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PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION





Rebellions was first published in February 2004 and met with an interesting range of responses. For this new edition I have added a chapter on the reception of the book, not only by historians, but also in the media generally, and by the many individuals who wrote to me, some of them with family histories or experiences similar to my own. The book was particularly controversial in Wexford, especially for its treatment of the Scullabogue massacre. More unexpectedly, the chapter on my early years as a member of the Christian Brothers led to an invitation to give evidence to the Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse, chaired by Mr Justice Seán Ryan. Together with reading the subsequent Commission Report, this has led me to re-assess my time in religious life, and much else about my childhood and the society in which I grew up. Analysing all of these responses, I came to focus on a theme common to many of them, the conflict between emotional attachment to self-affirming community narratives and the evidence of contrary realities – or between tradition and history. This was clear, for example, in the response of the Christian Brothers to the Ryan Commission, as well as in the inability of many in Wexford to face the facts of what happened at Scullabogue.


The new chapter also adds a final layer to this experiment in writing history framed in a series of contexts. The core of the book is still the detailed account of the pivotal and extraordinarily violent battle of New Ross on 5 June 1798, and the massacre at Scullabogue nearby. It is introduced by this historian’s attempt to understand his own history and his family and personal relationships to those events. This is followed by his response to the official bicentenary of the Rebellion, including interpretations by historians particularly associated with it. Now, in this edition, my account of the bloodiest day of the Rebellion is followed by an attempt to understand the reactions to the book and to use them to reflect further on my life and my work as an historian.


The new chapter has been particularly difficult to write and I am immensely grateful to those who read and commented on drafts: Ian d’Alton, Stefan Collini, Louis Cullen, Roy Foster, John-Paul McCarthy, John Maguire, Celestine Rafferty, and especially Clare O’Halloran, whose advice and support were, as ever, indispensable. Antony Farrell, my publisher, has been a great champion of unconventional writing, and I am very grateful to him that, having taken a risk with the first edition, he is prepared to do so again with a second. This time I have a new editor, who also happens to be my daughter, Fiona. I have long admired her acuity and her sensitivity to language, and it has been a great pleasure, as well as privilege, to work with her.




 





TOM DUNNE, CORK, SEPTEMBER 2010



















PROLOGUE


‘On Vinegar Hill, o’er the pleasant Slaney’: Private Grief and the Public Sphere





On a cold bright winter’s day, early in 1995, I stood for the first time on Vinegar Hill overlooking the town of Enniscorthy, Co. Wexford, and the solitary hour I spent there affected me deeply. I was surprised at how small the area was and tried to imagine it thronged with people when the hill served as a major rebel camp for three hot summer weeks in 1798. Harder still to imagine were the scenes that marked the last bloody battle for the hill, when ‘terraced thousands died, shaking scythes at cannon’. This striking image of Seamus Heaney’s1 portrayed the rebels as country people, like my paternal ancestors, farming just south-west of the town in that panorama of rich agricultural land visible from the summit. My own initial sense of 1798, however, was an urban one, from beyond the southern horizon in my home town of New Ross. It came above all from my mother, Joanna, the first historian I knew. Her mental map of the county, where she spent her whole life, consisted of generations of complex interfamily connections, radiating out from her own family, the Rices. She had a particular pride and interest in her great-great-grandfather, John Rice of the Irishtown in New Ross, killed in the aftermath of the horrific battle for the town on 5 June 1798, and in his cousin, Edmund Ignatius Rice, who founded the Irish Christian Brothers four years later in nearby Waterford.


I had climbed the hill that day not out of historical curiosity, but to recover from an unsettling visit with my mother in a nearby nursing home. She had suffered a series of strokes four years earlier at the age of eighty-two, and had borne confinement to a wheelchair with her usual fortitude and good humour. That day, the gradual deterioration in her speech and slow fading of her memory reached some kind of crisis for her, and she became distressed at her inability to communicate with me. That in itself was a shock. She had always kept from her children, and particularly from me, the eldest, the true extent of her suffering. When my father died sixteen years earlier, for example, she hid her intense and constant fear of living alone, admitting it fully only in the security of the nursing home she had chosen to move to before it seemed necessary. She had a fierce independence, and would not be a burden on any of her six children, scattered widely in Ireland and overseas. Now she could not conceal her condition, and this was part of her distress.


The inability to communicate properly involved the diminution of her greatest resource for coping with her environment and making sense of her world. An ease with language had long been at the core of her remarkable charm, partly natural, partly the product of her many years in business. ‘She could sell sand to an Arab,’ was my father’s regular and not altogether admiring comment. For her, business often seemed less about profit than conversation; her customers were for the most part neighbours, friends or lifelong acquaintances. She sold them footwear almost as a postscript to leisurely discussion of family and relationships, often involving stories of childhood about which she had an intense nostalgia.


Now that flood of talk had dried to a trickle and instead, when I visited I retold the stories as I remembered them, she would smile or say the odd word. Gradually I became aware of other aspects of the loss involved in her enforced silence; I remembered so few of her stories, and could trace family connections only to a limited degree. As we went through her old photograph album, it was already too late to fill the gaps in my knowledge. Also, we were at cross purposes – mine concerned fact and meaning, hers the shards of memory. More separated us than age. While, like her, I make sense of my life through stories, I am trained to interrogate other people’s stories in the light of the knowledge and understanding of the past that academic history has developed. For her the ‘historical’ 1798 – the Catholic nationalist account encapsulated in the ballads and statues of the centenary of the Rebellion, a decade before my mother’s birth – and the family story of the death of her great-great-grandfather were seamlessly joined. He died for Ireland and in defence of the weak, a heroic death comparable to the heroic life of his cousin Edmund, as she saw it.


Standing on the rocky summit of Vinegar Hill that day, and seeking distraction from the sadness of her enforced silence by imagining the bustle of the rebel camp, I was struck by the conflict between the popular or communal memory of 1798 and how historians like myself write about it. It is not simply that we are impelled to historicize that memory, explaining it as a product of historical developments, but that we are also constrained and limited by the surviving evidence and by the debates to which we contribute. History has little to say about the ordinary people caught up in that cataclysm, whether as rebels or as innocent bystanders. The record, and the debates, put the focus instead on the leadership and their ideology. Thus, for example, while I had written about the contemporary ballads surviving from the Rebellion, my focus had been on contrasting them with the genteel versions used by the bourgeois United Irishmen in their attempts to politicize the poor.2 It now struck me, with some unease, that my criticism of the United Irish failure to understand popular culture could be applied to myself, and indeed to modern historians in general. Academic history all too often lacks empathy with the individual stories that both constitute and reflect communal memory. The nature and even existence of such memory is contested and problematic, not least because of politically inspired attempts to shape or manipulate it.


Before I left the hill, I read the text of the monument erected in 1989 by Comóradh ’98, the official body set up by local politicians to manage the celebration of the upcoming bicentenary. While the monument in the town centre depicts a priest leading a peasant rebel and requires no text other than ‘1798’, this one stresses the importance of the largely Protestant and secular-minded United Irishmen, and, linking the Rebellion to the bicentenary of the French Revolution, claims that ‘the ’98 insurrection established a revolutionary spirit and that the republican ideology of Tone and the United Irishmen inspired a new form of patriotism. This ultimately led to a democratic system of government in Ireland.’ This version is, in essence, as traditional as the other, but I recognized the echo of a new emphasis in the historiography of the Rebellion also. One of its main proponents was later to write that 1798 ‘never passed into history because it never passed out of politics’,3 and certainly previous commemorations, especially in 1898 and 1948, produced versions that had more to do with the politics of those times than with the actual events of 1798. The bicentenary clearly would be no different, but in 1995 I could not anticipate that the interaction of a new political context with emerging trends in history-writing would give new life to an old-fashioned nationalist account.


Nor did I realize folly then that my hour on Vinegar Hill made new connections for me between a number of related interests and concerns, and between my private and professional lives. It led me to question the kind of history I had been writing, and to wonder if I could accommodate the family story I had heard from my mother, and other stories like it, in an attempt to understand the Rebellion in more human terms as a sum of the individual experiences of ordinary people. What motivated the rebels to such acts of both courage and cruelty as this hill witnessed? Given how little evidence they left behind them, can we ever know? How were they viewed by the tens of thousands of Wexford people whose lives were changed irrevocably by the violence of those weeks? What was their experience of the chaos and confusion that historians, from the beginning, have reduced to the false neat categories of military engagements?


In the months that followed I developed my own small project for the bicentenary, initially to please my mother. Beginning with the family tradition of how my great-great-great-grandfather died, it focused also on the world of the country men who had attacked New Ross with extraordinary courage, and massive fatalities. They came mainly from the area north of the town, from the barony of Bantry, where my father’s family had farmed since the mid-seventeenth century.


I next climbed Vinegar Hill three years later, in January 1998. Once again the sun shone and it was bitterly cold on the summit. It was the morning of my mother’s funeral and soon the cortège would leave, bringing her home to New Ross for the funeral mass, following the characteristic detailed instructions she had written out years before. For a week her six children had gathered around her bed as her body closed down with a slow, dignified finality. We talked to her and about her, retelling her stories, reminding one another of episodes in our childhood, hearing from one another memories unique to each. It was a week of much laughter as well as sadness, and if she was conscious of it, that would have pleased her. Her death, when it came, ended years of pain and distress and had been long anticipated, even longed for by her, ever since her beloved Art had died nearly twenty years before. Acknowledging this helped us to accept her passing, but did little to prepare us for the void that it left in our lives. This is something we all have had to learn for ourselves.


Now that the voice that had been my first guide in the world was finally silenced, there would be no more stories: so much folklore was lost with her, the last of her family. More than ever it was to seem important to me that I try to fit her story to mine. I had already published an article that tried to give a context and explanation for John Rice’s death, and to understand the background of the Bantry rebels. It also took issue with Comóradh ’98 for ‘presenting a sanitized and politically correct version of the rebellion that is in tune with the common nationalist perception of the current “peace process”, a lost dream of “United Irishmen”, which we can still make a reality’.4


I knew my mother was pleased that I had written about John Rice and had used some ballads written by my paternal grandfather. I also knew, of course, that her view of ’98 had been closer to that of Comóradh than to mine, and that this highlighted an interesting tension for me. By now, professional concern (and indeed some anger) at the crudities of the official line began to loom larger than the sense of family pietas with which I had begun my research. Even that day of private grief offered several reminders of the willingness of a diverse range of interests to exploit (as I saw it) the dead of two hundred years before. Vinegar Hill was daubed with Sinn Féin, IRA, and INLA graffiti, including crude anti-British sentiments. A mass rally was soon to be addressed there by Gerry Adams, and Comóradh ’98 was already distancing itself from the anticipated identification of the IRA’s thirty-year war with ‘the United Irish Revolution’. The whole point of the bicentenary, after all, was to distance revolutionary ideology from its real consequences. Others saw a business opportunity. That evening, after a meal in the town, I was given an advertisement for ‘Cream of ’98: Irish cream liqueur’ as a souvenir. It carried the Comóradh ’98 logo, and featured Edward Foran’s romantic painting, for the centenary, of the battle of Oulart Hill. Thus, art and advertising combined to package and sell the Rebellion, with official approval.


Making my way to Vinegar Hill the morning of the funeral, I bought the Irish Times and read it on the summit. It carried a report of the launch by the Taoiseach of the official programme for the bicentenary. Mr Ahern declared: ‘We are commemorating the most sustained effort in Irish history to reconcile and unite what were the three communities with different religious beliefs and ethnic backgrounds – Protestants, Catholics and Dissenters.’ He spoke on behalf of ‘a sovereign Irish government’ that, he claimed, ‘can trace its political lineage back to 1798 when the first republics in Wexford and Connaught were declared’. Linking the commemoration to ‘the peace process’, he put forward the achievement of ‘a new lasting and peaceful end’ to the Northern Ireland conflict as the best way to crown the bicentenary and ‘fulfil some of the ideals of the United Irishmen’. A feature article in the same issue of the Irish Times quoted the historian Kevin Whelan on the unprecedented involvement by successive Irish governments in the commemoration of historical events during the previous four years, in contrast to its failure in 1991 to support efforts by prominent republicans to highlight the seventy-fifth anniversary of the 1916 Rising (which attracted little public support). However, the remarkably popular (and politically less contentious) commemoration of the Great Famine, starting in 1995 and lasting several years, was orchestrated and funded by the government, who ‘did a pretty good job on it’, according to Whelan. (Modestly, he made no mention of his own prominent role.) Now, as part of ‘a maturing process’, in his view, ‘the state is taking responsibility for this’ (i.e. the 1798 bicentenary). He added: ‘After all, the State that doesn’t respect its own history is a bankrupt one.’ He was identified as a member of the ‘National Commemoration Committee’.


Both press conference and interview raised interesting questions. How does the state know ‘its own history’? Given that history is a matter of interpretation rather than some agreed objective reality, how did the state come up with the version of 1798 articulated by the Taoiseach? Assuming that Mr Ahern was not emulating his predecessor, Dr FitzGerald, and finding solace from the burdens of office in historical research, did that version come from the ‘National Commemoration Committee’? And if so, where did they get it? What is the proper role of the academic historian involved in official commemoration and its inescapably political agendas? Recognizing that interpretation involves ideological bias, academic history aspires to correct this by immersion in the full range of the surviving evidence. Some contributions to the bicentenary, however, had already raised the question whether ideology had not more bearing on their interpretation than the witness of the historical record. It is impossible to read that record and not be reminded endlessly that the Rebellion in Wexford was an event soaked in blood, and marked more by cruelty and fanaticism on both sides than by the ideals of the United Irishmen. In its brief course, many thousands of people died in this relatively prosperous corner of Ireland, the vast majority of them ordinary Wexford people – whether rebels, their followers or innocent bystanders.


This overwhelming fact had already led me to disagree publicly with Kevin Whelan’s view that, in commemorating the Rebellion, ‘we must relinquish our obsession … with pikes and deaths, murder, mayhem and martyrdom. We should instead stress the living principles of democracy and pluralism which the United Irishmen formulated.’5 To demur at this emphasis, of course, is to invite the criticism that one is against ‘democracy and pluralism’, just as to call attention to the sectarian dimension of the Wexford outbreak is to run the risk of accusations of being sectarian. Thus, a week after the funeral, on a national radio programme, I was to be accused by a fellow historian of ‘playing the Orange card’ when I took up the presenter’s request that I talk about the rebel atrocity at Scullabogue. This was a defining moment for me, and led ultimately to the present work. It also encouraged me into further public controversy, mainly in the pages of the Irish Times.6 Now, after the high tide of the commemoration has receded, the basic questions remain, and the only answers that should count, at least for historians, are those that relate to the evidence, whatever their implications for contemporary politics.


My contribution involves a focus on the most bloody and the most decisive day of the Rebellion, Tuesday, 5 June 1798, when the remarkable run of rebel successes ended at New Ross, leaving perhaps 1500 dead in its narrow streets (roughly half the population of the town) in one horrific day. Nearby on that same day occurred the most infamous rebel atrocity, the burning of over a hundred men, women and children, almost all Protestant, in a barn at Scullabogue, a half-mile from where I was born. My starting-point was one of my mother’s stories – indeed, perhaps the master story of her linked narratives. A piece of oral history, handed down through five generations of her family, it described the death of her ancestor, John Rice, of the Irishtown in New Ross, in the bloody aftermath of the battle. The version written down by my cousin, Bride Roe, in a marginal note to her excellent layout of the Rice family tree, corresponds to what I remember hearing from my mother:




He was executed by a group of English soldiers because he had sheltered some women and children in a loft behind his house during the battle of Ross. The hiding place was discovered and all were killed. Finally John Rice was dragged outside his door and a Hessian officer drew his sword to cut off his head. However, John Rice caught the sword in his teeth and would not let go. Then, he was dragged down the street and shot at the cross of the Irishtown.





What began as an attempt to contextualize this vivid story historically, and to understand its basic folk motifs, led me to an analysis of the accounts we have of the battle for the town and of the linked atrocity outside it. My initial window into the motivation and world view of the rebels, for which so little evidence survives, came through the notebooks of my paternal grandfather, after whom I was named: Thomas Dunne, a farmer of Courtnacuddy, near Enniscorthy, part of the old barony of Bantry. The rebels who attacked New Ross came mainly from this area, as did their leaders, John Kelly ‘the boy from Killanne’ and Thomas Cloney of Moneyhore, who wrote the only account of the battle from the rebel side. They did not, it appears, include my great-great-great-grandfather, Arthur Dunne, and trying to understand why he stayed at home highlighted some aspects of his community and its culture, just as the ballads written seventy-five years later by my grandfather highlighted others.


While my starting-point thus involves the faint and problematic records of two unimportant non-combatants, and while my focus is on one day, the questions I am raising and seeking to answer are major ones for the Rebellion as a whole. The attempt to provide a historical context for my mother’s story (and for others that have survived in the local folklore) also highlights some of the problems of dealing with memory historically. Most sources used by historians involve memory, and all memory is itself shaped by historical conditioning. First-hand accounts, even when written almost immediately – like the depositions, or evidence at trials, which are crucial here – all reflect that conditioning. They have to be checked against one another and probabilities established, but the historian is always aware of being short-changed or manipulated, and of needing to find the truth often in the cracks rather than the surfaces, in the silences rather than by separating or harmonizing the voices. Of course, the idea that the historian is a dispassionate, detached observer, a scientist weighing the evidence, while a useful ambition, and perhaps a necessary pose, cannot be taken too far. The historian is also part of history and describes the past in terms of the perceptions and the needs of the present. Simultaneously looking forwards and backwards, the historian is inextricably political and fundamentally compromised. Like Walter Benjamin’s image of ‘the angel of history’: ‘His face is turned towards the past … But a storm is blowing from Paradise … This storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which his back is turned, while the pile of débris before him grows skywards. This storm is what we call progress.’7


In searching through the débris, the historian must be aware that what survives by way of evidence comes mainly from those that ‘progress’ has favoured. The old Marxist cliché that history is a record of barbarism, written by and for the winners, has a particular resonance in a colonial context like that of Ireland, in which the voices of the losers are not only difficult to find, but are difficult to understand when heard, because they speak in a different language, and one to which most historians are deaf. The voices of the Irish poor are buried not only in the accounts, but also in the language of the colonial power. They are also inaudible for the most part in nationalist accounts, which mimic colonial culture and use its language. This is particularly true of the late eighteenth century, when English was replacing Irish at all social levels, and when a complex web of bilingualism effectively disguised the process and the trauma involved. The record is almost entirely in English, and the Irish-language element of that complex culture remains largely invisible and inaudible, although it is crucial in any understanding of the politics of the poor.


I found that the sources even for the official side in the Wexford Rebellion are remarkably thin and incomplete; the state archive on the battle of New Ross would fit comfortably into one of my mother’s shoeboxes. Those on the rebel side are dominated by the proclamations of the bourgeois or gentry leadership; the voices of the rank and file have to be excavated from the unsympathetic records of courts-martial, the depositions of ‘suffering loyalists’, and the accounts of loyalist prisoners and other victims of the Rebellion; they echo in contemporary ballads in English, more clearly in poetry in Irish, and both invoke a particular communal memory as a basis for practical or political concerns. In this book I use such sources to reconstitute, to the very limited degree possible, the mentalité of the ordinary rebel, and to test the current orthodoxy that this had been transformed by politicization from above by the United Irishmen.


A different kind of invisibility obscures the conformist, assimilationist middle-class Catholics of the period like John Rice. Their business was carried on largely outside the Protestant monopolies of corporation and guilds, especially in an old Norman town like New Ross; their leases, often short term, and sublettings usually went unrecorded; the records of their Church in this era are few; even the records of Catholic political associations normally include only the socially prominent. Thus a small-town ‘rising’ Catholic like John Rice left little mark on the official record, and we can only project onto him what we know of his class and infer what we can from his relationship to the much wealthier Rices downstream in Waterford.


Two other elements, apart from the problematic surviving evidence, profoundly shaped my search for meaning behind the family and communal memories of a traumatic time, and their recasting in narrative form. It demanded intense engagement with previous writing about 1798, from contemporary accounts to the latest historical findings, and particularly with the political basis of these interpretations. This in turn led me to confront my own social, cultural and political formation, and I decided to discuss this openly here, rather than allow silently for it as my training dictated. My life has not been extraordinary, nor my work of any great significance, but a brief account of both may help to illuminate a period of profound change in Irish society and culture. This experiment of linking together elements of autobiography, historiography and history, while not initially planned as such, may also have value as a case-study of how our understanding of the past is formed. Thus, it may be seen as part of the current trend of what French historians have called ego-histoire, but it was written without specific reference to such writing.8 It may be regarded instead as a further example of a new awareness among historians worldwide of the linkages between autobiography and history-writing, and of the ideological and literary dimensions of their professional enterprise. But it all began with my mother’s stories. Some of these, as I was to discover, were not only celebrations of family and place, but offered ways of coping with a threatening world.
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PART I


The Historian: An Intellectual Memoir







‘Before you study the history, study the historian … Before you study the historian, study his historical and social environment.’


E. H. CARR, What is History?







… This is the use of memory:


For liberation – not less of love but expanding


Of love beyond desire, and so liberation


From the future as well as the past. Thus, love of a country


Begins as attachment to our own field of action


And comes to find that action of little importance


Though never indifferent. History may be servitude,


History may be freedom. See, now they vanish,


The faces and places, with the self which, as it could, loved them,


To become renewed, transfigured, in another pattern.


T. S. ELIOT, ‘Little Gidding’

























CHAPTER 1


The Child





My mother was a romantic, at least in relation to the story of her family and her childhood. She had an intense nostalgia for ‘the old days’, when people were happy even though poor, when neighbours constantly visited, doors weren’t locked, and life was simple. When her own children moved away and settled elsewhere she warned that the friendships formed in these new surroundings could never be as important or as lasting as the ties of family. Her stories of her own family were vivid and exciting. Leaving aside the ancestor killed in 1798, and his relationship to Edmund Rice, these focused mainly on her father, John. Born in Melbourne, Australia, in 1850, shortly after his parents emigrated there from New Ross, he was brought back to Ireland, aged eight, by his mother, on the death of his father. The rest of his long life, he told stories of kangaroos and Chinamen, of the six-month voyage back, and of gold nuggets his father had acquired in the goldfields and which his mother is said to have used later to set him up on an independent basis. His parents hardly emigrated, as my mother believed, ‘for an adventure’, but because his father was the third son and had to make his own way. The widow returned with her three sons, aged eight, four and two, to a family dominated by their grandfather, who lived for another five years and who had himself been eight years old when his father was killed in 1798. The longevity of her father and his grandfather brought the Rebellion very close to my mother – who was, in effect, at just one remove from the boy who had seen his father killed.


I remember no stories of her father’s life after his return to Ireland until he married at fifty, nor is it clear how they lived. His mother (formerly Margaret Murphy, with her own connections to 1798, being a grandniece of the famous Father John Murphy) had, seemingly, bought house property in the Irishtown of New Ross and elsewhere, and it was, perhaps, because this ensured the future of her eldest son that his younger brother Michael inherited the family’s share of the grandfather’s property and business. In any case, when my grandfather married in 1900, he lived first on the farm at Ballymacar, just outside the town, which, according to family tradition, his mother had purchased with gold, and which also had 1798 associations, having been then the house of the parish priest of Cushinstown; there is a tradition of rebels getting Communion there before the battle of New Ross. When my grandfather’s unmarried brother Michael died fourteen years later and added heroically to a family reputation for charity by leaving a considerable part of his property in trust for the poor of the town, my grandfather was able to purchase part of it back. It was to be his last positive contribution to the family’s fortune. Shortly before that, he had inherited his mother’s property, and then the portion of his brother’s not left to charity.


In his mid-fifties, therefore, he was a man of considerable wealth, owning three farms and (according to my mother) thirteen houses. When he died, forty years later, most of it was gone. A man of great charm, he kept open house, did no work, and, it was said, drank a bottle of whiskey a day. My mother, always protective of him, was open about his alcoholism, but stressed that he ‘never got drunk’, was foolish but always kind and good-humoured. Only in her final years did she hint at the grimmer reality of his occasional violence and the fear in which they all lived of this lovable patriarch turning suddenly and unpredictably into a monster. This was the untold story that shaped her life, and still shapes mine. I believe that it was this that led to such a powerful emphasis on family and to such insistence on a romantic memory of childhood, and that made her so determined to achieve independence and control in her own life. Only in recent years, as her children became more aware of the hurt, vulnerable child she had been, did we come to terms properly with the complex way she had related to us: immensely supportive of our ambitions and independence, and at the same time finding it hard to accept that this would give us different attitudes and values from her own. In particular, the religious faith that had been the main consolation of her life took the form of a dogmatic orthodoxy. She was the most literal-minded and traditional Catholic I’ve ever known; her moral universe was black and white, and shaped by pre-Vatican II certainties. Yet, while often shocked at the criticisms we voiced, she was respectful of the choices we made and very supportive, for example, when I, my brother John and my sister Rosaleen in turn left the various religious orders we had joined. But we also felt strongly that there were limits to her tolerance, and a number of us concealed from her our break with Catholicism. The greatest legacy of her father’s alcoholism may have been some stunting of the ability to express negative emotions, and most of us found it impossible to confront her on any emotive issue. Challenged, she became hurt and withdrawn in a way I found devastating. My family thus lacked the emotional safety valve of the usual rows and conflicts, and it was to take me many years to realize that it is better in one’s personal life to express anger and explore difference than to suppress such feelings.


Perhaps I also inherit from my mother not only a fascination with the past, but the urge to redefine it. She reinvented a father who was a benign presence and much-loved local character (perhaps after he had reinvented himself). His old age became the second romantic period of his life and the other subject of her stories, featuring his dapper, youthful appearance and his remarkable health up to his death at ninety-five. ‘If he hadn’t gone out into the yard on a frosty night and caught pneumonia, he’d be alive to this day,’ she once told me, waving aside my calculation that that would have made him 130 years old. What I didn’t then understand was that he never died in her mind; up to the time she herself died, his memory and his legacy shaped her view of the world.


By comparison, her mother was a shadowy, saintly figure, whose father, James Gantley, a member of the Royal Irish Constabulary, seemed more vivid to me as a child. His story features another heroic legend: his death, also from pneumonia, being ascribed by my mother to his attempts to help a poor woman who had run away in the depths of winter to escape an abusive husband. Why this story may have appealed so strongly to her only strikes me now. She was very pleased when I told her that a discussion at a conference of Irish historians I had attended had revealed that virtually everyone present had an RIC ancestor. ‘They were very go-ahead,’ was her astute comment.


Her father’s legacy made her successfully independent, from an unpromising start, when she left school early to ‘serve her time’ in a shoe shop. Twelve years later, aged twenty-seven, she opened her own shop with a £100 bank loan guaranteed by an uncle. This was an unusual step for a young woman at that time, even one who was already, though secretly, engaged to a ‘strong’ farmer. After she married and my father joined her in the business, it continued to operate under her name, J. Rice. ‘We didn’t want to confuse the customers,’ was her explanation, but that name over the door was always a matter of pride to her, a sign not only of her own success, but of continuity with the family tradition of business in the town since the late eighteenth century. Remaining so publicly a Rice linked her also to Ballymacar, her childhood home, which we visited regularly and heard about daily. So powerful was its meaning for her that when her brother in his old age sold it to a neighbour, and not to another family member as she had wished, she didn’t speak to him for years. By then she was not only retired from business but had sold the shop, after accepting stoically that none of her six children wanted to take it over.


My father’s story seemed less glamorous, rooted as it was in a rural community where his ancestors had farmed for over three hundred years. He had little interest in the family history and no nostalgia for his childhood. Indeed, as it appeared in the stories told by himself and his brothers, it was a life of physical hardship and dour duty, presided over by an authoritarian and remote father. I am named after him as tradition dictated. When my father was sixteen his mother died, and with a father who seemed unable to communicate except to give orders he came to rely on his older sisters, May and Peg, and to form an intense friendship with his brothers, Jim, John and Nick, which was to last all of their lives. Their father, Thomas Dunne, also had other resources. He had always been bookish and will appear later in this account as the author of romantic nationalist verse, celebrating the 1798 heroes that came from his district. Up to his death, he spent every Sunday in a back room, drawing and writing in a series of notebooks, only two of which survive. He was, his sons agreed, a hopeless farmer, despite his meticulous field maps and his records of crop rotation. In the wider community, however, he was different: gregarious, and prominent in local politics, he was secretary of the local Land League and ultimately a Poor Law Guardian. Even in his old age, he was known to his sons, as well as his neighbours, as ‘the Guardian’, a name that suited their image of him.


He in turn was ruled by his brother John, a formidable cleric, ultimately parish priest of Castlebridge and known to all, including his brother, as ‘the Canon’. He still lives in the folklore of Curracloe as a blackthorn-wielding guardian of public morality, beating courting couples from the sinful shadows and warning against the depraved habits of summer visitors from Dublin. But he was also a founder of the Gaelic League in the county, and, more surprisingly perhaps, one of the group that started the Enniscorthy paper, The Echo.1 He was the real head of the family, seemingly following a tradition going back several clerical generations. By his nephews’ accounts, he decided what they should do with their lives, and their father informed each in turn of his fate.


My father was told on a Friday, when he was sixteen, that he was to leave the Christian Brothers School he was attending in nearby Enniscorthy and start to serve his time in Burke-Roche’s Drapery on the following Monday. He obeyed, lived over the shop in an attic with other apprentices, and was fed scraps by a sanctimonious employer, whose parade every Sunday with family and large prayer book to a front pew in the cathedral he could recall to the end of his days, always with a flash of anger. The only fellow-employee he talked about was a man from Clare, sacked for trying to organize the staff in a trade union. A similar sense of social injustice featured in his stories of the Carews of Castleboro. His family had been tenants on the Castleboro estate since the seventeenth century and had bought out their farm under the Wyndham Act in 1906, the year my father was born. Yet he recalled the annual visit of Lady Carew to his primary school as an experience of being patronized, and he would wax indignant every time he told of farmers who still did occasional work at the Great House being given rubber shoes for their horses lest they spoil the lawn.


It was an anger felt even more keenly by his older brother Jim, bringing him into the IRA and into conflict with his Redmondite father. In 1921, he was one of those who burnt the great Palladian mansion of the Carews, despite their long record as liberal landlords and the sale of the land to their former tenants.


While my father thus grew up in an intensely nationalist environment, he had little time for such politics, always mocking gently the die-hard republicanism of his elder brother. His one political story summed it all up. He was fourteen and forking corn on the threshing-mill at home when two RIC men arrived, looking for Jim, who was on the run. My father shouted ‘up the IRA’ (‘just acting the eejit’) and was instantly hauled down and frogmarched toward New Ross, fifteen miles away. Coming near the town, they stopped at a little pub at Ballyanne, where his captors had a few pints and bought him a lemonade. Then, as they left the pub, they turned him towards home, booted him in the backside and told him to behave himself. A different outcome might have made him, and me, a nationalist.


My father spent ten years as a shop assistant in Enniscorthy, the last few in a shoe shop on the Square. That, together with his farming background, must have been part of the initial attraction of this quiet humorous man for my mother. For them to meet, however, a dramatic change in his fortunes had to occur: Enniscorthy, though only eighteen miles away, was remote from her world. In 1931 his Aunt Biddy died, at Courtdale, under the shadow of Carrigbyrne Rock and eight miles from New Ross. It was a farm she had married into, and in her will the bulk of her estate was left to the Maynooth Mission to China, and the farm was put up for sale. The Canon as executor facilitated the sale to his brother on behalf of my father – presumably to keep it in the family. And so my father, thrilled to escape the town and his menial position, suddenly found himself the proud possessor of ninety acres and of an undreamed-of independence. Not that he got things too easy. The Canon, in order to raise money to compensate the family who had previously owned the farm had sold off every animal, every piece of farm machinery, and all seed and fertilizer leaving only the farm buildings and the land. He also insisted that he keep on his aunt’s ancient maid, who slept in the house, and this meant that propriety (and the Canon) dictated that my father should sleep in the stables! With the Canon’s death in 1932, he gained the house as well as the farm. I was born there ten years later.


According to his brothers, my father was a very good farmer – not that they ever said so to his face, but instead teased him for opting eventually for a soft life in the town. The only thing I ever heard him take pride in was coming through the ‘economic war’ with no debts, and never failing to sell the butter he made himself during times when it was impossible to sell animals. ‘I made the best butter in County Wexford,’ he told me shortly before he died, and such an uncharacteristic boast commanded instant assent. In fact, his time in farming was dominated by de Valera’s ‘economic war’ with Britain over the land annuities, which massively depressed an already sluggish agricultural economy and made most relatively prosperous farmers, like my father, intensely anti-Dev. Unlike most of them, however, this did not make him a supporter of Fine Gael (though he did regard James Dillon as the best-ever Minister for Agriculture); instead, as far as I know, he was a Labour supporter, perhaps from his earlier urban experiences. His stories of farming were of hardship overcome; of leaving home at 3 a.m. to walk his animals to the fair at New Ross in order to get a good ‘stand’, and of walking them home unsold twelve hours later, having failed on one occasion even to give calves away; of being refused a loan of £100 from the bank that had financed my mother, despite his much greater equity. But there were funny stories also, of ‘characters’ and encounters in pubs, of waking up wet and hungover in his trap outside his front door, his pony waiting patiently, having got him home unguided.


He met my mother during his trips to the town shortly after he settled in Courtdale, and several years before she started her own business. They were engaged secretly for nearly ten years before marrying in 1942, my mother wearing her engagement ring out of sight on a chain. I never learned the reason for the secrecy, but the delay was to allow each of them to become better established economically. Their wedding was also mysterious, taking place not in New Ross, but in Newman’s University Church in Dublin. My father’s brother, John, officiated; his brother Nick and my mother’s sister Nancy were the only witnesses. Afterwards they all walked across Stephen’s Green and had breakfast in the Wicklow Hotel. It was the first time in Dublin for both of them and neither had any connection with the university. My mother next visited the University Church after my graduation twenty-five years later and we walked across Stephen’s Green to the soon-to-be-demolished Wicklow Hotel for lunch. I asked her why they had got married in that way. ‘Well’, she said with uncharacteristic vagueness, ‘you know how your father hates fuss, and your Uncle John arranged it.’
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My parents’ wedding photograph, January 1942.








He was thirty-six and she was thirty-three. Before driving back to Wexford in his brother’s Ford (John was a regular traveller to Dublin to see the latest films, a lifelong passion), they had a studio photograph taken by J.E. Stanley Ltd. My mother sits demurely in an ornate chair (its plush arm badly frayed); my father stands leaning against a table. Neither looks at the camera and neither is smiling, but both seem quietly pleased with life. Or so I read it, inevitably seeing it in the light of my experience of their relationship and searching it for clues or confirmation. To me, now, their lack of any overt sign of affection or intimacy seems appropriate; they were rarely demonstrative, at least in front of their children. What my siblings remember about my leaving home at fourteen to join the Christian Brothers is the remarkable sight of them sitting for a long time on the settee silently holding hands. The reluctance to express emotion was doubtless common enough in their generation, and may explain why mine has taken so enthusiastically to continental habits of embracing and kissing. Yet the sensitive antennae of childhood registered no sense of tension between them, and they were affectionate, supportive parents who succeeded in creating the kind of stable, happy environment neither had experienced as children.


While my mother appeared the dominant personality – the buyer for the shop, the authority figure for her children – she still deferred to my father on the rare occasions he expressed a strong or contrary preference. To us he seemed more indulgent, less demanding, and above all less dogmatic, particularly on religious matters. A daily Mass-goer, he took Communion only once a year and then to obey a basic requirement of the Church. There seemed to be a theological basis for this: typical of his generation, he had Jansenist views of a basic unworthiness to partake. More fundamentally, perhaps, he was too modest to make such regular public demonstration of piety. He sat always at the back of the ‘men’s’ side-aisle; unlike his early employer, he seemed determined not to make his church-going an occasion for social display. She, on the other hand, had a more orthodox, unselfconscious religious sense; she taught us to take Communion always as part of Mass, and sit well up in the centre of the church.


The memory of her unaffected piety that stays with me most is of her warbling hymns as she baked bread in the evenings, while we did homework or listened to the radio. A lifelong member of the Children of Mary, she favoured Marian hymns: ‘I’ll sing a hymn to Mary’, ‘Bring flowers of the rarest’, ‘Oh, Mother I could weep for mirth’ and many more. (Her secular repertoire was also highly sentimental, featuring the Melodies of Moore and the drawing-room songs performed by John McCormack.) For her, faith remained central, simple and certain, and included reverence for the official Church. He shared the anti-hierarchical instincts of his priest brother, John, who at the end of his days got permission to continue saying Mass in Latin, according to the old rite, in a gesture that combined his conservative theology with a robust individualism. My parents were united, however, in viewing Father John as the possessor of great spiritual and healing powers. It was this and his remarkable charm, rather more than his status, which made him the authority and source of comfort when problems arose.


With their marriage, my parents’ stories combined, and the construction of their story, as well as the basis of their shared life, began to take shape. As an adult and an aspiring historian, I became fascinated by the differences in their accounts of key aspects of that life, and in particular of the major decision they made in the early years of their marriage to move from the country to the town and, within a decade, to sell the farm, Courtdale.


Her account betrayed a sense of impatience with his basic quietness or shyness. The decision to move and later to sell was his, she maintained, and was due to a deep-seated unease about owning a farm that had, in a sense, come to him though the marriage into it of his aunt. He was, she believed, oversensitive to the views of neighbours, ascribing to them a lack of acceptance of him as an outsider. (Given the circumstances of the original sale, however, it may well have been resented locally.)


His version, never so explicitly stated, or elaborated, was that she wanted to move to give their children greater opportunities. Being closer to him, and intensely aware of how much he disliked shopkeeping and urban life, I had long been of the view that his version was the ‘true’ one and had imagined the move as a source of conflict between them that had endured, though unstated and normally invisible. But, after her death and listening for the first time to a tape of her reminiscing to my sister shortly before her stroke, I heard a version that made sense and combined elements of their antagonistic versions, as I’d regarded them for many years. It was wartime, and petrol was unobtainable. Lacking confidence in their flighty young mare, my mother cycled the eight miles to and from the shop every day rather than take the pony-trap. She did that journey in all weathers while carrying me, and was back in the shop a few days after my birth. Six months later, with another child coming, simple convenience and practicality determined the move. Added to which, as she often told me, the shop was making far more than the farm, and life on the land was hard. Thus the move suited my father also; his nostalgia for farming only came later. What she regarded as his oversensitivity to the views of neighbours in the late, taped version only related to his difficulties years later in letting the land; ‘his neighbours formed a ring and wouldn’t bid against each other’. Once again, it was a practical decision to sell: ‘He never regretted it until land got dear.’ Before he died in 1978, land in that area was getting £3000 an acre – more than he got for his ninety acres in 1952.


The move to the town was momentous for all of us, but particularly for my future. As the eldest son, brought up with a strong sense of duty, I would never otherwise have envisaged any life for myself other than farming. Some years ago, I sat in my car outside the garage in Ballinaboola, the nearest village to the farm; a crossroads rather, containing only Sutton’s grocery-cum-pub and Davy Byrne’s garage. Davy, like so many of his old neighbours, remained a good customer of my father’s until he retired from business, and I was waiting to make myself known to him. He was talking to a man about my own age, who sat high in his tractor, and as I envied the leisurely, neighbourly lifestyle their chat epitomized, it struck me with sudden force that, in an alternative life, I might have been the man on the tractor, with a very different experience behind me – essentially a different person. Later, seeing photographs of the Carrigbyrne Pikemen, one of the best known of the local groups who dressed up in period costume and added greatly to the pageantry of the ’98 bicentenary, I had the same thought, and resolved (not altogether successfully, as will become clear) to be more sympathetic to the sense of local pride to which ‘Comóradh ’98’ appealed.
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Courtdale, with the remains of the Norman tower-house just visible.








Although we moved to the town within a year of my birth, I went regularly to the farm with my father until he sold it, and my memories of it are of my mother’s brother James and his wife Cathy living in the house, and my father and James involved together in the farmwork. I remember standing on a bank and watching him plough with a horse so huge that my legs could not encompass his wide back when my father swung me on to him. I had long treasured a story of my first year, told by my mother, which involved an eagle swooping down from the high rock behind the farmhouse and carrying off a chicken only feet from where I lay on a rug on the lawn. When I reminded my mother of this during a visit to the nursing home at a time when her problems with speech had not yet become acute, she denied all memory of it. ‘Perhaps it was a barn-owl,’ she offered, to mollify me. ‘There was a very large one in the old castle beside the house.’ How did the owl become an eagle? Did she embroider the story to please a small boy, or did I do so in turning my life into something more interesting? Or was there in fact an eagle whose image, like so many others, was wiped out by the stroke?
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South Street, New Ross, with our house and shop in left foreground.








It was a relief to discover in 1998, on my first visit to Courtdale since I was ten, that there really was an old castle beside the house where I was born, though its present owners had reduced its height to a little below that of the house for safety reasons. An early Norman tower-house, it is one of many in south Wexford, and possibly the Castle of ‘Hoel of Karrathobren’ first mentioned in Earl Marshall’s charter of the forest of Ross (1231–4), which gave the name Courhoyle (Cúirt Hoel) or Courtdale to the immediate area and, colloquially, to the farm.2 There was, therefore, a very old connection between Courtdale and New Ross, itself founded by Earl Marshall in 1190. I was also gratified to find from Seamus De Vál’s informative article on Wexford place-names that ‘Cúirt Óil’ was also mentioned in the sixteenth-century Bardic compilation, the Leabhar Branach, or Book of the O’Byrnes – the subject, in part, of my first scholarly publication.3 Too much should not be made of such coincidences, yet our sense of place may have a meaning and significance beyond rational calculation, and it may not be too fanciful to speculate whether my birthplace, and my early years in an old Norman town, may have contributed to my ultimate choice to be a historian – or indeed that they shaped the kind of historian I have become, with a particular focus on the Irish experience of colonialism. The old ‘castle’, or more precisely the gap between it and the farmhouse, produced a more tangible benefit for my father when my uncle James shared with him the contents of a small bag of gold sovereigns he found there. While of less romantic origin than the nuggets brought back from Australia, this gold was also put to practical use, in the purchase of the larger shop and house in the middle of South Street in New Ross to which we moved after a period in Bridge Street. This eighteenth-century house (then part of the Tottenham Estate, possibly one of those finished just before the Rebellion and used to house loyalist refugees), freezing in winter and cool in summer, had been turned into a ‘department store’ in the 1870s by a P. O’Kelly, whose name was carved three stories up, at roof level, so that to some old residents it remained Kelly’s, to most customers Rice’s, and only to family and friends Dunne’s. If my father felt any irritation at being addressed regularly as Mr Rice, he never showed it.


The local world I was born into seemed to differ little in its fundamentals from that which greeted my parents, and indeed their parents. It remained overwhelmingly rural, its social conservatism dictated in large part by the economics of the small family farm. Its Catholicism also reflected and reinforced these social imperatives and remained traditional, unquestioned and all-enveloping. However, the outside world impinged more and more through the radio, newspapers and cinema; my parents, it seems, were addicted to all three before they married.


The day I was born, the United States announced a major breakthrough in the development of the atom bomb and the Allies condemned Nazi atrocities against the Jews; such news would have come to them crackling over the airwaves or in the paper (always the Irish Independent) brought daily from town. But neutrality in the war had added to the isolationism that was already such a feature of the Gaelic Catholic Free State, and the Cold War was soon to bring a new dimension of fear and suspicion of the outside world. Balancing the sense of that world as alien and threatening were the stories every family had from the Irish diaspora, like those of my Uncle Jack driven home from Chicago by the Depression and taking over the farm at Ballymacar. Even more exotic were Father John’s tales of his years in New Zealand, a temporary mission after ordination. These included fishing for tuna with Zane Grey, ever afterwards his favourite author. Grey’s romantic macho stories of the Old West in their lurid covers were passed on to my father, as were detective stories by such as Ellery Queen, Raymond Chandler and the Catholic writers Ronald Knox and G.K. Chesterton.


Efforts by Church and State to keep out filthy, modern and foreign tides operated only at the level of high literature or pornography. The Ireland of my childhood was saturated in English popular culture. Our comics were the Beano and Dandy, until we graduated to the Hotspur and Bunty; the Our Boys, brought home monthly from the Christian Brothers School, offered little competition and then only when it modelled itself on English school stories. We listened to Life with the Lyons and The Clitheroe Kid on the BBC, though Listen with Lynch came to offer an exciting Irish alternative. The popular songs I remember are a similar mélange of English and American, with those of the Walton’s programme, introduced by the memorable voice of Leo Maguire, competing remarkably well in retrospect.


By and large, the life of the imagination was focused elsewhere, but I don’t remember any sense of conflict between the life I lived and what I read or listened to – which was also, of course, largely conservative and traditional in its way. I saw no incongruity between my absolute passion for the game of hurling, and my collection of cards featuring English cricket and soccer players – though I had never seen either of those games. Of course, there were no cigarette cards of GAA players, and no scrap album available to me in 1953 other than one featuring the coronation of Queen Elizabeth, which I happily filled with newspaper clippings about Wexford hurlers. And life did imitate art. When I went to boarding school, which the Christian Brother Juniorate essentially was, I was already familiar with its ethos of muscular Christianity from reading stories of English public schools, even though the school’s language was Gaelic. Irish people have been comfortable with such inter-penetration of cultures for centuries.


Irish Catholicism determined my sense of the world – and not just its theology, but its liturgy, ceremony, music and art. Becoming an altar boy in the parish church, aged about nine, confirmed a piety and conformity that was already marked and increased my exposure to Church culture. I was taught enough Church Latin to make and understand the liturgical response. Wearing the soutane and surplice, involved in the great rituals of the high altar, gradually being inducted in the use of thurible and incense and the higher mysteries of Easter ceremonies and formal sung masses – all added to the sense of being special, chosen, apart. Going silently in and out of the sacristy, all wood panelling and sumptuous vestments, seemed more mysterious and privileged even than serving on the altar. Thrilling also was our banishment (even from the sacristy, where there was a loudspeaker) for certain sermons given by visiting and exotic clerics to the separate men’s and women’s annual missions. Then, as generally after any normal Mass or Benediction, the discipline and decorum so foreign to small boys was abandoned in boisterous games in the shrubberies around the church, featuring rivalries between ‘uptown’ and ‘downtown’ boys. All of us were middle class, respectable, but I was aware that being a ‘downtowner’ involved an extra social cachet (or, in the eyes of our enemies, made us snobs).
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My first Communion, by Annie Brophy, Waterford 1949.








The Church was also the focus of my main musical education. The Ferns diocese was unusual in the extent to which Gregorian or plain chant was taught in all schools, culminating in annual regional competitions and thrilling mass choral ceremonies. To be thus made part of a great European musical tradition was a privilege and, however dimly, we were taught to feel that. Again, Church Latin was involved and the reading of simple musical notation, but above all the transformative magic of the ‘Gloria’ from the ‘Missa de Angelus’, or the ‘Salve Regina’. The visual Church art of that time now seems dull and banal, but to a child’s eyes the stained-glass figures of saints, the array of angels in the sanctuary mural, and the elaborately carved altars in the magnificent parish church (by Patrick Pearse’s father) were all part of what made the church special, and engaged eyes and minds during the more tedious aspects of the liturgy. The Church also offered an exciting window to other worlds through the missions to Africa, China and the Far East especially. My mother subscribed to many missionary magazines, and I dreamed of being a missionary in the Phillipines, riding from one remote station to the next on a white horse – a knight in shining armour.


While the Church offered a range of stimuli for the budding romantic, the countryside around my town offered others. As I ferry my own children around the relatively peaceful and safe city of Cork, I sometimes wonder at the remarkable sangfroid of my parents’ generation. So long as we were home for meals, we had the freedom of the countryside and there seemed to be little apprehension of danger. This applied even to the river: the magnificent, tidal and deadly Barrow. Everyone knew the legend of the Crutched Friars driven out of the town in the fourteenth century and putting a curse on the inhabitants, that three people would be lost to the river every year. Drownings were indeed a regular occurrence, and were always related to the legend. They included my first cousin and contemporary, John Rice of the Irishtown, a gentle, unassuming boy, lost coxing a rowing eight at twenty-one. As he was the only son of the only remaining Rice family in the town, his premature death also meant the dying out of the name locally after two hundred years with the passing of my mother’s generation.


I could see the river from my bedroom and was always aware of the level of the tide, and the play on it of wind and rain. I learned to swim in it at the end of a rope from the Boat Club landing-stage, and at an age that amazes me now took out the heavy rowing boats on my own, with no knowledge of life-jackets, and went upstream with the flowing tide to the meeting with the Nore, coming back again on the ebb, scrabbling for the safety of the landing-stage at the end, to avoid being swept under the bridge and downstream towards Waterford. It involved a heady mixture of freedom and responsibility – and, remarkably, nobody fussed. It was as if the town had some kind of fatalistic accommodation with the river, which more than anything else had shaped its history. It was a far cry from the early centuries of the town’s foundation, when it was the busiest port in the kingdom, but ships continued to come, mainly coasters collecting grain or bringing coal, but occasionally something more exotic, when the streets would echo to the speech of foreign sailors.


Its normal life, however, was more prosaic. Sean O’Faolain, who visited the town with Hubert Butler a few years before I was born, described New Ross in An Irish Journey as ‘a town with a great past, a small present and but slight promise of any future in proportion to its former greatness’. He enjoyed the ‘modest bourgeois pride’ of a shopkeeper (possibly our neighbour Mr Haydon):




a nice melancholy man, who praised New Ross with a melancholy, judicial, hand-rubbing reluctance … ‘The town is a little pinched’ (I loved that euphemism ‘pinched’). ‘We’re all a little pinched! Still!’ Nodding, hand-rubbing, deciding. ‘I’ll tell you how it is with us. The commercials coming to New Ross tell me this – that they get paid.’





It was a pride my mother expressed regularly. In that, and other ways, she epitomized what O’Faolain imagined as ‘the local mind’, seeing in ‘its traditions an empirical rule of life, preserving continuity with all that there is of value in the racial genius’. Looking at the town’s rundown quay and old maltstores, O’Faolain wondered ‘what it would be like to be born here in these tormented days of war’.4


For a child it had a great deal to offer, a sense of security combined with remarkable physical freedom, but also a sense of belonging. We were conscious that the town had a particular history, that its coat of arms, featuring two hounds bringing down a stag on a bridge, went back to its foundation by the Normans; that the remains of its gates and walls also harked back to that remote past, when it seemed a kind of Camelot. There were the ruins of the great medieval Abbey of St Mary’s, with its scary vaults, skulls visible through the grilles; and, on the way to Duncannon, the even greater Abbey of Dunbrody, whose abbots had sat in parliament. But our sense of the town’s history was dominated by the battle that had taken place there in 1798, when the tide of the Rebellion turned and ‘the gold sun of freedom grew darkened at Ross’. This is how it was described in the ballad ‘Kelly, the Boy from Killanne’, which we learned with others like it in school and heard sung at concerts and played by bands at hurling matches. When we sang ‘The Boys of Wexford’, we did it with real pride and passion: ‘We are the boys of Wexford, who fought with heart and hand, / To break in twain the galling chain and free our native land.’ For us then, as for many in Wexford today, the 1798 rebels and the heroes of the county’s hurling team were part of the same culture and continuum. In 1955, when Wexford won their first All Ireland hurling title since 1911, the team went in triumphant procession from town to town, led by pikemen and pipe bands.


I was six during the 150th anniversary of the Rebellion, and dimly remember the enactment of the battle of New Ross in the GAA field, Barrett’s Park. The Urban Council commissioned a series of plaques, featuring maps of the town, showing where various aspects of the battle took place. I knew where they were all situated and copied their texts in a notebook. Every day I passed and repassed the town’s only secular statue, just down the street opposite the Tholsel. We knew that the heroic pikeman it depicted was carrying a flag of peace, and was shot in cold blood (for O’Faolain it was ‘merely a comical bit of Victorian Ireland’). It was literally, and imaginatively, the centre of the town and indeed where the centre had been from the town’s foundation, its ancient market place. The image of it that I retain from the depressed 1950s also features quiet groups of unemployed men leaning against the Tholsel, or in the summer, sitting on the surround of the pikeman’s plinth, smoking and playing cards, as we went to and from school – aware, however vaguely, that we were privileged. For all its rich past and the beauty of its setting, my home town offered little future indeed for many of its citizens.


The main use to which put we put our now unimaginable freedom was hurling, for which we had an insatiable appetite. There were daily informal games with a sponge ball in Murphy’s Yard, and more formal weekly sessions during school term in Barrett’s Park with proper boots and togs and the initially fearsome leather sliotar. It gave me another particular role, again essentially a romantic one, in that I was a goalkeeper, aspiring to heroics and coping with disaster and derision. What made us especially fanatical was the example of the Wexford team, in this golden age of the Rackards, Keoghs, Nick O’Donnell, Ned Wheeler and my own particular hero, the diminutive goalkeeper Art Foley.


From about the same time as I trained as an altar boy, I started going to matches with my father, by crowded excursion train to Dublin, forming a special bond with him and sharing a communal excitement that rose to fever pitch each summer. Cork were the great enemy and Christy Ring their evil genius. The routine on these, my first visits to Dublin, was Mass at Westland Row and lunch at the Mont Clare Hotel, followed by a walk across town, with a pause for a pre-match pint at the Shakespeare Bar, Parnell Street, for my father and his friends, while I drank a warm orange in the street outside, warily eying other small boys who were similarly employed, especially if they sported the rival colours. Some of those who had come on the train stayed comfortably in the bar and listened to Micheál O’Hehir’s vivid commentary on radio, but we joined the queue at the canal end, and stood always at the same place on the terraces. That Wexford team were straight out of The Hotspur: romantic heroes, overcoming impossible odds, and always, it seemed, snatching victory from the jaws of defeat.
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To the left of a family photograph (again by Annie Brophy), 1955.








All my old hero-worship came flooding back twenty years later when the unmistakable, slightly stooped figure of Bobby Rackard emerged from the gloom of his pub in Killanne to serve a group of us, including my father and his brothers Jim and Nick. Part of the mystique of the Rackard brothers in the 1950s was that these modern Bantry heroes were said to have grown up in the very home occupied by Kelly ‘the boy from Killanne’.


Although hurling helped to make it bearable, for the most part school was a grim, brutal and frightening experience. After my years as a Baby, Junior Infant and Senior Infant, spoiled by nuns and senior girls in the Mercy School, the Christian Brothers Primary School in New Ross was bound to be a shock. I remember still the fear with which I peered around the mobile blackboard at the intimidating rows of small boys on the first day, while my mother talked to the Brother. There had been a dozen or less in the convent class; here there were over seventy. Previously my classmates had been gentle downtowners; here were uptown roughnecks and big lads from the country. There had been no corporal punishment (that I remember) in the convent; here it was incessant and remained so for the next six years. To survive I became a diligent student and even more polite conformist, and very rarely got beaten. But every day had its quota of fear and every beating of another boy was traumatic. The schoolyard held even greater terrors, because there my defence mechanisms were counterproductive and made me a target. It took me many years to realize that I led a comparatively charmed life because my best friend, Michael Hanrahan, was as tough as anyone and a good hurler: I had protection. There were compensations, especially the annual pantomime, and there were days away, supporting the team in games against other Christian Brothers Schools in Wexford, Enniscorthy and Gorey; travelling in ancient buses, with school benches in the aisle to take the maximum number of excited boys, sporting red and white colours.


Moving to secondary school (in the same buildings) brought some improvements – fewer beatings, smaller classes (a large cohort left after primary school) and more variety, with exotic new subjects, especially science and Latin. The science teacher, Brother ‘Matty’ Lennon, was a genial, accident-prone enthusiast, his lab coat testimony to minor explosions, small fires and chemical spillages. As headmaster, he encouraged people to pursue their enthusiasms, whether my friend Larry Murray in his unlikely passion for pole-vaulting, or my religious vocation. But academic standards, generally, were poor (two-thirds of my class were later to fail the Intermediate Certificate), and the small town library offered more stimulus for the minority of committed students than the school did. Yet when I left it at the end of second year, it was to join the Christian Brothers, with a strong sense not only of religious vocation, but of the desire to become a teacher. As the Brothers themselves recognized, the home and not the school was what formed character and ambition or, as they put it, ‘fostered vocations’.
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CHAPTER 2


The Christian Brother





Our home was certainly pious, with the family Rosary every evening and regular church-going, far beyond any formal obligation. My parents’ bedroom had an altar, with statues of the Sacred Heart, the Blessed Virgin and Saint Anthony on a linen ornamental cloth. There were regular visits from Father John, to us a Father Christmas for all seasons, occasionally bearing gifts of an extravagance that I now recognize as the prerogative of childless uncles and aunts. Apart from family photographs and some romantic landscapes in ornate frames (a wedding gift), the art on our walls was religious, and perpetual lamps burned in front of pictures of the Sacred Heart and the Immaculate Heart of Mary. But perhaps the most significant spiritual presence for me was that of Edmund Ignatius Rice, founder of the Christian Brothers a hundred and fifty years before, and cousin, as we all knew, of our ancestor John Rice. My mother had great devotion to his memory, and prayed for his canonization – as we did daily in school. Having this heroic, inspirational figure in the family was a matter of pride to us; it was also known in the school, and thus to the ‘postulator’ who visited when I was fourteen, seeking out boys who felt they might have a vocation to join the Congregation. It was nothing remarkable, then, to contemplate such a step. Large numbers joined the priesthood and religious orders, and others apart from the Christian Brothers recruited at this very young age. It was a time of faith – and a time of poverty – when religious vocations offered a road to spiritual fulfilment and service to others, and for many also, though subconsciously, a way out, to an education and higher social status.


It was only years after I had left the Congregation that it dawned on me that what made me unusual in my group (apart from my relationship to ‘the Founder’) was that I was from a relatively well-off background. Not that we felt ourselves so, materially: for most of my childhood we lacked not only a car, but a bathroom and carpets, for example. We were petit if bourgeois, a ‘little pinched’, in fact, but never short of necessities, secure in a thriving business, and able to manage three weeks’ holidays by the sea every year. For mother, in any case, a frugal life was also the ideal; when I first read de Valera’s speeches extolling the simple rural lifestyle of his youth, I could hear her voice. Where she was a snob was in her pride in belonging to one of the town’s oldest business families, however reduced from her father’s inheritances.


There was, no doubt, an element of escape from a cramped environment in my vocation also. O’Faolain had wondered if ‘a boy in Ross, awakening to a sense of wider horizons’ would find ‘scope enough in the tannery, the felt-factory, brewery, the new place for the manufacture of electrical supplies – all small enterprises?’ My parents shoe shop may have offered more, but at some level I probably shared O’Faolain’s conclusion that no Irish small town ‘offers enough scope for Irish energy’.1 My motivation was undoubtedly mixed – religious certainly, but also romantic and adventurous, and fulfilling expectations that were never explicitly stated but that arose naturally from the clerical tradition of my father’s family, and the ghosts of dead Rices. I would join Edmund’s order and, like his cousin John, sacrifice myself for others. In the years when I wore the clerical half-collar favoured by the Brothers I was often asked, especially by neighbours on my rare visits home, why I wouldn’t ‘go all the way’, that is, become a priest? One reason, it strikes me now, may have been that, always impatient, I realized that the seminary would not have taken me for another three or four years. Anyway, with two first cousins already fulfilling Dunne expectations in that regard, perhaps I wanted to be different.


While my mother was pleased by my choice, she naturally opposed the idea of taking such a major step at such an early age – I was fourteen, and the year was 1957. In the end she gave in to my persistence, and to the assurances of the postulator that I would simply be a schoolboy for the next two years and not be asked to make any further decisions. She realized that the foreign missions loomed large in my imagination, but for now I seemed content to be immersed in the great adventure of going away in my black suit, with a new fine trunk packed with the prescribed clothes, beautifully labelled by her. Within a few months a new life had begun, in company with boys my own age from all over the Southern ‘Province’ (the island being divided by a line from Dublin to Galway in the Christian Brothers organization), in the beautiful house and grounds in Old Conna, Bray, Co. Wicklow that had once, we were told, belonged to the Protestant archbishops of Dublin, and in 1798 had belonged to William Coyngham Plunket, the lawyer who defended Henry Sheares; it was now called Coláiste Ciarán.


Arriving in the spacious ornate hallway of the old house I had, for the only time in my life, a powerful sense of déjà vu; before being told, I knew there was a ballroom off the hall, now used as a chapel. I had, I felt, been here before. Quickly I came to believe that I had, indeed, come home (it was emphasized strongly that we had left our original families to join a new one), and I was very happy not only in Bray but in successive ‘houses of formation’. The contrast with my old school was remarkable. Here there was no corporal punishment and bullying was not tolerated. We were treated fundamentally as adults who had taken on immense responsibilities and as new members of the community, its postulants. The teachers were all Brothers, and were among the best the Congregation had. It was all profoundly civilized, carefully disciplined and impressively caring. Animal spirits were catered for, not only in almost daily organized games, but also in regular ‘manual labour’, emphasized as part of an ancient monastic tradition. And there was an open-air, unheated swimming-pool, used for much of the year and part of the character-building Spartan regime. It was, indeed, very much as I had imagined boarding-school from the stories of Greyfriars, with its emphasis on games, codes of honour and study. Yet it was also an intensely Gaelic environment. I found myself suddenly coping with doing all my subjects – including science and Latin – through Irish, and from a very poor base, rapidly gaining fluency. In the Christmas Concert, which my parents attended (we were only allowed home for a brief holiday in the summer), I played the lead in a half-hour play in Irish, An Fear Siúil. They were impressed and a little lost, having hardly a word of the language. Culturally, I seemed to have moved radically away from them, and during my seven years in the Brothers I lived, indeed, in a bilingual world. It was a great cultural gain, for which I remain immensely grateful. Today, though I work regularly with Irish texts, I speak the language infrequently; yet when I search for a word, it is the Irish version that comes unbidden as often as not.


The use of the Irish language and the passion for Gaelic games were the most visible aspects of an all-pervading nationalist ethos, which was almost as central a part of the culture of the Brothers as Catholicism itself. The history I learned was of the most traditional Catholic nationalist kind, well captured years later in the illustrated history the Brothers produced for schools. Reading the Rev. Patrick F. Kavanagh’s Popular History of the Insurrection of 17982 now brings me back vividly to the intense exposure I then had to his faith-and-fatherland brand of history. And yet the ethos of the Brothers was also internationalist, if not cosmopolitan. They were conscious and proud of being a Papal Congregation, and they were shortly to move their headquarters to Rome. We were familiar with the map of the world that showed the Congregation’s missionary activity in North and South America, Australia, Africa, India. We were, in a sense, as conscious of being part of a worldwide empire as the most patriotic British child would have been a generation earlier.


Catholicism itself had also a more international ethos then, with Latin the common liturgical language, and a Cold War solidarity against Communism. The secular libraries in the houses of formation offered an ideologically determined range of fiction that was in marked contrast to my former preference for nineteenth-century English novelists. There were boys’ adventure stories in Irish, notably the thrilling detective stories featuring Réics Carlo, and there was a range of Catholic fiction and prose – Canon Sheehan, G.K. Chesterton, John D. Sheridan, and Cold War novels featuring the martyrdom of Catholics behind the Iron Curtain. An older and more generous tradition of the universal Church shone through in liturgy and in music. There was not only a more extensive training in traditional plain chant but also, once we were in the Novitiate, the sung Office.


One of the most remarkable features of the Christian Brothers as a modern ‘active’ order was their adoption of major elements of the traditional Benedictine rule, more associated with the contemplative life. We sang instead of the full Office a shortened version, the ‘Little Office of the Blessed Virgin Mary’, but it contained the haunting music of the original. Even later, in communities of Brothers where I lived and taught, where it was spoken rather than chanted, it still retained a certain magic, and reinforced the sense of belonging to an ancient tradition, shared by people from all over the globe. It gave a sense of living in three languages – Latin, Irish and English – as the inhabitants of my home town had done down to the early eighteenth century.


One bitterly cold morning during that first year I was harvesting sprouts in the old walled garden with frozen fingers when I heard my name called and was astonished to see, with the Superior of the College, my uncle Father John and the Provincial. When I reached them, I was even more astonished to hear my uncle berate the two Brothers, and to note their deferential tone. There was no question of my going to India, they reassured him: ‘He should never have been asked to volunteer.’ Two days earlier, my parents had received a letter from me (like all such during those years, read by the Superior before posting). It had given them the good news that a Brother from the English Province had spoken to us and looked for volunteers to go to England and ultimately to India. I had given my name, as had a number of others. My parents immediately got on to my uncle, who came hotfoot to remind the Provincial of the promise made to my mother and to tell him most unequivocally that I was going nowhere.


Of all the roads not taken, this proved the most haunting. My good friend, Pat O’Brien from Kilkenny, did take it a few years later, and has spent his life helping street children in Calcutta. If I had gone, would I ever have left the Congregation in the face of such extreme need? The level of commitment involved can only be guessed at. But then, given that my original sense of the missions had been the romantic one of moving benignly through a beautiful landscape on a white horse, I might have fled precipitously from the horrors of urban poverty in India. I’ll never know, though I’ve often thought about it, particularly during the decade my sister Rosaleen spent as a Medical Missionary of Mary in the Turkana desert of Kenya, when I envied the crucial role she played in the lives of some of the poorest people on earth and yet recoiled from her account of what it involved.


Instead I stayed in Ireland, moving the following year to Coláiste Iognáid Rís, Carriglee, near Dún Laoghaire, a new college custom-built to cater for the huge numbers joining the Congregation. There I did the Leaving Cert in one year, taking honours only in Irish. This was the legal minimum for entry to teacher-training college and, as the Brothers had their own at Marino, the minimum was all we needed. It was a foolish policy, reducing the normal schooling of postulants by a year, having forced them already into accelerated development by taking them as young as fourteen.


Again the teaching was through Irish, and was exceptional; the environment was positive and happy, at least for most of us. We played hurling incessantly, helped on the farm, swam almost all year round in the sea, and took long bracing walks. There were stricter rules about ‘special friendships’, especially with younger boys, which I was so naïve as to understand only in terms of the official line – that the rule was designed to make us charitable to all, and to avoid the hurt caused by cliques. The rigours of Novitiate in the beautiful surroundings of St Helen’s, Booterstown, the following year, buried normal adolescent urges yet deeper and there was a cost, emotionally and psychologically, in the culture of celibacy and in the treatment of young boys as small adults, miniature monks. This was the Brothers’ name for themselves, and the extent of their commitment to old monastic traditions became ever clearer after you ‘took the habit’ and became a novice.


Life became even more enclosed; as a symbol of fully leaving the world, and our original families, we took new names. I became Brother Bosco – a controversial choice, allowed only on appeal, because Bosco was the founder of a rival congregation, the Salesians. He was my choice because he had forbidden the use of corporal punishment and relied instead on persuasion. My later attempts to emulate him got me into some difficulty with Superiors.


The Novitiate year was extraordinarily tough. The saintly novice master, Berchmans Cullen, was amiably eccentric in speech, but relentless in testing our vocations. He demanded heroic, unquestioning obedience. We went for walks in the rain without coats or hats, and in hot sun with both. I once spent several periods of manual labour shifting a pile of stones from one place to another – and the following periods moving them back again. The ‘discipline’, a set of knotted leather thongs, was handed to each at the start of Lent and we were expected to flagellate our bare backs, morning and evening. Most of us chose to beat the pillows instead, safe in the privacy of our cubicles (the celibacy culture had advantages!), and I was shocked to note the weals on a friend’s back when we recommenced swimming in the sea in March.


Instead of secular study, we had intensive courses in theology, liturgy, choral singing and scripture; there was daily meditation on readings by a sixteenth-century Spanish mystic, Rodriguez, and formal retreats on lines laid down by Ignatius of Loyola. Again, the staff were excellent, and in scripture studies I had my first exposure to ‘revisionism’ in a close reading of the gospel of St Matthew, using a modern annotated text that interrogated the sacred word in terms of secular, historical and archaeological scholarship. It was, in a way, a scholarly version of the ‘Apologetics’ that had been a feature of the Christian Doctrine, even in New Ross, and was designed to equip us to argue the faith rationally, if confronted (‘on a train journey’ was the profferred scenario) by a non-believer, or even (shock, horror) a Communist. It was, at times, an exhilarating, even shocking experience, sailing, we thought, close to the winds of blasphemy. Even more exotic was the weekly visit by our only secular teacher, the flamboyant Barry Cassin, who taught us elocution and voice projection – the basic skills of teaching – and did it wonderfully well. His elegant clothes and actor’s voice brought colour into our lives and the whiff of the outside world we had renounced. I wonder what he thought of the solemn rows of soutaned young men, with their wide range of accents and their earnest attempts to imitate his mellifluous tones.


In the Novitiate my special position as a relative of the Founder’s came more into focus because the novice master was an assiduous researcher into his life and collector of folklore about him.3 To my embarrassment – and pleasure – he regularly referred to my family’s relationship to the Great Man. Less pleasurable was the experience of being honoured by him with some of the more difficult and less popular duties, including the regular bleary reading of the first extract from Rodriguez at 6 a.m. I also had the ghoulish task of looking after the clothes of dead Brothers, which were sent to St Helen’s from all over and, if good enough still, dry-cleaned and stored in atmospheric underground vaults for the use of the novices. It gave a certain power to be the one assigning working soutanes (we each had a new, tailored one for good use), the old-fashioned Chesterfield coats we still wore, and the wonderful cloaks with velvet collars, worn in the house and grounds in cold weather. I was also in charge of flowers for the altar, which meant I was given the run of the fine walled garden and extensive glasshouses, and an incidental training in flower-arranging. Nowadays, when I hack happily at my wild garden and put together vases of whatever is in flower each weekend, I am reminded that there were some unexpected permanent gains from my experience of monastic life.


Despite such outlets, the pressure to perform and conform was relentless; yet, surprisingly, few gave up that year. When it happened there would be no warning – just an empty place, an absence never referred to. We lived on our nerves; waves of helpless giggles would sweep through the chapel when pigeons in the trees outside cooed more persistently than usual, and hurling and football matches became more frenetic and physical. But, as I imagine is the case in an army, there was also remarkable camaraderie and an intensity of purpose that made the experience worthwhile, even memorable.


When I took my first vows at the end of that year, I was happy and fulfilled, and looking forward to teacher-training. My experience of Marino, however, lasted only two months, two weeks of it in teaching practice in Donnycarney. On Armistice Day 1960 I found myself instead taking over 6B, in Francis Street Primary School off The Coombe in inner-city Dublin. The Department of Education had put pressure on the order to have more of its science teachers properly qualified and so, following a mad logic, the two in my group who had scored highest in (Pass) Maths in the Leaving Certificate were simply taken out of training without any consultation or warning and told we were instead to start full-time teaching, out ‘in the community’ two days later, while doing the Matriculation that would qualify us for entry to a science degree the following October. When I left the order, I had taught for four years on the strength of my Leaving Cert (Pass), while the other so abruptly chosen spent several more years in a similar role, before being finally sent to university – by night! The Brothers did not always value or treat properly their own members, and the vow of obedience was often pushed to unreasonable limits.
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The Novice, August 1959.








I lived in the Synge Street community while teaching in Francis Street, and later in communities in Tralee and Limerick. Despite a certain rough humour about young monks (known as ‘gearcs’, possibly from the Irish gear-rcach, a fledgling), I found the Brothers in community not only welcoming, helpful and supportive – the communities functioned as families in many practical ways – but also often iconoclastic, ironic, even cynical, especially about authority, whether local Superiors, more distant Provincials or the institutional Church. This shocked me at first, but I rapidly adjusted to it as part of the bracing adult world, after the years of ‘formation’ with their unquestioning obedience and extraordinary good behaviour. Synge Street was a large community and included some highly talented members, like the artist Brother Gilmore and, among younger men, the current Provincial, Mark McDonnell. I was encouraged in my interest in classical music, first stimulated by impromptu music-appreciation classes, listening to Grand Hotel on the radio during study periods in Bray. I developed a passion for Kathleen Ferrier and Russian novels, and despite the vow of poverty started to collect records and books. My copy of T.S. Eliot’s Selected Poems has ‘T.B. Ó Duinn, 1961’ inscribed on the flyleaf, emblematic of an unconscious cultural eclecticism.


This experience of community life is at odds with the common perception of the Christian Brothers today as anti-intellectual sadists. Certainly they did little to encourage their members to do higher degrees or develop creative talent; the demands of teaching and religious duty were considered too great and important to allow for such activities, which also smacked to many of élitism. It is remarkable that Ireland’s premier teaching order, with a worldwide scope and influence, produced no original thinking in the field of education, and little in the academic area. The only publication I remember in my time was L.A. Ó hAnnluain’s important textbook on Irish grammar,4 and it seemed somehow appropriate that the first scholarly monograph to appear, years later, was Liam Ó Caithnia’s magisterial survey of the history of hurling, written in Irish as Scéal na hIomána.5 Yet in the domestic or community sphere many Brothers followed literary or scientific enthusiasms. In a very enjoyable year in the small community in Tralee, for example, I read through the collected works of D.H. Lawrence, among other finds in the well-stocked library, and had lessons on astronomy from one of the older members. There too I had my first exposure to television, or more precisely to the children’s programmes on the new RTÉ, the limit of what the very traditional Superior considered suitable viewing, though an exception was made for coverage of the visit of that good Irish Catholic, President Kennedy.


There was a marked contrast between the normal civilities of life in the Christian Brothers communities (the best-run having many of the attributes of a good old-fashioned gentlemen’s club) and the general brutality of the schools the Brothers ran. It puzzled me then, and still does today, how such decent, well-meaning men were the exponents, and even promoters, of a regime of systematic corporal punishment, and continued to operate on these traditional lines long after the general educational system had abandoned them. A year I spent as a lecturer in Mary Immaculate College of Education in Limerick in 1976/7 involved supervision of teaching practice by trainee teachers and showed me how radically the ethos and curriculum of primary schools had changed since I had taught in those run by the Brothers fifteen years earlier. After visiting a series of schools that were bright, happy centres of creative encouragement, I found myself in a Christian Brothers School that resounded to the sound of the leather from early morning, when latecomers were lined up in the hall for punishment. The scene seemed unchanged from that which I had ventured into timidly as a six-year-old, and the principal of this sad place had been a contemporary in the Novitiate. In November 1960, minutes before I had met the pupils of 6B in Francis Street for the first time (one of whom was fifteen on the day I turned eighteen, a month later), I was handed a ‘leather’ (strips of soft leather stitched together and fitting snugly into a soutane pocket) by the principal, with the age-old injunction: ‘Begin as you mean to go on. It’s either you or them and they understand nothing else.’


Underprepared as I was for the job in hand – teaching up to forty boys, most of whom would leave school at the end of that year, and who desperately needed the minimal Primary Certificate for passing the state exams in Irish, English and Mathematics – I initially felt I had no option but to follow the principal’s advice. I take no particular credit for rapidly abandoning it and finding other methods of persuasion and control (Barry Cassin’s lessons being my main resource). With my cossetted background, squeamish, romantic nature and schoolboy experiences, I simply hadn’t the stomach for it. It was humiliating to have to resort to it and, being the norm, it had little effect on boys coarsened by the culture. There were other Brothers who rebelled against it, as I did, but it was so much the norm that non-conformity could appear threatening.


In my last year as a Brother, my refusal to impose discipline in the traditional way led the Superior to berate me in front of a bemused class, all but accusing me of being homosexual. I leave room for speculation as to the psychosexual basis of this brutal tradition to those qualified to engage in it. I can only hazard the opinion that it reflected attitudes in society as a whole (parents certainly berated me and others for not ‘beating it into him’) arising from a long history of poverty, with education seen as the only means of escape and betterment. The cliché regularly invoked was of being ‘cruel to be kind’; it was a hard world, and corporal punishment ‘made a man of you’ as well as encouraging the necessary effort. Like all traditions, this culture of brutality was self-perpetuating and, in the end, a matter of defiant pride. As education became more liberal and child-centred, as society grew more permissive, the old regime appealed to some as a guarantee of discipline and manliness. Resorting to force is, fundamentally, a confession of weakness and fear. The Brothers’ training and all-but-cloistered existence certainly inculcated a deep suspicion of the world outside, especially as social and cultural change accelerated. They understood less and less of the culture their pupils lived in, and tended to see it as threatening and corrupting. ‘Beating it into them’ thus got an extended lease of life.


I have no recollection of any discussion or awareness then of the related problem of sexual abuse, for which a large number of Christian Brothers, some of them my contemporaries, have been charged in recent times. While the obsessions about ‘special friendships’, especially between older and younger boys in the Juniorate, indicates to me now a concern about the potential for such abuse, I don’t think the issues involved were ever addressed directly. Indeed, the whole area of sexuality was largely assumed to be dealt with by its effective denial or sublimation in the vow of chastity. While watching States of Fear, the television documentaries that did so much to highlight the abuse of children in residential care, I was shocked particularly by the testimony of a man who claimed appalling abuse by Brothers in the industrial school they ran in Tralee.6 I had spent several weeks on relief duty there in the summer of 1963, but had subsequently suppressed all memory of that time. Why?


At this remove, I can only recall that it was a profoundly upsetting experience, not because I was witness to any particular horror, but because of the atmosphere of meanness, bleakness and fear. This was a different world from the excellent secondary school where I had taught all that year, and even more from our comfortable, normal life in community. The industrial school was known as The Monastery, and the Brothers who staffed it lived there, apart. I was only dimly aware of its existence before being assigned to help out. My clearest memory is of embarrassment at the harsh demeanour of staff and the cowed servility of the boys, so overwhelmingly grateful for any hint of kindness. While I can recall no abuse (that is, much beyond the norm of corporal punishment that also obtained in the secondary school), I am not surprised to learn now that some of the cases pending relate to experiences in The Monastery. It was a secret, enclosed world, run on fear; the boys were wholly at the mercy of the staff, who seemed to have entirely negative views of them.


I can recall none of the Brothers involved, but it was generally believed in the Congregation that men were often sent to staff such terrible places because they had proved difficult, or inadequate, or had got into trouble in ‘normal’ schools. They too often felt punished and incarcerated, and the threat of banishment, especially to the more remote schools like Letterfrack, was often the subject of nervous jokes. While their Juniorates were staffed with their brightest and best, the Brothers, it seems, often left the far more needy boys of their industrial schools to the inadequate or the troubled, who were given no special training and little supervision.


Although the individuals concerned have to bear their own weight of responsibility for wrongs committed, there are clearly also ways in which the whole order was to blame. Founded by Edmund Rice precisely to look after such marginalized and vulnerable children, it had come to define itself by its successful, increasingly middle-class schools, and by a mixture of muscular Christianity and militant nationalism that fitted its dominant culture of physical violence all too well. The corrosive, dehumanizing effects of that cultural mix can hardly be exaggerated. Or so it appears to me now. Then, while uneasy about some of these aspects, I was more focused on the positive attributes of the Brothers as educationalists, like their dedication and enthusiasm, and I was entirely a traditionalist in my passion for hurling. I had found great fulfilment in teaching, and had gained much culturally and educationally (though I was stunted emotionally – something it took me years to acknowledge). Yet I had come to feel more and more out of place.


Perhaps the experience in The Monastery was a factor in my first articulating clearly, in that summer of 1963, the desire to leave the Brothers. I agreed to give it another year, and was moved to the much larger community of Sexton Street in Limerick. Known as ‘White City’ after its colourful and abrasive Superior, its more authoritarian regime completed my disillusionment. Despite good friends (companions in adversity) and a welter of extracurricular activities, I became more and more convinced that I should go. Clearly, I had a spiritual crisis; not only the loss of a sense of vocation but also, as it emerged eventually, of faith. But inextricably mixed in with that was a sense of alienation from life and important aspects of the culture. In Sexton Street, for the first time in my life, I became troublesome and disobedient, reacting strongly and emotionally to what, I felt, amounted to bullying. I began to take more notice of the world outside, going clandestinely to cinemas, for example, ushered through without payment, like everyone in clerical garb. Finally, a brutal and utterly unsympathetic interview with the Visitor (a member of the Provincial Council on the annual inspection of each house) settled the matter. He made it clear that obedience was to be unquestioning, no matter what the provocation. I was no longer willing to accept that.


I’ve never regretted my time in the Brothers, nor my decision to leave, but I no longer believe, as I maintained for years, that leaving cost me little emotionally. I was glad to escape and lucky that my parents could and did help me to establish a new life, but I lost a community, and took years to find a new one. And I lost friends with a shocking, abrasive abruptness. My novice master had been at his most stern when expounding on the text, ‘He who puts his hand to the plough and turns back, is not fit for the Kingdom of Heaven.’ Now I experienced a version of being cast into ‘exterior darkness’.


Once my going was certain, I had to swear to tell no-one; when I came to pack the trunk I had left home with a lifetime before, I discovered that my photograph albums, books and records had been confiscated. (I don’t know how I held onto my copy of Eliot.) In a reverse procedure, I was forced to abandon the life I had lived as Brother Bosco, just as by taking that name I had turned my back on my childhood and family. The vow of poverty, which I had taken annually for four years, meant I owned nothing. I was called an hour before the community rose and taken to the station to wait a long time for the train to Dublin. There I was taken to Clery’s department store and exchanged my cheap black suit and black coat and hat for a cheap grey suit, coat and hat. I was given £50. My trunk was easy to carry, containing only my few clothes and my Leaving Certificate.


Thirty years were to pass before I met any of my old friends from that time. Over three years later, after graduation and when doing the Higher Diploma in Education, I wrote to the Provincial for a reference, and to the Superiors of all the Christian Brothers Schools in Cork for teaching hours. None of them replied. I had ceased to exist.




Notes


1. S. O’Faolain, op. cit., p. 28.


2. P.F. Kavanagh, A Popular History of the Insurrection of 1798 (Dublin 1870).


3. This was collected in M.C. Normoyle, Memories of Edmund Rice, published ‘for private circulation’ by the Christian Brothers in 1979.


4. J.G. Ó Muimhneacháin, Graiméar Gaeilge na mBráithre Críostaí (Dublin 1960).


5. L.P. Ó Caithnia, Scéal na hIomána (Dublin 1980).


6. See M. Raftery and E. O’Sullivan, Suffer the Little Children: The Inside Story of Ireland’s Industrial Schools (Dublin 1999), pp. 35, 157, 165, 224–6, 254, 293, 316.
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