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Preface


I love children. They are the innocent and they deserve better.


When I first committed to helping the street children of Vietnam, I had no idea that twenty-three years later over 700,000 children would have benefitted from the work undertaken by my Foundation. Indeed, since the original publication of my books during the 1990s, the Foundation has experienced remarkable and sustained growth. Of course compared with the largest charities we remain modest in size, but we have huge hearts and that is what has got us here today. I like to think that while we may wear a lightweight belt, we can hold our own in a heavyweight ring. Perhaps that is the Irish in me.


When I first travelled to Vietnam in 1989, it was one of the poorest countries on earth – war-torn and ravaged, shut down to much of the outside world while restricted by the embargo imposed at the end of the war; its people were truly the poorest of the poor. The impressive increase in social and economic development over the past twenty years has put new pressures on the Vietnamese family. Not all changes that come with rapid economic development are positive and, with an ever-widening gap between rich and poor, more people are moving to the cities in order to find work. The resulting increases in economic disparity, unemployment, rapid urbanization, migration, family break-ups and the erosion of traditional values have contributed to an increased number of abandoned, neglected, abused and exploited children. Children are so often on the front line of change.


Mongolia continues to endure the frustrations and challenges that arise from the socio-economic, gender and geographical disparities that exist throughout the country. Despite its rapid economic growth in the mining and mineral industries, poverty has remained virtually unchanged over the last two decades. With the uncertainties of the ever-looming global economic crisis, the situation of poverty-stricken families and their children is deeply exacerbated, and immediate measures are needed to protect the most vulnerable and at risk.


My Foundation’s vision of hope continues to be a united world where children are free from suffering, poverty, exploitation, fear and oppression, a world in which children are aware of their fundamental human rights, and where they can discover that the circumstances into which they are born are not of their making: they too are entitled to experience childhood, to love and be loved in a healthy manner, in conditions of freedom and dignity, and to keep alight the hope essential of the development of a better, brighter future.


None of the work that we undertake would be possible without the support and commitment of so many. I wish to take this opportunity to express my heartfelt appreciation to the Vietnamese and Mongolian governments for their cooperation and friendship, to my teams in Vietnam and Mongolia whose drive and passion for the work they perform continue to inspire me.


I would also like to extend my deep admiration and sincere gratitude to the many volunteers who give up their time and work tirelessly for the children by supporting our efforts. Thank you to our incredible fund-raising teams, past and present, in the United Kingdom, Hong Kong, Dubai, Australia, Ireland, France, Belgium, Holland and the USA. You continue to demonstrate such humanity, determination and an unconditional enthusiasm to support the children we are all dedicated to helping.


My most important and significant thanks and appreciation is extended to you, our friends, donors and supporters who have given so selflessly and generously over the past twenty-three years. Our work would not be possible without you, and I invite you all to feel inspired by the very real and practical changes you have made, and continue to make, to the lives of so many poor and disadvantaged children.


The needs of the children are at times immeasurable and I remain humbled by their sheer strength, determination and dignity, and their hope for a better future.


I thank you from the very core of my soul for sharing this journey with me. You are the lifeblood of our dreams. 


 


Christina Noble


October 2012
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or to make a donation please visit 


www.cncf.org
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Prologue


 


I came to Vietnam because of a dream I had almost twenty years ago. The dream told me to work with the street children of this poor, jangled, disease-ridden country. You might laugh at that. You might say it was nothing but a dream and that only someone who is Irish would act on a dream as if it were a message from God. And you could be right. After all, my coming here was not anything I could explain then or anything I can explain today. I had a dream – a vision, if you will – that ordered me to Vietnam. That is all.


My eyes were wide with anticipation that day as the aircraft dropped low over the flat fields and prepared to land at Ho Chi Minh City. The fields were as green as in my native Ireland. But the sun was of a blinding brilliance that I rarely saw as a child. As we approached Tan Son Nhat airport, I saw clusters of small circular lakes. ‘That’s where the Americans dropped bombs,’ said the man sitting beside me. Now the ground was close and rushing past with such speed that the green fields, laid out in almost geometric patterns, were blurred. I sat back, tightened my seat belt, and took a deep breath.


It was September 1989, and I was a middle-aged woman with no education, no money, and no real idea of what I was going to do in Vietnam. Behind me was a life that – except for the birth of three beautiful children – I considered devoid of accomplishment.


When I stepped off the aeroplane I thought I had entered a creaky old picture set. This could not be a real place. Grassy areas along the runways were still pockmarked with bomb and rocket craters from a war that had ended almost fifteen years earlier. Revetments and bunkers, burned by years of hot sun and washed by years of monsoon rains, stood grey and bleak across the runway, reminders that this was the Americans’ centre of air operations during the war. Aircraft hangars lined the taxiway, and behind the hangars, some of which still contained old American military aircraft, was a tall fence topped by rusty barbed wire. Machine-gun emplacements and security guard posts stood empty.


Small, slender, stern-faced soldiers surrounded the aircraft. Their faded and tattered green uniforms were emblazoned with the yellow star of this communist country. They wore sandals, a touch that, were it not for their reputation in war and for their unsmiling faces, might have been almost comical. But there was nothing at all humorous in the brisk no-nonsense fashion in which they loaded us aboard a rickety old bus and drove us across the tarmac to the terminal. The bus had curtains in the windows.


Inside the terminal I felt assaulted by the high, tinny, wailing dissonance of martial music blaring over the public address system, and by the heat and humidity that seemed to wrap me in a steamy blanket.


I was gripped with fear as I waited to be processed by customs and immigration. All I could think of was what the nuns drilled into us when I was a child in Ireland.


‘Tell me, children,’ the nun would say as she raised her eyebrows expectantly, ‘Who are the communists?’


‘The communists torture Catholics, Sister,’ we would respond in our high and obedient young voices.


‘Why do the communists torture Catholics, children?’


‘To make them give up their faith, Sister.’


‘Would you give up your faith, children?’


‘No, Sister.’


Then the nun would lower her voice, narrow her eyes, and in dramatic tones ask, ‘What if the communists lined your mothers and your fathers up against a wall and gunned them down? Would you give up your faith then, children?’


‘No, Sister.’


The nun would nod in approval. Her eyes would rove over us seeking out the faint of heart. ‘Beware of the communists, children.’


I trembled as I picked up my luggage and prepared to go through customs. There was nothing welcoming or even remotely friendly about the interview. It was more of an interrogation. Why was I in Vietnam? How much money did I have? Who would I see? Did I know anyone in the government? One of the officials took my watch and my jewellery and weighed each piece in his hand before returning it to me.


It was more than three hours before I came out of the terminal and caught a cab into Ho Chi Minh City. Already I was beginning to wonder if I had made the right decision in coming here. My dream of working with the street children was beginning to seem rather silly. I had never been to South-east Asia. I knew nothing of this country. I was frightened of the communists. I did not speak Vietnamese. I had no idea of how to get government approval to work with children. And everywhere I looked I saw another reminder that I was a stranger in a strange land.


The wide avenue into town was littered with wrecks; all of the cars and lorries were very old and they coughed and roared and rattled and raced through crowds of people. Motorbikes zipped about like frenetic ants. Horns beeped. Brakes squealed. Bicycles by the hundred flowed through the intersections, guided, it seemed, by some arcane set of metaphysical rules as they mixed with cars and cyclos and monstrous lorries. Men in pyjamas and conical hats hunkered down beside the road while countless others roamed aimlessly, their eyes glazed and their shoulders hunched. Many were young men who wore the faces of their fathers. Women talked while, at their feet, children defecated. Everywhere I looked, men and children were urinating. I rolled down the window of the cab and was slammed with the foul stench of human waste that was heaped high in the gutters. I could hardly breathe the thick, hot, humid air. The place was mad. Orderless.


How could the customs and immigration officers be so slow and meticulous and controlled when the city seemed so out of control?


I arrived at the Rex Hotel hot, covered with perspiration, and very frazzled. I tossed my clothes on the bed and rushed straight into the shower where I encountered the largest cockroach I had ever seen. Spiders and ants crawled across the floor. I whirled and almost leaped from the room.


‘Jesus, God,’ I said aloud. ‘I can’t handle this. I’m going to die.’ Was I wrong in coming to Vietnam? Could I ever get used to this place?


And then I remembered the dream of almost twenty years earlier and knew that I had to stay, at least until I decided if the dream was a vision that directed my life, or if it was only a dream. In my dream I had seen a little girl reaching towards me for help. Somehow I knew she was hungry and frightened and that she had no family. Behind her were many other children, all rushing towards me and all crying for me to help. But I couldn’t reach her. Then she was gone and all that was left was grey smoke that twirled and twirled as the wind moaned. Through the smoke appeared a light, a great white light, and within seconds the light evolved into letters. Then the word ‘Vietnam’ was burning across the sky in brilliant, almost blinding lights.


When I had awakened that night, I wondered if children were truly suffering as they seemed to be in the dream. And I knew then I must go to Vietnam. It was my destiny. But I had three children and a business to run. So why did I have such a dream when I could do nothing?


Now I was here. But why? What could I do?


During the next few weeks I ventured further and further from the hotel. I met a few Vietnamese people and knew we would become friends. One was a lovely woman named My Loc whom I met at the Ben Thanh market. She sold children’s clothes from her little stall. I remembered as I stopped there that shoppers drove their motorbikes into the stall and that a dog chased a rat through the market filled with people and everyone ignored the chase.


Once I stopped at a little kerbside vendor and ordered a special treat, a banana leaf in which was packed a nut-filled ball of rice. As I accepted the delicacy I saw an enormous black and very fat rat run through the vendor’s stand. No one paid any attention. But I couldn’t eat the rice.


Everywhere I saw ragged children. Someone told me as many as fifty thousand of them roamed the streets of Ho Chi Minh City. They are called bui doi, a harsh, dismissive term meaning ‘the dust of life’. They are terribly poor. They are covered with lice and fleas and infected with numerous diseases. No one will touch the bui doi. No one wants to be close to them. No one speaks kindly to them. They are treated like vermin. I was reminded then of my growing up on the streets of Dublin and how I was treated by others.


One night I was feeling very sad and walked down to the market to visit my new friend, My Loc. Her brother, Tien, was there and he was holding a guitar.


‘Do you play the guitar?’ I asked.


He nodded shyly.


‘Sit here beside me and I’ll sing a song for you,’ I said to him.


I began singing. A few moments later the street children began sliding from the shadows, drawn by the sound of my voice. Soon there were dozens of them. As do most children when they hear music, these children listened enraptured. They stared at me as I sang ‘Yesterday Once More’ and ‘Sad Movies’. I started to sing ‘Danny Boy’ but I stopped after the first few words. It was too painful for me. My mam had sung that song around the house in Dublin. My dad had sung that song to me when I was a child. And I used to sing that song to my little brother when I was putting him to sleep. Every Irish person loves that song but I could not sing it that night.


I stared at the children, my gaze lingering on each of them. Beyond the filth and the lice and disease they were beautiful children. I was being forced towards a decision. I was being forced to confront my dream. I got up and ran for the hotel.


Several days later, late in the afternoon, I stepped from the lobby of the Rex Hotel and stood on the top step talking to the doorman about the shops around the corner. The Rex then was a hotel only for foreigners. It is at the intersection of Nguyen Hue and Le Loi, two of the most famous streets in Ho Chi Minh City, and dozens of street children hang out in the small park across the street. As I talked to the doorman, I noticed two little girls sitting on the ground across the street, bui doi playing in the dirt.


I stared through them, not wanting to see them. But one of the little girls caught my eye and smiled. She had only two teeth. She held out her hand towards me, palm up, begging. Very faintly I heard her say, ‘Give me. Give me.’ The two girls were very dirty and their clothes were old and ragged.


Suddenly the memories of Ireland were very strong. The condition of the little girls, the state they were in, brought back painful memories. I did not want that pain again. I walked down the steps and tried to talk with a woman who was selling cigarettes. But the only English she knew was ‘No money, no honey.’ I didn’t know what she meant. Later I discovered it was an expression left over from the Americans.


I walked on. At the corner I paused. An impulse I can’t explain caused me to turn and look again at the little girls across the street.


The air was filled with the beep-beep cacophony from the horns of thousands of motorbikes. Blue exhaust smoke lingering in the calm late-afternoon air was disturbing and ominous. I felt that something was about to happen but I didn’t know what.


I stared at the two girls. Even with her gap-toothed smile, the one who had reached towards me was a child of uncommon beauty. She had long dark hair and enormous eyes and delicate features. As she looked into my eyes, I imagined I could read her mind: ‘I thought you were coming to us and now you’ve gone away.’


I wanted to turn to the right and go round the corner and walk down Le Loi and look at the shops, but I simply could not walk away. I slowly crossed the street towards the two girls.


One of them was about five and the other perhaps three. As I approached, the younger one looked up and her eyes told me what she saw: a wealthy white European, a person far superior to her. They did not see my fears and doubts, they did not see me as I saw myself, a foreigner in a strange land, and they did not sense my insecurities. All they saw was a person of importance.


But I wasn’t important. I was one of them. I was like those little girls. But could I admit that? Did I have the ability, the strength, the courage, to say, ‘Yes, I am one of them.’


The girl’s eyes were locked on mine. An ant ran across her face. Without breaking her stare, she slapped at the ant then pulled it into her mouth. I thought the girls were playing in the dirt, but they were grubbing for ants.


They lived like animals in the gutter. They crawled like animals. But I knew what was going on inside them. Beyond dirt, beyond filth, beyond the knowing that nobody cares or notices whether you are dead or alive, I knew. They had all the organs of human beings, all the feelings of human beings, but most people would look at them and see only filth.


This was bui doi.


This was the dust of life.


This was a bloody nuisance.


This was nothing.


And there I was, a white woman with blonde hair, nice white trousers, white shirt, and a blue cravat, and for the first time in her life, someone was looking at her as someone important.


I stared at the girls and said to myself, ‘God, I could latch on to this. God, I could feel good about this. Isn’t this what I’ve wanted all my life? To be important? To be tall? To tower? To be a part of society? And right here, right now, I am important. I am respectable. I am clean. I am a part of society. I’ve suffered enough in my life. I’ve been in the gutter and I crawled out. Sure, it was an Irish gutter. But there’s no difference between an Irish gutter and a Vietnamese gutter. At the end of the day they are the same.’


My years as a street child in Dublin washed over me in a great tidal wave, and for a moment I almost fainted. Tears cascaded down my cheeks. I was still fighting for my own emotional survival, for my own sanity, and I couldn’t go through this again. These children were not my responsibility.


But when I looked at the little girls, again it was me that I saw. It was my brothers and sisters staring me in the face.


I knew that I was facing a major turning point of my life. If I touched one of these children I would be making a commitment from which I could not turn away. If I touched them, I could never go back.


‘Give me. Give me,’ the little girl said again.


I straightened my back and forced my face to be stern. ‘No,’ I said. I backed away. My dream had waited almost twenty years and it could wait some more.


The girl stood up, took a step in my direction and again reached towards me. This time with both arms. This time she was not begging. This time her palms were down and her fingers fluttered open. All she wanted was the touch of another human being. All she wanted was the comfort of holding my hand. I froze. Her hands and her expression were those of the girl in my dream.


A vagrant breeze suddenly sprang up, and suddenly it seemed as if the smoke-filled air was swirling about my head. Across the square, high up on one of the buildings, was a billboard advertising some product, I don’t remember what. But the word ‘Vietnam’ was on the billboard, and the blinding afternoon sun suddenly made the word look as if it were bathed in a great white light.


I sobbed. I reached for the girl but I could not see through my tears. She found my hand. And then I was sitting in the dirt holding the children in my lap. I pulled them to me and I rocked back and forth and I cried for a long time and I promised them that I would take care of them.


Their bleak days as bui doi were over. I promised them that.


My decision was made. Here, my dream, my destiny, would be fulfilled. Here the pain and the sorrow and the anger of my childhood in Ireland would be resolved. I would work with the street children of Ho Chi Minh City. I would work with the ill and the unwanted, with the lonely and the misbegotten, with the throw-away children of this war-torn country. I would work with the children who were living as I had lived so long ago in Dublin.


This poor and crippled country would be the place of my salvation, the place where I would regain hope and rebuild my life. Here I would stay. Here I would find happiness. I knew that I would never leave.


Vietnam would be the bridge across my sorrows.










Ireland










Chapter 1


I am a child of the Liberties as they once were, a God-struck, beer-soaked slum in south-west Dublin. When I think of my childhood I think of pain and betrayal, and when I talk of those years in Ireland my voice changes. It is not something I can control. My voice becomes high and tight and there is a hint of fear. I say ‘mudder’ for ‘mother’ and I revert to the grammar and the cadences of the Liberties, the part of Dublin where I grew up. I don’t understand it.


I was born on 23 December 1944 at the Coombe Hospital about two miles from Grafton Street, the eldest daughter in a family of eight children. Two boys died, one of a fever and the other of milk from my mother’s abscessed breasts. As I later heard the story, my daddy stumbled often on the way to the hospital because, as usual, he was drunk.


At the hospital one of the nurses said, ‘Mr Byrne, we don’t think you should come in. It’s not good for your wife.’ Daddy waved his arms and said, ‘Get out of me way.’


My mammy looked up as daddy lurched into the room. Her eyes were black with fatigue and her head rolled from side to side. ‘Tom, will you go home,’ she moaned. ‘In the name of God, go home.’


When daddy was drunk, his mouth became twisted. I grew to hate this sign. That day at the hospital, daddy smiled his twisted drunken smile, mumbled something about how sad he was, and left.


He drowned his sorrow as he always did, with Guinness. To go into a pub and talk about a dead son and a sick wife was a great way to generate sympathy and free drinks.


For daddy, that sad day passed quickly. But for years afterwards my mother cried when she thought of how her poisoned breasts had killed one of her children and how my father was drunk when he came to the hospital. One of my enduring memories of her is how she would sit at the window looking over that grey and terrible neighbourhood where we lived, as tears rolled down her cheeks. It was a silent crying.


While my mother was in the hospital, one of the children in the neighbourhood said, ‘We heard your mammy was bringing home a baby in a bag again.’ Children in the Liberties always said babies came in a bag; their parents didn’t want them to know the truth about sex and how babies are born. Neighbourhood children were surprised when she came home without a baby. ‘I thought you had a baby in a bag,’ one said.


My mother, Annie Gross, was different from most women in the Liberties. She was very gentle and everyone called her ‘The Lady’. Some called her ‘The Jewess’ because she had long black hair that was tied in a bun and she had dark skin and an aristocratic face. Philomena, one of my younger sisters, was always fascinated by the fact that our mother might be Jewish.


My mam was a gentle woman with a soft voice, but she could speak with authority. She was also a devout Catholic. For years she was a cook at St Kevin’s Hospital which everyone in the Liberties called the Union. Many homeless people congregated around the hospital. It was said, ‘If you go to the Union you come out in a box.’ When my mother worked at the Union she would leave the house before 6 a.m. and not return until about four that afternoon. She was always exhausted.


‘She was born with rheumatic fever which damaged her heart,’ my daddy said. Mammy was sick for much of her life. She was always in and out of hospitals. And from my earliest years I was terrified that she would go to the hospital and never come home.


My mother prayed a lot. She belonged to the Legion of Mary and spent much of her time visiting the sick and the poor. If someone in the Liberties died, it usually was my mam who washed them and laid them out.


At home she was always mending and darning, washing and scrubbing. When the collars on my daddy’s shirts frayed, she turned them inside out, sewed them, and made them look like new. Her work was impeccable. And as she sewed she used to sing ‘Danny Boy’ and ‘The Wild Colonial Boy’. Even today I can close my eyes and see her in her favourite woolly, a moss green cardigan with pink stripes on the sleeves, sitting at the window and sewing away on our clothes.


My mother wore no make-up and neither smoked nor drank. She hated liquor. ‘Strong drink is the downfall of many and the ruination of families,’ she said. There was an air of sadness about her. She desperately wanted her children to have a decent life. But she knew that my father’s drinking made such a goal almost impossible. ‘I want you to be educated so you can have a future,’ she told us many times. She sent us to the convent schools and had to buy us uniforms. She was always in debt.


One of my earliest memories is how she walked with me all over Dublin. She would put on the moss green cardigan and we would walk hand in hand through Phoenix Park, one of the largest city parks in Europe. Near the main gates it has neatly clipped hedges and numerous flower beds; further in, there are tree-lined roads, several lakes, herds of deer, and open space. We always went in the main gate on Parkgate Street. To the left of the entrance is the Wellington Monument, which stands sixty metres high. As a child, I could not say ‘monument’, and called it ‘the mollyers’. I played often in the lush green grass surrounding the monument.


From time to time I was taken to the picture house. My favourite pictures were those starring Doris Day, the American film star. I remember her singing ‘Que Sera Sera’ and ‘By the Light of the Silvery Moon’. Doris Day was always smiling. In one of her pictures she wore an apron and was taking cakes out of the oven and I imagined what it would be like to be in her family. If I could have stowed away on an aeroplane, I would have gone to America to meet her. I loved her. I love her still.


As mammy and I walked around Dublin, I sometimes could see Dublin Castle in the distance. It was on a hill, and on one side, over the gate, was a statue of Justice balancing her scales. On these walks, she sometimes told me about her life.


She was from Carrick-on-Shannon, a market town on the upper reaches of the River Shannon. She said her father, Michael Gross, was of German stock. But I never knew him. And her mother had died giving birth to her. Mam came to Dublin to study domestic science at college. She met my father, Thomas Byrne, at a bus stop and they were married within a year. They never talked to us about their courtship; I only remember her saying my dad looked like Errol Flynn, what with his being so tall and handsome. He had blond hair and beautiful blue eyes. He was a gorgeous man.


My father Thomas Byrne was born and grew up in the Liberties. He used to laugh and say, ‘I graduated from the toss school,’ which was the Dublin way of saying he gambled on the street for coins. As a young man, my daddy was a bare-fisted boxer.


‘I’m a great boxer,’ he used to boast. ‘I fought Brannigan of Belfast.’ As if we knew – or cared – who Brannigan might be. ‘And I’m a great swimmer; I’ve saved many lives. The ocean has no fear for me. I was asked to play for Manchester United. Ah, your father was a great all-around sportsman: a brilliant soccer player, a swimmer, a boxer and a champion of the toss school.’


My daddy continued to box even after the doctors told him to stop. His knuckles and his nose had been broken and smashed many times. He had cauliflower ears and he was partially deaf.


I remember, too, that daddy used to talk occasionally of how he had once worked with Americans at a navy base in Scotland. He said he had wanted to move to America but that mother had refused.


‘It would have all been different if your mother had come with me to America,’ he said.


One of the few good memories I have of my father is how he would take me to the beach where we built sandcastles and he laughed and sang and talked to me about how important it would be when I was seven years old and had my first Holy Communion. ‘Then you’ll know right from wrong and you’ll be responsible for what happens in your life, Ina,’ he told me. He often said to me, ‘Ina, God has great plans for your life.’


About the only good thing I can say of my father today is that he never swore and that he was respectful of old people. Most of my memories of my father are sad memories. I still become angry when I think of him. I remember when I was very young, it was in the winter, he was carried home from a pub fight with blood gushing from his face. There was a silence in the air, the same sort of silence one feels before a great snow storm. At home, everything was in place. We had a fire in the fireplace and we were all feeling good. My father had taken the pledge and had been off the drink for perhaps three months.


But that night he was carried home, blood gushing from his nose, his eyes bleeding, his face bruised. Teeth were broken. Oh, he had been badly beaten.


My mother pulled out clean pillowcases and wrapped them around his face. ‘Oh Jesus, Mary and Holy Saint Joseph,’ she said. ‘What have they done to you, Tom?’


He mumbled something and she said, ‘I’ve told you, Tom, if you don’t stop this drinking one day it will kill you.’


Daddy didn’t answer. I thought then that the drink was wearing off and he was feeling the pain of his injuries. But we realized much later that he had sustained brain damage in the fight. It was that night the noise in his head began. He said it sounded like rashers of bacon frying. Many times he held his head in his hands and moaned, ‘I can’t stand the noise. Let me die.’


Almost every memory of my father involves the drink. If I close my eyes today and think of him, I see a man who was drunk, drunk, drunk. Blind paralytic drunk.


He would go to the priest, take the pledge to stop drinking, and then stop in a pub on the way home. He prayed for the Pope every day. He would stumble down the street drunk out of his skull, crossing himself and praying. He would come home and stand in the middle of the flats, surrounded by laughing neighbourhood kids. They called him ‘the clown’ because he danced for them and sometimes he fell over. He would sing a song that began, ‘You can roll a silver dollar . . .’ and another one, an American song, ‘Get along little doggie, get along …’


The children in the neighbourhood roared with laughter when he came home drunk. ‘Come on, do some more,’ they would say, and he would reach into his pocket and throw them all his change. Inside the flat we would be hungry and my mam would be crying and worrying. I was the one who always went out to get daddy. As the oldest daughter that was my responsibility. I spent much of my young life saying, ‘Daddy, come home.’ He would say, ‘Go away spoil sport.’


‘Let him alone,’ the children would sing out when they saw I was having no influence on him. ‘He’s a great dancer.’ And often they would laugh and say, ‘He’s an awful eejit’, the Irish way of saying idiot. And then I wound up fighting with them. ‘Leave my daddy alone,’ I shouted. ‘Don’t laugh at him.’


There were six children in my family. I had two older brothers, Andy and Michael, and then there was Johnny, three years younger than me, Kathy, five years younger, and Philomena, or ‘Paw Waw’ as I called her, who was eight years my junior. We lived at 326 Marrowbone Lane Flats in the Liberties. From the outside, the flats were grey and dingy. Clothes always hung on lines in the playing square. The rubbish chute was in the front of the flats and when it was opened rats scurried out. For most of my young life we lived on the fourth floor, the top floor. To get there it was necessary to climb up narrow, dark, concrete steps. Our flat was very small: it had one bedroom, a living room and a scullery that was not big enough to swing a cat in. The living room served as a bedroom for the children. And the one bedroom served as dining room and sitting room. My mother and father slept on a mattress on the floor and six of us children slept in one bed. The bed had a horsehair mattress that sagged in the middle. We had only one blanket. The room had a fireplace, in the back of which there was a small oven. My mam did most of the cooking in the fireplace as we could not afford gas for the stove. Most of our furniture had been sold or broken up and burned in the fireplace. About the only good thing I can say about the flat is that it was clean. My mother always said that just because we were poor did not have to mean we were dirty. She kept the flat immaculate.


In the scullery, our name for the small kitchen, was a little table painted green and cream. It stood beside a small tub sink that was cracked and broken. There was a wooden board with grooves in it for scrubbing clothes. The kitchen had a concrete floor. Many times I walked into the kitchen and found my mother crying. She was always crying. She usually blamed it on onions.


I remember my mam putting me and my two elder brothers, Andy and Michael, to bed and then she would go next door to talk with a neighbour. I was always terribly frightened when she left, even though I knew she was in the next flat.


I was afraid of the banshee. The banshee is the death witch and has long hair. I thought she was going to come through the windows and take me away. In Ireland, we have great respect for the banshee. Any noise in the night is the banshee, and when the banshee moans it means someone will die soon. The banshee sometimes drops her comb when she is grooming her hair and this comb is poisonous. Few people in Ireland will pick up a comb on the street because it is a premonition of death. I used to pray, ‘Please God, don’t let the banshee come here.’


We always knew when the banshee had visited: a white card with black edging was attached to the gate in front of the flats. A black ribbon was draped around the card. And on it was the name of the person who had died.


The Liberties was dominated by Guinness’s Brewery which occupied seventy fenced-in acres of west Dublin: one of the largest breweries in the world. Millions of pints a year are exported out of those black and gold gates. The smokestacks belched a smoke smelling strongly of malted barley that mixed with the fog and clouds and made it seem as if the sky itself was pressing down on the Liberties. Many people in the Liberties worked at Guinness’s. The smell of stout dominated the neighbourhood and church steeples dominated the skyline. All around were dozens of pubs, betting offices – and poverty. This part of Dublin proves that the Irish have as great an affection for the drink as they have for God. I’ve never seen another place where the spiritual and the secular, the sacred and the profane, are in such abundance and in such open warfare as they are in the Liberties.


My dad worked at Guinness’s for a while. He unloaded barges on the Liffey filled with supplies going to and from the brewery. Guinness workers were given two free pints every day and two more if the work was particularly heavy. Once my dad had a pint he was on his way. On Fridays one of my older brothers and I would try to catch him where he worked; if we stopped him when he came out the gate and talked with him before he went into a pub, we might get money to pay for rent, gas, food, or electricity. But often he left work early so we could not catch him, or he left by a different gate. The workers would see us and know why we were there. Men who love their pints are not uncommon in Dublin.


The poor in Ireland have always had a miserable existence, and nowhere was their misery more pronounced than in Dublin. Once I heard that when the Duke of Wellington was reminded that he was a Dubliner, he responded, ‘Being born in a stable doesn’t make one a horse.’


The institutional memory of many Dublin people is one of failure, deprivation, ceaseless toil, and monumental hardship. And nowhere in Dublin is that more true than in the Liberties.


My neighbourhood was one of the poorest in all of Ireland. Unemployment was as high as alcoholism. Like many poor people, we were also very strong. We had to be in order to survive.


People in the Liberties were known as grafters, as people who would do whatever they had to do to make a few pence. To say someone was ‘a great grafter’ was a compliment of the highest order. After working all day, many people sold fruit or fish on the street. The women, after work, gathered and washed clothes in communal washhouses. Everyone had to struggle to survive and to provide for his or her family.


There were always fights, both in the streets and in the pubs. But there was also a deep sense of community spirit. Our poverty and our toughness bound us together. Many people who grow up in the Liberties remain there. They marry and they perpetuate the poverty and the violence and the drinking as well as the closeness and the community spirit. I don’t know what it was about the Liberties that influenced me the most. To this day I abhor many things about the place. But the most important years of my life were spent there. My strength came from the Liberties. They are the foundation of my life. Even though today I am half-way round the world from Ireland, I will always be a child of the Liberties.










Chapter 2


My escape from the pain of my childhood was always in singing and dancing. It took me away from the Liberties and from a life where my mother was tired and sick and where my father was drunk and abusive.


I loved dancing and singing from as far back as I can remember. My mother thought singing would be my future. It was very serious to her. And even though we were very poor, mammy put money aside for my singing and dancing lessons. There were times when my family had no food because the money went for my lessons. One of my older brothers was very angry about that; he still remembers it and he still feels strongly about it. Once my mother sold the coat off her back to pay for my lessons at the Sweeney School of Dance. It was a navy blue coat with a belt, the only special coat she ever had. She sold it for three pounds and afterwards wore an ugly black one.


I was dedicated to my singing and dancing. I gave it my all. Rain, hail, snow and cold did not matter, I went to my classes. I never missed. I was not simply another child being pushed by her mother to go on the stage, I was a solo artist. And I was good.


My earliest singing was in the church. In fact, as a child, the only time I truly enjoyed being in a church was when I was singing in the choir. I was singing solos at High Mass when I was eight years old, in a high clear soprano. I was very intense when I sang in church. I believed that God was in me. I sang fervently, I sang for all the saints in heaven, I sang with love. I folded my hands, tilted my head to the side, rolled my eyes heavenward and sang, ‘Sweet Heart of Jesus, we implore.’ And then I was supposed to sing, ‘Oh make us love you, more and more’ but I instead sang, ‘Oh please love me, more and more.’ I wanted so much to be loved.


People in the church told me afterwards that I sang like a little angel. But I was no angel. Before going to Mass, I sometimes picked up damaged fruit and hid it in my knickers. When I stood up to sing I looked around the congregation and picked out a woman in a big hat. Then, when I sat down, I pulled the fruit out of my knickers, flicked it over the railing at the big hat, then ducked down on the kneeler, giggling.


Because of my singing in the choir at Mass, I was picked to be a rose petal girl for the Feast of Corpus Christi when I was only six years old. The Feast of Corpus Christi was a very big celebration in Ireland. I had a little basket filled with rose petals and during the procession my job was to take out a rose petal, kiss it, then toss it on the street.


As a child, I had a great relationship with God. I breathed Catholicism. I believed that nuns and priests were agents of God, that they were saints. I believed everything they said and I told them how much I loved them. But that was before I was abandoned to the ways of the world.


Not long after I began singing in the choir, I also began singing in the variety halls of Dublin. The variety halls were family places where all sorts of musical and dance acts took place. Anyone with talent could perform. Before each performance my mammy spent hours curling my long sandy hair. She was so proud of me. I sang ballads and other songs such as ‘When Irish Eyes Are Smiling’.


I also sang in the pubs. I would run in, sing a song or two, collect maybe half a crown, and run out. I still remember hearing a man say, ‘God love her. She’s a great singer.’


My father, when he was sober, was very proud of my ability as an entertainer. I remember once when he had taken the pledge and our family seemed normal, my daddy and I were walking on the beach and he said to me, ‘You are going to be a great dancer and singer. You will go to America and sing in Hollywood and the Americans will love you. Your name will be in lights and you’ll be famous. It’s in your blood, you know. You’ve been doing it since you were a child.’


I sensed in my father a goodness. I sensed the child in him. He was a monster when he was drinking, but, yes, there was good in my father and I loved him.


In our dismal flat on Marrowbone Lane I practised for my performances. We had an electrical cord hanging from the ceiling. But the electricity usually was cut off because we could not pay the bill. I removed the light bulb and tied a cup to the end of the wire. That was my microphone. The wallpaper in the flat once had been white but it had turned a dirty cream on which were tiny red roses. We had stripped off most of the wallpaper and burned it in the fireplace to keep warm. But a few roses remained. I pretended that I was in a theatre and that each rose was a person’s face. I began by walking into the room, bowing to the roses, and introducing ‘Christina Byrne, the greatest singer in all of Ireland who will soon be going to America to sing in Hollywood.’ Then I would bow and leave the room. A moment later I would dance out into the room, smile at the thunderous applause from the audience, seize the cup in my hand and begin singing something like, ‘Gee but it’s great, after being out late, walking my baby back home.’
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