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To my mother, who lit a candle in all our hearts
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Children Of A Changing Time





THIS IS THE story of country living that revolved around the hearth, the family, the farm animals, and the neighbours. The people we lived amongst provided us with companionship, whether out in the fields or around the fire, and the farmyard and household chores gave a pattern to our days. But as we left childhood behind and put tentative toes into the adult world, that pattern changed; rural living moved forward into a bright new world and we became the last children of the old ways.


So this is also the story of a changing time, a time when rural Ireland quenched the oil lamp, removed the po from under the bed and threw the black pots and iron kettles under the hedge. We who were the children of the forties came in the fifties into the challenging, exciting world of adolescence.


Rural electrification flooded our homes with light, clearing away old ghosts and beliefs and sending fairies scurrying underground. Modern plumbing replaced the bucket of spring water from the well and the timber rain-barrel at the gable end.


Corners hitherto shrouded in dust and tranquillity suddenly found themselves scrubbed clinically clean with the new and plentiful supply of hot water and disinfectant. The flush toilet replaced the chamber-pot, bringing an instant solution to a basic problem. The wide, warm comforting arms of the open fire were folded up and into its corner came tight-lipped ranges and shining enamel-faced cookers.


Out in the farm the clip-clop of horses’ hooves gave way to the roar of engines; cows, accustomed to the soft glow of the storm-lantern as we checked them at night, now blinked in the glare of the harsh electric light.


The older generation stood and hesitated on the brink of this bright new world, but we of a younger generation opened wide our arms and swam happily with the tide. We became the young parents of the sixties and seventies and brought children into a world totally different from the one of our own childhoods. Economic prosperity boomed and our teenagers grew up far from the shadows cast by the oil lamp and the plaintive call of the corncrake.


Look back with me to when we changed from the old ways to the new and left behind a world now almost forgotten.



















Going For The Messages





I ALWAYS STOPPED for a few seconds outside Ned’s door to sniff the air appreciatively as we walked up the winding street past his little shop on our way to Mass. The whiff of tea, loose in a plywood chest; a wheel of cheese wrapped in a muslin cloth; candles piled on top of each other in a timber box: all mixed with the strong smell of snuff, which he kept in a tall tin can under the counter. He cut plugs of tobacco off a large block, filling the little shop with rich aromas which blended with the other fragrances that made up the unique mixture that was Ned’s shop.


Ned was a little man clad in a brown overall and because he seldom came out from behind his high timber counter he created a head and shoulders image in our minds. His hair had receded well back from his forehead but had decided then to go no further. His hairline was a blend of grey and brown, matching his brown overall which was streaked with white as a result of his constant weighing of flour. He viewed the world with kind, brown eyes from behind steel-rimmed spectacles.


Although his working hours often extended far into the night he was always, it seemed, in a pleasant frame of mind and when he was not serving customers he was busy weighing out supplies into stiff, brown paper bags. Goods were delivered in large jute sacks and heavy timber boxes and had to be measured out into weights suitable for purchase by his customers. Tea, sugar and flour were all poured into these strong brown bags with different sized scoops. They were then thumped gently on the counter to settle down the contents before being put back on the old iron scales for the final test of precise weight. The balancing weights ranged from small round brass ounces to heavy oblong iron pounds which had holding bars for convenience. Ned had a white enamel scales as well, but this was for the weighing of lighter items which called for greater precision, like cheese, tobacco and sweets. The long needle waved back and forth like the hand of a clock gone crazy until finally it settled and pointed out the exact weight.


On the floor inside the counter Ned stood surrounded by a circle of bags of varying heights. He usually began Monday morning with flour weighing and as the day progressed the shelf behind him filled up with paper bags of different sizes while the white cotton bag of flour declined in stature. The jute sack of sugar was next on the agenda and Ned weighed away, in between patiently serving and chatting to customers as they came and went, and after that he started on the tea. His appearance always told the tale of exactly what he had been weighing because evidence of it clung to his overall.


High on the shelves behind him, flash lamps, bicycle repair kits, Sacred Heart lamps, alarm clocks and all sorts of things stood. Below them were tins of biscuits that had to be weighed out when customers made their choices. Some containers had glass tops so that you could peer in without Ned having to remove the covers, and below the biscuits came the tin gallons and high glass jars of sweets whose colourful contents provided temptation beyond resistance. There were black-and-white bull’s-eyes which were hard enough to damage the most perfect teeth and “brown cushions” with their strange, minty taste; but the conversation lozenges made for the brightest jar of all, with their gay pinks, reds and yellows. They were exactly as their name implied, but the conversation was not one to be had with a casual acquaintance, as the messages had a decidedly intimate flavour. “Kiss me quick” or “Love me” or “Hug me” were not invitations to be extended to all and sundry. As if to counteract these amorous sweets came the acid drops that made you catch your breath with their sharp tang. Gallon sweets were the poor relations; the grander ones came in the glass jars. Top of the market came the sweets that had their own coats on, the wrapped variety. We seldom rose to those heady heights but the plain-wrapped toffees at six for a penny came within our reach. For long-lasting sucking the slab of hard toffee was the best value and came with the titles “Captain Mac and “Half-Time Jimmy”; the full slab was usually beyond our means, so Ned cracked off the required amount on the edge of the counter.


Everything that Ned had to handle was inside the counter, while outside was anything that did not require weighing or wrapping. A stack of enamel and tin buckets stood guard on each side of a pile of enamel pots and pans. Spades, shovels, two-prong and four-prong pikes and pickaxes all stood shoulder to shoulder, while milking stools could be tested for balance and comfort by waiting customers or anyone stopping in for a chat. Hanging off the ceiling was a miscellaneous assortment of goods, including kettles and teapots, balls of binder twine, strong nailed boots, and occasionally a pig’s head. You had to keep your eye on the pig’s head as sometimes if you stood underneath it you could get a cold drip of salty brine on top of your head. If you looked up, the pig’s eye would peer contemptuously down at you. On Friday the pig’s head gave way to strips of salted ling that hung off the ceiling like items of forgotten underwear.


Window-dressing was not Ned’s speciality: out there stood sun-faded advertising placards of teas being sampled by rosy-cheeked ladies and foggy mirrors etched with happy, pot-bellied, bearded gentlemen advocating the bliss of St Bruno tobacco. Ned’s cat used these mirrors to admire her tawney good looks and to improve on them. The window was the cat’s department and from here she watched life pass by with the disdainful air that only a well-bred cat can impart, her unblinking stare occasionally punctuated by the flick of an aristocratic feline whisker. A sliding timber shutter, which no longer slid but reluctantly shunted, gave access to this view of the outside world.


Ned’s burning passions in life were horses and greyhounds and his “mother bitch”, as he called his oldest greyhound, was usually to be seen stretched out on the shop floor between the buckets and shovels. She knew all Ned’s customers and if a stranger called, which was rare enough, she slowly drew herself off her haunches and sniffed him out, much to the customer’s surprise, because a sniffer dog was something one did not expect to find in this little corner of the world. But the greyhound, like Ned himself, was not aggressive, merely curious.


Ned used the evenings to do his accounts, which meant adding up the totals in a stack of little notebooks. Each of his customers had a notebook into which they wrote their messages, and these they handed in to Ned together with their shopping bags. Many farmers called to him for their messages on the way home from the creamery and scarcely needed to write down their orders since he knew better than they did what they needed. He filled each bag and wrote the prices into each notebook, and once a week or twice a month, whichever the arrangement was, he added up the list and was paid.


When he had his accounts finished he folded his arms on the counter-top and became the ideal chairman who skilfully directed heated arguments into calm waters and often supervised the sale of greyhound pups and promising yearlings. The shop, as well as being a place for trading, was also a select men’s club where male views were aired and membership was based on a man’s knowledge of horses and dogs. Not that anyone was refused entry, but as the main topics of conversation were racing odds and filly fitness, unless you were that way inclined you could not take part in the discussions that went on late into the night. Men sat around on milking stools, upturned buckets, tea-chests and indeed sometimes on an upturned po and, as the talk flowed, the smoke from their pipes and cigarettes curled upwards, blending with the pigs’ heads and balls of binder twine, giving them a smoky, well-seasoned look. Speedy greyhounds such as Spanish Battleship and Prince of Bermuda were discussed, their finer points closely analysed, and the chances of local horses Sheila’s Cottage and Cottage Rake winning the big races were argued back and forth at length.


The only night that Ned had early closing was when the track was on, but that did not upset his regulars as they were all at the greyhound track as well. He closed down completely for Listowel and Galway races, and sometimes for other meetings if a horse of special interest happened to be running. No one else could follow the geography of Ned’s shop, so the simple solution was to shut down altogether. Everybody understood that when Ned’s door was closed he had gone racing. Perishable goods he sold off to his old pals the night before and it was not unusual to see a man walking home from Ned’s with a pig’s head under his arm.


My mother brought the messages from town every Sunday after Mass but sometimes during the week one of us might be sent in to bring home extra requirements. We loved to be sent to town so there was great competition to be the one chosen to go. Walking along the road I enjoyed looking in through the iron gates on my way and watching the animals in the different fields, or climbing to the top of the ditch and looking down over the valley. Arriving in town I went straight to Ned’s shop, where I was always sure of a fistful of sweets; he made no profit out of me and I had it eaten before I left the shop. Children and men were Ned’s best customers because some of the less understanding women felt that in the interests of hygiene his cat should be evicted from her viewing perch in the window.


Across the road from Ned lived two old ladies, the Miss Bowlers, who had a big stone-floored shop that was scrubbed out daily. It was a contrast to Ned’s, where the timber floorboards, ingrained with knots and seams, sank and squeaked as you clattered across them. Whereas Ned’s little shop was packed to overflowing, the Miss Bowlers’ large shop had all the activity packed into one corner where they dished out squares of home-made toffee, sold brown lemonade and cut up blocks of ice-cream and sandwiched it between two wafers. A penny ice-cream only served to stimulate the taste-buds, a twopenny one was more satisfying and a fourpenny one bordered on extravagance, while a sixpenny one was sheer, gorgeous gluttony. They also sold puffy buns with dollops of cream and jam inside; when you sank your teeth into them the cream oozed around the corners of your mouth and along your fingers and, like Ned’s cat, you had to whip your tongue around vigorously lest you lose any luscious lick.


One of the sisters was like the cream-buns she sold and had folds of soft double chins, beneath which rows of white pearls continued the cascading descent into her enormous cleavage. Her hair was snow-white, and even though it was caught up at the back it still curled down over her forehead and ears, from which long pearl earrings swung, while her large, soft bosom encased in a white, satin blouse rested on the counter-top. She always reminded me of a downy feather pillow, soft, white and comfortable. The other sister paled by comparison. She was tall, thin and spare and was like the tall bottles of lemonade whose tops she whipped off with the iron bottle opener.


What Ned lacked in fastidiousness the Miss Bowlers made up for: their shop and they themselves were spotless. The hands of the small, cuddly Miss Bowler were white and soft, with pale pink fingernails which curved to slight points, and she always smelt like a rose garden, waves of light, flowery perfume wafting from beneath flowing folds. The tall sister seemed clinically clean and wore a white, lace collar and cuffs over her long black dress; her auburn hair streaked with grey stayed in a tight knot at the base of her poll where it was secured firmly with a few barbaric-looking hairpins.


As well as serving us ice-cream, buns and lemonade, they taught us manners in a very gentle fashion. So restraining was their influence that once you stepped inside their shop-door you slowed down to a ladylike pace and approached their counter with a sense of decorum, stating your requirements in a clear, precise voice and never omitting “please” and “thank you”. The Miss Bowlers dealt only in the luxuries of life and graced each transaction with such a sense of occasion that you felt they lived in a special world and you were their welcome guest rather than a child with a few pence in your fist.


Around the corner from the Miss Bowlers was Con the baker who every day turned out rows of high-backed crusty loaves on his low timber counter while the smell from his little bakery behind the shop spilled out into the street and signalled that another batch was fresh out of the oven. Big currant-buns with sticky white icing pouring down their sides clung together at the base, and if you wanted one Con eased them apart, but if you were lucky enough to be buying more they came in a row with the currants protruding through the icing like stones on a snow-covered hill. He made huge bracks and seed loaves that were only bought if you were expecting visitors or having the Stations, or if Christmas was around the corner. But his hot, golden doughnuts, oozing warm, syrupy sugar, that melted in your mouth and slid down your throat like butter in a warm dish were the best of all. Tuesday and Thursday were doughnut days and their smell transcended all others, enfolding us in delightful waves of anticipation before we ever sank our yearning teeth into their steamy sweetness.


All our clothes, or the material for making them, were bought in the one shop. Here my mother could buy elastic for our knickers or material to make an overcoat for my father. Here, indeed, she could buy cover of all kinds for bodies of all shapes and sizes, from inside out and from top to toe. Long rolls of material stretched out on the high shelves and when Jack unrolled it in great thumps it fell into billowing folds on top of the long timber counter. Catching up fistfuls of it and shaking it like a dog might shake a rabbit, he would say, “Look at that for quality.”


He had a fascinating practice, which he shared with my mother, of catching a little bit of the material between thumb and index finger of both hands and giving it a few hard, fast pulls which caused the cloth, if it was heavy, to give a dull thud or, if lighter, a hard, sharper sound. This was known as testing the bias. A lot of discussion went into assessing the quality of the weave and testing the bias. Buying material was not something to be treated lightly and often the decision would be stretched over a few Sundays before all were satisfied that a particular cloth was the right one to see father through the next ten winters or to provide a daughter with a Sunday coat which would have the handing down potential to serve a couple of younger ones in succeeding years. Purchasing the material was only the first step in this process. The next necessitated a visit to the tailor or dressmaker, and would inevitably be followed by several further visits for fitting at later stages. And because the full creation of an outfit was a long-drawn-out process, it was of the greatest importance to make sure that the first step was the right one. All in all, such purchases could not be concluded in a hurry and Jack, fortunately, had all the time and patience in the world to devote to discussing the pros and cons of pure wool versus velour or tweed. When the material had finally been decided upon he measured it along the brass rule on the counter.


Jack had big boxes of shirts and stockings and endless varieties of underwear. Heating everywhere was of a limited nature and layers of underwear provided vital protection against the cold. My mother fought valiantly to force us into a scaled-down version of long johns called combinations, and their name was very apt because they combined total cover from wrist to knee with a built-in back door providing the necessary outlet. They were hideous and uncomfortable and we refused, point blank, to be fettered by them. My mother believed that if you were warm, all other considerations were secondary and such thinking led to many protestations from her five daughters; sometimes she got the better of us, but not where the combinations were concerned.


Our footwear, too, was bought at Jack’s. He lifted us easily on to the counter and marched us up and down to ensure a good fit. A fine, tall man of ample proportions, he was always well turned out, as befitted his business, in a grey or navy suit with matching waistcoat and a gold watch-chain draped across his broad chest. Completely bald, his face and head knew no boundaries and his skin had a pale, polished look, in contrast to the brown, weather-beaten appearance of his customers. His spectacles, when not in use, he wore perched on top of his head, a feat that I greatly admired.


Paying Jack was a seasonal event, depending on many things: a good milk cheque, the sale of fattened pigs, or a good harvest. When the farmers did well, Jack did well. He recorded all transactions in a big leather-bound ledger which he kept on a little rostrum inside the window.


Only rarely did we visit the harness-maker as my father repaired most of the tackling himself. A tall, rangy man, he doled out good advice as well as leather work. Once, when my father and he were discussing the women in their lives and the reasons why sometimes they were a bit touchy, Billy’s prescription was: “Let the women out to take the edge off them.” House bound women, he figured, were cranky women. Billy himself was not endowed with a great amount of patience. Bighearted, colourful and generous he certainly was, but he was not easily amused. Many years after I had left childhood behind me I went home to the funeral of an old man who was also noted for being particularly serious by nature.


“Taylor,” he said (he called us all Taylor because he never knew which of us girls he was talking to), “how well you came down for old Bob’s funeral.”


“Well, Billy,” I said, “he served us faithfully all his life.”


“Yes,” said Billy solemnly, “without a smile on his face.”


What made me relish the remark was the fact that Billy himself rarely smiled.


The same families had been in most of the shops for several generations and had built up and passed on a deep understanding and knowledge of their customers. It was a relationship that worked both ways, and when money was scarce we gave each other mutual support. While all the shopkeepers were our neighbours, my mother always bore in mind that we were related to some of them, for she was a great believer in looking after the needs of the extended family. Allegiances of all kinds were important to her, and if somebody’s grandmother had been good to my mother’s grandmother then my mother was not going to forget that, and so all the shopkeepers – Jack, Ned, Con, Billy and the Miss Bowlers – were not just shopkeepers to us: they were our friends, and shopping was as much a social outing as the acquiring of goods.



















Mrs Tom’s Tan





AT THE AGE of ten I received my first lesson in male treachery. I was naive and trusting at that point of my development and thought that life as a fairy-tale full of happy endings. He was twelve; tall, thin, blond and devastating, the only boy in a family of four girls, the family treasure. Our mothers were cousins and he came from the city to spend one long, hot summer on our farm – his first visit to the country. On his arrival I viewed him with a certain amount of suspicion. Dressed in immaculate white shorts and pullover, he possessed long, brown, unscratched legs. It was the unscratched legs I distrusted most because they must have been acquired by sunbathing on a manicured lawn, an activity that was almost inconceivable as far as I was concerned.


Another possible explanation seemed even more unthinkable. The only time I had seen legs like those was when Tom’s wife decided for herself that summer had arrived. Tom was a neighbouring farmer who had emigrated and had then returned home bringing a glamorous English wife with him. We children referred to her only as Tom’s wife, which was strange really because she was a colourful person in her own right, but I never learned her own name so we called her Tom’s wife or Mrs Tom.


One year, after a long, cold spring, the first sunny day of summer came and on the way home from school that evening we met Mrs Tom walking along on a pair of positively golden, tanned legs. How was it possible? Legs that had been clad in lisle stockings and which I had assumed to be pale and milky underneath, now were suddenly golden brown. Surrounded as I had always been by all the natural voices of the countryside telling me of seasonal change, I knew that in nature nothing was instant, and so the extraordinary spectacle of Mrs Tom’s legs turning brown overnight captured my imagination. It puzzled me for days and then, in order to solve my problem, I eventually went straight to the heart of the matter and asked her to explain the transformation. She looked at me in surprise for a few moments, causing me to think that I had pushed my luck too far, but then she smiled.


“Come with me,” she said, “and I’ll show you.”


Taking me into her bedroom, she picked up a bottle from a bewildering array of pots and jars on her dressing-table and clarified the mystery of her instant tan. And from that day onwards I marked the arrival of summer by the change in the colour of Mrs Tom’s legs. The first daffodils heralded the arrival of spring and Mrs Tom’s legs announced when summer was here.


My cousin with legs like Mrs Tom’s was the cause of great curiosity and my first impulse was to run this paragon of perfection through a glaise to discover if the tan would wash off. I also felt that a struggle with a blackthorn hedge would do him no harm and might even make him look more like one of us. However, his mother and sisters stayed for the first few days of his visit and decorum had to be observed while they remained on the scene. During those few days, as if to emphasise the wild state of my own legs, I scratched myself on barbed wire and gained a scar which, though not deep, ran from my knee to my ankle. In ordinary circumstances it would have been left to heal of its own accord but my mother’s cousin was a nurse and she insisted on washing the wound with disinfectant and putting a big long strip of sticking plaster on my leg. This made the whole thing look a lot more serious than it really was and I went around explaining to the less well-informed that I could actually have died from blood poisoning.


Robert – for that was my brown-legged cousin’s name – was left to fare for himself when his mother and sisters had departed, and he and I teamed up together. I took him catching “collies” and discovered that his tan did not wash off, walked him in his snow-white canvas sandals into his first cow dung, and took him picking blackberries. He worked in the meadow making hay, blistering his hands on the pike handle, and went for spins in the float, tearing a hole in the backside of his pants. People who came to the house gradually stopped asking who was the visitor because he no longer stood out from the crowd.


Sometimes late in the evening we went to the well for water and, sitting down on the side of the mossy hill with high ferns forming an umbrella over our heads, we told each other stories in a cool green fairyland where the evening sun slanted through the serrated fronds of ferns. Walking through the dry gap, we cooled our dusty toes in the ice-cold stream that overflowed from the deep well into the adjacent glaise. The stones in that stream were black, flat and smooth and, stacked on top of one another, made a rocker which tested our ability to balance as far forwards and backwards as possible without toppling over. Frogs, too, liked this little corner because it was moist and cool, sheltered by overhanging trees. We rested hands and knees on the large grey stone that fronted the well which arched back into the hill and, leaning forward, we watched our wavering reflections in its depths. At that time I had a story in my schoolbook about Narcissus who, looking into a well, fell in love with his own reflection. I pondered on the improbability of this as I watched my long blonde hair blend with Robert’s in the water of the well.


Getting up early in the morning, we went out picking mushrooms in the clinging, misty dew of the new dawn. We watched the sauntering cows scattering moisture along the high grass as they went in for milking, and on reaching home we grilled our salt-sprinkled mushrooms on a hot sod of turf by the open fire.


Catching collies was our favourite occupation. Late in the evening we came with our swinging jam-crocks to the river which curled between high banks over dark brown stones, sometimes shallow and sandy and then curving into deep, still pools where trout jumped with a splash, sending ripples circling to the bank and diffusing the midges which hung suspended over the water. My dream was to catch a trout in a jam-crock and the practical impossibility of such an achievement never dampened my enthusiasm. We splashed around in the river until daylight moved towards dusk and then we rambled home in semi-darkness through the fields, where the cows now rested chewing the cud.


I loved the cows and introduced Robert to them individually by name. Back in the stalls I showed him where each one belonged and told him how they all knew their own places. When he suggested that they should have place names over their heads I was fascinated by the idea. That each cow would have her own name over her head was a new and wonderful thought. Ours were going to be the first cows in the country to have their names mounted in their executive offices. But how to achieve such a dream was the question, and Robert had the answer. Back in the city the railway station had a machine that could print on tin and he would do all the cows’ names and send them on to me. It seemed a dream come true and I was sure that the cows would be delighted as well. With a stubby pencil and a notebook I laboriously wrote out each cow’s name and, for good measure, added the horses as well, in case they might feel neglected.


I was sorry when the time came for Robert to go home, but the thought of the cows’ name-plates arriving compensated for any pangs of regret that I might have felt at his departure. I got a jam-jar and filled it with short, shiny tacks which I dug out of my father’s butter box, doing untold damage to my fingertips and nails. I also helped myself to a small, stubby hammer, which I knew he would go rooting for, but as he could never find anything anyway I felt that one more missing item would not make that much difference.


With everything in readiness for action, I waited for the name-plates to arrive. Every day I watched for the postman and every day I drew a blank but decided, each time, that tomorrow my parcel would surely come. Eventually, after many weeks, I finally gave up hope. I felt betrayed on behalf of my cows, who were to remain apparently nameless, and I told myself that I should not have expected much from a boy who had legs as smooth and perfect as Mrs Tom’s tan.
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