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To all the beautiful people throughout Ireland who have supported my writing over the past thirty-two years, thank you. It has been my privilege and pleasure to meet you
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Arthur Broomfield comes with a literary past: His controversial, anti- establishment novel, When the Dust Settles, written in 1993, when he was, in his own words, ‘a callow lad, blissfully ignorant of the ways of creative writing,’ sold 5000 copies and united all manifestations of the Irish establishment in hostility against him, his work and his reputation. Undeterred, he proceeded to sell the work on the high streets and through the marketplaces of Ireland, where he, and When the Dust Settles are still remembered. Broomfield is a folk hero among sections of Irish life who relate to the themes tackled in When the Dust Settles.

From such a stormy baptism Broomfield turned to a life of study in academia, where he bagged a number of degrees, including a Ph.D. awarded in English literature, by Mary Immaculate College Limerick, which led to his next significant work, The Empty Too : language and philosophy in the works of Samuel Beckett, published by Cambridge Scholars Publishing. Broomfield’s career as a poet, for which he is best known, was reignited after his positive experience in academia. Arthur has published six poetry collections in that time.

Rising Dust is a collection of stories that challenge the accepted norms of Irish life, it forages beneath its surface to reveal inventive characters, who can be roguish, funny, principled, trapped in situations not of their making. Some of these stories have been revised following a series of courses, which Arthur attended, with the famed author, Claire Keegan. Arthur warmly acknowledges Claire’s support for and interest in, his writing.

Arthur Broomfield lives in Irey, Ballyfin, County Laois.
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The Scribes Tale
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I shuffled up the stairs leading to platform 1 – Portlaoise boasts of two – platform 1 brings trains that could have come from Cork, Tralee or Limerick – via a stop at Limerick Junction, where I got soaked to the skin coming back from a poetry reading in The White House in Limerick city – to Heuston in Dublin, and platform 2 brings them back to wherever they’d come from. This was a big day for me. I claim to be a poet. I gripped the zipped folder that held the final draft of my first collection tight under my arm. I was heading to Oranges and Lemons, a coffee shop on Stephen’s Green, to hand over my manuscript to Josia Greenwood from Cowpasture Press, who’d intimated that, following; ‘Possible final edits, we are pleased to accept your work for publication.’ Shuffle was all I could do; right in front of me a butty lump of a man, with a limp, carrying a couple of short poles wrapped in white fabric, was being helped along by a woman in a tweed coat and headscarf. She carried a bulging Lidl’s shopping bag. In front of, and behind us, the stairs was a moving bog of felt hats and headscarves that eventually carried me to Platform 1, where the Heuston train was already waiting and loading.

A porter assured us. ‘Take your time, you’ll find seats – it won’t leave without you.’

So there I was, a few minutes later, negotiating my way along the aisle of carriage D of the packed Cork to Dublin Heuston train, zig zagging between the bony knees and elbows that had wandered into space on either side. The odour of Dunnes Stores deodorants jarred with the early Autumn scents that I’d left at my rented cottage in Rural Ballyfin. The train was packed with country types of late middle-age and upwards. In my revolutionary days I’d have classed the occupants as petty bourgeois farmers and shopkeepers. I was looking for a seat.

‘Excuse me,’ I said, ‘but is this one free?’ The woman mumbled and looked at me from beneath her lowered head. She was sturdy-stout and maybe sixty, if not a few days with it. Her sartorial taste resembled that of women coming from mass in a rural church on a winter’s morning. She heaved a bag from the seat beside her – the clatter of cutlery rattling against crockery made me wonder had she brought the washing up – and plonked it on a space on the table beside a bag clutched by the man opposite. The dividing arm rest had been raised to squeeze in another packed bag. She too had two short poles wrapped in white cotton, each about three feet long. She tugged at the bag, banged the poles off the overhead luggage rack and the carriage window, all accompanied by an over-emphasis on what I took to be a mild breathing issue. As she was about to sit down the train gave a lurch forward that threw her towards me. Her arms instinctively reached out and grabbed my shoulders. ‘Sorry, sorry sir.’ She reddened.

The seat cleared, I sat beside her. I never seem to get a favourable seat on the Cork train–I dream of one next the window, facing my destination, ideally with the three adjoining seats unoccupied. What is it about Cork people that they have this irresistible craving to travel to Dublin? Aren’t there enough people in Cork to listen to them? Cork people never seem to shut up. If the men aren’t pulling off business deals on their mobile phones –‘And you’ll have the paperwork in order Frank, and I’ll have the draft,’ morbid women would be on to some distressed friend ‘And how is poor Jack today, Jane?...I didn’t think he would be...ah no, no, Jane, it’s too bad, too bad...Poor Jamesie O’Loughlin didn’t last too long after his either...’

And so it could go on till the train reached Newbridge or Sallins/ Naas. Today it seemed like Cork, city, and county, had made a unilateral decision to invade the capital. Usually, if the mood suited, I could work on a poem on these trips. Not so today. Groups packed in huddles were engaged in spirited chat between themselves and with groups on the other side of the aisle. A man on a mobile phone was pronouncing

‘...Yes, we’ll be there, a full train...yes, we’ve got them, fit and ready. Jack ‘I’ll be the spokesman...Do you not think so...sure, sure, but he never claimed to be Brad Pitt...no no...sure if you were the Pope... someone...I know he did Stephen, but this is not the GAA...yes, he did, but let bygones be bygones for today.’ Such was the earnestness of the silence from the listening groups I wondered had someone declared war. Not a mood to inspire a major contribution to English literature. What a day to meet my publisher.

‘I didn’t expect the train to be so crowded,’ I ventured, when the woman’s breathing had subsided to sub-crisis levels.

‘Didn’t yeah not know about the protest? ‘The post-middle-aged man across from her leaned forward, eyes fixed on me, full on. He was a lean, hardy type, clean shaven, grey hair cut short back and sides, and wore a navy, striped suit jacket over an agricultural check shirt the kind you’d expect to see detached from its collar – and navy-blue tie. His belted overcoat was neatly folded on the seat beside him. He too nursed a twin pole apparatus, defiantly held between his legs and resting against his right shoulder.

‘Oh! So they’re flagpoles!’ I said.

‘And did you think we was going to erect an electric fence?’ He smiled

‘Well...actually...I’ve been busy working on a...’ I didn’t want to admit that I wrote poetry ‘...something I’ve been writing, it’s a....’

‘...And are you a journalist then?’ he rearranged his flagpoles and sharpened his gaze, ‘every journalist in the country is writing about it. What’s up with you?’ ‘Well not quite. I was Press Spokesperson for... well an organisation once...but not now.’ I admitted. ‘Actually... I write poetry.’ ‘An’ do yeah live back there’ the man asked, pointing. He was in the seat facing towards the back of the train?’

‘There...? Oh...yes, yes. Portlaoise. Well, I’m back there... again.’

***
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The train pulled in to Monasterevan station. Another group of bag- and pole-carrying protesters shuffled along the aisle. Some carried their county GAA colours, white flags.

***
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‘So, you’re all prepared for the long march,’ I said, ‘Chairman Mao would have been proud of you.’ The duo exchanged glances. She fidgeted with her bags while he rearranged the overcoat on the seat beside him.

‘So how do you hope to achieve your demands; are you going to occupy the Dail and RTE, seize the seat of power and proclaim a Free Water State?’ I felt like I was speaking Chinese to them.

‘Do you have a paper? By the way you may call me Andrew, Andrew Hitchcroft’.

‘Pleased to meet you, Andrew. I’m Phonsie Riordan’... ‘and I’m May Brosnan, we’re neighbours...from West Cork.’ The man rummaged in his bags till he came up with a morning tabloid.

‘The Star!’ I blurted. ‘Sorry, sorry. I thought you’d have, well, something from your organisation. A list of demands type thing.’ ‘Some of us read The Examiner.’

I looked at the heading on the front page of ‘The Star.’

100,000 Water Protesters to March on Dail.

Minister De Quincey Takes Flight.

‘Maybe you’d have the paper too, May?’ the man turned to the woman beside me.‘I gave up reading them Phonsie...look at the lies they spouted about the last protest.’ She turned to me, ‘and – begging your pardon Andrew – as for your lovely RTE, I’d burn it to the ground.’

Somewhere between Monasterevan and Newbridge the train unexpectedly stopped, ‘for technical reasons’ the voice over the intercom explained. My mind wandered to a train scene in Dr Zhivago, set in the post-Bolshevik revolution civil war. The fired-up Trotsky, commander of the revolutionary forces spread along the front, drives the Bolshevik forces to snuff out the opposition, White army. After a smooth start, hardly noticeable, the train was moving again.

‘So what kind of poetry do you write then, I used to like Pearse’s one ‘The Fool’?’ Phonsie said, ‘My teacher was a mad IRA man. We had it off by heart. He bate it into us.’

‘Since the wise men have spoken...’ I was wondering, should I? ‘Oh, it’s about women...women’s rights...freeing women.’ I

fumbled with ‘The Star. ‘How can women ever be liberated in a male dominated culture...that’s what drives my poetry...’

May stiffened,

‘Free! Huh, the friggers ‘ll be charging us for the Holy Water next.’ ‘I used to do banners’ myself, once upon a time,’ I said.

‘Oh, you did then,’ said Phonsie, ‘anything the likes of these?’ He flicked his head upwards.

‘I bet you enjoyed writing on them,’ I said.

‘I was working on mine till the small hours, and it took me as long again to get the paint off my hands and arms,’ May said. Her pursed lips contrasted with the glow that spread from her rosy cheeks to the sparkle in her eyes.

‘And that was only with the heart of the week spent trying to invent a slogan for it. What did you put on yours Phonsie?’May said.

“It’s not all that good May.’ Phonsie reddened and shuffled his feet under the table. After the indulgence of a long pause, dignified by our silence, he relented,

‘Well anyway here it is,’ he said. ‘’I wrote, Rivers Run Free – People Pay.’’

‘Oh, I like that Phonsie’ May’s eyes shone. ‘It’s never easy to think up a good one.’

‘I live on my own you see, so it’s all my own work.’ He nodded to me, a weathered smile creasing his countenance.

‘What’s on yours May?’

‘Oh, it’s not nearly as good as that Phonsie. To tell you the truth I don’t think I’ll tell it to you at all.’

‘Fair’s fair May, it can’t be any worse than mine.’

‘You’ll give me your word not to laugh now, won’t you not?’

‘As true as my mother, God rest her, lies in Knockcrockerry cemetery.’

‘Well...alright so, I’ll tell you so, if I must,’ She straightened herself, took a deep breath and with a ‘here goes’ pronounced:

‘Free Water – Jail De Quincey.’

***
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The girl with the refreshments trolley stopped beside our seats. ‘Tea, coffee? ‘May leaned in towards us,

‘Wait a minute till she’s gone, you wouldn’t know what these foreigners might be thinking if they heard us talking.’

‘You see we do bring some grub with us, sandwiches, flasks of tea and the like.’ Phonsie said. ‘It do be a long day in the city.’

‘An’ we do meet up with a few friends we’ve made, from Roscommon and Mayo’ May said. ‘Sure, we do make a party out of it all.’

‘Would you have some from us Andrew?’

May opened a scratched, rectangular Tupperware container that may have been transparent once. It was crammed with ham and mustard sandwiches. The smell of the mustard was tempting. She nudged it towards me.

‘Thank you May but I’ve got my own food...tempeh and natto... it’s Japanese food. You see I’m on a special diet.’ I hesitated.

‘Would you mind if I scraped the mustard off one. I can eat mustard.’ I felt the blood rise to my cheeks. May rooted in her noisy bag till her hand came out with a kitchen knife.

‘Now Andrew, scrape to your heart’s content.’ As she passed the knife to me the blade flashed a reflection of the morning sun.

‘Oh, sure we does all have some affliction. I’ve got a touch of the arthritis myself and can’t touch the crather,’ Phonsie said.

He laid his hand on his hip. He poured tea with milk added into two beige plastic cups from a thermos flask that was trademarked with two smiling Sherpa types set against the background of a snow-covered mountain. I took my tempeh out of its tinfoil wrapping. Phonsie and May chatted on about their banners and the march, and where they’d be meeting their friends from the West.

‘They said we could meet up at three o’clock in the Green,’ May said.

‘Well I hope the march’ll be over by that, May.’

‘Well, whether or which I’ll be getting my bit to eat and chatting to my friends!’

‘Tell me,’ I addressed my question to both protesters, ‘Who are your leaders, who’ll be speaking at your rally?’

‘Well there’ll be music, Patsy Mooley ‘ll be singing a few songs, and there’ll be a few ballad groups...and who’ll be speaking May?’ May opened The Star under the heading


Prominent speakers to address rally



A two-page article was devoted to the event. Under the photo of each speaker his or her name and credentials were highlighted in bold print. There was the trade union leader, Johnny Somerville, whose train driver’s strike had ground the city to a halt, Jehosophat McClintock, the journalist from ‘The Irish Times,’ denounced by the left as a ‘Dublin 4 Liberal’ and Perceval Chichester Lamberton, the media friendly TD with a law degree and a fancy Anglo-Irish surname.

‘Oh look, Johnny Stones is speaking. I remember him hurling for Kilkenny, Phonsie.’

‘Aye, an’ he was a yella enough crather an’ all, May.’ The train was approaching Sallins/Naas.

‘Will you excuse me for a minute, I need to take a pit stop,’ I said. I left my folder on the seat with a ‘keep an eye on it for me’ and headed on towards the toilet. I joined a queue of two men who were chatting.
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