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In a long career as a reporter working in newspapers, radio and television, Valerie Cox has interviewed people from every county in Ireland. Over eleven years working on the Today programme on RTÉ Radio she travelled around the country covering stories as diverse as the closure of schools, Garda stations and post offices. She was out with the rescue services in floods and snow and covered the events that make rural Ireland special, including the ploughing. She is the author of four previous books, Searching, which tells the story of Ireland’s missing people, The Family Courts, A Ploughing People, and Growing Up With Ireland. Valerie lives in rural County Wicklow with her husband Brian and the couple have five children and four grandchildren.









To the 69ers – childhood friends in Muckross Park,
who grew into kind, adventurous young women,
travelled the earth, mothered a generation,
changed the world, loved and laughed.
Wise women, all.
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Introduction


The Irish War of Independence and the subsequent Civil War made Ireland a turbulent and dangerous place to live, the former lasting from 21 January 1919 to 11 July 1921 and the latter from 28 June 1922 to 24 May 1923. Our collective memories are still raw, stories have been handed down through generations of the raids carried out by the Black and Tans, of the women who were runners for Michael Collins, bullets carefully sewn into the hems of their skirts. Colette Cox tells me the story of her mother, Eileen Scanlon: ‘This is how it worked – somebody would write the smallest amount of information on a piece of paper, as small as a stamp, and her mother would do her long hair for her, up in a bun, and she would hide the piece of paper in the bun.’


Then there was the tragedy of those who lost their lives in the conflicts. It is estimated that between 300 and 400 civilians were killed during the Civil War, some of them tragic bystanders like 19-year-old Mary Ellen Kavanagh, shot dead during a bank raid in Buncrana in 1922. The family was offered compensation of 19 pounds, one pound for every year of her life.


Collecting those memories during Covid was a strange experience. There was no chatting over cups of tea or settling in at a cosy fire, no hugs or handshakes with new friends. We couldn’t walk the land where these incidents took place or visit the cottages, thatch collapsed and open to the rain, where ambushes were plotted and people went on the run, the safe houses with their secret rooms and large cupboards. Instead our interviews were conducted by phone or Zoom calls, the sterility of it the complete opposite of the stories, the colour, the life-affirming efforts of a people determined to survive.


But against this background of armies and rebels and brothers divided by civil war, people got on with their lives. They walked to school and fell in love, raised their families and worked their farms. They laid their dead to rest and dreamed and built the foundations of a future Ireland.


It’s been over a century so these are family memories, of parents, grandparents and even earlier generations. But there is one exception, 107-year-old Máirín Hughes who remembers being in the Mercy convent in Killarney in 1922 when there was an attack on the RIC barracks up the road. The nuns gave the children milk and sandwiches and kept them in school for safety’s sake until 5 p.m. Máirín was eight years old at the time and I’ve included her amazing story here. It was such a privilege to chat to someone who was actually an eyewitness.


These stories also include the 200,000 Irishmen who left home to join the British army and who fought in the First World War. My own grandfather, Terence FitzPatrick, was a territorial soldier in the army service corps. He fought at the Battle of the Somme and didn’t see his first-born son Jack for over a year after he was born. Then there’s the young Alice Quinn who fell in love with and married a young British soldier on the eve of the war. Sadly he was killed at the Battle of the Somme.


Apart from the public events of the time, there are the everyday family stories of survival and joy and wonder. Economically, families tried to be self-sufficient. There’s the gamekeeper who shipped batches of freshly caught rabbits to England, children who worked hard on family farms, the small shops and businesses of rural Ireland and the sadness of young people having to emigrate to send home the money to keep large families going. Noel McPartland told me his mother Bridie ‘always thought the answer to everything, especially living in Leitrim in those tough days, was to get them off to America. Educate them and send them to America!’ And Delia McDonagh’s grandson Frank Gannon told me that Delia emigrated to New York and became ‘personal nanny to the Rockefeller kids. She was a nanny and a very good cook, and she was with them for years.’


Weddings were simple affairs, as were honeymoons and setting up a new home. Ninety-year-old Danny Bergin remembers the cost of setting up his own home: ‘We furnished our place with a TV and a bed and all and had ten shillings left out of a hundred pound.’


And after the years of conflict, I have followed these families through the generations. Some of them have very specific stories. The Egans of Croghan produced an army Chief-of-Staff, Liam Egan; and a TD, Nicholas. Margaret Tallon has her own memories of helping out in her father’s election campaign. There’s the story of Tim Crowley who founded the Michael Collins Centre in Clonakilty. Tim told me how the welcome involvement of actor Liam Neeson helped raise funds for a statue of Collins and led to a week-long festival when the pubs ran out of drink and the restaurants ran out of food.


The families I spoke to were all very conscious of the importance of keeping their memories alive and of handing them down to their children and grandchildren. There were carefully saved letters and photographs, birth and death certificates, medals and ribbons, boxes in attics and mementoes of emigration and dances and dreams. In the case of Mary Wallace, born on the family farm in Knocktopher, Kilkenny on 28 January 1901, her nephew had the great idea of recording an interview with her on her eighty-fifth birthday, capturing a voice from the dawn of the twentieth century.


Some of the characters I’ve written about were well-known figures, such as Frank and Sean Healy, the Egan brothers, Michael Collins and Walter Macken. Here their descendants tell the other side of their fascinating stories, as beloved family members. But most of the people in this book you will never have heard of before, the everyday people of a country coming to grips with nationhood. I hope you enjoy meeting them!
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The McPartland Family


A WORD TO THE WISE




‘My mother always thought the answer to everything, especially living in Leitrim in those tough days, was to get them off to America. Educate them and send them to America!’





In 1923, Kevin O’Higgins, then the Minister for Home Affairs described the ‘Dáil courts’, ‘Republican courts’ or ‘Sinn Féin courts’, which had been abolished in 1922, as an ‘improvised system of justice’ that:




… was forged more as a weapon against the British administration in exceptional times and exceptional circumstances than as a definite system which would meet and answer the needs of normal times.





I am meeting one of County Leitrim’s illustrious sons, Noel McPartland, whose grandfather, John McPartland, was a judge in those courts.


‘He was a judge from 1918 until the Civil War started. It would have been illegal in terms of the English system. They would be court-marshalling some fella for something and he would be the judge at that particular trial, signing documents and all that. He supported the cause right up to the treaty. He was anti-treaty.’


Later he worked as a haulier, mainly collecting and delivering coal from the Arigna coal mines.


The McPartlands opened their newsagent’s and confectionery shop in Drumshanbo in 1885 and kept it going until 1994 with Noel’s mum running it until she was 90. It became one of the casualties of the Black and Tans’ visit to the town, however, when they burned it out in 1922. ‘My father, Hubert, worked in the shop but he was also a hackney driver and the Black and Tans heard that he had driven some of the local IRA fellows to a meeting in Ballinamore. The front door, which was also the entrance to our house, was blown in, they destroyed the stock and set fire to the shop. The attack happened at night, the family were all in bed but they got out safely as the fire was confined to the shop. Of course there was no fire brigade at that time, it was the bucket brigade. Buckets of water put the fire out. They also damaged my father’s car, which was also his livelihood.’
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Family shop, Church St, Drumshanbo, 1954, with Bridie, Noel and Aunt Mary.




My father, Hubert, worked in the shop but he was also a hackney driver and the Black and Tans heard that he had driven some of the local IRA fellows to a meeting in Ballinamore. The front door, which was also the entrance to our house, was blown in, they destroyed the stock and set fire to the shop.
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But the Black and Tans didn’t stop with the McPartlands’ shop, going on to burn several premises in the town. ‘They burned a house up the road near the church, a man who was very involved in the IRA. They burned his house to the ground, and almost burned the occupants as well but they were got out on time. They were completely uncontrollable. People were very much afraid of them. They were the dregs of an army that was sent over here. They went around and abused people, beat people up for no reason, and that was everywhere, not just Drumshanbo.


‘My father was on de Valera’s side. Dev gave a great speech here in 1932, I have a film of it. It was during the 1932 election. My father was a de Valera man all his life.’




They were completely uncontrollable. People were very much afraid of them. They were the dregs of an army that was sent over here. They went around and abused people, beat people up for no reason.
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Afterwards, Hubert and another man from the local cumann, Willie Moran, were delegates at the treaty talks in the Mansion House in Dublin. Then Hubert married a local girl, Bridie, who had emigrated to America in 1925. She visited home in 1927 and met Hubert and returned for good in 1930. When they married – in the Pro Cathedral in Dublin – they moved in and ran the shop. They had six children, three girls and then three boys. Moira, 90, is a St Louis nun in California; Frances is 88 and living in New York, and the youngest sister, Rosalie, died in 2017. ‘Then we have the three boys – Noel and Sean (I’m a twin) and the youngest, Ronnie. Because my mother and a lot of her brothers emigrated in the 1800s and early 1900s, my mother always thought the answer to everything, especially living in Leitrim in those tough days, was to get them off to America. Educate them and send them to America!’ And Hubert had the unenviable task of driving most of his children, one after another, to the boat in Cobh, County Cork, or later to Shannon airport as they emigrated to America.
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Noel and Sean McPartland, with their neighbour Terry McManus, on the fair green in Drumshanbo.


‘Moira went first, she went out there on the missions. After Sean, my twin brother, did his Leaving Cert in St Mel’s in Longford (that’s where we attended boarding school), he went to America in 1956. I stayed on here for another couple of years doing different jobs, and then I emigrated in 1958; I went to Chicago and then on to New York. My younger brother, Ronnie, lives in Howth – he’s a retired Aer Lingus pilot. He went to school in the Franciscan college in Gormanstown, County Meath. His class was the first class in it when it opened. The school had been located in Multyfarnham in County Westmeath, but they bought this place and he was in the first class in about 1954. Sean and I are 85, and Ronnie has just turned 80.’


Noel remembers his parents as ‘a great couple, very religious, very into their family. We had a good childhood, even during the tough years. My mother didn’t suffer fools gladly, now; she didn’t like anyone who was trying to pull a fast one. She was a very tough lady. She had to be.’


Noel completed his Leaving Certificate and started his working life in 1951 as a junior assistant master around Drumshanbo. Back then, women had to retire from teaching when they married, so there were plenty of opportunities for a young, newly qualified teacher in the local schools. Noel was living at home with his parents at the time and he remembers one particular night very well. ‘We were listening to the radio, it was Radio Luxembourg, and there was a knock on the shop door. It was one of the coal miners from Arigna, in his twenties, but a big man. “Come on,” he said to me, and we walked up the street. We got into a car and travelled to the home of another miner in Ballinathera where our job was to collect gelignite that had been taken from the mine. I was sweating! He opened the boot of a car and there were five or six sticks of gelignite in a bag. I immediately asked what would happen if we were stopped on the way home. “Don’t worry about it,” he said.’


When Noel returned home, the door was locked and he had no key. His father was sitting up waiting for him.


‘“Where were you?” he asked me.


‘“Up the town,” I replied.


‘Then he gave me a slap on the side of my face and sent me spinning into the shop. I got caught up with these guys and my father saw and he knew who they were. Then I told him what I had been doing and thank God I told him. He gave me the best advice ever. He said, “If you’re caught with those guys again, you may go to jail, but you will never come back here.” That woke me up. He had been through it all in the twenties; he had seen it all. He wasn’t a man to talk an awful lot about those things.’


Noel had already been introduced to the IRA through his friend’s brother but he says their main interest was in having access to a car! He recalls the evening he was introduced to John Joe McGirl in a pub in Ballinamore. ‘I remember walking into the pub and the place was packed. My friend’s brother introduced the two of us as “two men who wouldn’t be afraid to shoulder a gun”. We just looked at one another – our interest was in the car! After the meeting we went to a marquee dance in Mohill. Later, we got involved in the 1957 general election and we canvassed for McGirl, who topped the poll.’ Noel says feelings were very high following the killing of Seán South and Fergal O’Hanlon on New Year’s Day in Brookeborough. The two were part of an IRA military column that planned to blow up an RUC barracks in the town. But it was a botched operation, and in the ensuing gun battle South and O’Hanlon were shot dead by the police.


Noel still has his father’s ledgers. He was a man of few words. When Noel and his twin brother were born in the Rotunda hospital in Dublin in 1936, the ledger entry is simply ‘Dublin with Mother’ and on his return to Drumshanbo three days later, ‘Drumshanbo with Mother’. No mention of the twins!


Noel says they had a good childhood but he and his twin hated school. ‘School was really a jail. Sean and myself were sent to boarding school in Longford, and we were noted renegades.’ Their parents would send them to boarding school for the three months coming up to Christmas ‘to get rid of us; we would go in September until Christmas Eve and then return home’.


Noel’s own American odyssey included working in the Hilton hotel in Chicago and being drafted into the US army around the time of the Cuban crisis; he spent five years in the military. ‘After boarding school,’ he says, ‘the American army was like a holiday!’ He spent 30 years working for Lairds Jams in Drumshanbo and was named ‘Leitrim Person of the Year’ in 2019 for his work in supporting the development of the old site into ‘The Food Hub’ and the establishment of ‘The Shed’, home of Gunpowder Gin and the first distillery to open in Connacht in over a century.
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Noel in the army.
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John Vahey


RABBIT SHOOTING AND
BLACK AND TAN RAIDS




‘They searched up the chimney for guns, they slashed the mattresses, they kicked the wardrobes in, they broke the legs off the table and chairs, everything that was breakable they broke.’





That was how John Vahey described the raid by the Black and Tans on their home in Clooncormac, a cluster of houses between Ballinrobe and Claremorris in County Mayo. That’s where John and his wife Julia (née Malley) raised their eight children, including John James, whose daughter Mary Finlay remembers the fifties, as a child.


‘My grandfather was an accomplished gamekeeper and I remember as children we’d be going to school, and we’d meet him on his way home on his bicycle from shooting rabbits. He’d have the gun strapped over his shoulder using the belt of his coat, and he’d have a little canvas bag to hold the rabbits. He wore a peaked cap and he would always stop when he saw his grandchildren, and he would always have change in his pocket. I can still see myself getting the thrupenny bit with the hare on it.


‘I’m not sure where my grandfather started out, but I think it was in Kilrush House, where he trained as a gamekeeper. That’s in Mayo. He was reared a couple of miles from there. His wife Julia came from a nearby townland, Ballina. When he married and had children, there was accommodation for a family going in a local big house, so he went to work in Hollymount demesne. The demesne had a gate lodge inside huge big gates, and my granny used to say, “It’s right beside the Protestant church and graveyard!” She hated the sight of it. She used to tell me as a child when we would walk past, “Don’t even look in the gates there, a grá.” She often used words in Irish.


‘My grandfather used to visit other big houses, either to see what they were doing, or for them to see what he was doing, and it was through that he came in contact with and developed a friendship with Lord Oranmore and Browne. Now Lord Oranmore and Browne was married to a Guinness and he was the father of Garech de Brún of Luggala in County Wicklow. As a child, I remember Lord Oranmore and Browne, who lived in Castle Magarret, coming to our house. He had the shooting rights to our land and that of the neighbours and that went on until the sixties. Grandad was always well turned out. He wore two- and three-piece suits, always a light colour, light-brown tweed, with a butterfly shirt collar.’
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John Vahey, gamekeeper.


John was a hardworking man who got his own land when the land from Clooncormac House was being divided by the Land Commission. They called it ‘striped land’ in Mayo. ‘It was described as about a hundred acres,’ Mary says, ‘30 acres of arable land and 70 acres of horrible land! You couldn’t go into it apart from the couple of months in the summer. A small child would be lost in the rushes. During the summer, cattle would graze on it; there were bits of it that weren’t too bad. It wasn’t really bog.’


Mary’s grandfather was a great storyteller and she remembers long evenings when he always had an extra story for the children. It was an oral tradition; people could read and write to a certain extent, but they didn’t have much education. They had quite a smattering of Irish, particularly her grandmother. The stories would go on for hours and Mary’s mother Bridie (née Walsh from Clooneareen, Ballinrobe) would say, ‘Can I not get you to bring in the turf?’ ‘And we’d say,’ says Mary, “Wait until we hear the next story!” We’d all be round his knee, listening. My grandfather was absolutely lovely, child-centred and kind. I suppose he was Mr Nice Guy! He would sit on one side of the fire, with the crane and the pots and that, and later it would be a solid fuel cooker, and Granny would be on the other side in her chair. And he would be telling us the stories, and if there were any words that she considered to be rude she would say, “You’d be better off saying your prayers!” He was quite deaf, so she’d have to raise her voice. So that was the advantage of living in the house with him. I was about 15 when he passed away.’


Mary’s parents had moved in with the grandparents and they had seven children: Julia, Mary, Catherine, Paddy, Sean, Peter and Breege. Mary was born in 1948, ‘and my grandfather died in 1964. He was an old man then, 90 years old, but he was a gamekeeper almost to the end. He still had his bicycle and it was he who shot the rogue deer that were causing havoc wrecking fences, vegetables and crops all over the neighbourhood, and that was only weeks before his eightieth birthday! There was venison on the menu for family and friends for weeks!


‘Most of our land was game-preserved for Lord Oranmore and Browne, so he wouldn’t shoot any game on that; he would shoot predators like foxes, and rabbits because they were food, and pigeons that were eating grain or damaging crops. The staple diet we had was rabbits or pig meat, and fish on Fridays.’


But it was Mary’s uncle, Patrick Joseph, who inadvertently brought the family to the attention of the Black and Tans. Patrick Joseph had died young and his death notice was published in the local newspaper. ‘He was the only member of the family to be involved in the IRA and because this was referenced in the death notice, maybe they thought the parents were involved as well.’


Author Micheál Lally in his book The Tan War: Ballyovey, South Mayo writes about Patrick Vahey’s activities when he was only 16 years old and a runner for the IRA.
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Memoriam of Patrick Vahey.


The raid on the house in Clooncormac is still a very raw memory. ‘The Black and Tans were in the area and my grandfather was working in Clooncormac House,’ Mary says. ‘My grandmother and some of the children were farming, and my dad [John James], who was only 12 at the time, was minding either just the house or there was a child in it as well. The Black and Tans raided the house, and he didn’t want to leave it, but they came in and wrecked everything they could and even searched up the chimney. It was because the house was recognised as an IRA family home; they had evidence of it, it was in the local paper.


‘My father was forced to leave the house; he didn’t want to, but they forced him out. “Where’s your father?”


‘“At work.”


‘“Where is your mother?”


‘“In the fields.”


‘“Go get them.”


‘And he didn’t want to go, which makes me think that maybe there was a baby in the house, but in the end they forced him. So he came out the door of the house, down the front path, but he wasn’t moving fast enough, and as he got to the front path, a Black and Tan tipped him on the bottom with his bayonet, and he always had a little scar on his buttock where he cut him. A child. And he’s now running, there are no other houses close by, he’s going for his dad and his mam, across the main road, he’s running as fast as he can, absolutely breathless. He often told me that he was so breathless, that when he met his dad, coming home, he wasn’t able to tell him what had happened.


‘Word had reached the big house, which was about a mile away, that the Black and Tans were in the area, and his dad, knowing that there was a child, or children, left in the house alone, was on his way to check on them. The other children were in the fields with their mother. They [the Black and Tans] absolutely wrecked the house.


‘My grandfather arrived at his house and the raiders were gone and the house was wrecked. He was absolutely furious. He went back up to his boss, Mr Gildea. He had often had discussions with his boss about the Black and Tans and his boss would say, “My countrymen would not be involved in such atrocities”, and he would repeat that from time to time. He was an Englishman, but he and his wife were well liked in the area.


‘So my grandfather went back up to him and said, “If you want to see what your countrymen are capable of, you can see my house!” And Mr Gildea came down and looked at the house and he was absolutely appalled at what he saw. So he brought my grandfather back up to the big house, harnessed up a horse and cart, and they took furniture from the big house, piled it up in the cart and brought it back down to my grandfather’s house. Absolutely decent of them. When I was a child, I always wondered why we had big huge dressers and wardrobes, far too big for the house! We had massive wardrobes that took up two-thirds of a wall, from floor to ceiling, with nooks and crannies and shelves. There were huge big oak chests of drawers and beautiful iron beds, you know the wooden frame with springs tacked onto it? And horsehair mattresses. Other families didn’t have that, they had very soft mattresses, but ours were very solid.


‘Mr Gildea fitted out the house for us. There was a rocking chair there, I think it came from the big house too. It’s probably still around, or maybe it fell apart. We were only allowed to sit in it, supervised, for a gentle rock and then off again. My grandmother did appreciate the furniture and they went on rearing their family. It must have been a very tough time. Mary, the eldest, had left home and married, and Patrick, after a long illness, had passed away. Patrick would have been one of the breadwinners.’


Of the eight children, Michael went off to be an inspector with the fisheries. And my father John James got the farm. Julia died as an infant. Martin was a mechanic, and he joined the Royal Navy. He was in England from an early stage. Peter and Bridget both emigrated to England much later.


Despite his run-in with the Black and Tans, Mary’s grandfather never became involved in politics. ‘He was always straight as a die. His mantra was that this is what you do, you don’t do anyone any harm, you don’t speak ill of anyone, and if you can help someone, you do.


‘That raid was talked about and talked about. The only thing is, I never saw the scar on my father’s butt, but he talked about it at length!’


But there was a lot of unrest while the Black and Tans remained. ‘There was a story going around about an area, near the gates of the two big houses, Clooncormac House and Bloomfield House. There was a wooded area where the roots of a tree were, and underneath the ground had given way. It was almost like a little cave and some of the locals were hiding there for days on end, watching and waiting for the Black and Tans so they could ambush them. They heard there were Black and Tans coming on their horses or maybe with a lorry, and they were watching for them there.’


But even when the Black and Tans were gone, the locals had to survive the restrictions of two world wars. During the Second World War, the Vahey family made a living from the farm and ‘lamping’ rabbits.


‘They tied them together by the feet in batches of six, with a label on them, and delivered them to the railway station in Claremorris to go to Dublin. Then they were shipped onwards to England. My dad and his brothers would be out all night, catching the rabbits, panching them – that’s where they slit the stomach and take out some of the more offensive parts of the gut so they would travel well. They put a slit on the paw, and they would thread one paw to another so that each rabbit was connected and they would label them. A brown label with a little pink disc to strengthen the hole, tie it on with string, and address it to wherever it was going.


‘They could have caught 50 or 60 rabbits by the morning. Somebody would have a motorbike – Martin, he was the guy who was into the motorbikes – and it was six or eight miles to Claremorris, and they’d be on the first train leaving the west. They would sleep during the day and work all night with carbine lamps. They would shine the light on the poor little rabbit, and they would just stay there. This was way before myxomatosis. That didn’t happen until the late fifties.’


But the Vaheys ate well, as they were almost self-sufficient. They grew oats for animal feed, potatoes, parsnips, turnips, cabbage, carrots, lettuce, scallions and onions. ‘We ate well, and if there was anything that we had plenty of, we shared with the neighbours. If our cabbage was small and not ready for cutting, our neighbours’ might be better and they would share. When I say neighbours, they could have lived half a mile away. There were houses scattered all over the country, next door was at least 500 yards away.’




We ate well, and if there was anything that we had plenty of, we shared with the neighbours.
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Mary remembers her grandmother as ‘a very strong lady. She was the one who had the farming knowledge, because she came from a small farm. Sometimes an uncle coming from London would tell you stories. Uncle Peter would say, “You remind me of your grandmother, she was a strong lady. Did she ever tell you about the day there was a rat in the back garden?”


‘And of course, the man with the gun was gone out – there was always a gun in the house. Nobody was coming to protect her children from the rat in the garden, so she took out the gun and shot the rat herself! That must have been some shot, to be able to shoot a small thing like that from the back door. She got teased mercilessly afterwards because one grain of shot went through a tin basin somewhere in the vicinity, and back then you’d have to patch up a tin basin.’




Nobody was coming to protect her children from the rat in the garden, so she took out the gun and shot the rat herself! That must have been some shot, to be able to shoot a small thing like that from the back door.


[image: image]





Mary got to know her grandparents very well because they all lived together. But it was hard work for the grandchildren. ‘Some of the land had improved; it would have been drained by hand. There was many a day I spent with my back bent over it. There was a drain that went into the river Robe, and this drain was deepened at some stage so that it would flow better. It was up to us to dig our own little drains in our land so that the water would flow off. So you dug a little drain – the adults would do most of it, but the children would help, little children lifting stones was invaluable in man hours! We would dig a trench, probably 8 to 10 inches deep, and we would put two rows of stones down each side of it, leaving a gap in the middle, and then you got the longer stones and formed a little bridge.’


It kept the children occupied and, as Mary points out, there was no television to distract them. ‘And we knew why we were doing it, so there would be no big pond the next winter and the grass would grow. Then in the 1970s my brother, who had been in Australia on a two-year passage, came home with lots of money and he bought a JCB, and he put these yellow pipes with holes in them into the land and drained a lot of it. So now, probably 90 to 95 per cent of it is good land and being farmed.’


John James Vahey lived in that house until the day he died in 1999 at the age of 89. His son Patrick still lives on the farm.


Throughout the fifties, the children all walked the two and a half miles to school and, as John and Julia Vahey had had eight children, there were lots of cousins as well. ‘I went to school in Roundfort,’ Mary says. ‘To get to Roundfort, I had to walk through the nearest village which was Hollymount. It didn’t have a church, and it didn’t have a school – quite a few pubs though! And a shop or two and a pump for water. We walked right through there, past the graveyard, across the railway line, and a couple of hundred yards past that was the school and the church.’


It was a tough journey for a small child but, as Mary says, ‘We didn’t know any better! My parents selected that school because the whole road to it was a tarmacked road. If we had gone in the other direction, to Newbrook school, we would have had to use a sand/gravel road. We had shoes or boots and we brought lunch, and something to drink. Usually milk, in a bottle. A small Guinness bottle, maybe. And we’d have a sandwich made with homemade brown bread and whatever was going in the house at the time, whether it was jam, cheese, egg and rarely meat.’
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John and Julie Vahey with two of their children, Patrick and Mary, c.1906.


For people who lived so close to the land and so close to nature, death was never a taboo subject. John Vahey told a story from his youth, ‘about a guy who died sitting up in a chair and nobody found him until the next day, so when they went to lay him out, rigor mortis had set in and they couldn’t straighten him! So they put him onto the bed, strapped his legs onto the bed so the legs wouldn’t lift up, and the same thing on each arm, so he looked quite straight in the bed. And everybody in the neighbourhood gathered to give him a send-off. The women said decades of the rosary, and there was a barrel of porter. They took out the plug and poured it into jugs. And on that particular night, the ladies were all around the bed saying the rosary, and one of the guys who knew that the corpse had to be kept straight was at the side of the bed and he released the rope, and the corpse slowly lifted up! And that was a great story. It would have been a great scandal that nobody had been checking in on the old man and he had been left dead in the chair.’




The ladies were all around the bed saying the rosary, and one of the guys who knew that the corpse had to be kept straight was at the side of the bed and he released the rope, and the corpse slowly lifted up!
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And people were prepared for death. John’s wife, Julia, kept all the necessary requisites for a funeral in the bottom drawer of an outsized chest of drawers. Mary remembers ‘brilliantly white sheets, kept white by washing regularly, once a year, in the springtime, when there was frost. And they would be laid out on the grass because the frost would keep them white. Laid out flat on the grass overnight, so that the next day, any kind of yellowing that had occurred over the months would be gone. Tablecloths would be put out too, because tea stains would be removed or seriously diminished in that way too. And then there would be a white quilt, a woven quilt with fringed edges, and a pillowcase with fringing too. And that would be for the bed that the corpse would be laid out on.


‘My granny in her older age – she wasn’t feeling well, she probably had a bit of dementia and she would be rambling a bit – she thought that we were her brothers and sisters. She was 84 when she died, but from about 80 on, she wouldn’t be quite sure. My mother, Bridie, was so good to her and they got on so well. My grandmother would say, “I want to see my father and mother”, and my mother would say, “OK, I’ll bring you”, and she’d open the door and bring her out, down the path, out the front gate, ten yards along the road, in the back gate, in the side gate and back in the front door. And she’d say, “Now, there we are, that was a grand little walk”, and Granny would sit down and be happy.


‘Mam was very kind like that, a great way with people. And because she had lived in England, right through the war, she had a lot of life experience that other people didn’t have. She worked from when she was 18 to 28, in Manchester. When she went there first, she went as a servant in a house. The lady of the house would show her what needed to be done, how to answer the telephone, how to set the table properly, things you wouldn’t learn in a thatched house with no napkins and limited knives and forks! She got a job in a hotel then. She worked in a hotel right through the war, and moved her bed down into the basement, because it saved getting up in the middle of the night when the air-raid sirens went off! You got ready in your room, went downstairs in your dressing gown and slept in the basement.’


Bridie met her husband, John Vahey Junior, when she came home to Ireland to visit her family and they persuaded her to stay because the bombing was so bad in Manchester. She stayed at home for almost a year and met her future husband at a dance in Ballinrobe. But it wasn’t love at first sight because she dated his brother, Michael, for a while!


After about a year, she went back to England and she stayed there for at least another year or two, to make money, while the war was still on. They corresponded by letter. ‘As a child,’ her daughter Mary recalls, ‘I would have seen the letters that would have been opened by whoever opened letters back then, and anything that mentioned the weather would have been crossed out in black pen, because apparently you weren’t supposed to mention it for security reasons! We begged her not to burn the letters, but she said no, they were very personal, and she destroyed them all.




I would have seen the letters that would have been opened by whoever opened letters back then, and anything that mentioned the weather would have been crossed out in black pen, because apparently you weren’t supposed to mention it for security reasons!
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‘The wedding was all arranged and then the groom-to-be became ill and spent some time in hospital and the wedding was postponed. They eventually got married in November 1945. Bridie came home with a trunk full of clothes, her wedding trousseau. It was very hard to get clothes at the time as you needed coupons to buy them. But her friends had rallied round and shared their coupons. There were long-time residential guests in the hotel she worked in and all of them had given her wedding presents! I still have a Czechoslovakian glass bowl that was given to her as a wedding present. The other things I remember were a silver container with blue inserts with four little dishes in it, tiny spoons as well as some Carlton ware. All of that was brought to Mayo in a trunk.


‘At her wedding, Bridie wore a teal blue dress and coat with a little hat. She had some lovely clothes and she always had a handbag that she carried with the confidence of a woman who had been out in the world and lived in the middle of a war, although she rarely spoke of her experiences during that time in Manchester.


‘They got married in Ballinrobe church early in the morning and came back to her father and mother’s house for the breakfast. Then she moved into the house with her father- and mother-in-law. That was a big thing to do for a woman who had had her freedom for so long. As a child you don’t appreciate that. I remember when my grandfather died in 1964, she was a different woman. It was now her house.
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John Vahey Jnr, with his new bride, Bridie, and his parents, John and Julia.


‘And it was a busy house, there were seven children and four adults. My younger sister was four when Granny died, I was 13. And I was 15 when Grandad died. She died a few years before him, and his heart was broken. He cried for days. There was a concrete seat where the sun shone in the mornings, and he would go down and sit there and my mother would say, “Oh God, look at him sitting there on that cold seat”, and she would go down and persuade him to stand up so she could put a cushion under his butt. He was tall and very pale; he would sit there and cry and cry, the tears would be running down his face, and nobody could console him. He missed her dreadfully. They must have been married for 60 years; it’s a long time. They had eight children and buried two of them. And that would have been unusual at that time, to only lose two babies.’


Mary never met her maternal grandmother, Kate Gunnell, who on the death of her first husband married Mary’s grandfather, James Walsh. Kate had three children from her first marriage to Mr Hyland and then seven. ‘My mother was the eldest [of the eleven]: Bridie, Michael, Tom, Jimmy, Willie, twins Nora and Margaret, and Kathleen. Her children [from her first marriage] Jack and Mary Kate Hyland lived long and industrious lives while their sister died at a young age. Her nightdress caught fire, she had very bad burns, and she died a few days later. And sadly little Margaret, who was a twin, died from diphtheria during an outbreak of the disease in the late 1920s.


‘They lived in Cloonearneen in Ballinrobe in a little thatched house, two bedrooms and an open-plan kitchen cum living area. Kate was very competent on the sewing machine. She made her living by collecting a bolt of tweed and a bolt of calico from the local shop, and she made men’s suits and shirts. She was a tailoress. That was what she was capable of doing and that is how she was able to rear her children. Payment was very little, it may have been pence or a shilling per suit, but she was allowed to keep whatever fabric was left over. Presumably she got good at cutting out!


‘At some stage, not very long after her first husband died, she married her sister’s brother-in-law. Two brothers, married to two sisters, living in Cloonearneen – they called it a village but actually what it was was a cluster of about twelve houses, mostly thatched.


‘They had a small parcel of land and James [Mary’s grandfather] worked the land and cut turf. He also had potatoes and a beautiful orchard with a lot of apples. I’m not sure if he just sold the produce or if he made poitín himself! This was back in the twenties. If someone snitched on you because you were doing something illegal, there would be a payment. Somebody in this little village was watching what he was doing. One day of the week, he would harness up two donkeys and two carts, and put the potatoes and the turf and the poitín and the apples on, and he would go the three miles to town to sell his wares, either going around the street, or he had somewhere that he would stop and people would come to him, or he called to particular houses to his weekly customers.




One day of the week, he would harness up two donkeys and two carts, and put the potatoes and the turf and the poitín and the apples on, and he would go the three miles to town to sell his wares.
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‘He gathered that maybe he was being snitched on, so what he would do is harness up the donkeys – he would be in charge of the one in front, and he would tie the reins of the second one onto the back of the front cart, and he would walk the mile and a half to the tarred road, which was the main Ballinrobe to Claremorris road. He lived well off the beaten track in a little sand road with the grass going up the middle. Then he would swap the donkeys and put the white donkey in the front cart and the dark donkey in the back cart. So when he was searched in Ballinrobe, and quite often he was searched, they would only search the cart where the white donkey was – which is what the man had snitched on, presumably. He was never caught.
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