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For Madeline McGahern




I think that the difficulty of dealing with letters is that they are never quite honest. Often out of sympathy or diffidence or kindness or affection or self interest we quite rightly hide our true feelings.


JOHN McGAHERN


Letter to Sophia Hillan


19 January 1991
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INTRODUCTION



‘I am no good at letters’: so writes a twenty-nine-year-old John McGahern to Mary Keelan, an American graduate student whom he had met in Dublin in the summer of 1963 and with whom he had entered a lively epistolary friendship. After confessing this perceived weakness, he explains more about his relationship with the letter as a form: ‘I have written more to you than to anyone ever, there’s something unreal about them, they’re neither life nor anything, but it’s nice for them to come.’1


And yet, despite this avowed discomfort in the face of letter writing, McGahern would write a host of revealing, forthright and intriguing missives to a variety of people over the course of his life, from close friends to professional contacts, fellow writers and family. That said, it was clear from the outset of this editorial task that I was not dealing with a writer like W. B. Yeats or T. S. Eliot, where multiple volumes would be needed to chronicle the various communications sent out to the world by the author over the years. ‘I don’t like writing letters,’ McGahern tells one correspondent in 1960. ‘So I seldom do – which physics nothing.’2 He was not a voluminous letter writer, though there is no year – and not many months in any year – for which I could not find a letter or an email between the first adult communication contained in this volume, penned to his good friend Tony Swift in December 1957, and March 2006 when, in the midst of his final illness, he dictated emails and letters to his wife Madeline. Published here are about three-quarters of the letters I have managed to track down. Left out were those instances that were repetitive of points made better elsewhere or that were so brief and unrevealing that they added little to our sense of the man and his work. I know that there must be correspondence out there that I have failed to locate and I am also aware of some elusive runs of letters that people feel sure they possess but have been unable to find for me. In some cases recipients preferred to keep correspondence private. Doubtless more letters will emerge after the publication of this volume that will help future biographers and scholars of the work to come to a still fuller picture of McGahern and his life. That said, I am aware of no long run of correspondence to which I have not had access and I am confident that the letters reproduced and annotated here give an accurate sense of the writer’s epistolary life.


McGahern’s confession to Keelan about the difficulties of writing a true letter and yet his happiness in receiving same is not surprising, for he liked to read other people’s letters. Among his favourite books were W. B. Yeats’s Letters on Poetry to Dorothy Wellesley; Franz Kafka’s Letters to Milena; and Rainer Maria Rilke’s Letters to a Young Poet. The first of these he gifted to Mary Keelan during that intense friendship of 1963–64, the last to another friend of Dublin’s early 1960s, Nuala O’Faolain. So fond was McGahern of John Butler Yeats’s letters that he undertook to bring forth a new edition in 1999 for both a French and an English audience. ‘The letters’, he writes in his lively introduction, ‘have given me pleasure for many years. They can be gossipy, profound, irascible, charming, prejudiced, humorous, intelligent, naive, contradictory, passionate. They are always immediate.’3 In that introduction McGahern provides a potted history of the letters as they came to publication over the years and is amused by how much Yeats enjoyed seeing his own epistolary handiwork in print, quoting the old man on the subject: ‘I have a copy which I constantly read and find very illuminating. Swift confesses to something of the sort with his own composition.’4


We can say with near certainty that McGahern did not feel about his own letters as Yeats or Dean Swift did about theirs. One never gets the sense when one reads a McGahern letter that it was composed with permanence or posterity in mind. His letters, while often spasmodically beautiful, are not self-conscious works of art. But one might argue that the correspondence, because he is not writing self-consciously, is all the more truthful and revealing. There is a noticeable change in handwriting from the late 1950s cursive, careful script still under the sway of schooldays and teacher training, to the later small, jagged block letters that populate the great majority of his correspondence. As early as 1961, McGahern’s penchant for handwriting over typing was irritating his fellow Irish writer John Montague as the two of them exchanged letters on the subject of a proposed anthology of new Irish writing: ‘Your handwriting is so bad that it brings me comfort since mine (which people have always found terrible) couldn’t come within an ass’s roar of yours for incomprehensibility. You also write on both sides of light paper, thus ensuring that the script on one side is blotted out by the other. You should buy a typewriter.’5 Only a small number of McGahern’s letters are, in fact, typed, and those that are tend to be of a businesslike nature in communication with publishers and agents about contracts or royalties. Very occasionally, in transcribing the work, a word has proved illegible and is marked so by me in square brackets; when McGahern makes an obvious error in leaving out a word, I have inserted that word in square brackets, unless its absence reflects his personal style of speech and prose. I have let oddities of spelling and punctuation stand unremarked. McGahern never felt confident enough to type his own handwritten manuscripts. Prior to the later 1960s and meeting Madeline, he paid for professional transcription of his work. Much of the £100 he won in 1962 as the AE Memorial Award for sections of the still incomplete debut novel that was to become The Barracks in 1963, for instance, was absorbed in paying for half a dozen copies of the work to be typed.


McGahern, contrary to certain received views of him as an isolated gentleman farmer, or what he calls in one note composed towards the end of his life ‘the myth of Farmer John’, travelled a good deal and lived at many addresses in Ireland, England, the United States and France.6 This facet is especially true up to the mid-1970s when he and Madeline moved to a modest cottage in Foxfield, Co. Leitrim. ‘Madeline, as well as I,’ he writes to an editor at the American publisher Alfred A. Knopf in October 1975, ‘is tired of climbing other people’s stairs. It’s eleven years of having no place now.’7 For most letters McGahern supplies an address, for some I have had to rely on postmarks, and for others I have made educated guesses based on dates and contexts. Where the address is not provided, I have used square brackets around what seems the likeliest place of origin. The use of such brackets has also been my practice when estimating dates of composition, although there are a few occasions where the guess has to be as vague – as in the case, for instance, for many of John’s letters to his sister Dympna from the late 1950s to early 1960s – as just supplying a year rather than a day or a date.


In terms of my footnoting practice, a short biography of each correspondent is supplied for the first letter or email. Where possible, these biographies include year of birth and, where applicable, year of death. When a question arises in a letter that appears not to be addressed in the footnote, the reader can assume that it was not possible to supply an answer despite my best efforts. The only alternative to this method would have been to footnote ‘unknown’ whenever I had failed to track down fully the source of the piece of information or the answer to some question that arose within the letter. Very occasionally I have chosen to do this if I thought it helpful to the reader. I have kept editorial comment – especially as it relates to the interplay between the life and the work – to a minimum. So, for instance, I have not found it necessary to comment on the ways in which McGahern’s December 1957 letter to Tony Swift breaks into second person singular narrative to describe first person action, just as occurs at length in The Dark. Usually I have thought it best for readers to come to those sorts of conclusions themselves. But there are occasions where I felt it better to give some guidance and provide links between biography and fiction, such as in one letter to Dympna of December 1964 when he describes enthusiastically a particular chair he has seen in St Petersburg – a chair that reappears in an early draft of ‘My Love, My Umbrella’.


What would McGahern have thought about an edition of his letters being made public? Given his general suspicion of literary biographies, I think we can surmise that he would have disliked the idea. He was resistant to permitting the reader access to the private workings of the author’s mind and sensibility. ‘Sometimes I am uneasy when I remember all the letters hanging about your flat,’ he writes to Patrick Gregory, his first American editor.8 Gregory reassures him that there is no cause for concern, though it has been much to the benefit of this project that Gregory, in fact, carefully kept much of this correspondence and donated it to the National University of Ireland Galway after McGahern’s death and where it can be consulted today.


One 1976 letter to Madeline about his efforts to complete the collection of short stories that would appear two years later as Getting Through sees McGahern commenting ruefully on the tension between the private world of the artist and the public world of the audience: ‘Even to me the book of stories are finished, once I counterpoint Along the Edges with the story of the day. So another private act is becoming public, another nail visible in the wood’.9 The publication of The Letters of John McGahern means that a large new number of such nails become visible to the reading public for the first time. I do not regret that this should be the case: McGahern’s books retain their majesty today as surely as on the dates of first publication. It is a measure of the work’s peculiar power that no amount of archival delving can diminish what stands as one of the most consistently superb fictional oeuvres of the twentieth century. These letters will reinforce the already deep respect for McGahern’s work among his readers and hopefully open him to a new and fortunate audience.





 


1 Letter to Mary Keelan (1 June 1964).


2 Letter to Paddy Swift (5 September 1960).


3 John McGahern, ‘Introduction’, in John Butler Yeats, Letters to His Son W. B. Yeats and Others 1869–1922, ed. Joseph Hone, abridged and with an introduction by John McGahern (London: Faber, 1999), 24.


4 Quoted in McGahern, ‘Introduction’, 23.


5 John Montague to John McGahern (22 October 1961). John Montague Papers, University of Victoria, British Columbia.


6 Email to Stanley van der Ziel (14 February 2006).


7 Letter to Jonathan Coleman (14 October 1975).


8 Letter to Patrick Gregory (18 November 1966).


9 Letter to Madeline McGahern (June 1976).





LOCATION OF THE LETTERS



The name at the top right of each letter denotes the current holder or location. ‘TS’ stands for typescript. The following is a list of the full details of the location of those letters that are held in institutional archives and libraries (a shortened form is used in the text):


Alan Ross Papers, Brotherton Library, University of Leeds


Alfred A. Knopf, Inc. Records, Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas at Austin


BBC Written Archives Centre, Reading


Brian Friel Papers, National Library of Ireland


Charles Monteith Papers, Stuart A. Rose Manuscript, Archives, and Rare Book Library, Emory University


DeWitt Henry, Ploughshares Papers, Emerson College Archives


Eoghan Ó Tuairisc Papers, National University of Ireland Galway


Frances Kiernan Papers, Manuscripts and Archives Division, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox, and Tilden Foundations


Frances McCullough Papers, Special Collections and University Archives, University of Maryland Libraries


Irish Academy of Letters, National Library of Ireland


John McGahern Papers, National University of Ireland Galway


John Montague Papers, University of Victoria, British Columbia


London Magazine Papers, Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas at Austin


Lyric Theatre/O’Malley Archive, National University of Ireland Galway


Macmillan Archive, University of Reading


Mary Lavin Papers, University College Dublin


Michael Hamburger Papers, Brotherton Library, University of Leeds


Michael McLaverty Archive, Linen Hall Library, Belfast


Niall Walsh Papers, National University of Ireland Galway


Patrick Gregory Papers, National University of Ireland Galway


Paul Durcan Papers, National Library of Ireland


Paul Muldoon Papers, Stuart A. Rose Manuscript, Archives, and Rare Book Library, Emory University


Peter Fallon Papers, Stuart A. Rose Manuscript, Archives, and Rare Book Library, Emory University


The Review Correspondence, Brotherton Library, University of Leeds


Robin Robertson Papers, Brotherton Library, University of Leeds


Russell and Volkening Papers, Manuscripts and Archives Division, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox, and Tilden Foundations


Seamus Heaney Papers, Stuart A. Rose Manuscript, Archives, and Rare Book Library, Emory University


Seán Brehony letters, National University of Ireland Galway


Thomas Kilroy Papers, National University of Ireland Galway


Tom Paulin Papers, Stuart A. Rose Manuscript, Archives, and Rare Book Library, Emory University


X Papers, Lilly Library Manuscripts, Indiana University





THE LETTERS






1943


Memoir


[Corrmahon, Aughawillan]


[April 1943]1


Dear Daddy,2


Thanks very much for the pictures. I had great fun reading them.3 I hope you are well. Come to see us soon. We got two goats. Uncle Pat does not like them. Will you bring over my bicycle please and games. We are all well. I was gugering for Uncle Pat Thursday.4


Goodbye from Sean to Daddy





 


1 For this letter in its full context, see Memoir (2005), 76. At the time McGahern was living with his mother and siblings near her place of work, Aughawillan National School, Co. Leitrim. His father was living in the garda barracks at Cootehall, Co. Roscommon where he held the rank of Sergeant.


2 McGahern’s father was Francis McGahern (1901–77), commonly known as Frank or, to non-family members in later years, ‘the Sergeant’.


3 McGahern’s father had, the previous Christmas, gifted his then eight-year-old son a book of the Irish Independent comic strip ‘Count Curly Wee and Gussy Goose’ along with a small bicycle.


4 Pat McManus (1904–88), a brother of McGahern’s mother Susan who would, in later life, go on to become one of McGahern’s closest friends and is in part the model for the fictional character of ‘The Shah’ in That They May Face the Rising Sun (2002). Gugering is the act of dropping seed potatoes into holes in the ground, usually work for an adult and child. The adult would dibble or make a hole in the ground with a ‘stibhín’ or home-made wooden tool; it was usually the child’s job to drop the seed potato into the hole before the adult covered it over with soil. The word, particular to Co. Leitrim and parts of neighbouring counties Longford, Cavan and Roscommon, likely derives from the Irish word ‘gogaide’ meaning ‘haunches’ or ‘hunkers’.





1957


Tony Swift


[Madeline McGahern]


57 Howth Road


Clontarf


[hereafter 57 Howth Road]1


14 December 1957


Dear Tony,2


Many thanks for your letter. I was discharged yesterday but must attend daily for treatment. I am weak, a little sore but the worst is over.3 I hope to go home about Wednesday.4


Sunday was a cold night and rain spitting across the Liffey. I walked out to try and rid away the nervousness. You were right about many things: they knew it was cold but they might have been talking about Siberia. They took my clothes away and the doctor examined me and I wrote till morning. When I would hear the nurse coming I used to stuff the paper sheets under the clothes and pretend to be reading; she was very serious about me not sleeping and offered to give me tablets.


And in the morning they dressed me up like the fatted lamb. Then the pain – a big pain in my head and my pulse sledging the time out up top and the scald of blood caking. You could only think of lines of poems or that Monica was coming in at half-seven or that the colour of the ceiling was a sickly green.5 Not really thoughts at all. Then you’d examine every square foot of the ceiling to see if it was flaking and count up to a hundred several times. Paw for your watch, and Jesus, only five minutes gone. You’d want to call out but something kept shouting: must keep quiet; lie down; and keep your dirty mouth shut.


Then you’d say: offer this up for your sins or for Christ on the Cross and you’d grin might-as-well and give a horrible smothered chuckle. Something funny about that, like a man paying his income tax from patriotic motives.


Matron comes round with a nurse and murmurs poor boy. You begin to feel very sorry for yourself and want to cry. But something shouts up: Can it; dry up; get to hell you mooning crosseyed manspawn.


And you are going gallant when two visitors come. You smile and try to talk and long for the Seven Furies to stuff them down the jacks and pull the chain. And they go with self-pity and repugnance mixed up all over their comforter-of-the-sick mugs. The nurse didn’t see them coming in and put them out when she found them. May she have a strong man and a cartload of bawling sons!


And the night-nurse gives you tablets and an injection and the pain dies down. But the sweat keeps breaking out and you long for a cool, clean knife. Later in the night she calls the doctor; they talk for a while; and you get another injection.


In the morning they took out the plugs – it was like coming back to life again. Everything about you are lovely, wonderful things and the smallest things that happened – like a nurse’s giggle or a rattle of plates – seemed never to have happened exactly like that before. You smiled at everyone and your smile seemed infectious. Only for soreness you could shout out or dance or rig up an altar and say mass.


And the days went by in a blue dream. You hated to see visitors come because they changed it and, then, hated to see them leave because they changed it again. The young nurses would come and tell you where they came from; that the Head Sister was drinking gin in the doctor’s rooms last night (naughty Brasser); and ask you if you knew people they knew. When someone would come they’d rattle the trolley like mad and make off with a tray. And then, by jingo, they kick you out.


This pen must have limped along for nearly an hour now and I’m afraid I was writing for my own benefit for quite a part of it. I am writing on a big, brown box beside the fire – all my precious poems and notebooks are in it. I sit here all evening after coming from the hospital, dream mad short stories and lecherous poems aloud to the bloody heart of Jesus on the mantelpiece. Then I write letters that should have been written six months ago; I’m in great form for letter-writing. I saw a half-baked poem sticking out of a book to-day and, by the loose women of Ireland, did I put it out of sight, quick.


The sky was dark yesterday, so dark that I thought it might snow. I wanted to be at home for it. That hour before the snowstorm – that’s peace for you: the birds winging like hell for the woods; all the cold melting out of the air; the hare hopping along the thick hedge, and the trees waiting, still as a held gasp. I love the snow. It makes the white gull turn grey as she swings over the Red Barrel and the black cattle stand like sin in the converted fields.


I liked Kavanagh’s little verse though it’s tinged with sentiment.6 I thought Auden good too, but I dearly wanted to knock him down from his impeccable, pious horse. That’s a sign, I suppose, that he is really good. I have a poor opinion of the English Poets of this century.7 Even Eliot is more satirist than poet.8 Thomas, Graves, Raine and maybe Barker I’d pick – and they are minor poets.9 I nearly forgot some of Lawrence, though, he is too unequal.10 I suppose it all boils down to the [illegible] of that, Sean Sufferin Duck Mac Eachran is the undiscovered country.11


But, no! I am not really the literary man you half-don’t-know-whether-I-am-or-not. Life for me is a physical thing like a woman. I love the bitch and try and tell all sorts of things because I must. I tell her the things she has been told before and she wipes her arse with them. I dream of shaking the whore out of her standing some day. Come a day, gone a day! God send Sunday. But recognition:


Pillicock sat on Pillicock Hill.12 I could ravel and rave out my befuddled mind like this for hours.


But enough. Listen, Tony, I know I should rewrite this into some readable form but I just haven’t the goddamn energy. I know you will not be critical. I can almost hear the ghost-voice of my mother:


‘Anything worth doing, is worth doing well’.


Ay! and the big men and the little men and the men that are neither big nor little; the men that rule the earth and the men that the earth rules and the careless men that pass indifferently and swiftly over the earth, neither holding, or being held by it; they are all clay and a clay with a great fire in it, that will blaze into an eternal day.


I can only wish you a happy Christmas


Sean McEachran





 


1 McGahern lived at this address throughout most of his time as a teacher at Scoil Naomh Eoin Baiste, colloquially known as Belgrove Boys’ National School, Seafield Road, Clontarf, Dublin from December 1956 to July 1964. He had a room in this large, three-storey house owned by the Lightfoot family.


2 Tony Swift (1935–2022) Dublin friend of McGahern’s whom he first met in a city centre dancehall. The Swift brothers – particularly Tony’s older brother Jimmy – quickly became vital parts of McGahern’s social and aesthetic life.


3 McGahern had spent a period in Dr Steevens’ Hospital, Kilmainham, Dublin for an operation on a deviated septum.


4 Home, at this point, was still the garda barracks in Cootehall, Co. Roscommon.


5 Monica McGahern b. 1939, John’s sister. Monica was then living in Dublin and was working in Accounts at the Department of Industry and Commerce, Kildare Street.


6 McGahern was a lifetime admirer of the poetry of Patrick Kavanagh.


7 This poor opinion of contemporary British poetry soon changed, with Auden, Philip Larkin and W. S. Graham, in particular, becoming important touchstones for McGahern.


8 As McGahern grew older and read more he lost this suspicion of Eliot and was particularly fond of Four Quartets.


9 Dylan Thomas (1914–53), Robert Graves (1895–1985), Kathleen Raine (1908– 2003), George Barker (1913–91).


10 D. H. Lawrence (1885–1930), whose novel Sons and Lovers (London: Duckworth, 1913) was a particular favourite of McGahern’s.


11 McGahern was always known at home as Seán rather than John, and as a teacher he tended to use his full Irish-language name of Seán MacEachran, a common practice among Irish primary school teachers of this era.


12 Spoken by the Fool in Act 3, Scene 4 of Shakespeare’s King Lear, a play that would in later years become an important influence on McGahern’s 1990 novel Amongst Women.





1958


Tony Whelan


[Madeline McGahern]


57 Howth Road


16 July 19581


Dear Tony,2


I was delighted and very grateful to get your letter. You have much to be thankful for – a fairly satisfying job and the opportunity of meeting interesting people.


But it hardly matters where you are! Suffering cannot be better developed in one part of the world than another. ‘A man that doesn’t make an eejit out of himself makes nothing’ is a Roscommon truism. London may be the meeting place of the world; it seems to me that the meetings are no different in London than in Cootehall. Maybe I am wrong? But I do not find life easy here: it is very lonely. No one seems to even know about literature anymore; to realise death. So many things, opinions have been said about Ireland that it is laughable to say more. But Ireland must be the pagan country in the sun: religion is mere ritual; Jesus a sugar-daddy equivalent of the English the-thing-you-know-old-boy; heaven a holiday resort that everyone who contributes to the monthly fund is guaranteed to reach – hardship free. I shouldn’t have begun this. I am just bitter and must sound like one of those opening-of-themission things.


I still teach in Dublin. I often fear I shall grow old among the Primers and children who care as little about learning as I do about teaching.3 I finished my degree this week; it may be useful.4


As long as you believe in yourself nothing can happen you. Your proper books must be your life, to shape experience, to be able to leave life with some grace.


I picked these poems for you from nine or ten that I attempted since Christmas. I have no opinion on them. I wouldn’t send them anywhere – I would hate getting them back, you see! I would like to believe that they are not without merit. But it is possible that they have not.


I have been saving money. I hope to go to London and spend a few weeks going through France and Italy. I had intended to stop at St Ann’s but would prefer to avoid it if I knew of a place, not too dear.5 Do you know of any? Or would you think it better to stop in the hostel? I would be going there early in July.


I can only thank you for writing and hope to hear from you again. Perhaps you might be able to spend some evening with me in London?


Very sincerely yours,


Sean


‘Poem’


The leaves wither on the trees


The wind whirls them free


And the rain batters them


Into the earth again


My love was young and soft as the growing leaves


You blighted it and time swept slowly away –


I offer you my peace that is of the world’s peace


A triumph [?] sodden as torn earth under the rain.


The leaves of love are shed


And scattered with the dead


The tree is bare and stark


And waiting for the dark.


Our love is gone and we are naked as the tree


Helpless and terribly alone on this bare hill


Waiting for this dark frustration to be crushed


By the deadening clasp of our simple clay


The leaves and tree are gone


They are dead, dead and gone


Beaten into earth again


Again, again and again


When passing generations make frenzied sound about us


When our rotten flesh a richer earth has made


Suckle a casual worm on your clayey breasts


And send him wriggling in search of my heart.


The tree shall rise again


To the wind and driving rain


It shall clothe and shed


And mix with us, the dead


When he curdles into me and makes us one


You and I shall madly shake our companion clay


And startle the ancient grubs and growing grasses


With our ridiculous comical laughter


‘Song Over A Child’


O turn your face to the wall, my child, and weep


Away the dream unquiet sleep that ages keep


For innocence; in sleeping still believe


That sleep is all we need to take from life to leave . . .


And all the weeds of your unknowing know,


The gardens growing, waters flowing deep and slow,


For holy wheat will clothe your soul with grace


And word [illegible] each squandered passion on your wasted face.


O turn, turn over your face, old face, asleep


In innocence, and bathe in deeper sleep.


‘The Cross’


I


The shudder through our flesh forgets


To ripple to its sob


And we are sure the shadow met


In the night is ours at last


And that a cross on the road is turned


To the rectangular beast.


II


Arm on arm, crossed, our lips


Feel on the throat, the hair,


Their certainty of what we are –


We stuff our mouths with flesh


To choke the locust yell of the cross


Within a skin-tight mesh.


III


A beating of seed in the bloodshot dark


Wears naked the sated bone


And failure of love leaves us undone


In the passion contracted shadow


Of the ríb, as we móve, crúcifórm,


Through the níght’s uneásy flow.


[untitled and partially damaged poem]


[illegible line]


[illegible] of dancing heels


Farther than the [illegible] mad tattoo


On the empty booming drum


Once you were soft and warm arm


And men discussing that took it


And left hard pride and a coldness in you


And the longing


[illegible] you I pity and hate


[illegible] that gave pride


And left taking more than they gave.


Come! I will dance thee as well as they.


I shall [illegible] thy cold breasts


Warm the dull twylight between them


With a pity gentler than love


And hate fiercer than passion


That the fear [?] loses its hardness


And the coldness of spurned pride


[illegible line]


[illegible line]


You! You there! Standing in the hall


Spurning the twisted paper with nervous flick,


Rests at my feet, while the drumsticks


Clatter yonder, with a bump and a frump.


You like the paper at my feet


Alone and sulked with no man to dance


Rage in the heart that lurks not


In the brazen face, but the twisted paper at my foot


Mad that no man takes your hand


And fiercely presses your cold breast


And lays his burning cheek to yours


And rocks you to the [illegible] beat.


Which should I hate the baulked


Bitter in you or pity the [illegible] in you


That could so [illegible] itself to wait


For the vulgar food of a man


The Spoiled Poet Takes his Ordination Vows


(temptation)


No faith or love ordains me:


I take the living death with hands


That feel no flesh or blood in cups


Worn frail from centuries of use,


Too much religion have my people


From rearing priests on stingy acres


Till they have come too priestly now


To root the bitter soil and breed.


No want of serving man of God


Bids me relinquish common ways


The comfortable closeness of flesh,


Of thigh and mouth for sodden dreams.


None but the terror of blindfold lust


Has put this chalice to my lips


That I may drain its anguish part,


The confusion of eternity.


The room is swept; the crucifix


and candles near the tidied bed.


I fix belief on every sense


That fondled hopeless guilt in life.


What matter what is chosen now?


It all was chosen minds ago –


I only change the changeless time


And make the waiting years go slow.


(I would not have sent you these only you asked; I picked them because they seem different from one another; transcribing them and comparing them with their passion they seem very slight.)6





 


1 This date is an error on McGahern’s part. The letter was posted to Whelan’s London address from Dublin on 14 June 1958 and forwarded on to his Kilkeel, Co. Down address. Such dating errors are not uncommon in McGahern’s correspondence.


2 The late Tony Whelan, from Kilkeel, Co. Down. McGahern first met Whelan in a London hostel in the summer of 1954 when he was seeking work during a vacation from St Patrick’s teacher training college, Drumcondra. For an account of their friendship, see Tony Whelan, ‘Working at the mill’, The John McGahern Yearbook, vol. 2 (Galway: National University of Ireland, 2009), 28–41.


3 In a letter of 29 September 2005, Tony Whelan writes to congratulate McGahern on Memoir and reminds him of this letter written nearly fifty years before: ‘Incidentally you might be interested to know that I have come across a letter you wrote to me in July 1958 in which you say “I often fear I shall grow old among the primers and children who care as little about learning as I do about teaching.” I’m sure I must have kept this letter because I thought that this would not be your fate.’ Madeline McGahern Papers.


4 McGahern had studied for an evening BA degree in English, Irish and Economics at University College Dublin (UCD), 1955–8.


5 St Anne’s was a Catholic hostel on the Underwood Road in London’s East End. It is the address used on McGahern’s National Insurance card issued for December 1953–December 1954. See McGahern Papers, National University of Ireland Galway (NUIG), P71/1253.


6 These are the only known surviving poems written by McGahern, and all exhibit the heavy hand of, particularly, Patrick Kavanagh and Gerard Manley Hopkins, writers McGahern would continue to admire for the rest of his life.





1959


Michael McLaverty Archive


57 Howth Road


13 January 19591


Dear Mr McLaverty,2


I have wanted to write to you for some time, but I have found it difficult to address you. I have never written to an author before. I am a native of North Roscommon, and work in a National School in Dublin.


I came across Truth in the Night when I was in the Training College; I read it several times that month.3 Since then I read and enjoyed most of your work. School for Hope is the novel I think greatest: Truth in the Night gave me most enjoyment – to read it was like coming into a new country. For many chapters I thought The Choice was to be your best novel, but it reminded me too much of Balzac’s Le Medicin de Campagne – a book I never liked.


More than a year ago, I read The Circus Pony in the Dublin Magazine.4 I hope you don’t think me stupid when I say it is better than any of your work. I thought it captured the same strange wonder of K Mansfield’s The Young Girl, or Vision by Corkery.5 It so excited me at the time that I read it to the class I teach; but they were too young. I have a younger brother and sister at home, and at Christmas I took the story with me; I shall never forget the way it affected them. I couldn’t draw their impressions of the story from them, but I found the little girl reading the story secretly a few days later.6


I shall leave this letter as it is; were I to rewrite it, I wouldn’t have the courage to post it – you see, I tried it once before.


But I do not want to make a display of my personality. I believe that it is a great achievement for any man to state, even once, a measure of his experience truthfully. Your books have given me a better appreciation of life as well as their own pleasure.


I want to thank you and wish you the health to write many more,


I am


Very Sincerely


John McGahern


Michael McLaverty Archive


57 Howth Road


22 August 1959


Dear Mr McLaverty,


It is possible, perhaps, that you remember me writing to you – last Christmas. I want to thank you for your kindliness, and the stories you told me about. Only for I am aware that you are a busy man I would have written sooner.


I had read all the stories you mentioned except Ivan Ilyich; it is the greatest of them all.7 Some years ago I read Resurrection and an Oxford Press selection of his tales.8 I was probably too young to like them. While I rushed over and over again through all Dostoyevsky wrote I neglected Tolstoy. I was working at the time I read Ivan; it so excited me that I had to put it away until I was finished. Now I am reading through his novels. I thought Ivan a far greater story than Joyce’s The Dead, though not unlike it. Also, I thought – especially in My Husband and I – I saw the seeds of Proust’s great novel: the quarrel about the changing of love in time, and, indeed the French [illegible] at the end of Ivan Ilyich. War and Peace is probably greater than The Magic Mountain. These comparisons are idle things.


I was sorry to see Patrick Kavanagh make a fool of himself about your writing; though, I don’t expect you minded your name being linked with Hardy’s. Kavanagh is an irresponsible critic and a careless poet. It is a pity he doesn’t take more care with his poems because he is richly gifted. Do you know:


‘But satire is unfruitful prayer,


Only wild shoots of pity there,


And you must go inland


And be lost in compassion’s ecstasy . . .


Bring in the particular trees


That caught you in mysteries . . .


Ignore power’s schismatic sect,


Lovers alone, lovers protect.’9


I am only linking lines at random out of my memory.


I saw your Wild Duck included in a pocket anthology of Irish stories. It is a poor selection and I don’t think that particular story does you justice. It is a pity you have no following in this country, but I doubt very much if anybody has. As for my own part, I would look forward to your next book.


My own first novel has gone to the publishers. It is a trying time waiting for some word back. If it was either accepted or rejected I could settle back to work again, and some peace. Perhaps, if it is published, you might do me the honour of reading it.10


I come from the country between Boyle and the Arigna mountains, near the Leitrim and Sligo borders, about twenty miles from Castlerea.11 Lough Key is there, the scene of the love story of Una Bhán and Tomas Láidir; it has an island for every county in Ireland with broken-down castles and churches. It is very lovely in the ring of the mountains. Castlerea has the fat land – lazy men and cattle. A Kerry schoolmaster used to say that from walking behind their bullocks the Roscommon men and women have become like them. It might be wiser not to pass on this information to your friend. This is [an] untidy letter, but if I were to write it again I mightn’t post it. I wish you well and thank you again for your kindness.


Sincerely


John McGahern


Dympna McGahern


[Madeline McGahern] (TS)


57 Howth Road


[Early 1960s]


Dear Dymphna,12


I was so glad to get your letter, but you were hardly right in thinking that I was trying to evoke Grevisk for you.13 It was no more than an attempt, schoolmasterish enough perhaps, to tell you that you can’t describe something through an emotional fog, that you must imagine it clearly and then select its most essential images. Like the petrol can . . .14


You should try to come to terms with the people about you and with your work: if you can’t endure them find devices to avoid them or to see as little of them as possible or to get clear of them altogether; if you dislike your work set about getting another kind of work. To do any of these things you’ll have to discipline yourself and work. There is no such thing in life as freedom, only the freedom to choose and that not always. And our choices impose their own tyrannies on us, but only a person who fails, who gives everything up as hopeless can become wooden. Lamb didn’t let the wood get into his soul – how could one piece of wood say that an office makes people into other pieces of wood?15 Only a thinking person could recognise such a thing. I, at least, have no wish to be a lily of the field. I would not want to be a lesser thing than I am. I can, by discipline and honesty and work, be greater. TO GIVE UP is to go in the direction of the lily or the piece of wood or the pig. To lose our consciousness or our souls. It is only because your mind has some idea of beauty that a lily is more so than a pig.


I was glad to know that you are reading. Read many books. Not until you have read many books – bad ones and good ones – will you know what you want. And always read what you enjoy. But now that you are young read several and many books because even now the time is slipping away from you that leaves a lasting impression on your life. Until you have read many books do not have too many opinions about them: because it is only by comparison that books no more than most things are good and bad. But ask yourselves some time if this or that has anything to do with your own life. Is it your idea of truth or of beauty?


Do not trouble much about others. They have to shape their own lives, and finally it is their own responsibility. Seldom does it do any good, hardly ever, mostly harm. If they need help it is usually in some simple concrete way – a word, or some money for food or shelter. And the world is so full of squalor that it is usually only possible to help our friends. Frankie’s trouble is laziness and he’ll have to pay a little price which, whatever about whether it will do good or harm, will certainly have more EFFECT than any coaxing. And even he might yet find HIMSELF.16


Write and if there is anything you think I could help you with I would try as hard as I know how.


Love,


Sean


Dympna McGahern


[Madeline McGahern] (TS)


57 Howth Road


Dublin


[Early 1960s]


Dear Dymphna,


Thank you very much for your letter. I have holidays now and I’ll work a little and then go home perhaps. I’m not leaving the country. It’s dull heavy weather and you fall asleep over work. Still it goes constantly and well enough.


I always found I.R.A. narratives boring in the extreme.17 But then I never [found] these external dramas exciting. What Curiosity I have is what impact they made on the individual concerned. I’ve found they’ve made none, or only accentuated some stupid hatreds. The real drama of life doesn’t go on in war, the drama of all our lives under God, but how our consciences weigh the triumphs and disasters of each day. It does not matter what way our lives pass, somebody could make a walk through the woods as passionately vivid as an ambush, provided he loved it, that is all that matters. Only what is felt with passionate intelligence is really exciting. And only life understood in its death is vital. It is strange how people who have lived face to face with it in war hardly ever understand it outside some glorification or other, dying for faith and fatherland etc., it saves them thinking for themselves. All great saints and artists turned their backs on Mass excitements and lived in the War of their own selves, to find a peace outside the fickleness of days and crowds.


I send you this little book of poems and hope you like them. Read the poem on page 61 first, it is on a painting of Brueghel’s, which shows the fall of Icarus, by a single white leg disappearing into the water while every thing goes about its daily business and pays no attention.18


Margaret comes sometimes. Monica I saw a fortnight ago. What’s Fr. at now?19


Write soon and with all my love,


Sean





 


1 McGahern’s first letter to Michael McLaverty. This particularly rich run of correspondence which resides in the Linen Hall Library, Belfast has previously been edited by John Killen as Dear Mr McLaverty: The Literary Correspondence of John McGahern and Michael McLaverty 1959–1980 (Belfast: The Linen Hall Library, 2006). For the purposes of my edition I am using the original documents. My conclusions about the exact contents of the letters are at slight variance to Killen, with occasional changes in guessed dates and difficult-to-read words. I am also replacing Killen’s italics with the original underlining of words.


2 Michael McLaverty (1904–92). Ulster novelist and short story writer who, when McGahern began writing to him, was headmaster at St Thomas’s Secondary School, on the Whiterock Road, Belfast.


3 McGahern attended St Patrick’s College, Drumcondra, Dublin, where he studied to be a primary school teacher, October 1953–June 1955.


4 Michael McLaverty, ‘The Circus Pony’, Dublin Magazine, XXXII, 4 (1957), 23–35.


5 In a return letter of 23 January 1959, McLaverty agrees with McGahern about the power of Corkery’s overlooked story ‘Vision’, which appeared in Earth out of Earth (Dublin: Talbot Press, 1939). He suggests that McGahern should write to Corkery and provides an address. There is no correspondence from McGahern among Corkery’s extensive papers at University College Cork. For McLaverty’s reply, see Killen (ed.), Dear Mr McLaverty, 17.


6 The two children at home in Grevisk at this point were Dympna b. 1942 and Frankie b. 1943.


7 In a letter of 23 January 1959, McLaverty had suggested to McGahern that he read for his ‘own private enjoyment’ Tolstoy’s ‘The Death of Ivan Ilyich’; Mary Lavin’s ‘The Small Bequest’; and Frank O’Connor’s ‘Uprooted’. He also suggests some reading for the classroom. See Killen (ed.), Dear Mr McLaverty, 17.


8 Tolstoy’s last novel, Resurrection (1899), is the one paperback present in Fr Gerald’s bookcase in The Dark (1965).


9 Quotes from Patrick Kavanagh, ‘Prelude’, first published as ‘From a Prelude’ in the Irish Times (12 February 1955). Collected in the British literary periodical Nimbus later that year and in Come Dance with Kitty Stobling (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1960). McGahern recalls his first encounter with the poem thus: ‘I wish I could open a magazine now with the same excitement with which I once opened Nimbus’. See McGahern, ‘The Solitary Reader’, LOTW, 92. In the instruction to ‘go inland/And be lost in compassion’s ecstasy’, the poem is an important influence on The Leavetaking (1974). In 1964 McLaverty gifted McGahern his copy of Kavanagh’s rare first collection, Ploughman and Other Poems (London: Macmillan, 1936).


10 In fact, McGahern’s first novel, The Barracks, was not published until 1963. It is likely that he is referring here to ‘The End or the Beginning of Love’, which was never published but seems to have been read by London publishing companies Barrie and Rockliff, MacGibbon & Kee, Hamish Hamilton and Hutchinson.


11 McGahern mentions Castlerea because McLaverty told him in a letter of 23 January that his best friend’s wife was ‘Fallon from Castlerea’. See Killen (ed.), Dear Mr McLaverty, 17.


12 Dympna McGahern b. 1942, John’s youngest sister. He spells the name with an ‘h’ throughout the correspondence. These letters to Dympna form part of the Madeline McGahern Papers.


13 Dympna was still living at home then in Grevisk, Boyle, Co. Roscommon with her father, stepmother and brother Frankie.


14 Dympna and John exchanged work with each other for critical comment.


15 A reference to Charles Lamb, ‘The Superannuated Man’ (1833), an essay that reflects on the drudgery of office work: ‘I had grown to my desk, as it were; and the wood had entered into my soul.’ McGahern was interested in the figure of the working drone and how one might fight such servitude, as evident in a later fascination with Herman Melville’s ‘Bartleby, the Scrivener’.


16 Frankie disliked school, quarrelled with his father and eventually left for London as an adolescent, helped by his siblings and escorted aboard the night crossing to Holyhead by John.


17 Ernie O’Malley’s account of his part in the Anglo-Irish War of 1919–21, On Another Man’s Wound (London: Rich & Cowan, 1936), later becomes an exception to this critical preference.


18 The poem to which McGahern is referring is W. H. Auden’s ‘Musée des Beaux Arts’, written in December 1938 and first published under the title ‘Palais des beaux arts’ in the Spring 1939 issue of New Writing. It was first collected in Another Time (London: Faber, 1940). The poem’s title derives from the Musées royaux des Beaux-Arts de Belgique in Brussels, which Auden had visited and where he had seen Landscape with the Fall of Icarus, normally attributed to Pieter Bruegel the Elder (c. 1525–69). Given the pagination, the Auden volume that McGahern must be sending to Dympna is a paperback that forms part of the Penguin Poets series, selected by the author and published in 1958.


19 Margaret and Monica McGahern, both sisters then living in Dublin. ‘Fr.’ presumably refers to McGahern’s younger brother Frankie, then living in Grevisk with Dympna.





1960


Lyric Theatre/


O’Malley Archive (TS)


36 Victoria Street
South Circular Road


Dublin1


17 January [1960]2


Dear Editor,3


I was born in Dublin in 1934, but was brought up in the West of Ireland, for the most time in North Roscommon.


I have not appeared in print. My first novel was finished a few months back and was recommended by another writer to his publishers, Hamish Hamilton. They are still considering it.4


I mention these in case you find my story suitable for publication and because of the bibliography at the back of your quarterly.5


Although I am in an unfair position, I would like to say how much I enjoyed Yeats in the Dagg Hall last year.6 Such evenings happen rarely in Dublin.


Sincerely,


John McGahern


Michael McLaverty Archive


57 Howth Road


15 February 1960


Dear Michael McLaverty,


I want to accept your invitation, for which I am deeply grateful.


I have taken the liberty of sending you nearly ¼ of the mss. I would rather you saw my work first because I would feel easier meeting you. I tried to put in as little as possible but I cannot see less giving you any idea of what it is about. If this is an impertinence I beg to shelter under the famous awkwardness of the young.


I brought very little away of the work as I conceived it. It grows very little in my eyes in the past few months. So you need have no fear of being even painfully just.


I had not hoped for your interest when I wrote to you in September. I wrote because I owe much to your own work, of living Irish prose writers I admire your works most. You cannot know how your card delighted me.


Sincerely,


John McGahern


Michael McLaverty Archive


57 Howth Road


9 March 1960


Dear Michael McLaverty,


Your kindness in sending a card with the New Yorker made me very happy and I would have thanked you sooner only I know that you can have little time on your hands.


The story is indeed as bad as you said it was – not really a story at all. Something strung hurriedly together for that fat fee the New Yorker pays and he has probably an easy wicket. His new novel is coming out shortly. It is unlikely to be, on the N. Y. evidence, much of an event.7


I managed to borrow a copy of Bird Alone and, although you spoke well of it, I couldn’t like it.8 I found it difficult to distinguish anything through the fog of rhetoric. Characters, emotions, even simple situations blurred in his exceedingly skilful manipulations of words – and this quickly became for me the drone of a bore. He said one very good thing about friendship and even this was spoiled for me by appearing too neatly parcelled – all wrapped in shiny blue ribbon. I wished that somebody would nail a ‘grocer’s calendar’ on the wall and say something ordinary, instead of all these beautiful turned phrases melting into one another like clouds. Have you ever felt that more skill can be as worthless as the total lack of it?


But it is only fair to say that I may be biased against O Faoláin. I have had no contact with him except through his work and it has always seemed phoney to me – the man in the work. Somewhere in his journals Da Vinci says, an unskilful man who is honest is far more likely to achieve something than a great craftsman who has no honesty. This sounds all very solemn and Hemingway said a solemn writer is always ‘an owl, a bloody owl.’9 And as far as O Faoláin is concerned, I may be blind as one.


I rang Mrs Walshe and she received me with great kindness.10 I think she is the most charming and interesting woman I ever met. She said many good things but she has the unusual gift of seeming to say everything as if she was saying it specially for whoever she is speaking with. I also found that our vision of life and writing had much in common and that – deplore it how we may – is the most exciting discovery of all. As she invited me again I can only hope that it wasn’t all from kindness and I must be careful not to wear out my welcome. I hope this doesn’t sound too drunken.


Although most of the children in the school where I teach come from comfortable homes there is a small slum in the middle of Clontarf. This year I happen to have ten from there – eight to nine years old – and what I learn shakes me. Any scar will nearly always fester. I notice how they huddle apart from the other children in the playground. It is strange that while their shoes are leaking that they can always muster money for drill costumes or a shining new red tie and blue suit for First Communion – any outward show. Why I probably tell you these things is that only to day I discovered that the sweaty smell of decay, nauseatingly strong from some of them, comes from them sleeping in their clothes. It is difficult to reconcile the desire to do nothing but write (‘I intend to give up this scribbling’, Byron said in one of his letters), even a cushioned civil service life, with all the human suffering about us.


But there’s not much danger of me doing much these days. With the eternal scraping of the tubular steel chairs and a great roarer with his class at the other end of the ballroom – it is really that – there’s not much left when you try to work. Slow-quick, quick-slow. Sometimes it seems funny – and that saves the day.


I want to thank you for the wonderful evening you gave me in the Ivanhoe.11 One of the things that overjoyed me was not to feel that there was much difference between the man and his work. I think not many writers would have as much patience with a young person.


Although I have gone on for too long, one thing more: if you happen to read Thomas Mann’s Felix Krull* I would like to hear what you think.12 He is a writer that I love; and it is my favourite among his work.


I must not forget to wish you luck with the novel you are working on.


V. sincerely


John McGahern


*Penguin


James Swift


[Madeline McGahern]


Grevisk
Boyle
Co. Roscommon


[hereafter Grevisk]


Easter Sunday13 [1960]


Dear Jimmy,14


I am sending you one of Dymphna’s poems – I wrote it out as she has only one copy of the magazine – and she hopes you will like it. I would like to think she will be a poet one day, and, yet, I would spare her its devil’s-dance – the eating into the heart.


I can never write from here, not even letters – which are the easiest passer away of time. It is constantly tense, egotism both greedy and afraid, once savage, wasting away as a kill-joy, gnawing at its own loneliness and despair. Because all men must suffer and die in our own image, they should be worthy of all our compassion which is beautiful in the ideal – The Tempest – but impossible in life because of our own, each of us, need of love. We rarely find the perfect union of male and female, positive and negative.


And yet it is more lonely than a golden dream today; the sun on the fields around the house, bunches of wild daffodils between the tall, churchyard evergreens, and here and there patches of forget-me-nots – they grow profusely in small wild patches in our land – making blue the coming green of grass. The shell of a blackbird’s egg, so palely blue, fallen under the trees. This morning I found my first cowslip: it has the modest scent of any flower. And do you know – ‘Where the bee suck, there suck I/In the cowslip’s bell I lie.’15


I was at the crossroads today as well. A girl from England took our photographs. Watching the carloads of girls pass in their summer frocks and the band wagons for the Easter dancing with the big instruments on top. In spite of the usual buffoonery it was a failure. Nothing but lonliness and a craving for an excitement that will not come. They were glad to break up to cycle to a funeral. I remember the war Sundays of my childhood and soldiers dancing with the people I knew. I am sad for my own sake: it is a society breaking up into loneliness, the last loneliness is death.


I have no news of my brother but it is easy to be dramatic for its own sake. Only for the poem I wouldn’t write. Most of the letters of this kind that I have ever got seemed phoney. ‘The sun slanting through mists and the blooming [illegible] and flowers in every hole and corner.’ (But) Even as I write this there is a thrush singing on the Drooping Ash that’s just before our house. For me the tree of quiet sorrow. I would bring all the people I love to hear that song in this evening. Which could not be done, because even if they could come, it would be a still greater miracle if they were not busy with their own beauty, deaf to my evening. It is impossible to gather even one or two, except with, maybe, the miracle of art. ‘We live as we dream – alone.’16 If there is much foolishness remember I scribbled, not separating the wheat if any.


John


James Swift


[Madeline McGahern]


[No address]


[No date]17


Dear Jimmy,


A complete disregard for language and preoccupation with the wringing of diverse matter into a kind of wholeness are, in my own opinion, only too pathetically obvious on these pages. In a work of art clarity of language and clarity of vision are inseparable: a vision of life cannot be conveyed, even to satisfy your own ear, without the power over social intercourse; language for its own sake becomes merely ridiculous. This is obvious on all levels of life – from gossip to high art.18


Indeed I would be grateful for any adverse criticism. The scenes are not smoothed one into the other: the descriptive narrative is slipshod. I have taken more care with the dialogue and it should be obvious. The couple who read it gave it too much praise: my sister is the only one who has faulted it constantly, and of these, later chapters, I have [illegible] her criticism.19 She read the love scenes and said that they were no more than popular writing – an awkward Steinbeck – and she considers the hayfield scene with Mahoney crass sentimentality.20 She is, of course, entitled to her opinion which I believe honest but, at the same time, it is necessary for myself to keep writing. That is why I want you to be honest rather than kind.


John


James Swift


[Madeline McGahern]


6 King Edward Road
Leyton
London E. 10
[hereafter 6 King Edward Road]21


[August 1960]


Dear Jimmy,


I shall be going home soon, and I shall see you then, if Providence is still watching us – for I suppose that is more exact, since it must be more miraculous to be alive than to be dead.


I still live alone with my brother. And it is too much – for me, and for him.22 We have nothing in common, except memories, and these have become so distorted by our opposite visions that only in irrelevances are they alike. He is young, I know. But he is so like my father. And despotism and intolerance are the most detestable things in humanity. They have fathered every filthy plague.23


Why should I trouble you, except that the rain outside goes with complain, and I only meant to tell that I intend to go home soon.


I have met most of those about Paddy, but I’ll leave it till we meet. He is coming down the East here one of these evenings. I like him very much.24


The MSS came from Tony. I must thank him. I am afraid he hadn’t much of a holiday here.25


I used to work here during the day – for myself, of course, for, if you have a little money, I have long come to realize that Time is by far the most valuable currency, but a friend of mine has died suddenly and the sense of futility, as it often does with me, sucks away all energy; there is no will to work.26


I saw a very beautiful scarf on a young girl at Mass last Sunday, softly black like a pall, hung with cloth bells, exactly like fuchsia bells, only they were green and yellow as well as that lovely velvety red of fuchsia. I was wondering if she made it herself. It was very lovely.


I am looking forward to seeing you very much, and I hope all of you are well,


John


Dympna McGahern


[Madeline McGahern] (TS)


57 Howth Road


[1960]


Dear Dymphna,


Thank you for the letter and I hope you like the book, they’re all quite good, except the rubbishy Paddiad.27


It’s a fearful price for a room, but you could pay almost as much here.28 I think it’s good to be on your own, you need that even as much as you need people, if you will ever get grip and vision on your life’s passion.


I work mostly. It is real suffering but I get more and more power and control and increasing need for it in the difficulty of the work. I can never bear to write much about it: it has its own life.


In what hall did you meet Adrian? What does he work at now? I saw Noel Garvey from a bus passing through O’Connell Street: it was Thursday and Corpus Christi; and I thought probably a cheap excursion day. It made me wonder about many things. I heard the processional singing last Sunday coming from the distance of a calm day: ‘Holy God we praise Thy name’: it made me feel so sick and desperate that I had to turn away from my working, such a homesickness for lost days, and the little veiled girls with their white crepe and silk ribbons on cardboard boxes full of rose petals, and the gold canopy and candles and red surplices, the line of women and straggling shamefaced men in front, and our father in all his uniform at the bridge, and kneeling in the shade of evergreens at Regans, or the people, hankies down, and the ringing of the small altar bell in all the vastness of the day.


Be sure and write in a little time.


With all my love,


Sean


X Papers (TS)


57 Howth Road


5 September [1960]


Dear Paddy,29


I would have written before now but I wasn’t sure of your address. I send you these things too. They’re of poor interest, but since they’re so like Hamilton’s, you may as well see them – and that’ll save me the embarrassment of trying to explain. I was writing for the MS back, so I don’t care, and I’ll work it out so much better. It’ll be a real, real work then: and they can say what they want to about it.30


The insistence that to string a few lunatic situations into a plot is more valuable and difficult than to give passion and pattern to the lives of people being eroded out of their existence in the banality and repetitiveness of themselves and their society is the real maddening thing. I better leave it so! But the autobiography stunt! Very few of the situations in the book ever happened in my life – in that sense, it is no more mine than the Man in the Moon’s autobiography; THE WHOLE BOOK owes everything to my experience, the way I suffered and was made to laugh, the people I have lived among, the landscape and the books I liked, – in that way it is as auto as I was capable of making it. But it is seldom possible to be ourselves in real life: because of the need FOR MONEY, for friends, for a beloved, or even, I suspect, because of the need to have enemies. And if you feel you must be a responsible individual in some manner, and can’t or do not wish, or feel that it’s not enough to be a saint, then you have little choice but to try some artifice. The common notion that you can make an art out of your life, refinements of pleasure etc, is pure moonshine as far as I see it. There must be some morality. You might as well call the philanderer a lover. While there’s the need to be a responsible individual, and you don’t turn to saint, it seems to me that the need to be an artist must remain, a whole lifelong.31 And that’s a hell of a long way from writing AUTOBIOGRAPHY. You may not like what I say. Do not mind. I hate this laying down of the law. And I am always eventually sorry. But this thing has annoyed me.


Forgive me too if this isn’t very coherent. I don’t like writing letters. So I seldom do – which physics nothing. It is so easy to be anything except honest here: surely the art for the saint or the madman, or so I have often thought.


Your mother was so excited with the Drawing. I never saw any one so delighted I think, when Tony brought nothing, that she thought you might pass her by. People dislike strangers speaking intimately about the ones they love. Even though I felt strange there, I was very glad for her.


I saw no mushrooms while I was at home, even though I used to go down the long sheep paddocks of the Demesne nearly every morning to the spring river – for drinking water. We used to get canfuls there. It must be that the land is cold after the weeks of rain.


There was loads of apples and plums, lovely long wine-coloured Victorias, and the pears are marvellous. A pair of old pear trees shelter under the stone belfry at the house. It was for calling the workmen: where we live was the nursery farm for the House once and Milady Rockinghams used walk there.32 I never saw it in its heyday but they still talk about it round. A few things like the belfry, several evergreens and a few walnut trees, stray apple become crab-trees, the stone roads under the grass, wild mint or rose and thousands of narcissi in the pastures in Spring are all that tell now. Kathy and Julie should have been there, for the house is full of windfalls.33 A pity I cannot bring you there. You could live there cheap as the dead.


I could easily have put Una’s name with yours on the letter.34 Even though I haven’t she will still know that she’s not far from my mind. It is no more than a distaste of the form of address. But I’m sure she won’t mind. Jimmy was delighted with her regard.


You might remember me to the Wrights and Cronins, George Barker.35


I’ve started tricking with the novel, and I’ll soon be working. There’ll be two this time. Then I’ll be able to get on out of it for good.36 The work is the only frightening thing. But it’s more than enough.


You might find time to drop me a line. Be certain to. I enjoyed so much being there with you. I’ll never forget it.


John


Tony Whelan


[Madeline McGahern]


57 Howth Road


Wednesday evening [postmarked 8 September 1960]


Dear Tony,


Your card came this morning. And thank you very much for the kind invitation.37 I am so sorry that I cannot go.


You see: last week I came back from home; the week before that, from London. I am desperately trying to build up the shambles, trying to get some order into my working life, after it all. I feel if I go down I’ll only be sidestepping. It’s so easy to go on and on at that, bogging deep and deeper, little by little; and it’s such an impossible mountain of work it frightens me, that I’ll not have sufficient will, and take some carrion comfort. I would love to go down. I ask you to forgive me, but I am sure you will understand me, working yourself at the same mill.


I hope you will thank your mother for me. I would have loved to meet her again. But I hope I shall yet: though we do not often get time, to have the power taken away when we at last have the time.


I hope you will write to me very soon. I wish you well with your life and your work, now as always.


It is so degrading to be back at school again. I was very close to the dead person.38 You see a door opening, and you imagine him where you have often seen him. He was younger looking than his years. You cannot see him again, that is the terrible thing, he no longer exists, as we ourselves will find the day when we can neither see or be seen. And the fulsome obituaries makes one embarrassed that are coming out in the gaelic magazines. No wonder Yeats, an Irishman, said that the sentimentalist deceives himself, the rhetorician his neighbours.39


With every good wish,


Sean


Michael McLaverty Archive


57 Howth Road


[21 September 1960]40


Dear Michael McLaverty,


Thank you for your letter and kind enquiries. I felt a need to tell you what O Cealleachair intended had he lived.


I will be published in X, a London Quarterly edited by David Wright and Patrick Swift, next January. They invited me to London to meet them last summer. And there they introduced me to other writers.


I saw Mary Lavin a few weeks ago. She is a very charming person. She is sadly very busy, and always crowds of people about her.


I was delighted to learn you are working away at your novel. But I understand only too well what it is, the impossibility, of serving two masters. I shall look forward eagerly to it.


I hope you are well, and your family.


And with every good wish,


John McGahern


X Papers


57 Howth Road


[Autumn–winter 1960]


Dear Paddy,


I am sending you the episodes. I cannot leave them alone here – so many new cracks appear every day. And they have become an excuse for not really beginning again.


III and IV are continuous, but I think they are better split. IV is cut down very much, and they are all I’m afraid much changed. Are they all right? Or can you pick out much idiocy? If you can, you will tell me.


I would like to call it all when finished, The Grindstone, but ‘episodes’ are probably simpler and better now, – whatever you think.41 There are a few words less than five thousand.


It was sharp and cold with frost until this evening, but a miserable, heavy rain without wind is coming down outside. If I had money I would always escape these wretched city winters.


Are you both well? I was to send Oonagh a lovely story by Thomas Mann: in a small red and black cover, thick creamy paper and wide margins, and a strange watercolour inset of a young girl asleep beside her bugle and rocking horse, such as you never see now. I have searched high and low, and yet it must be in the house. When I can lay my hands on it, I’ll send it.


All the newspapers are on strike here. I hope they do not settle it too quickly.


I am seeing Jimmy tomorrow. You’ll hardly come home for long now.


I send you my love and hope that both of you are well.


John


Dympna McGahern


[Madeline McGahern]


57 Howth Road


[1960]


Dear Dymphna,


Your letter came this morning. There’s never need to worry about your letters to me. I’ll always like them. Write what you feel, for if you get the idea that you must write well they will all become artificial. Write as you would talk to me. But you need never fear my reception of them. They please, delight me so much.


I waited down by the Bus Station to see you but they told me of all your annoyance. It was unfortunate but I’m sure you don’t care very much – about the job.


Auntie is here in the Cancer Hospital. It’s all so dreary and depressing. She is herself, which is a great deal less than her situation. But it’s so depressing that I’ll not go into it. I have to trudge out every so often to see her.42


I saw on The Herald how Mick Farry drownded on his way home from Henry’s as far as I could make in the drain the Cootehall side of Murphy’s Hill.


I have been busy lately, such a frightening amount of work to do yet. And it wears your heart out of the drudgery at school. But I am not complaining. You cannot have your loaf and the eating. It is a choice – a free choice.


Joseph Conrad, you may have read some of his novels of the sea, I think said: ‘We live as we dream, alone.’43 Nothing else is possible, to live in the light of our longings and conscience. I used to rare [rear] against the petty, repetitive lives of people. It is only a waste of time, Dymphna. We have only one brief life to live; we can live no other here. So why trouble too much with how the others live? You must live your own: and what it is will come to you if you have patience: and you will need much courage and discipline. As we are we are almost nothing: but I believe we can almost make ourselves into anything. By Discipline and Work. It is a difficult, bitter way, but there is No Other. You must follow whatever your aspirations are. It will not matter whether you succeed or fail. What is success? What failure? Who knows?


Some writing of mine is coming out in London at the end of January. Maybe the girls told you. If you are writing home, do not mention.


Write to me often. I will answer you. If you are distracted do not be too long in writing again even if I don’t answer for a time.


The longer the time passes, against what most people think, the less there’s to tell. Letters cause more letters, talk more talk, and even silence blossoms in silence.


I hope you are very well


And with all my love


Sean


Dympna McGahern


[Madeline McGahern]


Grevisk


[Late December 1960]


Dear Dymphna,


Thank you very much for your card and letter. Spent all Christmas here. Miserable with snow and rain. I didn’t get past the house. Daddy is in bed with the cold and I’m foddering the cattle these last days. Everything looks cold and hungry, patches of snow still on the fields, and the withered thistles blowing black.


Margaret was at home but she went back on Wednesday. I tomorrow.


Congratulations on the C. Service. I thought you got a very high place.44


Pat came up Christmas Day with the usual sweets and bottle of squash.45 It’s strange how these little gifts, so marvellous once, go with the years, lose their excitement and meaning, and are carelessly left there all night, and only look sad like broken dolls.


The cards were damp and we had to spread them over the Rayburn. Many of the same little sayings you remember well.


The comic-opera of Margaret and Pat holidaying in Germany was discussed. ‘The man said,’ Pat said ‘that it’d be all ready by Easter – at the latest – definitely I aksed him.’


So it is gone. I do not think I’ll write for some weeks. I have a fearful amount of work in Dublin. And you’ll be coming to Dublin soon.


With much love,


Sean





 


1 McGahern’s sisters Monica and Margaret then lived at this address. Monica was in the Civil Service and Margaret in the Eastern Health Board. McGahern occasionally used it as his postal address.


2 This letter is misdated 17 January 1959 by McGahern.


3 To Mary O’Malley, editor of Threshold magazine.


4 Referring to the ultimately unpublished ‘The End or the Beginning of Love’. The MS resides among the McGahern Papers at NUIG.


5 McGahern had a section from The Barracks published in Threshold in 1962 under the title ‘Waiting’.


6 In September 1959 the Lyric Theatre of Belfast put on a four-day run of Yeats’s Oedipus at Colonus and The Death of Cuchulain in the Dagg Hall, Westland Row, Dublin.


7 McLaverty had sent McGahern the New Yorker issue of 30 January 1960 that published ‘The Wild Boy’, a story by the Irish writer Benedict Kiely (1919–2007). Kiely’s novel The Captain with the Whiskers was published in 1960 by Methuen.


8 Seán O’Faoláin’s second novel, published in 1936 by Jonathan Cape. By the time of this letter’s composition O’Faoláin (1900–91) was one of the grand old men of Irish letters and had an international reputation as a writer of short stories.


9 The quote is from Death in the Afternoon (New York: Scribner, 1932): ‘A serious writer is not to be confounded with a solemn writer. A serious writer may be a hawk or a buzzard or even a popinjay, but a solemn writer is always a bloody owl.’


10 American-born, Irish novelist and short story writer Mary Lavin (1912–96). She married William Walsh in 1943. Her work was admired by McLaverty and he encouraged McGahern to meet her.


11 Hotel and bar located in the Carryduff area of suburban Belfast.


12 Mann’s final, unfinished, novel. First published in 1954.


13 Sergeant Frank McGahern retired from An Garda Síochána in autumn 1958 and moved from the garda barracks in Cootehall to a fine stone house, once part of the Rockingham estate, in nearby Grevisk with his second wife Agnes McShera and two youngest children, Dympna and Frankie.


14 James ‘Jimmy’ Swift (1919–2004), the eldest of a large Dublin family whom John first met through Jimmy’s brother Tony (see letter to Tony Swift of 14 December 1957). Jimmy Swift quickly became one of McGahern’s closest friends and his most important intellectual influence, introducing him to Proust, among other writers. He is fictionalised as ‘Lightfoot’ in The Leavetaking, a name McGahern borrowed from his landlord at 57 Howth Road. The closeness of the friendship is reflected in McGahern’s decision to dedicate his first novel, The Barracks, to Swift. The letters to Swift form part of the Madeline McGahern Papers.


15 Sung by Ariel for Prospero, Act 5, Scene 1 of Shakespeare’s The Tempest.


16 Quoting here from the character Marlow in Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness (Edinburgh: Blackwood, 1902). ‘No, it is impossible; it is impossible to convey the life-sensation of any given epoch of one’s existence… We live, as we dream – alone.’


17 Very fine, cursive handwriting and lacerating self-criticism suggest an early date of late 1950s or early 1960s.


18 Not known what McGahern is referring to here, but it seems to be an especially harsh reading of his own work – not uncharacteristic in his dealings with Swift at this early point in his career.


19 Dympna is almost certainly the sister in question. Couple unknown.


20 While the mention of Mahoney might suggest that this letter refers to drafts of what becomes The Dark, it more likely refers to sections of ‘The End or the Beginning of Love’, McGahern’s unpublished novel on which he was working through the late 1950s and early 1960s, in which the name Mahoney is also used for a central character.


21 McGahern’s sister Rosaleen began her married life with Jimmy Craig at this address before moving on to a large house at 23 Forest Drive West, Leytonstone in 1964, a house she shared for many years with her sister Breege and family and in which McGahern frequently stayed. The sisters worked as nurses in the nearby Whipps Cross Hospital.


22 McGahern regularly spent summers in London through the later 1950s and early 1960s.


23 McGahern’s younger brother Frankie left home for England with his father’s permission on 2 April 1960 on the understanding that Rosaleen would take him in. John was likely sharing a room with Frankie in Rosaleen’s at King Edward Road during his summer holidays from teaching duties at Belgrove. There was a gap of nine years between Frankie and John. On Frankie’s move to England, McGahern’s worries and his brother’s ultimate success in the world, see Memoir, 236–9.


24 Paddy is Patrick Swift (1927–83), Irish artist and younger brother of James ‘Jimmy’ Swift.


25 Tony Swift.


26 Donncha Ó Céileachair (1918–60), a teaching colleague of McGahern’s in Belgrove. He was a scholar of the Irish language and had worked on Tomás de Bhaldraithe’s Irish-English Dictionary. He died on 21 July 1960 after a very short illness having contracted polio.


27 ‘The Paddiad’ was the closing poem of Patrick Kavanagh’s Come Dance with Kitty Stobling.


28 Dympna moved to London in 1960.


29 Paddy Swift was, at the time of this letter’s composition, co-editing X: A Quarterly Review with David Wright (1920–94), a South African-born writer and man of letters. X was a top-quality quarterly that ran for seven issues and was as much interested in the visual arts as in literature.


30 The MS referred to is almost certainly the unpublished novel ‘The End or the Beginning of Love’, extracts of which appeared in X as McGahern’s first publication. It had been considered (and presumably rejected) by Hamish Hamilton. See letter to Mary O’Malley of 17 January 1960.


31 ‘a whole lifelong’ is inserted in pen.


32 This passage refers to the land around McGahern’s father’s house in Grevisk, Co. Roscommon, once part of the Rockingham estate.


33 Paddy Swift’s daughters.


34 Oonagh Ryan (1929–2012) was Paddy Swift’s wife, sister of John Ryan who had edited Envoy magazine in Dublin, 1949–51.


35 ‘George Barker’ is inserted in pen. David Wright, Anthony Cronin and George Barker were all closely associated with – and contributors to – X.


36 To get out of teaching, which McGahern always found difficult despite his talents in the classroom.


37 The letter is addressed to Whelan’s home in Kilkeel, Co. Down and presumably is in response to an invitation to visit him there.


38 Donncha Ó Céileachair, McGahern’s colleague at Belgrove National School.


39 From W. B. Yeats, ‘Ego Dominus Tuus’: ‘The rhetorician would deceive his neighbours,/The sentimentalist himself’. This poem was much admired by McGahern and remained an important inspiration throughout his artistic life, becoming a key touchstone in the composition of his final novel, That They May Face the Rising Sun.


40 Date marked in pencil, possibly by McLaverty or archivist.


41 The piece was published as John McGahern, ‘The End or the Beginning of Love: Episodes from a Novel’ in X: A Quarterly Review (March 1961).


42 McGahern’s aunt Maggie from Ballinamore, a particular favourite of his. Visitations by the narrator to a sick aunt in a Dublin cancer hospital form an important subplot in The Pornographer (1979).


43 A favourite quotation of McGahern’s. See letter to Jimmy Swift of Easter Sunday [1960].


44 Dympna did the Civil Service clerical exam in 1960 after her Leaving Certificate examination as did hundreds of others. She excelled by achieving eleventh place in the country but was not called to a vacancy for two years due to a pause in recruitment. She went to London but returned to take the job, which supported her through an evening degree course in Commerce in UCD.


45 McGahern’s uncle, Pat McManus of Ballinamore.
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Michael McLaverty Archive (TS)


57 Howth Road


[23 January 1961]


Dear Michael McLaverty,


You may remember that I asked you the one evening we met about the translating of your work into Gaelic. Donncha O Ceilleachair wanted to know if you would wish it. He died last summer, suddenly in a few days.


He was a friend of mine and it is hardly for me to praise him; but it was generally believed that he was the only Gaelic writer of distinction or promise among those who were still young. Corkery knew him from when he was a boy. And O Ceilleachair’s first book is dedicated to him.1


I don’t believe that translation into Gaelic was important for you, and now that O Ceilleachair is dead the whole Gaelic business looks even more quixotic to me than it was before. But I was glad that he should want to translate it. I first put your work in his way and it was a real sign of his love. He looked upon you as the first writer of prose since Joyce and maybe Corkery.


It is a small thing, sentimental may be, but he had probably intended to tell you what I have said, and I feel easier that you should know.


Intelligence is so often a flatterer and Honesty a fool that real praise is rare.


I hope that you are well and that you enjoyed your holidays.


With Good Wishes


John


X Papers


57 Howth Road


[Early 1961]


Dear Paddy,


If you wish you can keep the old title.


My dislike is that it has novelettish overtones – something soft or vague.


The Grindstone


Episodes from a Novel


would to my mind be truer.2


But if it would embarrass after having announced it, or if it would cost you extra money, or if you think the old title looks better, leave it.


Would The Grindstone seem hard and repellent, too much so? My fear was that the clumsiness and vagueness of The End – would offend real taste and not be true? But I do not know. What does David think?3 Which do you like?


But do whatever suits the best, whichever you like more, for I could never get a satisfying title.


If it’s not set up would you make these small changes? The last sentence at the end of the long par. on page 7 in the MS change to:


They felt closer to each other, the pain of their essential loneliness easy, until the next hurt or failure or sin.4


And change the first sent. in same paragraph to:


Ideally confession is made to God, which means nothing to the senses, it is no more than a (substitute to there).5


Changes underlined. Forgive me for causing you so much trouble.


Could you drop me a note to tell what you decide on?


But I leave the deciding to you, whichever you like the best.


Love


John


Faber


57 Howth Road


16 March 1961


Dear Mr Monteith,6


Thank you for your letter of the 14th March concerning the extracts that appeared in X.7


It is a first novel that was actually accepted for publication, but by then, I could not in conscience publish it without serious revision. The pieces in X are part of the revision.


In the revising another novel evolved which owed nothing to the first. I felt I must leave the revision aside for a time and finish and try to publish this new work. The publishers do not seem to like this delaying and I am not happy with the position.


I sent the first part of this new work to the editors of X who have just written to say that they consider it a real advance and exciting.8 Whether this opening (13,000 words or so) would be too slight for you to make me an offer or not I do not know. If you consider it possible, I could let you see a copy.9


I hope this does not seem all confusion. I am not bound by any contract or agreement. Naturally the idea of you publishing me is enormously attractive.10


Yours sincerely


John McGahern


Faber


57 Howth Road


22 March 1961


Dear Mr Monteith,


Thank you for your letter of the 20th March and I enclose the first part of the new novel. I’m sorry that there should be a few smudges, it is my own copy, the original wasn’t returned from X. I am now working at the chapters that end the novel, and it is all coming clear.


The other novel is quite safe, and it can be finished with a few months work, and I’ll be glad to offer it to you when it’s done.


I retained the name Mahoney and the grouping of the children – they only serve as a kind of chorus in this work – simply because it evolved out of the other work, and they’ll probably be changed in the last writing.


I go to London at Easter. I feel sure that I’ll have to accept or turn down the contract that was offered to me then.11 While I know and appreciate that you must be a busy and public man, I’d be grateful if you give me some intimation where I stand with you before then.12 An unknown writer, as I am, cannot risk easily the bird in the hand.13


Though this has nothing to do with business, Faber and Faber published more their share of the writers I at one time or still love, and I was flattered and deeply grateful that my work attracted your attention.


Yours sincerely


John McGahern


Faber


57 Howth Road


[Late March 1961]


Dear Mr Monteith,


I’m sorry for troubling you again. What has happened is that I’ve been asked to meet the directors Easter Week for to come to some agreement.14 As I’ll be in London all that week I wondered if I managed to put off the meeting till the end of the week would it be possible for me to see you or phone you on Tuesday or Wednesday. If it would be, could you leave some instructions waiting for me at 6, King Edward Road, Leyton E. 10 and I’d be grateful.


It must sound all pressing and vulgar. But I’d rather be published by F. and F. than anybody else. And yet, in the end, I’ll need some publisher.15


And please forgive me for trying your time and patience so much.


Sincerely


John McGahern


James Swift


[Madeline McGahern]


6 King Edward Road


[April 1961]


Dear Jimmy,


Just a note. Not met many people yet. Wrights, Paddy and Higgins. Barker in Rome. Cronin in Dublin – his father is sick which suits.


Fabers delighted with the new stuff and want to offer agreement. Very conflicted with Bunting – who’ll have a fit they say.16 So giving the whole business to a lit agent.17 MacGibbon and Kee worried and Buchanan Brown going round the pubs saying Paddy diddled him out of the MS.18


There’s some hostility amongst crowd I think to Faber. Apparently the last thing they did was to reject Kavanagh with D. Wright’s recommendation.19


Hope to see you soon. The wedding this morning. Some of the warming up hilarious.


Love


John


Tony Whelan


[Madeline McGahern]


6 King Edward Road


[Spring 1961]20


Dear Tony,


There’s a job going in the Subsidiary Rights Department of Cassells, an assistant to John Sundell.


Start £700-800 going to £1200.


Use Michael Sissons name from A. D. Peters as your reference, it’ll be useful.


A little experience is necessary, but not much, or perhaps none.


I tried to ring today. No reply.


Good luck,


Sean


Macmillan Archive


57 Howth Road


25 April 1961


Dear Teresa Stacco,


Thank you for your kind and extremely courteous letter in which you mentioned that Mary Lavin had told you about my work.21


After publication in X I received a number of offers and my agent decided to accept a contract which Fabers offered for the publication of this, a second novel, when it’s finished. My first novel was accepted some months ago but I decided to withdraw it.


So I am not at present free to offer you work. But if my present relationship changed I would be glad to go to you first. And I was grateful and flattered by the attention of such a famous house as yours.


Yours sincerely


John McGahern


Faber (TS)


57 Howth Road


25 April 1961


Dear Mr Monteith,


Thank you for your very kind letter. I had been disturbed and unable to work for the last weeks, as the others did not let me change easily, and your letter gave me new faith.


I would be delighted to meet you and will certainly let you know when next I go to London.22


If you have no further need of the opening chapters you could possibly send them; but if they are any advantage I can easily get them off A. D. Peters as I believe Barrie & Rockliff are returning them there. I shall not be needing them for some time.


I am beginning to take up my work again and I am sure I’ll fulfil your trust in me. I consider it an honour indeed to be able to appear on the list of Faber & Faber.


Yours sincerely


John McGahern


Dympna McGahern


[Madeline McGahern] (TS)


57 Howth Road


29 April 1961


Dear Dymphna,


Thank you so much for writing to me. Have you decided to change anywhere yet? Or will you just stay on where you are for a time? Do you read much now? You must be careful, what you read and do now will shape the whole richness of your lifetime. Do try and be alive to things all day, not bored or superior to others or critical or clever or full of notions and opinions. Remember that life is eternally passing – for others as for yourself and they too have to endure it in the lonely cell of themselves.


The long disturbing mess about the publishing is at an end at last, thank God. Faber and Faber will publish when it is finished. I am trying to work this week, and what I have to do frightens me very much, what I have set myself, it [is] almost impossible, and all sorts of failure and the long hours and the precious days of summer going on outside. Somehow, I know I will do it, for I believe in life itself, and then life itself is given to that faith.


No news from home. I wrote Rose a long letter looking for information, and I hope it doesn’t cause her too much trouble.


I was at a lovely play by Tennessee Williams one evening last week and that is all exciting. Did you ever read Checkov’s tales? You should if you can, and those libraries near you are marvellous, nothing at all like them here.23 Did you ever read any poems of Andrew Marvell? They are really exciting.24


Rather in haste. Will write you soon


With all my love


Sean


Michael McLaverty Archive


57 Howth Road


19 June 1961


Dear Michael,25


Thank you for your letter and kind invitation. I am deeply grateful. Though what I had intended was to go down and back to see you the same day. Sometimes I cannot sleep in strange houses. So if I do not stay more than one day you will understand. And I am looking forward very much to seeing you.


I was sorry to see you so caught in school and I hope you’ll be able to work soon again. My own work goes slow but well.


Send Maeve Brennan, but if it causes much trouble, don’t bother. I’d be glad.26


I could not keep a diary of things or work, it would seem too self-conscious, a kind of dramatization of the role of the artist. Though many such are marvellous to read, ones like Stendhal’s, but they were obviously written out of private need. I have no such. There would be no excuse and I know I could never use them. I often think the realest reason I write is, having lost my formal faith, I am self compelled to pray or praise. If I did not need to do it I would stop tomorrow, but there seems little else.


I hope you are well and wish you every good thing.


John


Michael McLaverty Archive


57 Howth Road


[Late June 1961]27


Dear Michael,


Thank you for your letter and The New Yorker. I won’t have holidays till the 7th July and I wonder would the following Thursday, the 13th, or any other day, be suitable to you if I went down.


I found the story a coarse exposition of human longing, vulgar, and the writing leaden with statement.28 The people for me had no reality or dignity, they were not seen with any vision, or in the pity of their passing lives. As often in the pages of The New Yorker I found she was superior or at least indifferent to these people, something a human being I think cannot be, and definitely no artist, for are we not all accursed together in our nature? I think your own work is the very antithesis of this story; but who am I, for often I have differed with the judgement of people I respect, and they with me. Taste is an incalculable and personal thing. There is no such [thing] as good taste, only purity, faithfulness to your own personality and that is too close to Aquinas for comfort. I am sorry, for I was really prepared to like the story. The unknown Stendhal said a very funny thing in his journals, marvellous I think: ‘I must stop myself reading all modern fiction, for it makes me monstrously vain.’


With every good wish


John


Michael McLaverty Archive (TS)


57 Howth Road


[Early July 1961]


Dear Michael,


Thank you for your card. The train is actually supposed to arrive at 10.56, it’s sometimes a little late with the customs. It is a weekly excursion and unlikely to be in the usual timetable. It leaves here at 8.30.


If the date has a meaning for you, the town has for me, for I spent one of the most dreadful weeks of my life there at seventeen, desperately in love and with only my paltry seventeen years to offer. I’ve even a kind of a dread going, though I always laugh when I think of Belfast. From habit and convention and cleverness we often smother our real selves afterwards for the sake of vanity or security.


I am looking forward very much to meeting you there.


John


Faber (TS)


57 Howth Road


5 July 1961


Dear Mr Monteith,


Thank you very much for your letter and enclosure. I would have no hesitation in entering for the prize but I imagine it might be pretty futile.29 The literary Ireland is much a single house, without a figure of any real authority, and I’ve no connection with it. They are practically all either friends or enemies, I fear such confinement doesn’t breed tolerance, and it’d be unlikely to be given to anybody outside. It’d be more likely to be decided on literary politics than on quality. But there’s little to lose by entering, and if you feel this may not be true, I’d enter. I’d rather, if you don’t mind, leave the decision with you and be grateful.


I’ve about half of the first writing finished – 40,000 or so – and I believe I’ve more power than ever before. I hope it’ll please you when it’s finished.


The Barrack Evening will not be its title, it was only a provisional title for the opening, but I’m sure you are aware of this and that it was only in the agreement to fill a legality.


Yours sincerely


John McGahern


John Montague Papers


57 Howth Road


[December 1961]


Dear John,30


I’m sorry I can’t type this, the machine is broken, because I know my hand is terrible.31


I hate burdening you with more reading but I venture this in the hope it may solve both our problems. I mark the part I think makes sense in itself and I’d be glad if you could put in the first 3 pages as well, though they can be done without. It’s only ½ the length of Chapter II, less than 7,000, and I think it can stand by itself better than any other parts of the opening chapters. The fucking can hardly cause trouble, it has no sexual significance, it only lights the breakdown of civility.32 I’d be pleased if you like it enough to use and would be grateful if you could let me know how you feel about this suggestion as soon as you can manage.


Thank you for the letter, and congratulations on Encounter.33 I was glad and somehow reminded of a beautiful thing of Yeats in the Autobiographies. ‘I am growing jealous of other poets and we will all grow jealous if we don’t know each other and so share in each other’s triumph.’


I’ve been plagued with an old illness and my work has been going slow, though I’m finishing the last part of Ch. IV.


You felt the structure of the work fairly truly. There are the 3 opening chapters; a long IV in 4 distinct parts, the early time pattern gets completely broken up; and then 3 chapters in the manner of the first 3 leading away. I’m grateful for what you said about the first chapters. It’ll all have to be revised again.


The husband and the police come vitally into Chapter IV and for the first time independently of the woman’s vision. She dies in the second last chapter and the work ends in a triumph in violence for the less conscious vision, the social vision, before the children, who have only the function of a chorus, draw the blinds, as the novel began, on the mystery of another evening.


I think what you say of the need for structure true, but I think it must be unique or organic, growing out of the struggle with the material, and not a superimposed structure as in Joyce and Eliot. No matter how great that achievement, it ends in academic sterility, and I think our generation must move in the opposite direction – to survive and grow.


I was only brooding over the uneasiness of Dublin. Thinking it my failure more than yours. When do you expect to have your book of stories ready?34 Does Peters help you with any of them? What do you think would be a good book of Faulkner’s to begin with?


With this illness I’ve not been out and haven’t seen John Jordan or anybody since I last wrote.35


If I get any money I hope to leave this school and go abroad when I’ve this work finished.


I’m sorry this letter’s so long and had to send this new thing to read but I’m full of hope it’ll settle things. I’d be glad if you could let me know soon. And I wish you a happy Christmas.


John





 


1 In a letter of 30 January 1961, McLaverty replies that Corkery had mentioned Ó Céileachair. He also congratulates McGahern on the (rare) typed letter: ‘I take it that the typewriter is a good sign of work to come.’


2 An undated letter from Patrick Swift on X notepaper reveals some debate about what the extract should be titled: ‘The End or etc by far best title. I shd. have said The Grindstone more novelettish.’ Madeline McGahern Papers.


3 David Wright, Swift’s co-editor at X.


4 The sentence appears in X as follows: ‘They felt closer to each other, the pain of their essential loneliness at rest until the next sin, the next hurt, the next failure.’


5 The sentence appears in X as follows: ‘Ideally confession is made to God, which means nothing to the senses, it is no more than a sophistical balm for pride; the real need is to confess sensually to another man, a need as old as original sin, as emotionally intimate as the act of hatred or of love.’


6 Charles Monteith (1921–95), editor, publisher and Fellow of All Souls College, Oxford. A native of Lisburn, Co. Antrim, Monteith was educated at the Royal Belfast Academical Institution and Magdalen College, Oxford. His time at Oxford was interrupted from 1940 to 1945 by war service in the Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers, which took him to India and Burma. Rising to the rank of Major, he was seriously wounded in the legs; all his life he would suffer from impaired mobility. Before his army service he obtained a first class degree in English; after the war, he obtained a further first class degree in Law, was MA in 1948 when he won a prize scholarship to All Souls. He completed a BCL in 1949 and was called to the Bar at Gray’s Inn. His colleague at All Souls was Geoffrey Faber, of the publishing house Faber & Faber; Monteith joined that firm in 1953, becoming a director the following year, vice-chairman in 1974 and chairman from 1977 to 1980. His first great success at Faber was in spotting the worth of an already much-rejected manuscript from William Golding that became the multi-million-selling Lord of the Flies (1954). Golding went on to win the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1983. McGahern grew quickly to like and trust Monteith, whom he fictionalises in That They May Face the Rising Sun as the gentlemanly Robert Booth.


7 This is McGahern’s first letter to Charles Monteith. Monteith had written to him c/o X on 14 March: ‘I was very interested in the extracts from your novel which are published in the current number of “X”. If by any chance you haven’t yet made arrangements for its publication I would be absolutely delighted if you would give us an opportunity to consider it.’ This quote and all subsequent quotes from Monteith to McGahern come from documents held in the Faber archives unless otherwise stated.


8 In an undated letter on X notepaper, Patrick Swift had written to McGahern about the work on the new novel, soon to become The Barracks: ‘It’s a real advance. Very exciting. I still think the first book worth preserving but this is clearly a finer job, sharper and keener.’ Madeline McGahern Papers.


9 Monteith replied on 20 March that he would like to see the 13,000 words and – when revised to McGahern’s satisfaction – the first novel.


10 It is not surprising that any young writer should want to publish with Faber, but McGahern had developed a particular love and admiration for the work of T. S. Eliot, then still a director at the firm. He stayed with Faber throughout his career despite strong interest from other publishing houses.


11 The firm of Barrie and Rockliff, which was responsible for publishing X, was keen on offering McGahern a contract for ‘The End or the Beginning of Love’.


12 Easter Sunday 1961 fell on 2 April.


13 Monteith writes to McGahern on 24 March assuring him that he will read the extract as quickly as possible, though possibly not before Easter: ‘If I’m not able to manage it by then I really would be grateful to you if you would keep things open with the other firm for a week or two afterwards.’


14 The directors of Barrie and Rockliff.


15 Monteith prioritised the reading of the extract and wrote again to McGahern on 29 March: ‘The portion of A BARRACK EVENING which you sent me has been read here by several people – including myself of course – and I am delighted to let you know that we have all been extremely impressed by it. So much so in fact that we would certainly be willing to make an agreement with you now for the publication of the novel when it’s finished.’


16 John Bunting was an editorial assistant at Barrie and Rockliff. Bunting telegrammed McGahern on 31 January 1961 as follows: ‘Paddy Swift gave me manuscript your novel stop tremendously impressed and want to publish but must first consult co-director stop probably too good to sell stop congratulations and admiration stop’. Madeline McGahern Papers. Barrie and Rockliff became Barrie and Jenkins in 1964 after a merger with Herbert Jenkins, notable as publishers to P. G. Wodehouse and Irish writer Patrick MacGill among others.


17 A. D. Peters was the agency McGahern used in this period. His work was dealt with by Michael Sissons (1935–2018).


18 In an undated letter, Patrick Swift apologises to McGahern for his slowness in getting the MS to Martin Green at MacGibbon & Kee, but assures him that they are considering it: ‘Buchanan Brown has the mss. No question, by the way, of hawking since we only bother with the people we know. Martin Green wrote the most flattering report I’ve ever seen or heard of. B-B has this too. If you cd. do this it wd. help: write a note to B-B to say the mss must be regarded as a draft or whatnot & that you are doing something else with the material – in this case he might be able to get you an advance cash if the U.S. take.’ In another, later, undated letter Swift tells McGahern that Barrie and Rockliff wish to publish the MS, and clearly at this point there is another MSS (The Barracks) in play: ‘Yr. original MSS is very good & if they brought that out you could also do the other – but if you want the new one that’s what you must get.’ It is evident from a further undated letter that Buchanan-Brown was unsuccessful in finding an American publisher for the MS: ‘I happened to have occasion to see Buchanan Brown the other day and asked about your bk. I could see through his façade of polite enthusiasm that Abelard Shitmans was not for you.’ Swift’s curt dismissal of publishing house Abelard-Schuman is typical of the informal tone he takes with McGahern in their dealings. Madeline McGahern Papers.


19 The Irish poet Patrick Kavanagh had an ambivalent relationship with X and its two editors. Though published in the magazine, he was difficult to deal with, as Patrick Swift outlines in an undated letter to McGahern on X notepaper: ‘I had a very funny encounter with P.K. arising from Jimmy telling me of your story re the old man’s gossip about you in the Dub. pubs. Meself & DW confronted him – without specifically telling him of the detail – with the accusation that he had said we were taken in etc. [. . .] I’m so bored with his monstrous disloyalty & betrayal of all kinds of friendships & regard that I dropped his new things which were set up for this issue & I think we’ll have no more of him. Meanwhile he tries to get David to take some poems which David won’t do etc.’ Madeline McGahern Papers.


20 This dating must remain an educated guess.


21 Mary Lavin was then with Macmillan both in the US and the UK. In 1959 the firm had published her Selected Stories and in 1961 The Great Wave and Other Stories. In 1964 Macmillan published The Barracks in the US.


22 On 21 April Monteith had written to McGahern apologising for not having been in a position to meet him when he called at Faber after Easter. Peter du Sautoy, then general manager of the company, met with McGahern on that visit.


23 Dympna was then living in London.


24 Marvell remained one of McGahern’s favourite poets. He gifted a Marvell collection to Madeline Green, his future wife, on her birthday in October 1967, in the early weeks of their courtship.


25 This letter does not appear in Killen (ed.), Dear Mr McLaverty.


26 Probably a reference to the Maeve Brennan (1917–73) story ‘The Beginning of a Long Story’ that appeared in the New Yorker of 4 February 1961. McLaverty was a subscriber to the magazine, in which Brennan regularly appeared.


27 This letter is not included in Killen (ed.), Dear Mr McLaverty.


28 See letter of 19 June. Clearly McLaverty has sent McGahern the Maeve Brennan story as it appeared in the New Yorker and the two men differ strongly on its merits.


29 In a letter of 4 July, Monteith had suggested that McGahern enter for the AE Memorial Award. On 7 July he wrote: ‘It would certainly help, I’m sure, if you were to say, when you submit it, that you already have a firm contract with us for its publication when complete.’


30 John Montague (1929–2016), born in New York City before moving back to Ireland as a child, was one of Ireland’s leading poets of the mid-to-late twentieth century. In addition to many volumes of poetry, he published two collections of short stories and two volumes of memoir. In 1998 he became the first occupant of the Ireland Chair of Poetry and in 2010 was made a Chevalier de la Légion d’honneur, France’s highest civil award. At the time of the composition of this letter, Montague was living in Paris, was editing The Dolmen Miscellany of Irish Writing in association with Liam Miller of the Dolmen Press in Dublin, and was arranging for sections of what would become The Barracks to be published there.


31 Montague found McGahern’s handwriting all but indecipherable as he complains in a letter of 22 October 1961: ‘Your handwriting is so bad that it brings me comfort since mine (which people have always found terrible) couldn’t come within an ass’s roar of yours for incomprehensibility. You also write on both sides of light paper, thus ensuring that the script on one side is blotted out by the other. You should buy a typewriter.’ John Montague Papers, University of Victoria. McGahern did not take the advice and rarely typed anything, either letters or fiction.


32 McGahern’s use of this word would later be the subject of a series of letters between himself and Charles Monteith at Faber, and with his American editor Patrick Gregory at Knopf. The extract finally used by Montague for The Dolmen Miscellany consists of what would eventually form the opening eleven pages of The Barracks and does not contain the word ‘fucking’.


33 Montague’s poem ‘The Country Fiddler’ was published in Encounter, vol. XVIII, no. 5 (May 1962). Later that year ‘Reconstruction’ appeared in vol. XIX, no. 1 (July 1962); and ‘Cathedral Town’ in vol. XIX, no. 6 (December 1962).


34 Montague was working towards his first short story collection, eventually published as Death of a Chieftain (London: MacGibbon & Kee, 1964).


35 John Jordan (1930–88), a star undergraduate contemporary of Montague’s at UCD, followed by graduate study at Oxford. He joined the English faculty at UCD in 1959. A regular reviewer in the Irish Times, he edited Poetry Ireland from 1962 to 1968. His essay reviewing the work of Thomas Kinsella, Desmond O’Grady and John Montague, ‘Off the Barricade: A Note on Three Irish Poets’, was published in The Dolmen Miscellany of Irish Writing (Dublin: The Dolmen Press, 1962), 107–16.
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Faber


57 Howth Road


24 January 1962


Dear Mr Monteith,


I have been approached to publish part of the novel I have almost completed. By a Dolmen Press Miscellany of the younger Irish writers – Aidan Higgins, Brian Moore, Thomas Kinsella etc – edited by John Montague. And by a special edition of Threshold (Belfast) edited by Dr Roger McHugh with work from the established names down. Would you have any objections or what is a publisher’s attitude to such prepublications?1


I entered the first 35,000 or more for the AE and got back a letter last week wanting to see more chapters and/or a synopsis of the work as a whole – whatever that may mean! I shall be greatly astonished if I am given it and naturally grateful to you should it happen.2


Yours sincerely


John McGahern


Faber


57 Howth Road


10 February 1962


Dear Mr Monteith,


I have been awarded the AE Prize for some chapters of an unfinished novel. It is the first time the award has been made to a work of fiction.3


Please accept my deep gratitude, for were it not for your insistence I wouldn’t have dreamed of entering.


Yours sincerely


John McGahern4


X Papers


57 Howth Road


15 February 19625


Dear Paddy,


Please excuse this letter, it’s with some fear I write this, because I do not know.


They’ve given me the AE here, for what reason I don’t know, and it was only after publisher pressure that I entered. It has no real meaning for you or me or anybody who even knows what the activity is, but I thought to tell you, and Jimmy said you wouldn’t mind, because if you and David hadn’t printed me in X I’d still be unprinted. And please do not think I’d write this for any vulgar reason.


I still remember that publisher’s Easter with pain, disgust and self-disgust, and, more than anything, pain.


I hope you are well and Oonagh and that your work goes well. And I’d be grateful if you’d remember me to David and (if you don’t mind this letter) that I asked you to tell him I got the thing.


Love


John


John Montague Papers


57 Howth Road


21 February 1962


Dear John,


Thank you for your letter. I’ve given the MSS to Liam Miller, it is barer and more perfect now, and shorter.6


I went 3 sentences beyond your mark – to Casey being told come in. I do not think you can have objections, if I stopped before announcing Casey it might seem a short story and it can’t be judged in that context; by going 3 sentences on the sense of the evening’s flow is kept, the sense of time, not the flare of a moment of the short story.


Would you be satisfied to print this?7


John McGahern was born in Dublin in 1935 and is at present living there. He was brought up in different parts of the country and in London.


I leave it to you to say where the only time I was published was in X. I think the less the better. Write and tell me what you think.8


I’d have written sooner but I have this ghastly illness back again. Does your work go well?


With good wishes


John


Michael McLaverty Archive


57 Howth Road


23 February 1962


Dear Michael,


I was delighted with your letter and to know that you are well.


For a little while, the morning it came, I was excited as a schoolboy with the Award, and then afterwards there was the blank inscrutable face of my work that knows nothing of awards or rewards, but only faith and passion and suffering and the long availability, which we call work, will move. The most gladness my success, if so little can be called that, has brought, apart from my friend’s sake, is to affirm in my bones that all success and failure are private. What happens outside that are either lucky or unlucky accidents. For all art approaches prayer.


I hope you’ll be able to work well soon. The hustling world is always full of those rumours and they rarely come to anything in the case of the established firms, though the finding of another publisher will have no difficulties for you, it will simply be a choice.


I hope your wife and family are well and with every good wish


John


John Montague Papers


57 Howth Road


[Spring 1962]


Dear John,


I’m sorry to trouble you but Sissons in A. D. Peters is kicking up about not being told of the publication agreement and I’d be grateful if you write and tell him the price (I think it’s £15) and the no of words (a little less than 4,000).9


It’s all my fault. I did something else without consulting him and he’s annoyed with me.10


I hope you are well and that you’ll write soon. Please forgive this.


With good wishes


John


Faber


57 Howth Road


10 April 1962


Dear Mr Monteith,


I’ve been approached to submit work by The Transatlantic Review. I have 4,000 to the Dolmen Press Miscellany, and 2,000 to Threshold of the novel. What would your attitude be to giving The Trans Atlantic some of the novel or to giving away more of it?11


I am sorry to trouble you with these small things but I thought it better to make sure.


With good wishes


Yours sincerely


John McGahern


John Montague Papers


57 Howth Road


12 April 1962


Dear John,


I’ve been ill and have to give up writing this time and I am going home today. Yesterday I gave the proofs back to Millar. He showed me the new cover, which I think is for the best.


So I just want to wish you success with your miscellany; and to say that I am sorry for my part in the fact that we could not come to easier agreement.12


With good wishes


John


Faber


57 Howth Road


15 June 1962


Dear Mr Monteith,


I forward a copy of the completed novel with this letter and I am hoping very much you will like it. I call it The Barracks, almost in despair of finding a true title. Is it any use, do you think? Or does any other come into your mind?


I keep the original, because unfortunately it was typed on very thick paper, and is extremely bulky; but if you would prefer the original typescript I can send it to you immediately. If I make some precision changes in the copy I keep, is it possible to substitute it for your copy when it goes to the printers?


Some of the words in the dialogue are doubtful, but I am hoping they may be publishable, because in no place has it sexual significance – it indicates a kind of social breakdown. The AE Award people passed it, they were given to page 140 (4 chapters).


I shall be in London in July or August and if you want me for anything I’d be delighted to make myself available.


And I want to thank you for the confidence you gave me while I was still at work, and for your courtesy every time I wrote to you.


Yours sincerely


John McGahern


Michael McLaverty Archive


57 Howth Road


19 June [1962]


Dear Michael,


Thank you for The Guardian, I recognised your hand, and it was very kind of you to think.


I withdrew the first novel, Fabers will publish what I’m working at when it’s finished. It goes slow and back-breaking.


I often wonder how your own book is and wish it so well.


It’s rather difficult with Mary Lavin. I couldn’t enjoy her recent book, some of it I actively disliked. And she is always asking about her work and I don’t know how on earth I can go to see her.13


I thought to go down to Belfast some day this summer and I hope it may be possible to see you.


With every good wish,


John


Lyric Theatre/O’Malley Archive


57 Howth Road


24 June 1962


Dear Mrs O’Malley,14


Please forgive me for approaching you like this.


I gave Dr McHugh an extract from a novel for the next issue of Threshold on very short notice.15 It was on the understanding that he’d allow me to make some alterations in the proofs, if I needed. As I believe he is in America I wondered if you could allow me to see the proofs before I leave here in a fortnight’s time. I’d be very grateful.


Yours sincerely,


John McGahern


James Swift


[Madeline McGahern]


6 King Edward Road


[July 1962]


Dear Jimmy,


I enclose Stanislaus’s Notebook, it’s not published yet, keep it for me, it is fascinating.16


Also a story. You saw it years ago but it bears no resemblance to that now. I thought it good but when the typescript came back it did not come violently to life for me. Could you scribble a note when you read it and tell me if I should send it away? These days are so crazed with suffering now that I have no calm to see anything.17


It’ll soon be over, I say again and again all day like a prayer. I have no real hope, only it drags on and on, and I know I am coming to the end of my strength, I cannot endure much more.


Tell me truly about the story, since my own judgement’s gone. What you say will neither delight or shatter me, since I don’t care about the work. It was written in a crazy fit and I suspect it deeply.18 And forgive me.


Love,


John


Faber


6 King Edward Road


17 July 1962


Dear Mr Monteith,


Thank you for your congratulations and warm and generous praise, it delighted me, and I am really grateful. I came to London today and I am staying some weeks. I look forward very much to meeting you, whenever you find it most convenient for you.


(i) Page 75. You are quite right about the names of the regiments and in substituting Ulster Rifles.19


(ii) Dun Laoghaire is the correct spelling, though in the modern thing it’d probably be Laoire; but it would be Laoghaire in Elizabeth’s time.20


(iii) Page 232, end of 2nd Paragraph. I changed to: the expenses of her last illness and burial eating up most of the profit he had calculated as well as all her savings, the savings that had meant so much to her now only a pathetic little sum against the flood of bills –. It should, I think, take care of Elizabeth’s money.21


I have gone through the ‘fuckings’. I could eliminate all Reegan’s, indeed every one except three or four in chapter 3, the doctor’s dialogue, used to shock Elizabeth’s awareness into a harsh, despairing world of a particular consciousness. I don’t know how I can really leave out these without harming the work. I am indeed anxious not to harm the sales, and I would be pleased to try to find a satisfying compromise, if it is possible. Could we leave it till we meet?22


Thank you again for your praise and I look forward very much to meeting you, whenever it’s convenient for you.


Yours sincerely


John McGahern


P.S. Do you find the title satisfactory?


James Swift


[Madeline McGahern]


6 King Edward Road


[Summer 1962]


Dear Jimmy,


Thank you for writing, for more than that with so much work on your hands. What you say about the end is I think true, only if I succeed it’ll have to be in the same manner that I failed in. What’s predictable and organic is really boring more and more, and I dream of letting in sudden destructive light to see if we can endure its terror in the ecstasy of deeper being. Out of boredom, out of fear, I’ve read dozens of books here and except for one or two they were all the same book: as if they’d come out of some contented collective consciousness, with sloth the presiding portrait on the wall. Or so it seems, though nothing seems the same for long these days, and it’ll be pretentious rubbish before it reaches you. Then you want to swear, and that never changes.


Tomorrow I go to Paris.23 Barker was here and is gone. I see Elizabeth, Carmi, Rosie, Dom from time to time.24


I was delighted you liked the Diaries, they’ll last out a lot of louder shouting.25


Thank you more than anything for what you said, it was very beautiful from day to day, I need it more than ever in my life to keep before my mind. And I try to pray that I’ll be given enough ridiculous courage to see it through.26


John


James Swift


[Madeline McGahern]


6 King Edward Road


24 July 1962


Dear Jimmy,


Thank you for your letter, it was very kind of you not to keep me watching, and what you say I think will happen – The Barracks. The publishers are satisfied. And I think, in the real sense, that a title is better blank, without much life of its own, and then to take its meaning from the work, to split itself off from associations of its own and to become simply the book. At any rate I find this notion attractive to my own way, unless we happen on a miracle, I am deeply grateful for you giving the thing your thought.


I am not meeting Faber till next week. Peters took me to lunch, they say that they are excited about the book, and will give it priority treatment, whether or not they mean what they say has meaning at all. I meet Elizabeth, Carmi, who had pneumonia but who’s recovered and gone to France, Dom, Higgins and David and Pip once, etc. They remember you affectionately.


I went out of curiosity and old gratitude to see Lawrence Little, who is rather good and nice, and in a frightful state of confusion.27


My brother went to hospital out of a slum room today: I do not believe in success or comfort, except as allowing space for all manner of human graciousness that comes from the vision of our situation, and that seems vanity and rubbish in the light of that room in Whitechapel and my brother and the letter to the Casualty Dept of the London Hospital in his fingers stained with cigarette smoke and so many memories.


This girl didn’t write. I suffer much, especially the times before the different posts come, but it’s despair now and regret, not much of the sickness and desperation of before. I go to Mass often. It’s the only place these days I can find the calm to see the Mystery. It’s strange, at seventeen I believed I’d rise one day to true prayer by great effort, and now I smile to see myself reduced to it. We are played strange tricks.28


I know you dislike writing, but we’ll meet soon,


John


Something that’ll amuse you. After P. and D. W. wrote to Auden, [illegible] told me, he went over to Auden afterwards.29


‘Those people that were here from X said you were their friend and I’m afraid I can’t congratulate you on your choice.’


‘Why? What happened?’


‘Well they sat here and talked and drank all my gin and the deaf one asked for another bottle.’30


Faber


57 Howth Road


[8 September 1962]


Dear Charles,31


I can’t thank you sufficiently for your kindness and understanding in London. I was afraid going and with you I enjoyed myself very much. I am deeply grateful.


I’m sorry the copy of the first novel should be so ragged. I don’t think it’s fair for me to say anything about it now except that I began it when I was 22. There is no hurry with it back, and you can read it when you find the time.32


I hope you enjoy your holiday very much and that we’ll be able to see each other before too long.


With every good wish


John McG


Faber


57 Howth Road


[11 September 1962]


Dear Charles,


Thank you for both your letters, and of course take as long as you wish over the reading of the novel – what I marvel at is that you should want to read it at all, with all the compulsory reading you have to do.33


I thought Gore Grimes letter silly and irresponsible when it arrived, he went to no trouble to find the facts, but mostly advised you and me on the use of language, his letter is all vague – ‘it may be but I think’ – except for the Lady Chatterly which everyone knows about.34 Since then I’ve been seeking advice, Dr Roger McHugh also gave his opinion and sounded others, from reputable people in the Universities as well as on Boards, he was guest editor of Threshold and would have printed the objectionable passage then, he wanted to, but I did not want so long a piece published.


The opinion is that the book would not be banned: and that, if it was, the ban would be almost certainly lifted on an appeal. It has filtered out that the book was given the AE Award on an unanimous vote and one of the judges, Professor Hogan, is actually a member of the Appeal Board.35


Gore Grimes says – ‘Iris Murdoch is an established and serious writer and it may be that An U. Rose contains the word but is unbanned’ – and makes no reference to the AE Award which I notice you suggested to his attention, it is the National Literary Award, given usually to poetry, for the first time to a work of fiction, by judges representing these institutions: University College Dublin; Trinity College; Irish Academy of Letters; Royal Dublin Society; Bank of Ireland.36 If that’s not the Establishment I don’t know what is. Dr McHugh and the body of opinion he drew on cannot see them risking even a first ban, the thing would be so comic that it’d be certain to attract wide publicity to the Censorship and the Book both here and in England.


Also I see in the Dolmen, which you probably have by this since you’ve advertised there, that Aidan Higgins has printed more than once FUKKEN which is even coarser than fucking.37


I do also think that f….. would harm the book, it’d put an artificial look on the Doctor’s dialogue.


It may be possible actually to sound the Censorship Board through the AE Judges, and I’ll try to do so immediately if you think the course is necessary or advisable.


Have you any idea of the actual month of publication?38


I regret to cause you all this nuisance and wish you a lovely holiday. I envy you very much, and wish I could be with you.39


John


Michael McLaverty Archive


57 Howth Road


[20 September 1962]


Dear Michael,


Thank you very much for writing to me in London: I looked in Foyles and a few other shops on the Charing Cross Road but I had no luck in finding the books.


Are you well? And you will let me know if you come to Dublin?? When and where are your stories coming out?40


I write little, except a story of the break-down of innocence in a child.41 I came to almost the end of my world after finishing the book. I fell in love with some one: there is little end of pain in sight; and I am too troubled most of time to get any of the calm to work. I walk and walk, and some people I can talk to have shown me real charity.


I came across lines of Edwin Muir I thought you’d like:


. . . A man and woman building their changing house on patient mutability.42


I hope you are well and happy and that we’ll see each other soon.


With every good wish


John


Faber


57 Howth Road


[22 September 1962]


Dear Charles,


Thank you very much for writing. I’m afraid your tolerance and kindness make me feel a troublesome person, and it’s not true. I did not think Gore-Grimes’s opinion a really considered one but I’d go as far as ever possible to help and save you trouble.43


John


Michael McLaverty Archive


57 Howth Road


30 September 1962


Dear Michael,


Thank you for your criticism and very warm praise. All my masters wrote with care: and you were one. I’d have sent you the Dolmen, only I thought you’d have your hands too full, and I am sending you the book in spring. I must read the proofs very carefully at the places you drew attention to, it was kind of you to tell me, and I am grateful.44


I am disappointed that you could not come, but as long as we meet before long. Or if I can get free from this worry soon I’ll go down to see you.


I am almost as delighted as you that you have a prospect of leisure, and you must do your real work.45 It is easier to be a headmaster than to write, with your gifts, and you cannot squander your uniqueness even to do another kind of good.


Is your wife any better?


I am trying to take up threads of my work again, but painfully.


We must meet very soon, somehow; and with every good wish until then.


John


Faber


57 Howth Road


[Mid-October 1962]


Dear Rosemary,46


I hope the enclosed may be of use to you.47 It’s the best I can think of in the time. And I am hoping it’s not too disgraceful. If you think it can be improved you are free to change any part you think might be improved.


I enjoyed very much meeting you in the summer and hope you are still well.


With good wishes


John McGahern


Faber


57 Howth Road


22 October 1962


Dear Rosemary,


Thank you very much for your letter. I found the blurb excellent, except for two things, which I ventured to change for the dustjacket.


There are no ‘intrigues’ in the book, so I changed to the ‘stagnated life etc.’ and substituted ‘to love and live’ for ‘to love her husband and children.’48 I hope very much they do not lessen its impact, and that you approve. Do you think them all right?


Do you think would it be good to put AE Memorial Award Novel in small print with the title on the front jacket? Why I mention it is I see prizes announced this way as well as in the blurb. Do you intend to print a photo?49


Hope you are keeping well and with every good wish


John


Faber


57 Howth Road


[Early November 1962]


Dear Rosemary,


Many thanks for your kind letter and help. Would the enclosed be any good? I’d like it to be as short as possible. Or would it be possible to add it to the blurb, and put both under the photo on the front inside slip of the dust jacket. If so the first two sentences of the enclosed might do. That’s the way I’d like it best. What do you feel?


If any more publicity was needed, it should be easy to give it at publication time, but I feel too much does not look very good on the book itself. I’d go for adding to the blurb John McGahern was born in Dublin in 1935 and brought up in various parts of the West of Ireland. His prose has already attracted attention on its appearance in various literary magazines. And put all under the photo.50


Please tell me what you feel?


With every good wish


John


Faber


57 Howth Road


14 November 1962


Dear Charles,


I’ve had a letter from Peter Lennon, he’s Paris Correspondent for the Manchester Guardian, and his editor suggested that he publish a collection of his interviews with writers, his articles etc.51 He favours Fabers, if he’s acceptable, and wrote to me for an address. I gave him yours, and I hope this is all right.


He’s been published in the New Yorker and Atlantic Monthly and he’s halfway through a novel Little Brown commissioned on some early chapters.52 I found him an intelligent person of great integrity and charm, and though he did not ask me to write to any one, only for an address, I thought it better to tell you. And I hope it was all right to give him yours.


I hope you are well after the holidays. I wondered during the Cuban crisis what it was like in Fabers.53 Will you ever get to Dublin? It’s almost Christmas now.


With every good wish, and affection


John


Faber


57 Howth Road


24 November 1962


Dear Rosemary,


I think you’ve managed everything marvellously, and as there’s only this one thing more, will you please forgive me?


I don’t want to say educated about those institutions: they’re awful priestly places, they give me the creeps to even think about yet. I’d like to say just He attended St. Patrick’s and University College, Dublin if you would accept that.


I think they’ll be just facts, names to the English reader: and I really want to lump both together. St. Patrick’s will appear to them, if they think about it, as a school before University.


I think also it’d be as well to print the usual thing denying any association of the character with living people.


I want to say that you’ve been extremely patient and good with me, in everything, the blurb and photo and note.


I really feel guilty over all my niggling with words.


Are you well? I have started another novel, and am very excited.


John


Faber


57 Howth Road


28 November 1962


Dear Charles,


The first part of the proofs came today and I was disturbed to see fucking printed f___. Is it that they were printed before the Board’s decision, or some mistake?54


I hate to trouble you at this busy time, and I do hope you are happy and well.


With all good wishes


John


Michael McLaverty Archive


57 Howth Road


7 December 196255


Dear Michael,


Thank you very much for your letter and the Muir, your kindness moved me, and I can only try and accept as generously.56 The reason I delayed writing was in the hope that I could read some of the book first, but then the huge proofs of the novel came, and I went almost crazy reading through them. It seems very marvellous from the first glances, and it deserves a more quiet time, over Christmas I’ll read it, and then write.


I told Elizabeth your criticism and praises: she was grateful and delighted. I think she’s a very beautiful person.57


I disagree with you over Bartleby: it seems to me a beautiful and shocking vision of all-is-vanity, and the last passage a pure poem.58


I am sorry that I could not get to Belfast, but I will go in spring. My life will be less a mess then, and we can laugh.


Are you well? And your work? I am looking forward for the story for Christmas.


Everything is settled about the book now: Faber are lovely people to be with.


Please give my kindest regards to your wife and daughter, and with many thanks


John





 


1 Monteith consulted with Peter du Sautoy on this subject and the latter agreed in a memo of 30 January that ‘any advance publicity that will get his name more widely known is likely to be helpful both to him, to us’. Monteith wrote to McGahern on the same date to say that Faber had no objection to the extracts appearing ‘provided that the extracts they use are not more than 5,000 words each’. The Dolmen Miscellany was published in Dublin in September 1962 with John Montague as editor and Thomas Kinsella as poetry editor. Declaring in a short preface that the main link between the writers collected therein was an ‘obvious desire to avoid the forms of “Irishism” (whether leprechaun or garrulous rebel) which have been so profitably exploited in the past’, the Miscellany was the first Irish publication to bring McGahern to print. A passage from the middle of Chapter 3 of The Barracks in which Elizabeth Reegan visits the doctor, titled ‘Waiting’, appeared in Threshold, 17 (1962), 10–16.


2 Modelled on the Guggenheim Fellowship, the AE Memorial Fund Award was established through the auspices of the Irish Academy of Letters to promote literary excellence in Ireland and support a projected work to be finished. Candidates had to be born in Ireland and aged under thirty-five. The first recipient of the award was Patrick Kavanagh, beating a young Brian O’Nolan (Flann O’Brien) to the prize of £100. Bank of Ireland was the trustee of this award, which was funded via an original endowment of £900 with the prize to be awarded once interest developed sufficient capital. When McGahern entered in 1962, the awarding committee was made up of Professor J. J. Hogan (UCD); Professor P. W. Edwards (Trinity College Dublin); James F. Meenan (Royal Irish Academy); Constantine P. Curran (Royal Dublin Society); and Arland Ussher (Irish Academy of Letters).


3 Monteith writes about the award of the prize in an internal memo dated 13 February: ‘This should lead to some useful publicity in Ireland, since this Award has much the same sort of standing there as the Somerset Maugham award here.’


4 In pencil on this letter, Monteith has written: ‘Mr. du Sautoy, this is excellent news I think.’ And du Sautoy has replied in pencil: ‘Mr. Monteith, congratulations to you too! I’m very glad.’


5 Mistakenly dated 1961 by McGahern.


6 Liam Miller (1924–87), Irish publisher. A graduate in architecture of UCD, Miller married Josephine Browne in 1947, and together they founded the Dolmen Press in 1951. The press operated in Dublin from 1951 until Miller’s death on 18 May 1987.


7 The extract did indeed end with Casey being summoned to ‘Come in’ by Sergeant Reegan.


8 This short biographical note is both intriguingly vague and remarkably inaccurate. McGahern was born in 1934, was brought up only in Leitrim and Roscommon and not at all in London. The final note as published in The Dolmen Miscellany reads as follows: ‘John McGahern was born in Dublin (1935) but brought up in various parts of the country. Some of his work has appeared in X magazine, and he was awarded the A.E. Memorial Award recently for sections from a novel in progress, one of which appears here.’ See The Dolmen Miscellany, 118.


9 Michael Sissons of the A. D. Peters Literary Agency, London acted for McGahern for a number of years in the 1960s and 1970s. He had written to Montague as early as 11 September 1961 to broker the agreement between McGahern and The Dolmen Miscellany.


10 Montague has pencilled in the margin here: ‘Sold chapter to Threshold for ⅓ what I was offering!’


11 Monteith replied on 12 April that he had no objection, but that he felt the word count ought to be limited to 2,500. A passage from the closing pages of Chapter 1 of The Barracks appeared in the Transatlantic Review, 12 (Spring 1963), 5–15.


12 Montague again comments in pencil on this letter about his annoyance that he believes McGahern gave an excerpt to Roger McHugh at Threshold for a third of the price he was paid for the extract published in The Dolmen Miscellany. In a letter of 3 August 1962 Michael Sissons writes to Montague: ‘Thank you for your letter of August 1st and the cheque for £20. Despite what you say, I’m afraid that I have still split it up £15 to McGahern and £5 to Plunkett. I know how tight your budget was for this, but honestly I don’t think you have been hard done by. In effect, you have had first bite at 1st serial rights in a novel which has aroused a great deal of interest: if the offer had come from anyone else, I would probably have turned it down, at least until we had time to explore serial rights here. The Plunkett story is not a new one, and I think this is a fair distribution.’


13 Most likely refers to The Great Wave and Other Stories (London: Macmillan, 1961).


14 Mary O’Malley (1918–2006), founding editor of Threshold. Born Mary Hickey, Mallow, Co. Cork, she was an Irish theatre director, the founder of Belfast’s Lyric Players Theatre.


15 Roger McHugh (1908–87), Irish academic, author, playwright and politician. He was educated at UCD where he went on to spend his academic career, teaching McGahern when he pursued his degree there in the late 1950s. In 1966 he was appointed the university’s first Professor of Anglo-Irish Literature and Drama. He was guest editor of the issue of Threshold in which McGahern’s extract from The Barracks appeared and remained a loyal admirer of McGahern’s work for the rest of his life.


16 A reference to The Dublin Diary of Stanislaus Joyce, published by Faber in 1962, and available in certain quarters earlier in that year as an uncorrected proof copy. Jimmy Swift replies that ‘It is wonderful and can undoubtedly take its place with the finest Journals, even perhaps with the great ones, Swift, Stendhal, Kiekegaard.’ McGahern was a great admirer of Stanislaus Joyce’s account of his life with James, My Brother’s Keeper (London: Faber, 1958).


17 Refers to a broken love affair.


18 The story in question was ‘Coming into his Kingdom’, first published by the Kilkenny Magazine, 10 (Autumn–Winter 1963) and in the short story anthology Voices, ed. Robert Rubens (London: Michael Joseph, 1963). It was McGahern’s first story to appear in print and was eventually collected as the third story in Nightlines (1970) and in The Collected Stories (1992). But McGahern’s doubts about it clearly persisted till the end with his choosing not to include it in Creatures of the Earth (2006).


19 In a letter of 6 July 1962 Monteith suggested a handful of changes to the MS of The Barracks. The first such reads: ‘I ventured to make two corrections here to the names of the British regiments you mention. Inniskilling Fusiliers should be spelt like that; and since the Connaught Rangers (which were spelt like that) were disbanded when the Irish Free State was founded I have substituted the Ulster Rifles – which are still going strong. I do hope that is all right.’ The extract of The Barracks, titled ‘Waiting’, that appeared in Threshold saw McGahern refer to ‘The Connacht Rangers and Enniskillen Fusiliers’. See Threshold, 17 (1962), 11.


20 The second of Monteith’s corrections reads: ‘Is Dunlaoire the correct spelling? I have got an impression that there’s a “gh” somewhere in it.’


21 The third correction reads: ‘You mention the fact that Elizabeth’s illness and hospital fees had eaten up most of the money which Reegan had made from his turf contracting; but you don’t mention Elizabeth’s own money which Reegan would presumably have inherited after her death. I think this should be taken care of somehow since these accumulated savings of Elizabeth’s feature quite largely in the story.’


22 Again, in Monteith’s letter of 6 July he had addressed the issue of the potentially offensive word: ‘We have no objection in principle to printing the word “fucking” which is used occasionally in the dialogue and I don’t think that nowadays there would be any legal risk in doing so in this country. I think I ought to point out to you, though, that if we do print this word it is likely to have two results which would to some extent impair the sales of the book. Some libraries and bookshops, particularly in the Provinces, do still have fairly strong objections to buying books which contain such words and expressions; and moreover, – and this is probably more important than usual in the case of THE BARRACKS – the retention of this word would of course almost certainly lead to your novel being banned in the Irish Republic. I am quite happy to leave the final decision about this to you and if you really do insist on the word going in it will go in.’ In the published novel the word is used only by Halliday, Elizabeth’s one-time London lover. It occurs on four occasions over five pages in Chapter 3, always for emphasis rather than bearing any sexual connotation.


23 Where McGahern visited John Montague.


24 Barker is the poet George Barker; Elizabeth is Elizabeth Smart (1913–86), the Canadian poet and novelist. Her book By Grand Central Station I Sat Down and Wept (London: Editions Poetry London, 1945) detailed her romance with George Barker. Carmi is T. Carmi (1925–94), the literary pseudonym of Carmi Charney, an American-born Israeli poet and editor of The Penguin Book of Hebrew Verse (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1981). Dom is probably Carmi’s close friend Dom Moraes (1938–2004), the Indian poet and winner of the Hawthornden Prize while still an undergraduate at Jesus College, Oxford for his collection A Beginning (London: Parton Press, 1957). I have been unable to identify ‘Rosie’.


25 Stanislaus Joyce’s diaries.


26 Jimmy Swift writes in an undated letter from this period in which The Barracks was at an advanced stage of gestation: ‘London is a wonderful & stimulating place but it can also be very tiring, when dealing with difficult matters. I have been thinking about the title of the novel since then. As I said before, what I’d like is a title that would convey something of the depth & significance of the book, but such a title has to be just right or it sounds phoney. [. . .] What about Yeats’ “Love’s Bitter Mystery”? I was also thinking of something to indicate the essential loneliness, the revelation of a private world, “In that Solitude” or “Gathered in Silence”: However none of these, nor any others I thought of, are good enough or near so. [. . .] I’m inclined to think it may be as well to keep The Barracks.’ Madeline McGahern Papers.


27 Little was author of a sensationalist novel about a reform home for delinquents, The Dear Boys (London: The Harborough Publishing Company, 1960).


28 McGahern was emerging from a broken love affair with a young woman he had met in Dublin whom he referred to in later years as ‘the dark haired girl’. The deep pain he felt in the wake of the breakup partly inspired plotlines in The Leavetaking and in several of his stories.


29 P. and D. W. are Paddy Swift and David Wright.


30 David Wright was deaf.


31 McGahern’s first letter to Monteith to address him so familiarly.


32 Refers to ‘The End or the Beginning of Love’, which remains unpublished.


33 Monteith had written to McGahern on both 6 and 10 September.


34 With Monteith’s letter of 6 September, he included a letter from C. J. Gore-Grimes, a Dublin solicitor from whom Faber had sought advice on the possible issues arising from use of the word ‘fucking’ in The Barracks. Writing on 31 August, Gore-Grimes commented that the Censorship Board ‘is much more intelligent and liberal than the former ones’, but then went on to list his concerns: ‘I have not seen, except as I say in a legal report, the word “fucking” published in full in any novel in Ireland. Usually it is printed as f–– or in some other form [. . .] I would say that it would be wiser not to publish the word in full.’ Monteith makes clear in his accompanying letter that he will back McGahern if he wishes to retain the word in full.


35 Professor J. J. Hogan of UCD.


36 Iris Murdoch’s An Unofficial Rose was published by Chatto & Windus in 1962.


37 Aidan Higgins, ‘Helen Langrishe Goes Home’ appeared on pp. 12–26 of The Dolmen Miscellany. As the eponymous Miss Langrishe returns by bus to her Kildare home, she hears once again the flat Kildare accent: ‘They were natives of Kildare, for she recognised the grudging inflections and flattened vowels. I fukken well this, I fukken well that, I fukken well never . . .’


38 Monteith replies on 13 September that it is too early to predict a publication date and reasserts his backing for McGahern in his use of language: ‘you can be assured that I’m completely on your side since you feel so strongly about it’.


39 Monteith was about to leave for a holiday in Morocco.


40 McLaverty had been discussing the possibility of publishing an anthology of his stories with his US editor Cecil Scott at Macmillan. These plans fell apart at the death of Scott and no anthology appeared until the 1970s.


41 ‘Coming into his Kingdom’.


42 McLaverty sent McGahern a copy of Muir’s Autobiography with a letter dated 25 November 1962.


43 Monteith had written on 20 September: ‘I am delighted to say that this is to let you know that everybody agreed at our editorial committee yesterday that we would take our courage in both hands and print the word “fucking” in full. Like you, I don’t really think there will be any trouble; and certainly it strikes me as a much more rational and honest thing to do than to go on printing f-.’


44 In a letter of 27 September 1962 McLaverty had praised McGahern for his piece in The Dolmen Miscellany and pointed out a few turns of phrase he thought less well judged: ‘There were one or two places where my Northern eye or ear stumbled, found the rhythm upset, or the object blurred. I tripped on “blinded windows” and would have preferred “that beat on the slates and on the windows”. And in the dialogue found that the addition of “on us” knocked off balance the line “rich Americans didn’t run off with a girl like you.” And a point that seemed to me to lack general truth was Regan’s use of “bejasus” in front of his children.’ For a full transcript of the letter, see Killen (ed.), Dear Mr McLaverty, 27–8.


45 McLaverty, as headmaster of St Thomas’s Secondary School, Belfast, had been supplied with a secretary, which left him with more time to write.


46 Rosemary Goad worked at Faber from 1954 until her retirement in 1989, frequently alongside Charles Monteith. In the late 1970s, she became the first woman working within the company to join the Board of Directors.


47 Goad had written to McGahern on 6 October asking him to attempt a 200-word draft blurb for The Barracks. His typed effort is enclosed and is in turn amended in pen by a Faber employee, probably Goad.


48 Goad had made a suggestion that the blurb ought to say that Reegan rages ‘against the intrigues of the policemen & their wives’.


49 McGahern did not entirely get his way with the changed wording. While ‘intrigues’ is removed, the relevant text on the dustjacket reads: ‘Against the background of the changing countryside, the rituals of the Church, the stagnating lives of the policemen and their wives, she fights for strength to love and live.’ That the book won the AE Memorial Award is mentioned in the final sentence of the blurb.


50 The wording that ultimately appeared under McGahern’s photograph on the dustjacket was as follows: ‘John McGahern was born in Dublin in 1935, and brought up in various parts of the West of Ireland. He attended St Patrick’s and University College, Dublin, and has worked in many places, including London. He is now living in Dublin.’


51 Peter Lennon (1930–2011), a native of Dublin who spent many years in Paris with The Guardian, becoming a friend of Samuel Beckett. He is best known for his 1968 film The Rocky Road to Dublin. In August–September 1964 he introduced McGahern to the woman who would become his first wife two months later, the Finnish radio and theatre producer Annikki Laaksi.


52 The novel never materialised.


53 A thirteeen-day (16–28 October 1962) standoff between the US and the USSR concerning Soviet ballistic missile deployment in Cuba, usually seen as the closest the two countries came to open conflict during the Cold War. The crisis forms a background to McGahern’s short story ‘Sierra Leone’.


54 Monteith replied on 30 November to assure McGahern that this was a printer’s error.


55 Mistakenly dated 1963 by McGahern.


56 Edwin Muir, An Autobiography (London: Hogarth Press, 1954).


57 Elizabeth Cullinan, Irish-American writer (1933–2020). Worked in the 1950s as a secretary at the New Yorker and had work published there. Spent a period in Ireland in the early 1960s where she grew friendly with McGahern. Of Cullinan, McLaverty had written to McGahern in a letter of 25 November 1962: ‘Her stories are good. They are cool and calm and precise.’ See Killen (ed.), Dear Mr McLaverty, 28–9. Cullinan first brought McGahern’s work to the attention of William Maxwell at the New Yorker. Maxwell wrote to her after the magazine decided to accept ‘Strandhill, the Sea’: ‘you must now revise your belief that you don’t know how to tell a good manuscript from a bad one. You have changed. You have learned. And if you see any more of this calibre floating around Dublin, start them on their way to me.’ McGahern Papers, NUIG, P71/1171. The story was published as ‘Summer at Strandhill’ in the New Yorker (21 September 1963).


58 McGahern had loaned McLaverty a selection of Herman Melville’s work. In his letter of 25 November, McLaverty had commented: ‘I read two of the stories, Bartley and Billy Budd, the latter, I feel, the better and would repay re-reading. Bartley is fascinating on a first reading, but I doubt, since it leans too much on the element of curiosity, that I would enjoy it as much on a second reading.’ ‘Bartleby, the Scrivener’ (1853) was one of the pieces of literature most admired by McGahern – in November 1967 he gave a compelling lecture in Belfast with the story at its root. See Richard Murphy, The Kick: A Life Among Writers (London and New York: Granta Books, 2003), 261–2.





1963


Michael McLaverty Archive


Grevisk


[January 1963]


Dear Michael,


Thank you for sending me the story at Christmas.1 I enjoyed and admired it very much, reminding me in some ways of The Dead, it read true and cruelly sad. The one word that grated on me was – the whistle flared, associated with flame or light, not sound, though I can see the effect.


The only other thing that troubled me, and this may be totally personal, was the unconsciousness of both man and woman: how little troubled either of them seemed by fear or doubt here at the end of their life; both seemed equally monstrous, his indulgence in what the saccharine protests of conventional righteousness made sentimental almost worse than her bored unconcern, and neither seemed to have learned or seen anything.


All this may be personal objection to the people, not valid to the story as you see it, and I would be very interested if you had time to tell me how you see them. The writing was all so accurate and beautiful that I will not dwell more.


I enjoyed Muir, it is often moving and beautiful, though to me lacking in integrity and consequently intensity too, what is uniqueness.2 What Yeats said about Wordsworth came back and back to me as I read: his poetry lacks excitement and grows old before him because of a clinging to an alien morality, a morality of life or society, not the morality that is created in the vision of the work. You can have perfection of the life or work, but not of both.3 Purity of heart is to will one thing. And it seemed to me that Muir’s social life, his life in society and his dream of it alone, was more vital for its translation into Art. What confirmed me in this was his statement about suffering on the bottom of the second last page – he says he learned many truths from suffering, yet he’d have been better without it. He had dream of an earthly paradise for himself. An artist accepts for me everything utterly, and loves it, once he first accepts the first sin in its absurdity as completely as the saint accepts life as a VIA. To regret one thing is to regret everything. Goodness and Virtue are the best disguises for egotism, they cloak it most perfectly from the person himself.


Though often it is very beautiful, miles above the run-of-the-mill, but I am always disturbed in work where there doesn’t seem utter and total involvement, I think you need a certain contempt for life to attain it in work.


I hope you’ve had a happy Christmas, there was beautiful weather here, white frost, raw mornings, and the sun calm and golden on the open trunks of the trees in the evenings after three. Relatives call, the old clichés of kindness: dances, going off in cars, to the Roseland and Cloudland and Dreamland, to do the Twist and the Madison.4 Conformity spreads.


Thank you for the story and the Muir. I hope you are well, and I wish you luck in the New Year, and please give my regard to your wife and daughter.


John


Faber


57 Howth Road


3 January 1963


Dear Rosemary,


Thank you very much for writing. I contacted Mr Fitzgerald with the publication date, he is the producer of Spectrum, and he is putting me on, he says, on March, the first days, about 2 weeks after the 22nd of February.5 He will be in London for the February one, producing Stephen D. in St Martin’s, and he wants to produce The Barracks himself.6 He says that he imagines the programme will do the sales more good once the book is in the shops, than 2 weeks before.


The book, based on having won the AE a year ago, was in the gossip columns of The Irish Times, with a photo, and an announcement of publication at the end of February.7 The woman who owns the Eblana bookshop in Grafton Street said she was writing to Mr Brennan after this publicity in The I. Times and hopes that you’ll be able to give her a photo or pictorial material to stage a central display in the window.8


With every good wish for the New Year


John


Faber


57 Howth Road


8 February 1963


Dear Charles,


Thank you for returning the typescript and for your lovely letter, which delighted me, though I do think that your praise of my first novel is too generous.9 But I had hoped with all my heart that you might like it, the reason I was reluctant to let you read it was that I cannot understand how you are not sick and sated with so much compulsory reading, and though I admire utterly such a passion, coming as it must from extraordinary generosity, yet I almost believe it would be an act of real affection to keep you from one more.


I have recovered my strength from a disastrous affair, which I fear made me poor company for you in London in the summer, and I am writing well, at least I am more excited than ever before, and, I know, better.


Are you well and very busy? Had you a nice time at Christmas? Will you, do you ever think, venture to Dublin?


The most thing I’ll fear for on the 22nd – after all the encouragement, and extreme kindness you showed me – is that the book will, before the strange public, justify your trust.10


With all good wishes, and much gratitude.


John


P.S. Could you just possibly hand this list to the Dispatch Department, I’d post it to them but I am not sure, to place to my account one of the copies I give rather reluctantly, but since I have nothing more to do with the person bitterness is too stupid, it’s too stupid anyhow.


I’ll be terribly grateful if you do this.


J.


Faber


57 Howth Road


[February 1963]


Dear Charles,


It was so kind and considerate of you to telegram, and I am really grateful.


I got the books by going to the Customs in a rage with your telegram. They gave me the parcel immediately, saying that all parcels were delayed by the weather, which I am inclined to doubt. The 1-2-1963 was the postmark. They have no authority to hold such a parcel. I wondered if I should make an official complaint.11


I do hope you manage to keep free of the illnesses of this time of year, it kills me. Written in haste.

OEBPS/images/title.png
The Letters of
John McGahern

edited by
FRANK SHOVLIN

faber





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
The Letters of

John McGahern

‘Magnificent. Irish Times

‘Much to savour. The Times

‘An event in Irish culture.
Times Literary Supplement

Edited by
Frank Shovlin





