaid had taught her to be professionally friendly; every caller was a customer or potential customer. Thrifty to the point of meanness, she exuded an air of hospitality and bonhomie in public, to offset her husband’s more uncertain temper. He took a pride in his workmanship and, when customers brought him boots that needed excessive repair, he would scoop them up and head for the door, threatening to drown the offending articles in the nearest boghole. In a well-rehearsed routine, Bridget would plead with him not to throw away the good neighbour’s footwear, and an accommodation would be arrived at. In her dealings with neighbours, Bridget’s maxim was ‘the easy way is the best way’, not one she succeeded in instilling in her poet offspring. Patrick and his brother came to prefer his father’s more abrupt and abrasive attitude, dismissing his mother’s gentler, wheedling manner with visitors and customers as grovelling, a form of servility bred of famine and poverty.3 In the privacy of the family, however, Bridget was the unobtrusively dominant partner, overseeing every detail of the household management and economy.


Irish Catholic families in the first decades of the twentieth century (indeed for much of the century) were much bigger than low-income parents could afford to rear, and the more responsible, like Bridget and James, who worked from dawn until long after dusk trying to provide for them, were frequently tired and harassed and had little tolerance for youthful idleness and play. Patrick remembers that ‘Conditions on the small farm with families of ten and upwards were really dreadful. Children going about neglected with curable diseases, half-starved.’4 As early as was feasible, children were co-opted into the family pool of labour. In the Kavanagh home the open fire had to be stoked with coal at regular intervals and the wheel bellows turned to make it blaze; drinking water had to be fetched from Meegan’s well a quarter of a mile away; there were calves, pigs and hens to be fed and eggs to be collected, sometimes from outlying nests at a distance from the hen-house. In addition to helping with household chores, the children were hired out for seasonal work on farms. In 1911 when Annie was aged 13 and Mary only 11, both were finding occasional work as field hands. In 1914, Annie, Mary and 12-year-old Sissie worked for William Woods of Drumnagrella weeding mangolds, turnips and potatoes, scutching hay, thinning turnips and gathering potatoes. Patrick, at age 12, was paired off with Sissy for most of July, during the school holidays, working on the Woods’s farm.5 Their youth did not cause them to be treated with any leniency. A farmer would shout at them as they planted seed potatoes on cold early April days: ‘What way is that you are dropping the seed? Pinking them. Stoop your backs and put your hand down with the seed. Have you rheumatism?’6 The children learned how to outwit their slave-driving employers. Patrick recalled how one October when assigned the after-harvest task of going over the potato field drill by drill, gathering up any leftover potatoes into buckets and then upending these into large baskets, he and Sissy took the easy way out by filling their buckets directly from the pit of newly harvested potatoes.7


When the children’s employers were customers, the number of days and hours worked by each child was recorded by James in his accounts book and the charge was added to the client’s bill for shoe repairs. After they had acquired a farm in 1910, the children’s labour was sometimes bartered for the loan of a plough or harrow and for help with planting crops or harvesting, because the Kavanaghs lacked the most basic farming equipment and had not even an ass and cart to ferry goods to market. One of the poet’s best-known lyrics begins: ‘We borrowed the loan of Kerr’s big ass/To go to Dundalk with butter . . . ’


Though the Kavanagh parents had a strongly developed work ethic, for the children it was not a case of all work and no play. There were the long school holidays in summer when there were simply not enough chores to fill the day. A few dry days in late summer were set aside for blackberrying and the cans of berries sold for jam-making. Otherwise, when their services were not required at home or as field hands, the children were free to play with other children, visit neighbours’ houses, roam the fields and roads, or read. Later, in ‘Living in the Country’, Patrick would recall one such idyllic childhood summer:




It was the Warm Summer, that landmark


In a child’s mind, an infinite day


Sunlight and burnt grass


Green grasshoppers on the railway slopes


The humming of wild bees


The whole summer during the school holidays


Till the blackberries appeared . . .





In early childhood Patrick played at the front of the house, in the area known as ‘the long garden’, under his mother’s or elder sisters’ watchful eyes. Growing up in a houseful of girls, he joined in what would have been gendered as ‘girls’ games’, variations on ‘playing house’, in which discarded household rubbish was salvaged and imaginatively recycled into the stuff of domesticity, fairy tale and romance. In this outdoors playtime world, bits of broken crockery stood in for kitchen pots and plates, and rags and scraps of paper were pretend clothes or quilts. Such childhood games of make-believe are recalled in his poem ‘The Long Garden’, where an old boot is transformed into a flying sandal, a rusty bucket into the drum beating for a wedding and the clothesline pole is co-opted to serve as the flagpole on a prince’s palace. In retrospect, these acts of make-believe were an early manifestation of the workings of the creative imagination, fashioning an alternative reality out of the ‘bits and pieces of Everyday’.


School introduced him to other boys and soon he was often away from home playing tag or kicking a ragball, birdnesting, torturing insects or ‘rassling’, as wrestling was referred to locally. He liked to ramble off and visit other houses too. One of these was big Matt Rooney’s in Shancoduff where he was fascinated by the rounded depressions in the earthen floor which Matt used in lieu of a feeding bowl for a cat or as a nesting place for a sick chicken. If he were lucky he might see a step-dancing performance, for Matt was known to be so partial to step-dancing that he would take a door off its hinges to provide the dancer with a platform. Nick Kearney, another neighbour, was a wonderful tin whistle player, easily persuaded to demonstrate his skills. The children were always made welcome at the home of their only local cousins, the Caffreys, descendants of the teacher Johnny Caffrey, who had married their great-aunt Mary, Nancy Callan’s sister. The Caffrey family had come down in the world since and were to be found drinking tea out of jam jars, but it was a more relaxed, easy-going household than Patrick’s own. His memory of them is of the assembled family sitting around talking, joking and laughing.


At Christmas in his childhood there was not much talk of Santa. As befitted a cobbler’s brood, the children each left a hopeful boot at the fireplace rather than a stocking. Santa did not always oblige and when he did he brought inexpensive trifles, a packet of biscuits or perhaps a wooden pencil box with a sliding lid.8 In the poem ‘A Christmas Childhood’, Patrick recalls his delight at receiving a penknife at the age of 6. On Christmas Day they had meat for dinner and plum pudding. Like most neighbouring farmers’ wives, Bridget sold the turkeys or geese she reared at the Dundalk market, rather than keeping any for her own table.9 James, released from his bench for the holiday, sang ‘Jolly Holly Christmas’, accompanying himself on the melodeon. As he sometimes did in summer, he sat on the wall outside and played for the neighbours’ benefit:




Across the wild bogs his melodion called


To Lennons and Callans . . .





There was also the excitement of the Christmas parcel from America. Bridget had several relatives in the United States, including two brothers in New York, but the presents came from her paternal aunt in Chicago, Mrs Duffy, who sent board games, toys and light reading matter, as well as hand-me-down clothes.10


Patrick claimed that he only once joined a group of wren boys.11 On St Stephen’s Day it was the custom for groups of young boys to visit the houses in their district and chant a verse to the mistress of the establishment:




The wren, the wren, the king of all birds


On St Stephen’s Day he was caught in the furze


Although he was little, his fame it was great


So get up Mrs . . . and give us a treat.





The rhyme was easily memorised, usually performed with little grace and, if the house had not been plagued with too many wren boy callers that morning, might earn the children a few pence or some food.


Easter Sunday was also a festive occasion. Less of a family festival than Christmas, it was celebrated by groups of children picnicking out of doors on food begged from their parents. Hard-boiled eggs were a treat, for eggs were a saleable commodity, and those few kept for home consumption were usually reserved for the male head of the household. Easter, Patrick remembered gratefully, for its luminosity: ‘Easter, with the bright sun dancing, even in a country of small, watery fields, was a time to delight in.’12


On dark winter evenings there was no need to venture out in search of entertainment, for the kitchen cum workshop was a social centre. Patrick absorbed the tales of customers with names like the Gressy McGeogh, Owney the millman and Parrabawn the hunter, and learned to mimic Mary Ann Dardis, noted for repeating the saying, ‘God forgive half of the mothers — left me here a poor pilgrim.’ Johnny Cassidy, who visited the house almost every night for years, had an immense repertoire of fairy stories and folk tales. He was such a favourite with Patrick and the other children that his death in 1927 was recorded in the Cobbler’s Account Book as if it were a family bereavement. Barney Rooney told more frightening stories and Patrick sometimes went to bed scared after his visits. The same beggars returned time and again: Mary Ann the Plantain and Biddy Dundee, whose party piece was ‘The bonnie, bonnie banks of Loch Lomond’.


When trade was good, James was flanked at the bench by one or two journeymen cobblers. These were itinerant craftsmen who carried their cobbler’s tools bundled up in a worn apron. They arrived without warning, looking for work, and left again just as suddenly. All were heavy drinkers who routinely spent their week’s wages in a local pub on Monday, their traditional day off. When they could find no work or the weather was too bad to trek the roads, they took refuge in a workhouse. The same journeymen would turn up again and again. Patrick’s favourite was Garrett Plunkett, whom he recalled in The Green Fool and elsewhere. He was a sensitive elderly man and the children played tricks on him, stealing his tools and even his spectacles, then putting them in a place he had already searched. In the middle of working on a boot, a journeyman cobbler would abruptly say ‘I’m goin’, and walk out. Neither flattery nor wages could detain him. After his last visit to the Kavanaghs, within a few days of saying ‘I’m goin’, Garrett Plunkett died. The children felt bereaved. Journeymen cobblers were generally welcome because, in addition to helping clear up a backlog of work when trade was brisk, they were a recognised source of stories, ballads and gossip and generated further business among customers who would make their way to the shop in search of diversion. Some of these journeymen were ex-soldiers with tales of their adventures overseas. They also made up stories to amuse the Kavanagh children, such as the tale of ‘The Big Dog in the Long Garden’.13


Despite Inniskeen’s proximity to the towns of Dundalk and Carrickmacross and the presence of a dispensary with a doctor in weekly attendance, the practice of alternative folk medicine still flourished there when Patrick Kavanagh was growing up. When he had the whooping cough as a baby, his godmother came and put a red tape round his neck; if he had been a girl, his godfather would have come instead. Another cure for whooping cough was bread baked by a woman married to a man who shared her maiden name. When a child got mumps, an ass’s winkers was put around the neck and he or she was led in and out of a pigsty three times by one of the opposite sex who sang in Irish what sounded to Patrick like ‘Hugadh a leena, mucna mucna.’ This was an invocation to the pigs to take the child’s mumps upon themselves. A child who got scarlet fever was made to drink water from a skull, and the cure for a stye on the eye was to have a member of the opposite sex point gooseberry thorns at it nine times a day for nine days. Two houses away from the Kavanaghs lived Harry McElroy whose touch was supposed to cure erysipelas, ‘the rose’, as it was called. He had two cures, the long or the short, the length being proportionate to the patient’s means. One man had a secret cure for the whitlow; another was a bone-setter. Two women held the monopoly in the midwifery business.14


In the fifty years before Patrick Kavanagh’s birth, Inniskeen was gradually shifting from an oral Irish to a literate English culture. Statistics quoted in the Board of Education Reports for 1903, the year before he was born, show that illiteracy in County Monaghan had decreased from 51 per cent in 1841 to less than 14 per cent in 1901 — literacy indicating the ability to write and read English. Patrick’s own grandfather had contributed to this shift from an oral Irish to an English print culture. Proximity to and a rail connection with Carrickmacross and with the busy port town of Dundalk would also have hastened the establishment of English as the local vernacular. Many of the sons and daughters of Inniskeen farmers found employment in Dundalk factories or in the railway works. So many of them worked for the Great Northern Railway Company that it was said one had to be from ‘the village’ to be employed there.15 The First World War provided a fresh impetus towards literacy; parents became more insistent on their children’s regular attendance at school because they wanted them to be able to read aloud from the newspapers. Patrick Kavanagh grew up in a parish where monolingual Irish speakers were very few in number, usually quite old and something of a curiosity. The last Inniskeen person to have learned Irish from the cradle, Dan Tuite, was born in 1874.16 In later life Patrick Kavanagh would maintain that the vernacular of Ireland was English and he was highly critical of government policies directed at reviving the Irish language as a vernacular.17


Whatever the official figures on literacy might indicate, Patrick, himself a print-junkie from his teenage years, passed his childhood (outside the schoolroom) and much of his early manhood in a largely oral culture where entertaining talk was what counted, interspersed by the occasional song or his father’s melodeon-playing. Gossip about neighbours’ doings, especially their misfortunes, anecdotes about the local gentry, the Plunkett-Kennys, ghost stories, tales of maladies, strange healing powers and cures — such were the topics neighbours rehearsed on rainy afternoons and long winter evenings in the Kavanagh kitchen. James uneasily straddled the two cultures: a newspaper reader with an appetite for facts and information, he had a respect for book knowledge in medical and veterinary matters; yet he had grown up in a bilingual home and in later life spent his evenings surrounded by credulous neighbours who told tales of fairies, marvels and magic cures. In The Green Fool, Patrick presents his father as a sceptic, undermining local superstitions about the healing properties of certain spells and verbal formulas by appearing to go along with the belief and then torpedoing it. He himself was credited with having a cure for jaundice. This was a prescription he had come upon in a medical book, but it didn’t do to let clients know that. They wanted mysterious gifts, not mere book knowledge. It would also have been bad for business to diverge too far from cultural norms. James was not an out and out rationalist, of course. A practising Catholic who believed in life after death, he maintained that his mother had spoken to him after her death and he made a private pact with Patrick that if he were immortal, he would return from the dead to let him know. Patrick took the precaution of cancelling the pact when his father was dying, just in case. The Kavanagh children were more influenced by their father’s attitudes in medical and veterinary matters than by the prescientific mentality still prevalent in the locality. Despite growing up in a parish where folk medicine flourished, the three eldest daughters, Annie, Mary and Sissie, became qualified nurses and a further two, Tessie and Josie, started on a nursing career.


The Kavanagh kitchen, overpopulated when family and visitors were assembled, was a cosy place, softly lit and warmed by the large open hearth, where a coal fire always burned. In winter the children wrote their school exercises by the light of an oil-lamp placed in the centre of the table. The young Kavanaghs were a lively, intelligent bunch and, cooped up in the small space of the family kitchen, they teased and taunted one another and bickered. While the two eldest girls, Annie and Mary, were miniature adults, surrogate parents or home helps from an early age, their younger siblings, Sissie, Patrick, Lucy, Tessie and Josie, conducted short-lived feuds, ganging up in temporary and shifting alliances, name-calling and trading insults. All the children had nicknames: Annie was Pig, Mary (Wheeler), Sissie (Orderer), Patrick (Gam or Long Nose), Lucy (Snipe), Tessie (Bull), Josie (Martha), Celia (Cricket or Witch) and Peter (Good Boy). There was particular sibling rivalry between Patrick and Lucy, the sister next in line. The two were still teasingly insulting one another in verse in a Family Commonplace Book compiled between 1923 and 1925, when Lucy was in her late teens and Patrick was moving into his twenties. Josie at 13 also came in for some teasing in verse from Patrick, being described as ‘a stout little girl with a very fat face’, ‘sour as gall’, ‘proud as a peacock’ who ‘cries at the least thing’, though the insults are tempered by occasional compliments and the tone is affectionate. Something of the fun of family life and the good-natured sniping between the children is captured in their Commonplace Book, where their Mucker home is comically designated by Lucy as ‘Bog View House’.


The first breach in the family circle occurred when Patrick was aged 10. At this point the 16-year-old Annie left home to go into domestic service for two years in faraway Roscommon.18 Celia was only a year old and the youngest, Peter, had not yet been born. Celia may not have been quite accurate in her recollection that the only time the entire family was assembled was on the occasion of their father’s funeral,19 but this perception reflects the fragmentation of large families at a time when children began migrating or emigrating in search of work around the age of 14.


Attendance at primary school had been compulsory in Ireland since 1891 and all the Kavanagh children were pupils at their disgraced grandfather’s old school in Kednaminsha. Patrick’s education began at the age of 4 in June 1909 when he and his 6-year-old sister, Sissie, set off together. It was almost the end of the school year, but their parents wanted them out of the way: Bridget already had a toddler, Lucy, and a baby, Tessie, to look after and the extension to the house was being built.


At school Patrick was in trouble from the beginning. On his very first day another pupil spilt ink on his hands and when he was ordered outdoors to wash them, he wandered off in search of water and was not missed for some time. His teacher was the young Miss Agnew, who had to report his disappearance to the principal, Miss Cassidy, and the ensuing brouhaha did not endear him to either teacher. Miss Cassidy concluded that he had made his way home and dispatched his elder sister Mary to fetch him back, thus alerting his parents to his disappearance. Some of the older pupils were sent to scour the surrounding countryside, just in case, and they came upon him lying under a railway bridge, unaware that he was lost and unconcerned about being found. Meanwhile, his mother had arrived at the school and was berating Miss Cassidy in most ungenteel language. Both women were so relieved when the errant pupil turned up that they immediately patched up their differences, but it was an inauspicious start for the future poet whose schooldays were not to be among his happiest.


At school as at home, the dominant figures in Patrick’s youthful life, with the exception of his father, were all female; he was also surrounded by female siblings, some like Annie and Mary taking on the role of surrogate parents. In later life, as we shall see, his attitude towards women would veer between a sense of his superiority as a male, an expectation that women would nurture, support and admire him, and a concept of maternalism that included domination and disciplining. At home his bossy mother made his father responsible for the infliction of corporal punishment, but at school he was regularly beaten by women and deeply resented it. When he was writing The Green Fool, Miss Bridget Agnew, the junior mistress who taught in Kednaminsha from 1902 to 1913, was still living in the area, as were many of her relatives, so he glossed over his early school experience and concentrated his ire on the deceased principal of Kednaminsha school, the formidable Julia Cassidy. She had been principal since 1877 and had taught the parents of many of his fellow pupils. Since neither James nor Bridget had been schooled by her, they were not as in awe of her as many of their neighbours.


Kavanagh remembered her as a cruel disciplinarian and an ugly woman — ‘a big woman with a heavy coarse face’ — this unflattering description a belated male revenge for her cruelty. As a toddler he had first sighted her walking to school with a bundle of yellow canes under her arm and ever afterwards associated her with punishment rather than learning. As late as 1962 when the school burnt down, he referred to her as ‘the one and only cane-swinger’.20 Julia Cassidy was within seven years of retirement when Patrick went to school, but age had not mellowed her. He never forgave her the physical abuse which made his school life a nightmare and turned him against all interest in furthering his education. Seven or eight hard slaps of the cane on each hand at least once a day was commonplace, often accompanied by a box on the ear or a kick on the behind. Miss Cassidy’s regime may have been harsher than that of some other teachers, but corporal punishment was an essential ingredient of education in most Irish schools. It was an age which believed that to spare the rod was to spoil the child: the world was a tough place and it was considered a mistake to indulge children and turn them into softies, ill-equipped for the stern struggle that awaited them as adults. By the standards of the time, Julia Cassidy, though she had not attended a teacher training college, was considered remarkably proficient; indeed, so highly was she rated by the inspectors that she was awarded the much coveted Carlyle and Blake award for pedagogical excellence in the month that Patrick was born.


What particularly chagrined him was that in his own estimation he was a bright pupil, yet somehow he could never manage to have his intelligence recognised or appreciated by his teachers. In a system largely based on rote-learning, there was not much play for lively intelligence, and his brightness was of the unorthodox variety that did not appeal to those who privileged conformity above creativity. Yet he had a retentive memory and learning off by heart came easily to him, whether it was a long poem or the Latin responses for serving Mass, which he could patter off at age 6. He had such an aptitude for arithmetic that he searched out arithmetical problems to occupy his mind while he walked the roads as a child. Nevertheless, this talent went unremarked by his teacher. In the subject where one might have expected him to excel, essay-writing, he appears to have been too cowed or too unawakened to stray outside the parameters of convention. When he did experiment with the use of subjunctives, such speculative tendencies were checked by red ink underlinings, and one of his rare ventures into ‘poetic English’, the description of the sun as ‘a blazen orb’, was corrected to ‘blazing’. The only anticipation of the mature Kavanagh’s point of view occurs in an essay on ‘Gardens’ where he writes that ‘the lover of nature . . . can see beauty in everything. He can see the finger of God even in a nettle.’21


A few fellow pupils and his own younger sister Lucy went on to secondary school from Kednaminsha. The question did not even arise in Patrick’s case. On only one occasion during his schooldays did he cover himself in glory. This was during a school inspection in the First World War years when, thanks to the conversations in the cobbler’s workshop and his reading of the newspapers, his knowledge of the generals’ names on both sides was such that the inspector said he should be appointed a colonel. So undervalued was he for the rest of the time that he was not even promoted to the top class, the sixth,22 and, like his sister Sissie, loitered for two years in fifth class whiling away the time until he was old enough to leave school. On the strength of her primary school education, Sissie, also labelled a dunce by Miss Cassidy, would train and qualify as a nurse in England.


By the time he was reaching his teens, Patrick was becoming increasingly bored by school. From his first years he had sat in one or other of the two classrooms with the door opened between them listening to his own or other classes chanting addition and multiplication tables, poems, the names of countries, rivers and famous battles, and he knew most of the curriculum off by heart. Accustomed to joining in during adult conversation in the workshop at home, the emphasis on repetition and rote-learning, the absence of debate and discussion wearied him. And, of course, there was also the peer pressure to look on academic excellence as sissy: manliness demanded physical prowess, skill at wrestling or football; neatness, conformity and goody-goodiness were all right for girls. His younger sister Lucy, herself a model pupil, records in the Family Commonplace Book that ‘at Kednaminsha school he gave much trouble by disobedience’. It was ‘not done’ for boys to like school, so it was only in later years that he confessed to the occasional pleasure he felt when seated comfortably near a warm fire, sniffing the fresh canvas smell of a new school satchel23 or how in May he loved to see the school fireplace filled with lilac, for flowers indoors were a novelty in that hard-pressed society.24 That he actually enjoyed poetry was a guilty secret. Like his peers, Patrick fidgeted, looked for diversions, blotted copybooks, inscribed the desk with his penknife — and he mitched.


Workaholic James, who had been a family breadwinner since his late teens, was irritated by Patrick’s feckless, irresponsible ways, and thought that he was rearing a ne’er do well, a lazy, idle, awkward fellow with a bent for devilment. When a customer or neighbour did not succeed in deflecting him, he walloped his son for his misdeeds with a disused black umbrella or a strap, in an endeavour to make him better behaved or more industrious. Bridget sometimes intervened to save her son, sometimes ordered the beatings. Despite the cobbler’s advanced age and small stature, he continued to lash out at his son until he was well into his teens and towering over him. In later years Patrick still resented those floggings; nevertheless he in turn beat his much younger brother.25


With hindsight, the poet attributed the begrudging, ungenerous atmosphere of his upbringing to the economic insecurity generated by the Famine. Harsh words of criticism from parents and teachers, rather than praise or encouragement, were the norm. There was little cherishing of the older Kavanagh children, in particular; the younger ones would fare better. Told that he was ugly-looking, big-nosed, humpy, Patrick grew up lacking in self-confidence. He was later convinced that such undermining of the young sprang from bad land and poverty and that ‘courage, gaiety, wisdom and so forth derive from the right kind of soil’.26 Yet in his heart he knew that, despite the lack of outward displays of affection, the beatings and the daily tirades of complaint, he was caught in a net of love, and that his good Catholic mother would cheerfully cut the Pope’s throat in his defence.27


Sometimes Patrick’s absences from school were legitimate, for farmwork took priority over lessons. His parents may have insisted that he notify his teacher about these authorised absences on family business so that they could keep track of his truancy. The note he sent to Miss Cassidy on 26 September 1917 has survived:




Dear Teacher,


The cause of my absence from school yesterday was because we were drawing home the corn and I was sorry I could not attend my lessons.


I remain


your fond pupil


P. Kavanagh28





He also resorted to religion as an excuse to escape the brutality of school, piously making the devotion known as ‘the nine Fridays’ over and over. This devotion, which entailed having one’s confession heard on the first Thursday of each month and attending Mass and communion the following morning, gave him an excuse to leave school early on the Thursday and to arrive late on Friday. There was the added bonus that the pious communicants were treated with special deference by Miss Cassidy and were unlikely to be slapped for a few hours. In his thirties he was grateful that he had ‘made the nine Fridays’ as a schoolboy, since the Church taught that those who had once done so would repent their sins before they died: the idea that he had taken out an insurance policy against his future salvation appealed to his need for security.


He had made his first confession at about the age of 6. There was no set age then to make one’s first confession, as there would be later, and he entered the wooden wardrobe-like structure in the church out of curiosity. His confessor, Father McElroy, the parish priest, was very taken with the precocious youngster and invited him to become an altar boy. He was a kindly, easy-going priest who may have served as a model for Father Mat in the long unpublished poem ‘Why Sorrow?’, and in the shorter lyric, ‘Father Mat’, later quarried from it. It was an honour to be asked to serve Mass and James taught his son the Latin responses. While Patrick easily mastered the Latin words, he was a clumsy child and none too graceful in his movements about the altar. The verdict of some Mass-goers on his performance was that he behaved as if he were breaking stones, an insulting allusion to his great-uncle Michael’s profession. He was kept on as an altar boy, however, possibly because the new curate, Father Pat McConnon, who arrived in the parish in 1911, was so dreaded by all the children that it was difficult to find anyone to serve his Masses.


In June 191329 Patrick received the sacrament of confirmation, a religious rite of passage that permitted him to serve as godfather to his new baby brother in 1916, despite the fact that he was only 12 years old. In 1915 an ex-rector of Salamanca, Father Bernard Maguire, took over as parish priest. ‘Salamanca Barney’, as his parishioners nicknamed him, was a noted preacher, and Patrick, frequently present on the altar during his sermons, ingested the style of pulpit oratory he was to reproduce in Tarry Flynn. Father Maguire cut a stylish figure, driving around the parish in his pony and trap, the most sophisticated man on Patrick’s horizon, well educated, well travelled, supremely self-confident.30 He was the model for Father Markey in Tarry Flynn, the priest with a reputation for erudition, who refuses to respect the aspirations of the gauche, young autodidact, Tarry, and cuts him down to size.


During his schooldays Kavanagh seems to have altogether escaped the hellfire and damnation brand of religion instilled in urban predecessors such as James Joyce, or near-contemporaries like Austin Clarke. Religion, as taught in school, was for the most part catechism-based, a learned-off series of questions and answers seamlessly joined to the lists of rivers, mountains and capital cities in an unthreatening stream of sound. The impact of the sermons he listened to on Sundays was diluted by the after-Mass reactions of fellow parishioners, who rated them as performance-art and whose response to flights of rhetoric was leavened with several grains of peasant salt.


The liturgical aspect of Catholicism appealed to the young Patrick’s burgeoning aesthetic sense: the altar dressed with flowers and candles, the gorgeous vestments, the gleam of wine being poured into the gold chalice at Mass, the pages of ‘the Golden Book’ reverentially turned. Such things would make their way into his early serious poems as he sought for solemn and beautiful images. Publicly, he adopted a more jocose stance, entertaining other workers at harvest or threshing-time by acting the role of a priest saying Mass.31


Devotion to the Virgin Mary was encouraged as part of the ‘devotional revolution’ that had been sweeping Ireland since the mid-nineteenth century.32 In school the children sang the hymn ‘Hail, Queen of Heaven’ at the end of the day’s lessons, and it became a favourite with Patrick. The portrayal of Mary in pictures and statuary as a pretty young woman in long blue and white robes also appealed to the boy’s awakening sexuality, conflating in his consciousness with images of nubile village girls to become ‘the Virgin Mary with the schoolgirl air’. In his later writings Marian devotion is described as part and parcel of country Catholicism; there is no evidence that it had any lasting influence on himself.


When he looked back on his schooldays in The Green Fool, he singled out a few instances that stood out from the drab and painful routine. One was a chastening experience of naive honesty that touched the future crusader against phoniness. Miss Cassidy had asked the pupils in his class individually what they ate for dinner and each had lied and said ‘Potatoes, meat and vegetables’, until it came to the turn of one girl new to the district who replied truthfully ‘Praties and gravy’. It was a moment of simple pathos that visibly affected everyone present, and even the inquisitive teacher was temporarily chastened.


In much of what he wrote about his classroom experience afterwards, Kavanagh viewed it through literary lenses. Deficient though it may have been in stimulating his creativity directly, it familiarised him with a body of literature, especially poetry. Outwardly he might echo his companions who chafed at all the rote-learning; privately he enjoyed reading and speaking poetry and listening to it spoken or sung.


What he recounted as the defining epiphany of his schooldays occurred sometime in his final year when, during a brief interlude of quiet in the classroom buzz, he overheard a girl in the next room reading the opening stanza of James Clarence Mangan’s ‘A Vision of Connaught in the Thirteenth Century’:




I walked entranced


Through a land of Morn;


The sun, with wondrous excess of light,


Shone down and glanced


Over fields of corn


And lustrous gardens aleft and right . . .





The overheard words, spoken in the first person, and seeming unmediated by any book, cast a spell, miraculously shedding a visionary light on what was for the country boy a familiar spectacle of cornfields bathed in morning sunlight.33 The poem touched a chord, because he already was and would continue to be peculiarly susceptible to the play of light on well-known scenes and objects. His favourite hymn, ‘Hail Queen of Heaven’, depicted the Mother of God as a shining presence in the sky, ‘the ocean star’, and one of his favourites among his father’s songs was ‘A starry night for a ramble’. He had been thrilled by the sight of the white coating of frost on one side of a dark potato pit, ‘the light between the ricks of hay and straw’, the glint of leftover fruit on an apple tree in December, but this was a private delight. Mangan’s poem momentarily awakened the poet as yet dormant in the idle schoolboy. A Mucker child, who could not speak to anyone of his strange liking for lilacs in a dark grate or the Easter sunlight dancing on watery fields, suddenly found his private feelings shared and articulated.


Miss Cassidy was a very sick woman in Patrick’s final years in school; she died in the August of his last year. She may have had some misgivings about her relegation and neglect of Patrick, for on her last day in school when she was already dying of stomach cancer, she took his hands in hers and said ‘Oh Patrick, if you could get to high school you’d leave them all far behind.’34 So low was his esteem for schoolteachers that he later credited her words to ‘the intuitive wisdom of a woman’ rather than the perspicacity of an experienced headmistress.


For most of Kavanagh’s final year in Kednaminsha, the ailing Miss Cassidy was replaced by a series of young women teachers. The appointment of the first of these in autumn 1917 threw the parishioners into such a frenzy of disapproval that a boycott of the school was organised and all pupils were withdrawn from 19 November to 4 December.35 To some extent the parents were expressing their dismay that a veteran teacher of Miss Cassidy’s calibre could be replaced by a mere slip of a girl, and the boycott was accompanied by a sexual smear campaign alleging that the young teacher was carrying on with the older boys.36 Such rumours persisted in the case of all three temporary appointments. While the young women teachers were unlikely to have been lusting after their gauche, scruffy charges, there is no doubt that Patrick, among others, developed an adolescent crush on one of these substitute teachers, either Miss Kathleen Mee, who was in Kednaminsha in April and May 1918, or Miss Janie Fennell, who was there in June — probably the latter. She was the first in a long line of pretty, cultivated young women with whom he would become infatuated. He attributes his withdrawal from school to the fact that he got into a prolonged bout of fisticuffs with another boy over this teacher whom both of them fancied, a fight the teacher was powerless to stop. The reason for the quarrel was never articulated, for the rival lovers were too shy or too emotionally repressed to voice their feelings. They were flailing around helplessly, seeking some relief from a sexual frustration they could not comprehend.


After this episode, Bridget and James decided that it was time to call a halt to their son’s education. He was out of control and had clearly outgrown school. So, on 18 June 1918, four months before his fourteenth birthday, Patrick Kavanagh’s only formal academic education came to an end.
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SERVING HIS TIME


(1918–1927)
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Left school at thirteen. ‘Squandered the next ten years.’


(Biographical note in Poems of Twenty Years, an Anthology, 1918–38)





When in 1938 Kavanagh told one of his first anthologists, Maurice Wollman, that he had squandered the years between the conclusion of his formal education in 1918 and the first publication of his poems in 1929, his dismissal of this decade was conditioned by his attitude to writing at the time. He was then of the opinion that most of his personal and agricultural experience was unamenable to or unworthy of literary and, most especially, of poetic representation. In fact, far from being a misspent decade, these were the years when he was gathering much of the experience of farming and of life as a countryman on which he would draw in his future poetry, fiction and journalism. More importantly, it was in this period that he first acquired a habit of reading and poetic composition that rapidly developed into a passion, even an addiction. The decade from 1918 was crucial for Patrick Kavanagh, because it was during this seemingly unproductive phase that he changed from being an idle, indifferent, work-shy schoolboy and one with ostensibly less than average academic abilities, to become a dedicated, competent and published poet.


It was expected that, as the elder son, he would follow in his father’s footsteps and become a shoe-maker and part-time farmer, so his parents envisaged a dual and seasonal apprenticeship for him throughout his teens. In the winter months or when the weather was too wet for farming, he would spend his time ‘on the sate’, learning the rudiments of shoe-making. The rest of the time he would be a trainee farmhand, available for hire or to have his labour bartered in exchange for some like work on the family smallholding or for the loan of some necessary farm equipment. It was a sound, commonsensical plan of action, ensuring that the ageing James would have an assistant and eventually someone to take over the business and, since he himself had little agricultural expertise, providing Patrick with a full, rounded experience of mixed farming. It also tackled some of the present shortcomings in the Kavanaghs’ farming enterprise, in particular the necessity of drawing on neighbours’ skills and equipment; they would now be in a better position to make payment in kind for any agricultural favours they solicited. The plan had the added advantage of keeping Patrick fully occupied and burning up his energies. Both parents believed in the adage that the devil finds work for idle hands, and with the deepening political unrest in their neighbourhood in the wake of the 1916 Rising, they were worried that their lazy, aimless son would drift into the clutches of republican activists and fall foul of the law.


By and large, Patrick did passively follow the course his parents had plotted for him, though, as the Irish saying went about a son whose ambitious parents had pushed him into the priesthood, ‘it was his mother and father had the vocation’. While he was quite content to sit in the warm, dry shop in bad weather, chatting with his father or swapping yarns with customers, he never advanced to shoe-making proper, and after years of apprenticeship could still be entrusted only with repairs. One of the reasons his father found him unteachable was that he was a know-all; once his quick brain had grasped the theory or principle, he became impatient with the demonstration. He would seize the boot back in the middle of a lesson and then proceed to make a botch of it.1 The normally irascible James tried to remain patient and to persevere with his instruction, but to no avail. Physically as well as temperamentally, Patrick was unsuited to shoemaking. He took after his mother’s side of the family; the Quinn men were tall, strong and athletic. By contrast with his neat, spare, wiry father, he was five feet ten and a half inches in height, with a large frame, broad shoulders, enormous hands and size eleven feet; squashed into the tiny space behind the cobbler’s bench, he was literally a misfit. In his teens he was particularly awkward and ungainly, with poor co-ordination, as if unable to cope with his newly extended limbs and extra inches.


Unfortunately, this coltish clumsiness also extended to his wielding of farmyard implements. His exasperated father once exclaimed: ‘You broke every tool about the place except the crowbar, and you bent that.’2 Yet he was a sturdy youngster, well fed, healthy, athletically fit and very strong. In his prime he could carry a 112 lb sack on his back with ease. Local farmers were willing to take him on for seasonal stints, convinced that they could get a good day’s labour out of him. Few did. He was more given to talk than action. As his poem ‘Threshing Morning’ suggests, the companionship and banter of other young men was one of the chief compensations of bartered labour:




The threshing mill was set-up, I knew,


In Cassidy’s haggard last night,


And we owed them a day at the threshing


Since last year. O it was delight


To be paying bills of laughter


And chaffy gossip in kind


With work thrown in to ballast


The fantasy-soaring mind . . .





Patrick, like his father, had views on everything and liked to air them. ‘I’d be in pocket if I paid you to stay at home. You ought to have been a preacher,’ one irate employer shouted. Another farmer, Owen Hanratty, recalling Patrick’s easy-going ways from the mellow distance of old age, remarked: ‘You carried bags for me at the mill and I found you all right. Of course you never killed yourself and sure weren’t you right.’3 Patrick was just as work-shy when it came to looking after the family farm. A playful description of how his biography should begin opens with a typical scene of paternal exasperation at his dreamy, irresponsible habits:




Once upon a time there was a boy of eighteen who lived in a little house in the country. His father was a hot-tempered man and his mother a wise woman. The boy was as lazy a boy as ever slept on a headland in the sunlight of a June afternoon. The boy was awakened from his headland sleep by his father: ‘The cows are broke into the oats and you lazy robber, you are lying here like a churn a-drying. What do you intend to make of yourself?’4





His autobiographical novel, Tarry Flynn, includes similar episodes of maternal exasperation:




How many times did I tell him to fix that paling and not have the buck wire trailing half way across the field. To look at this place a person would think we hadn’t a man about it . . .





Nevertheless, by dint of spending years working in the fields under the supervision of experienced farmers, Patrick acquired a thorough knowledge of every aspect of the agricultural cycle, from tilling and sowing to harvesting, learning all the tricks of the trade as it was then practised. Farming was still highly labour-intensive. On small farms like the Kavanaghs’, oats and barley were scythed and stooked by hand rather than mown and gathered by reaping machine and there are photographs of Patrick at work in the fields, scythe in hand. He accompanied seasoned sellers of livestock to the fairs in Dundalk and Carrickmacross and drove cows to the bull and mares to the stallion; all this was done on foot in the absence of transport trucks or trailers, although the round trip to Carrickmacross was about twelve miles and to Dundalk about eighteen. By his twenties there was no branch of farming he had not tried his hand at, from delivering calves and foals to clearing the matted scraw from drains or standing guard over the barley crops as a living scarecrow armed with a shotgun. In particular, he responded to the one-to-one tuition offered by the owners of small, subsistence farms who worked alongside him and enlivened instruction and back-breaking toil by passing on local lore, stories and gossip. As he passed from his teens to his twenties, he underwent a saturation course in farming, folklore, and masculinity, Inniskeen-style. It was one of his farming mentors, John Taaffe, rather than his father, who instructed him in matters sexual, teaching him to respect the distinction between the animal coupling, with which he was familiar, and the joys of heterosexual intercourse.5


Unlike his workaholic parents, who seldom left home except for business reasons, to buy leather and rivets or to sell produce at the Dundalk or Carrickmacross markets, Patrick was always on the look-out for whatever entertainment the village had to offer. In the evenings he would stroll down to the Chunk, a nearby railway gatehouse where young men hung about passing the time, smoking and gossiping. He fished for eels in the local streams and tried his hand at salmon poaching on the Fane river. He was athletically inclined, liked cross-country running, wrestling and playing football. On summer evenings he practised high jumps in the fields, enjoying the exercise and the distant admiration of young women milking cows in the fields. As in other Irish parishes, Gaelic football was the principal sport; he practised with the Inniskeen Rovers’ junior team, though he would be 25 before he had the honour of being selected to play for the senior team. He also loved to read about sport. The first book he ever bought was not a poetry book but a boxing manual, which he came upon in a Carrickmacross shop at the age of 12.6


For a time he became addicted to pitch and toss. There were ‘toss schools’ at almost every crossroads and the gamblers foregathered every evening, winter and summer alike; some were so keen that they even played during the day on the headlands of the fields. Those with more money went to a substantial school such as the one at Essexford Cross, where they gambled in shillings; normally the bets were in sixpences or even in single pence. Every penny and halfpenny Patrick could wheedle out of his parents was wagered, but the combination of their tightfistedness, his own poor luck and the fact that it was strictly a cash game made it a spectator sport for him much of the time.7


One of the drawbacks of the bartered labour system for Patrick was that he did not earn money. Like most farmers’ sons in the district, working for the family business while waiting to come into their inheritance, he was totally dependent on hand-outs from his parents. Every coin had to be begged and the amount of each hand-out haggled over. His mother liked him to have a shilling in his pocket; the best way to ensure this, she thought, was never to spend it. A packet of cigarettes and a pound in his pocket is sufficient bliss to distract Patrick Maguire from his miseries in The Great Hunger, and his creator spent much of his time during his teenage years thinking about how to arrive at just such a happy state. It was to prove a good preparation for his life as a mature writer.


While other farmers’ sons came to James for melodeon lessons, Patrick, who had picked up a few tunes, joined the village pipers’ band established by Dick Keelan.8 James had dismissed him as tone deaf and having no ear for music, a charge which Frank O’Connor would later corroborate, though Anthony Cronin maintains that he had a good singing voice. About sixty fellows joined the band which met three nights a week in a hall over the Inniskeen school; surrounded as he was by sisters, Patrick welcomed every opportunity of male camaraderie. He and his fellow musicians were given chanters to practise on and later acquired a sample set of pipes. Eventually, as he tells it, they learned three tunes — ‘The Barren Rock of Aden’, ‘The Dawning of the Day’ and ‘The Little House under the Hill’. Being an undisciplined bunch and unable to decide on the order of recital, they played all three tunes simultaneously when they gave a performance outside the chapel on Christmas Day. Their next public performance on St Patrick’s Day broke up in disarray when a row erupted.9 It was 1921 and the row was probably a political one because, despite the unpatriotic nature of their tunes, this was a Sinn Féin pipers’ band.


To his father’s dismay, Patrick, like many young men in the district, had strong Sinn Féin sympathies. His support was not of much use to the party since he was too young to vote in the 1918 election, but James and Bridget worried about their young teenage son becoming mixed up in violence and lawlessness. Often, when his friends came to the house whistling for him to join them, they would not let Patrick go.10 Inniskeen, like the rest of Ireland, was in political ferment by 1918. A company of the Irish Volunteers had drilled openly in Toal’s meadow in 1914, but local republican activism most often targeted the railways. The boycotting of Belfast goods was Dáil policy from September 1920 and on 14 March 1921 a goods train was held up at Inniskeen station in broad daylight and goods said to have come from Belfast were unloaded and set on fire, resulting in a claim for £447 damages. The changing of signals and the stopping of trains was such a daily occurrence by 1922 that the line from Inniskeen to Carrickmacross was closed until 1925. It was said that many of these incidents were not politically motivated and that some private citizens on the make were taking advantage of the turbulence of the times. Local shops were also raided and the Inniskeen police barracks was burned down in 1920.11


Despite his parents’ precautions, Patrick did join in republican raids and hostilities. On one occasion he was involved in a raid on the post office. When he came home with a new flashlamp, part of the booty from the evening’s activism, his father thrashed him and sent him back to the village to return the stolen goods. James, as a tradesman, was on the side of law and order. He was known to have cash on his premises and, fearing that he might be a target, slept with a slashing hook by the door, ready to defend himself.12


Even such apparently innocent entertainments as mumming took on sinister overtones during this period of guerrilla manoeuvres. Patrick joined a gang of mummers, young men who dressed up and performed a ritualised playlet in neighbours’ houses. He found that they were no longer welcome, since people feared being visited by roving groups of men, under whatever pretext. They were right. The habit of thieving and marauding had tainted the mummers and they sometimes resorted to blackguardism to extort money or stole food from their reluctant customers.13


While 77.5 per cent of County Monaghan voters supported the Treaty, Patrick, like many Sinn Féiners of pre-voting age living along the Six-County border, was bitterly opposed to partition. After the Treaty, violence in the Inniskeen district escalated. Several Inniskeen Irregulars (anti-Treaty activists) were jailed by the new Free State Government, including Sire Hamill, for whom most of the Kavanaghs worked at one time or another. A railway bridge between Carrickmacross and Inniskeen was bombed on 23 February 1923. In the same year three Irregulars, caught transporting guns from Carrickmacross in a car stolen in Inniskeen, were executed in Dundalk Gaol. Physically, Patrick was a rather cowardly youth and his participation in guerrilla activities appears to have been at a fairly low level, but he was sufficiently involved by spring 1923 to have a rumour circulating that he had been arrested on 23 May, though by this time the anti-Treatyites had called off their campaign.14


His father, on the contrary, was particularly anxious not to be seen to take sides in the Civil War, lest his trade suffer; he longed for the restoration of peace and stability. On 8 December 1926 James would attend the monster rally of the National League in Carrickmacross and become a paid-up member.15 This was a new, short-lived political party founded by John Redmond’s son and supported by the Ancient Order of Hibernians, which offered an alternative to the pro and anti-Treaty parties, Cumann na nGaedheal under William Cosgrave and Fianna Fáil under Éamon de Valera. The National League argued that national unity could not be achieved while Civil War divisions formed the basis of electoral choice. Such ‘a plague on both your houses’ political agenda was congenial to James. Patrick’s unwelcome dabbling in republicanism did come to an abrupt end just a few months after his rumoured arrest, but not in the way his father would have wished.


In late August 1923, at the age of 18, Patrick contracted typhoid fever, probably as a result of drinking contaminated water from a stream in the fields. The symptoms were severe headache followed by fever, loss of appetite and a general feeling of malaise. When the characteristic raised pink spots appeared on his chest and abdomen, the doctor was called, and once typhoid had been diagnosed he was taken by hired car to Carrickmacross Fever Hospital on the 28th. The house was fumigated lest any other member of the family be infected. Fever was dreaded in the district because it stirred up folk memories of the fever that had followed on the Famine, and, on the evening he went into hospital, neighbours came as far as the gate to sympathise with the family as if Patrick were dying.


He spent about three months in the fever hospital, feeling wretchedly ill for much of the time and dreading the nights when he woke up in the darkness afraid. For a long time he was too weak to leave his bed, even though as his health improved he chafed at being a prisoner. It was his first extended stay away from home. James visited his son every Monday, the traditional shoe-maker’s day off, walking the six miles to and from Carrickmacross because the train times did not suit and he didn’t possess a bicycle. It was a long walk for a man of 68 and testifies to his deep affection for the son who frequently exasperated him by his idle ways, unenthusiastic approach to cobbling and farming alike, and wrong-headed politics. Lucy was then a pupil at the St Louis Secondary School in the town and she visited the hospital every day. Some republican friends also called by, which greatly enhanced Patrick’s status in the eyes of fellow patients.


After his return home he was pitifully weak and tired. The illness caused him to go partially bald for a time and his remaining hair was gleefully razored off by his friend and cousin Johnny Caffrey, to encourage strong new growth. More seriously, he had developed a thrombosis in his left leg from the prolonged period of immobilisation, which would trouble him in later life.16 He was advised to keep his leg up as much as possible and James fondly hoped that this would provide him with an incentive to turn to shoe-making, but illness had not increased his aptitude. For months he rested at home or hobbled about the roads on a stick visiting neighbours’ houses, looking for other men to talk to. He also filled much of his leisure time by reading.


Patrick had scarcely recovered from his illness when a new worry arose for the Kavanaghs. James had learned that his title to the Mucker holding was to be challenged in court by Mary Anne Cassidy, an elderly Inniskeen resident. He took the challenge seriously and was severely stressed about the forthcoming court case. When the case was heard in the District Court at the beginning of July 1924, however, he put a brave face on the matter, pooh-poohing the Cassidy claim to his home. The plaintiff told the judge that she had attempted to evict James in 1900 and that he should have been paying her rent all the years in between. James declared that Miss Cassidy was suffering from delusions and that anyone present in the court had as good a right to the house. The case was dismissed on the technical grounds that a hearing over the right to title had to take place in a higher court and, fortunately, Miss Cassidy did not pursue her claim any further.17


The next day, 2 July, James was admitted to the Monaghan County Infirmary. For months he had been suffering with his prostate gland, but had staved off hospitalisation until after the court case. He was operated on and remained in hospital for two months. Troubles did not come single spies for the Kavanaghs that summer. The youngest child, Peter, was also a patient in the infirmary, having been admitted with a septic foot on 22 June.


On the day James left for hospital, Patrick was distraught. His secure world was falling apart. First there had been the threat of eviction and now his elderly father, the omnipresent bulwark of his daily existence, was at risk, a vulnerable 69-year-old man facing a serious operation. His mother, too, had gone to Monaghan to be with her husband and son. At this time of crisis, the sheltered 19-year-old, with adult responsibility so suddenly thrust upon him, reacted by turning to religion for help, though not to orthodox religion. Instead of going to the parish chapel or to the formidable parish priest, Father Maguire, he approached the silenced priest, Father Pat McConnon, a former curate in the parish, whose Masses he had once served, but who had been suspended from his duties since 1919. Supposed to be a seventh son of a seventh son, this former curate was credited by the villagers with miraculous healing powers, and women sought his assistance in cases of complications during pregnancy. Father Pat told Patrick to recite two short prayers: ‘Jesus, deliver us from evil’ and ‘O Mary, conceived without sin, pray for us who have recourse to thee’, and that all would be well. Patrick walked back to the empty house where of all the large Kavanagh clan only Celia remained and he made her kneel down beside him and gabble the faith healer’s prayer over and over for the rest of the afternoon. When Bridget returned from her long day in the hospital, she was enraged to find that all the customary household chores had been neglected and no animals fed, because her son was too absorbed in storming heaven to attend to earthly practicalities.18


Over the following months Patrick had his first taste of acting as the man of the house under his mother’s watchful eye. Peter came home from hospital on 20 August, but James remained on until 30 September and after his return he was frail and had begun to feel his age. Yet Patrick refused to be cast down by family troubles. Now fully recovered from his own invalidism, he was once more full of high spirits and had resumed his athletic activities, especially cross-country running and hurdling. While practising vaulting a gate in March 1925, he slipped and broke a collar bone. When Dr Barry failed to set it properly, either in the dispensary or later in her Carrickmacross surgery, he was dispatched to Monaghan County Infirmary, the third member of his family to be hospitalised within twelve months. This time Patrick was a patient for only a few days and, being a gregarious youth, enjoyed the companionship of his fellow patients in the Murray ward.19 The following year he was sufficiently recovered to captain the parish tug of war team when they were ignominiously defeated by the mid-Monaghan team, Ahabog. At this stage of his life he was still a teetotaller, so when the team stopped to buy drinks on the way home, one lemonade had to be included in the round.20


Whereas in his recollections or fictional recreations of his early manhood Patrick always drew attention to his own fecklessness and dreaminess, his youngest sister Celia remembered him as a caring elder brother, a buffer between the stern adult regime of their parents and the disaster-prone milieu of her childhood. When she broke a large bowl, Patrick rearranged the dishes on the dresser so that it was some time before its absence was noted and there was no evidence as to what had happened to it; when she stuck fast in the mud of a bog where she was forbidden to walk, Patrick rescued and hid her, then washed all the mud off and fetched her a clean dress from the house; when the dog she co-owned with her brother gave birth to ten pups and they dreaded their mother’s reaction, Patrick drowned nine of the pups so that she was presented with only one. The drowning of unwanted domestic pets, such as litters of kittens and pups, was a commonplace in the country in those days, although to the child Celia it seemed that Patrick had solved an insoluble problem. When Peter’s first dog, Bran, strayed on to the nearby railway line and was killed by a train, Patrick, who came upon the corpse, buried it in a ditch and consoled his heart-broken little brother by telling him of a wonderful new pup that would soon be available and would become Bran the Second. He took a special interest in his brother from a young age, kicking ragball in the front garden with him and taking him to football matches. In future years Patrick was to be noted for his kindly, avuncular way with children, by contrast with his customary incivility towards many adults; this protective attitude towards the young, which would eventually extend to beginner poets, was developed during his time as elder brother to siblings who were ten and twelve years his junior. But as Celia discovered, his protection came at a price.


Sometime in his late teens Patrick had begun smoking cigarettes, a habit his thrifty mother, in particular, regarded as the equivalent of burning money, so there was little hope of raising cash for cigarettes from the household budget. One method he resorted to in order to feed his habit was to compel his little sister to hand over every penny of the pocket money she had earned for helping out in a neighbour’s house. No matter how she tried to escape his demands by varying her route home or lying about how much money she had been given, he always outwitted her.21 Such exploitation would be as conspicuous a future trait as his tolerance towards children.


From 1926, after the Boundaries Commission had agreed the border between the new Irish Free State and the separatist Ulster Six Counties, a whole new way of life and sometimes a new source of income opened up for villages such as Inniskeen which was only a couple of miles by ‘unapproved road’ from County Armagh. The border was too extensive to be policed and, since it was often economic to shop on the other side, smuggling was rife. Some republican families were prepared to flout the existence of the border for political reasons, because they disagreed with Partition; others refused to accept that roads along which they had been used to travelling all their lives now belonged to a different State. Because of the general break-down of respect for law and order consequent on the Troubles and the Civil War, some border dwellers enjoyed discomfiting or outwitting the constabulary and customs officers; smuggling could prove to be enjoyable as well as profitable. As always, there were a few who were happy to exploit the policing difficulties of the new dispensation to their own advantage, and the sport of cock-fighting, which was illegal in both regimes, got a new lease of life as participants and spectators could cross the border in a trice if police from either side appeared. One hilarious account in the Dundalk Democrat in June 1926 has them crossing and recrossing as police from both sides attempted to stop the fight. The cocks on this occasion represented County Monaghan and County Armagh. Cock-fighting was one of the few sports that James Kavanagh engaged in, but by 1926 he was becoming too elderly and feeble to indulge, and there is no record that the family profited from cross-border trade. Indeed, the poet would later regret that he was not in Inniskeen during the Second World War when a small fortune could be made from smuggling.


For the Kavanagh parents the buying of more land had become increasingly urgent by the mid-1920s, because there was no future for the family in shoe-making. It was obvious that Patrick was only fitted to take over as a shoe repairer, the less lucrative side of the business, and, in any case, as his parents were probably well aware, the days of the hand-made boot were numbered. Footwear shops and even footwear factories were springing up in nearby towns. The boot factory, due to open in the County Monaghan town of Emyvale in June 1925, would manufacture 2,500 pairs of boots a week and specialise in the heavy and medium footwear favoured by agricultural workers. There had already been two failed attempts to set up a boot factory in Dundalk and it was only a matter of time before a successful factory would be opened. In fact, the Halliday family did set one up in 1928, by which time the town had fifteen shoe shops.22 Country cobblers like James could still carry on a good trade in repairs since shop footwear was expensive and most people made their shoes last as long as possible by having them resoled, reheeled, stitched and even patched, but this was dull, tedious and unprofitable work. By the time Patrick Kavanagh was writing The Green Fool, only a dozen years after the opening of the Emyvale boot factory, hand-made shoes were a thing of the past and he characterised his father as a shoe-maker of the good old days ‘when a pair of shop boots was an insult to any decent man’s feet’. Later he would attribute Kerry’s win over Monaghan in the All-Ireland Gaelic football final in 1930 to the fact that the County Monaghan team were wearing factory-made boots. ‘It was a wet afternoon and their boots turned to paper in the rain’ was his explanation of his home county’s defeat.23


Diversifying further into farming seemed the commonsensical route for the Kavanaghs to take by 1925. They had already spotted a likely property, a farm at Shancoduff about three-quarters of a mile from Mucker, whose owner, Thomas Reynolds, had died in December 1923. It was a little further from home than they would have liked, but at sixteen acres, three roods and nineteen perches it was substantial enough to move them definitively into the farming class. Together with the fields in Drumnagrella, their land would add up to over twenty-five acres statute measure, a sizeable holding in Inniskeen terms where a man with forty to fifty acres was considered ‘a strong farmer’, almost gentry. When Reynolds’ farm was eventually auctioned in May 1925, they bought it for £267. James put down a deposit of £65 on 14 May and Bridget concluded the deal with a cheque for £202 on 23 July. Whether she had accumulated this balance by her buying and selling of cows, pigs, hens and chickens, or whether she was merely acting as the couple’s agent is unclear; because of his illness, James’s earnings for the previous years would have been down.


Just how large the sum was that the Kavanaghs had saved in the context of the depressed rural Irish economy of 1925 may be gleaned from the wages on offer to agricultural workers and others in the region at this period. On 31 May 1924 men’s wages at the hiring fair in the Market Square in Dundalk were from £10 to £13 for a half-year and women’s from £6.10s. to £8.24 Yet, so ingrained was Bridget’s habit of scrimping and saving that, in addition to her busy life as the mother of a large family and the effective manager of the family’s smallholding and livestock, she also worked outside the home on other local farms. In the March prior to the auction of the Reynolds’ farm, for instance, she absented herself from home for two days to cut seed potatoes for the Hamills. Her paltry earnings cannot have added significantly to the family savings and at about the same time James splashed out on a new suit, suggesting that her self-sacrifice was unnecessary.


Reynolds’ farm, as it continued to be called even within the family, was poor land — seven hilly fields covered in rushes — but the Kavanaghs were very proud of their acquisition. Patrick and the younger children loved to explore these fields and to sit on top of one of the hills, admiring the view of the distant Mourne Mountains and Slieve Gullion and spying on their neighbours’ doings. The affection Patrick felt for these impoverished acres would find expression in one of the finest of his early poems, ‘Shancoduff’:




. . . My hills hoard the bright shillings of March
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