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When death is a way of life . . .


In A Life Among the Dead, David McGowan, Ireland's best known Funeral Director, and subject of the Award-winning Netflix documentary The Funeral Director, guides us through the business, the science and the unexplained elements of death. Alongside exploring the unique approach of Irish culture when it comes to grief and death, David seeks to demystify the process of dying and what happens to the body afterward.


The only certainty when we come into this life is that we are going to leave it, and yet it's something most people are reluctant to discuss or allow themselves to think about. David's mission is to open up conversations and encourage people to have an understanding of their loved ones wishes as well as their own.


Poignant, humorous and educational, this is an account of a life lived with purpose in the service of the dead.
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Foreword: How We Say Goodbye
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THE ONE THING that we can know for certain in this life is that one day we will leave it, and we will lose people who we care about deeply. It’s often said that grief is the price we pay for love, and I think there is a lot of truth in that. And yet, despite the inescapable fact that it comes to us all, for so many of us, death seems to be one of the hardest topics in the world to talk about.


But sometimes we have to. As a funeral director, it’s my job to guide the bereaved through the process of what happens, from when they suffer their loss to when their loved one is placed in the ground or cremated, and often beyond. I sometimes find myself offering support to people who need it in the weeks, months or even years after their loss. I can’t take away the pain of grief, but I see it as my calling to help the grieving through this stage of their journey, to look after the practicalities and allow them a chance to say goodbye.


Perhaps we don’t talk about death because we are wary of attracting it. Maybe we are superstitious and don’t want to even name it. Or, more likely, the thought of our own mortality is too overwhelming. Perhaps our worst fear is losing a loved one and we cannot bring ourselves to think about such a terrible thing happening. These are very natural and understandable reactions, but I still believe that we need to talk about death. Because the more something is avoided, the more we hide away from it, the harder it will be to cope with when it does eventually visit. And having lived and worked among the dead for nearly fifty years, I don’t believe it needs to be this way.


In Ireland, and particularly in the West of Ireland, where I grew up, where I set up my first funeral home thirty-five years ago and where I still live and work, we have strong traditions around what we do when someone dies. Some of these rituals have been adapted a little to fit with our modern ways of living, but many endure intact, having been passed down the generations. When someone dies where I am from, we put ourselves out to help the bereaved get through the funeral, even if it means taking time off work to be there for a friend.


When I was studying death care as a younger man, the Irish wake was something of intrigue to those outside of the tradition (though it was also sometimes presented simply as an excuse for lots of drinking). But in more recent years, I have noticed that there is more understanding of and respect for our traditions, even to the point where I have heard the question asked, ‘Why do the Irish grieve better than anyone else?’


Now, I don’t know if that is true or not. But I do know that when someone dies here, the community comes together to show great support for the family of the deceased. People will always hear when someone has passed away and often line the streets as the hearse goes by to show their respect. It’s not unusual for thousands to turn out for a funeral. We like to celebrate the life of the person we have lost, as we mourn them.


Wakes don’t always go on all night anymore, with someone always sitting with the body. But it is still the norm to visit with the deceased, to see them and to say a final goodbye, whether that is in their home or in the funeral home.


That is where embalming, another vital part of my job, comes in. I believe it is everyone’s right to see their loved one to say goodbye if they want to, and I have seen time and time again how this can bring comfort. I have explained the practical side of what I do, how I look after someone after they have died, in a chapter titled ‘The Science of Death’. I understand that though I am asked about this side of my work often, not everyone will want to know the details, particularly, perhaps, if they have just suffered a loss themselves. So I have gathered this information in one chapter so it can be skipped over if that is what feels right. The same goes for the chapter on the tragic and sudden deaths I have been called out to in the course of my career titled ‘Recovering the Dead’.


Another question I am asked often is how I came to be a funeral director and what it is like to work with the deceased. It is certainly a vocation, and I see why those who do not feel it might struggle to understand. People are often surprised when I explain that for some time when I was first married, my wife and I lived above the funeral home with our small girls, and they played around the place when there were no mourners visiting. So I have begun this book by telling the story of how my father bought a pub and a shop in the village of Easkey in the 1970s that happened to come with a hearse. And I have also shared the story of how I decided to move from rural Ireland to Chicago – a city that saw about eight murders per week and couldn’t have been more different to where I was from – in the 1980s to study mortuary science.


None of us can know exactly what happens to us after death. We all have different views. For some of us, these views might be informed by our faith. I cannot believe that when we die, it is just like a light going out and we are no more. I often feel a spiritual presence when I work with the deceased, and I believe that I help their spirit to part with the body that represented them in life. I have experienced so many hard-to-account-for things in the course of my work that go well beyond coincidence.


Death creates an unimaginable void in the lives of the living. Grief is a terribly painful and mixed emotional process. It is a difficult journey that begins with the departure of a loved one, in whatever way that comes. Sometimes death knocks quickly, giving no notice, and other times it pulls and drags in the most painful way, over a long period of time. Death can leave behind its horrific wrath, rendering a deceased person unrecognisable to the living. I feel that my calling is to help connect the living with happy memories of their loved one. I do this by using the skills taught to me, but also those skills that come naturally to me in my work.


It takes a certain type of person to be a good funeral director, just as it takes a combination of skills, knowledge and care to be a good embalmer. In these pages, I want more than anything to demystify what happens when a loved one who has passed is entrusted to my care. I hope that this will give solace to anyone who has lost someone and will be of comfort when such a sad event happens in the future. I want to encourage people to talk openly about death, so that we will better be able to comfort each other in times of grief, express our wishes to our loved ones around our own passing and even feel just a little more prepared for that inevitable day.









The Village of Easkey
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EASKEY, COUNTY SLIGO, in the 1960s and early 1970s was not unlike any other rural village in Ireland at the time. Days were punctuated by the sound of the Angelus bell from the local church, and of children playing in the local school. We loved to play football in the school yard with coats or jumpers serving to mark the spot where the goals were. Another favourite pastime of ours was playing a game called handball up against the gable of the school.


A donkey and cart was a must for any farmer for transporting barrels of water and hay. When I stayed at my father’s employee P. J. Sloyan’s house in Rathlee during the holidays, it was fun to tackle the donkey and cart to bring water to the animals in the fields down the road. The added bonus I quickly cottoned onto was that any American tourists in the vicinity loved the sight of a donkey, and would give me money if I let them take a photo. P. J. often wondered why it always took me so long to return from the fields. When he realised, he used to joke about me, saying, ‘That fella will never go hungry.’ The donkey cart, though slow, was also a great way to get to and from the bog peatland to save the turf (dried peat) which would be burned as fuel in the wintertime.


Our postman was Martin Connolly. When he finished his deliveries, he set to work as the village blacksmith. I loved to go there to watch him shoe the horses for the local farmers. It was great fun the odd time we got the job of riding the newly shod horse back to its owner.


A morning, midday and evening bus passed through the villages on the roads between the bigger towns. I got the bus each day once I started at secondary school in Enniscrone, a few miles away. It was great to catch up with friends on the short journey. Until then, I’d generally walked home most days from the primary school in Quigabar, which was close to my home, in the company of my siblings and my school friends. We often enjoyed this free time. We loved to pick blackberries when they were in season, and knew to avoid the ones that had a dark centre – an indication of them having gone bad – when you picked them.


Only a small number of households in each parish had cars, though lifts would be generously offered to neighbours for longer journeys when the need arose. Many villages had someone who operated an informal taxi service in their private car. Every house had a ‘high Nelly’, which was a large black bicycle with the high bar for men and no bar for women. This was the most common mode of transport. A busy day in town would be clearly evident from the bicycles parked up outside the shops.


In those days, teachers educated rigidly in schools, with rote learning at the fore. They had very few resources. The first thing that greeted you on entry to the school was a crucifix, with blood flowing from Jesus’s hands. It was a daunting sight to meet every morning. Looking at that cross, we were reminded that that man had died for us, which was a difficult concept for a child to understand. Every senior classroom had a blackboard, globe, a map of the world, and maps of Ireland, both physical and political. Most important was a copy of the Proclamation of the Irish Republic of 1916. This was a large document of poster size that was issued to all schools, marking the foundation of the Irish free state and listing the signatories of the 1916 Easter Rising.


A curriculum guided completely by slaving through textbooks page by page was followed rigidly by our teachers. Oddly enough, there didn’t seem to be any purpose to some of the things we laboured over for hours on end. I recall being hit with the edge of a ruler by my first teacher. If a child didn’t have their homework done to her satisfaction, she would make them stand at the blackboard and say ‘I am a dunce’ to the whole class. There were only two classrooms in that school, so when I got to the age of progressing to the senior room, I was delighted. Unfortunately, things weren’t a lot better there, with the ruler being replaced by a leather strap known as a ‘black jack’ for any misdemeanours. We couldn’t wait to get out the door at three o’clock to escape the torture in that building.


Until the 1980s, corporal punishment was the normal way to keep children in order, and today we know that it took its toll in the long term. It is hardly surprising that most children didn’t object to a day picking potatoes or saving turf instead of going to school, when the opportunity arose. A day’s work at home was a lot harder than a day in school but, in many cases, it was less stressful.


Life in general was at a different pace back then, and was very in tune with the environment. People worked with the rhythm of nature, with patience and wisdom. Easkey is on the north-west coast. The Atlantic Ocean was a beautiful sight in calm weather, and the sunsets were the best you could witness, but storms coming in from the Atlantic were severe. Everyone battened down for a storm and waited for it to be over. Life paused at times like this, and it was no big deal. People had a chance to chat and reminisce. It was a life full of mindfulness at its best, at a time when we had never heard of ‘mindfulness’ or ‘wellbeing’.


Families in general all knuckled down to get seasonal jobs done. There was no question of payment for chores like growing vegetables, saving hay or going to the bog to save turf. It was also normal for young people to help for free with whatever it was that their parents worked at to earn a living. This was how our house operated too.


I had three brothers and four sisters, so it was quite a busy house with all of us. My father ran a thriving business selling fertiliser and other products to farmers. He also bought their farm produce – pigs, potatoes, wrack and seaweed from the shore – which he in turn sold on. My older brother and I were regularly called on to help in the yard. We worked hard and there was little point in complaining about blisters or cuts. We just got on with it. I lifted bags of coal and fertiliser from my early teens onwards.


School was not a priority in my father’s busy working life. Toys and books were something my mother would raise funds for, from my father or her own father. She loves Irish culture and used to bring us to Irish dancing lessons and feiseanna (Irish dancing competitions) when we were younger. We kids used to gather glass bottles and return them to shops to collect the refund on them. This was our main source of income for sweets at the time – unless a generous auntie or uncle came visiting and gave us money for sweets.


It was a priority to ‘feed the working men’, and the working day revolved around mealtimes, on the farms and in my father’s yard. It was difficult for my mother raising eight children while having to make food for all the men who worked in my father’s business. One regular favourite dish of hers was cally, which is mashed potatoes with spring onions. I loved to make a hole in the centre of my cally and pour milk in to mix with the potato as I ate it. That was yummy!


We lived in a male-dominated society. A marriage bar forcing women to leave their jobs in the civil service when they got married had been brought in by the government in the 1920s, as a cost-saving initiative, and this practice became widespread in most workplaces. This bar was lifted in 1973. It showed how women were thought to belong in the home – though, of course, their domestic work was often taken for granted.


Until the lifting of that bar, men were the breadwinners in the household, and many controlled the purse strings. They were usually happy, however, to leave any decisions that didn’t interest them to the women. Women had to do a lot of plámásing (empty flattery) of their husbands to be allowed to purchase the items their husbands might consider a luxury.


My father liked to keep a close account of finances in our house. Though he often celebrated the conclusion of a successful period of work in the local pub, which was a good time to ask him for extra money.


For the most part, Irish society followed the unwritten societal rules. You worked all week and went to Mass on Sunday. Missing Mass was a big thing, and if you failed to attend, there would be speculation. It was unheard of to work on a Sunday unless you had a really good excuse (though publicans were exempt from that rule). Many of those who disagreed with these rules and conventions found it easier to emigrate and enjoy the freedom afforded to them in America, Australia, England and other countries, where they could be among people of different belief systems. For many, another draw was the luxury of being anonymous, having come from small communities where everyone needed to know too much about each other.


The Christian churches, mostly Catholic, had a strong grip on the people, who followed the doctrine of the Church to the letter of the law. Irish people had great faith, and the local priest was usually the first to be consulted on any matters arising in the parish. His decision would often lead the way. It was normal for this strong Christian society to dress up in their best clothes for Sunday worship. The 1917 Code of Canon Law required women to cover their heads and dress modestly when attending religious ceremonies or visiting a church. It was usual for women to wear a head veil called a mantilla to Mass, in keeping with this rule. The rule was eased in the late 1970s and disappeared in 1983. Men were required to remove their caps at worship during this period.


Families usually sat down to a Sunday roast after church, and this was often followed by everyone heading to a local football match, with some ending up in a pub on the way home. I guess the rule about Sunday being a day of rest didn’t include the work women did in the kitchen in preparing the Sunday dinner! My mother, like other women, often went to the early Mass and got to work in the kitchen afterwards, while my father tended to go to the later Mass. More often than not, we went with my mother. We loved her Sunday roast chicken or beef. Some Sundays, my father would go away in the car, buying pigs from farmers. There were no weighing scales, so the weight was always estimated.


Gaelic football has always been the revered game in the West of Ireland. Each parish had a football team, though our pitches were not carefully groomed fields with dressing rooms and lights. I played underage football with the Easkey Sea Blues throughout my teenage years. Teams had to come from inside the parish boundary. This was a rule usually strictly adhered to, though we lived on the borderline of two parishes, so we escaped it. On one occasion, I played with Easkey against my brother’s team in the neighbouring parish. Easkey pitch was great to play on on a calm day, but quite the opposite when the harsh Atlantic wind was against you in the final minutes of a game. As beautiful white, foamy Atlantic waves crashed on the dark limestone rocks nearby, there was no shelter from the winds on the pitch, which had a huge impact on any game there. Any perceived injustices, or things unnoticed by the referee during the game, were often sorted off-pitch afterwards, and Easkey was well known for its victories!


Most villages had a few shops, and Easkey was a thriving place in that respect. The one main street had four small grocery shops, a chemist, a hairdresser, a petrol pump and a clothes shop, not to mention four more pubs. The post office in Easkey also had a grocery shop at the front. To the rear of the shop was the post office counter, along with the telephone exchange, where an operator connected calls to the few people in the parish who had a phone. Phone calls were connected by village name and then to the individual number concerned. You might even catch a faint fragment of a phone conversation if you happened to be within earshot of the exchange and everything was silent around you. The system was basic but it sufficed. This meant that in the mid-to-late 1970s, we didn’t normally get called about a death. Those who had a phone usually didn’t pay the extra charge to avail of a night service between 10pm and 8am, which meant a number of houses sharing the same line at night time. Each household had to listen each time the phone rang to ascertain if the number of rings matched the number for their house. Of course, those curious about calls received in other houses might ‘accidentally’ lift the phone and overhear a conversation. Phone calls were expensive, and people who had phones watched the clock carefully when they made a phone call.


The local grocery shops stocked essential items, such as bread, flour, sugar, tea, biscuits, canned fruit and vegetables, gas and some general items. There wasn’t a wide range of products. Most farming households had their own eggs, fresh vegetables, butter, milk and bacon. Most households had their own vegetable plots. People rarely bought potatoes in a shop and most had their own supply of onions, carrots, parsnips, peas and cabbage.


Shops generally allowed customers credit, as people often got paid at the end of each month. Some shops kept a large ledger for this, while others had individual notebooks for each customer. I remember having to fill in details of items bought on credit in our business and keeping copious records of the monthly payments.


Two of the grocery shops had a bar at the back. On entry to the shop, you would be met with a counter on either side. An attendant (usually the owner) served you and placed the goods you had requested on the counter, before totting up the total cost on a notebook. Men who had cycled to town often just handed the attendant the shopping list their wives had given them, then they would go through to the bar at the rear to quench their thirst while the order was being filled. They would pay for and pick up a neatly packed box containing their goods, which fitted on the carrier of the bicycle. There was no plastic waste back then and almost everything was reused, a long time before the term ‘recycling’ came about!


In 1974, my parents purchased Paddy Browne’s business in Easkey, a typical grocer’s with the aforementioned counters and a pub attached for the sum of IR£12,500. A pub was a good business to have in Ireland because it was the only social outlet mostly for men. It was said at the time that a foot (in length) of a counter was as good as an acre of land. The pub and grocer’s was a thriving business.


I learned of the purchase one morning when I was in the bedroom where I shared a large double bed with my three brothers, as we were in the middle of building an extension to the house at the time. I overheard my father talking to a farmer in the hallway, who had come to pay for fertiliser. In the course of the conversation, my father was asked if it was true that he had bought Browne’s business in Easkey. I heard him respond, ‘Yes.’ I remember being so excited about this new venture. Would we be moving from the countryside to live in the village of Easkey? Believe me, that was as big a move as moving to a city for me! A lot of my friends who I played football with lived in or close to the village. I thought that there would be much less work to do in a pub, and so I wouldn’t have to help out so much, and would have great fun playing football instead. Little did I know that it would entail far more work for me.


After my father had agreed the price for the business, he was asked if he wanted to carry on the funeral business associated with the premises. He was told that there was a new hearse that had recently been purchased for IR£1,500, and that he would have to pay this extra cost if he wanted to continue the funeral business. He said that he knew nothing about funerals and wasn’t sure if he would continue with this side of things. When he went to do a full survey of the premises, he looked at the hearse and found that it scared him. He wouldn’t carry on this business, he decided. So he rang the solicitor to confirm his decision.


However, the solicitor told him to talk to some of the locals who helped with that side of things before making his final decision. Following a few conversations, he realised that he would have enough help. Alfie Morrison was the hearse driver, Johnny Kavanagh mounted (meaning he screwed fixtures around the sides) and lined coffins and looked after graves, and local nurses and other women looked after the laying out of the deceased. My father was told that all he had to do was turn up with a hearse and a coffin. The hearse was a new Opel estate car, with a bubble-shaped back window to accommodate the extra length of a coffin. The car was sometimes jokingly referred to as the pregnant hearse because of this bulbous window. The coffins were stacked in a shed at the back of the pub.


In those days, all the undertaker was really needed for was to provide the coffin, put the deceased in the coffin and to transport the coffin and the deceased. The concept of funeral homes only really existed in the big cities and was practically unheard of where we lived. So it didn’t seem a problem that our family knew nothing about funerals! My father decided that he would be happy to show up for the funeral ceremony and let the men who had worked for the previous owner continue as they had done for years.









The Pub with a Hearse
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IN IRELAND, we have always had a very special dedication to death and funerals, and the culture that surrounds these things is distinct from those found in other places around the world. Yes, there are commonalities, of course, but in general, we have a particular perspective on death and it is firmly embedded in our culture.


From early megalithic sites to the most modern concept of the columbarium wall – a custom-built wall for keeping urns of the ashes of the deceased – the people of Ireland have always been deeply committed to honouring the dead. While there are many common customs around the country, each area has its own peculiarities. Traditionally, men and women had distinctly different roles in these rites and everyone fell naturally into their parts when required.


If someone died in a hospital, the nurses often fixed up the person in the ward before the body was taken to the mortuary. The hospital porter generally helped put the deceased person into the coffin once they had reached the mortuary. If they had died at home, the local nurse usually came and laid out the person on their bed. Everyone left the room to allow her to do her work, though sometimes the women in the house would help her wash and dress the dead person. The nurse would set the face and position the head and hands of the corpse before rigor mortis set in.


If the nurse wasn’t able to be present, it was traditional for a group of women to wash the remains. They kept the water they’d used to be thrown in front of the hearse as a mark of respect for the dead. Once they were finished getting the deceased dressed, they called the men, who would come in and lift the deceased into the coffin. It was all very discreet, private and respectful.


While this was happening, the family and those who knew the person waited for the deceased to be over-board, a term which referred to the person being laid out, or prepared for reposal (where friends and family come to pay their respects ahead of the funeral). Up until about the 1990s, it was the custom for Roman Catholics to be laid out in a habit, a long garment similar to those worn by monks and nuns. The habit for a man was brown with an image of Jesus on the chest, while women were usually dressed in a blue habit with an image of the Blessed Virgin. Young people and children were laid out in white. The habit had to be blessed by the priest before it was used to dress the deceased. If a habit wasn’t to be used, the person would be laid out in their own best outfit, often a suit and tie for men and a dressy outfit for women. A window was opened in the room where the person had died so that the person’s spirit could leave. After two hours, the window was closed again to ensure that the spirit didn’t return to the body and also that other spirits didn’t enter the house.


Word would go around once the person was over-board and people would know to begin visiting the wake house. A wake is when the deceased person is kept at home for one or more nights. They are never left alone during this period. One of the Irish words for wake is faire which means keeping a vigil, watching over the deceased to protect them from any bad spirits. The wake would last for at least a full night – if the person had died after midnight, the wake wouldn’t usually start until the following night. It was unheard of to leave the deceased alone during the wake.


From the point at which locals got the word that the deceased was over-board until the removal of the deceased to a church, there would be a fairly large gathering of people at the house at all times, with the quietest times being in the middle of the night. The house was open for all who came, and food and drink were plentiful. In older times, clay pipes and tobacco were provided for those attending. Cigarettes were also popular.


A wake has a mix of all emotions. Of course, it is a very sad time for all, especially those closest to the deceased. However, it is also an opportunity to reminisce about the good times. If the deceased had any interest in music, then that will be a part of the wake. Their favourite local musician will almost certainly turn up at some stage to play. Songs are sung, with songs associated with the deceased or similar circumstances evoking an emotional wave of sadness among the grieving. The wake is usually interspersed with prayers for the deceased and other deceased persons related to them. Candles are always burned near the coffin in the wake house or in the funeral home. For many, a lit candle serves as a way to honour the person, paying tribute in some way to the life they have lived. It also symbolises the continuation of the life of the deceased in spirit. I can remember keeners coming to a wake, crying, and wailing for hours on end. The Irish word for cry is caoin, and I suspect this is where the word ‘keeners’ came from. This is a tradition that died out at some time in the 1970s, and was in stark contrast with the farewell parties that often followed. Songs, music and stories continue throughout the night.


Items were placed in the coffin with the person for their journey to heaven. Sometimes even a little bottle of whiskey or poitín (a locally produced spirit) was added for comfort. In farming communities, it wasn’t unusual to place a fistful of clay from their land in the coffin to continue their connection with that place as they moved in to the spiritual world. A rosary blessed by the priest was draped around the hands of deceased Catholics, and holy water was always included, in a little bottle purchased in Knock, Lourdes, Fatima, Medjugorje or other places of pilgrimage. These were to protect the deceased from harm and ensure their safe journey ‘home’ to heaven.


Catholics believe in a place/state called purgatory, where souls of the deceased go prior to heaven to be purified and cleansed of their sins. It is the belief that living souls can help them through this process through their prayers. Lots of Catholics would wear a scapular around the neck (some still do), as it was believed to protect the wearer from the fires of hell, as promised by the The Blessed Virgin of Mount Carmel (the title given to the Virgin Mary in her role as patroness of the Carmelite Order). The wearing of a scapular was also thought to shorten the deceased’s stay in purgatory if they had left this life with a debt of punishment for sins committed. A scapular consisted of two rectangular pieces of felt fabric, approximately three centimetres by two centimetres, each made of two pieces sewn together, with holy pictures and prayers sewn on to the rectangles. Sometimes there was a prayer or relic contained within the pieces, which were joined by two lengths of cord. The whole scapular resembled a necklace that could be worn under clothing. Different colours of scapular represented different things, but brown, representing Our Lady of Mount Carmel, was a favourite with many.


In the West of Ireland, most people practised a Christian faith. There was a respectful relationship between Catholics and Protestants within the community, and it was not rare to have mixed marriages between the different Christian faiths. On the death of a member of a mixed marriage family, clergy from both churches were welcomed in the wake house to say the prayers from their religious ceremonies. There was a period where it was considered a sin for Catholics to enter a Protestant church, which caused a dilemma for some when it came to funerals. Only the bishop had the power to forgive that sin! Thankfully, this is not the case these days.


But sitting alongside the important religious rituals that everyone knew about and expected, there were also various traditions and superstitions. For example, it was essential to turn mirrors to face the wall or to cover them with a cloth for the duration of the wake. It was believed that this would ward off unwanted spirits, closing off all possible access routes for them to enter the house. Watches often mysteriously stopped upon the death of the wearer, and it was often noted that the clock most used by the person who had passed also stopped at the time of death. If it didn’t, it would be stopped by someone in the house. On leaving the house to bring the coffin to the church, it was common to turn chairs upside down. This was a sign to unwanted spirits that they were not welcome in the house, as presumably they would see that there wasn’t even a seat for them to sit on if they did somehow enter! Lights were left on until the mourners returned to the house later that evening, to confuse spirits by leading them to believe there were people in the house whose prayers would ward them off.


It was important for Roman Catholic family members to get a Mass card signed by the priest. This was a card, similar in size to a greetings card, with a special line for a priest to sign his name and another line for the name of the deceased, for whom a special Mass would be offered. There was usually a religious picture on the front of the card. The priest was given an offering of money for signing the card. This, again, was to help save the person from the fires of hell, as prayers and Masses shortened their stay in purgatory. Sympathy cards were the alternative for non-Catholics, but Catholics often looked at a sympathy card as having some lesser value as it didn’t have a Mass intention signed by a priest.


THIS WAS THE CULTURE that I grew up in, and the backdrop to my family’s new line of work. Everyone knew what to do when someone passed. The rites and rituals were handed down through the generations.


Though I say ‘everyone knew’ – I had never been to a funeral prior to my parents taking over the business in Easkey, as I was considered too young. In our area, children weren’t exposed to death in the same way as they are today. They were usually taken to a neighbours’ house for the duration of the funeral. Sometimes they were brought to the Mass and burial, but for the most part, they were not brought to see the deceased person at a wake.


The funeral business was the smallest part of my father’s expanding businesses. Prior to being sold to my parents, it had only dealt with around twelve to fifteen funerals each year, this being the number of people who died locally and needed the services of a hearse. It would have been difficult to make a living from it as a stand-alone business. Nonetheless, after my father bought the bar and shop, it was included in my family’s line of work. And, as I have mentioned, all children and adolescents where I grew up were expected to help out sometimes in the way their parents made a living. So it was only a matter of time before I would have first-hand experience of funerals and undertaking.


A year or so after buying the shop and bar, my father and mother set about renovations. We were very proud to have the first Spar supermarket in Easkey, with modern facilities and a checkout – this was the new style of retail, where customers got to select items from shop shelves and pay a cashier near the door, rather than the traditional counters behind which someone would pack up your shopping for you. We even employed a manager, who brought life to the place when he came. The idea of employing a manager was a whole new concept. The shop became a thriving business.


Easkey was flourishing at this stage, and the addition of a clothing factory brought very valuable employment to the area. This was particularly good for women, giving them their own income and independence. Workers often stopped off in the shops in Easkey each Friday to cash their pay cheques, which in turn led to spending in the local economy.


As I have explained, very few people had telephones at this time, so we did not normally hear about a death via a phone call. Sometimes, we might have heard that someone from the parish had died from someone coming into the bar or the shop, or while at the post office. At other times, a small group of men would enter the bar without any advance warning that they were coming. It would be apparent from their disposition that they had sorrowful business to attend to. The awkward silence would often be broken by me or my father saying, ‘Have you got trouble?’ Meaning, have you lost someone to death?


The priest would usually have been at the house of the deceased, and would have already arranged the times for going to the church for the funeral ceremonies with the bereaved. The next port of call was the visit to the undertaker.


Making funeral arrangements with the family was fairly straightforward back then. It involved confirming times for the religious ceremony, choosing a coffin, organising a grave, laying out the deceased, and ordering food and drink to the wake house. Very often, different aspects of the funeral were looked after by different people. When all was arranged, they would leave quietly, with others in the bar sympathising with them on their way out.


Once they had left, there was plenty to be done, including sending bread, ham, milk, butter, a stock of alcoholic drinks and minerals (as we call soft drink) out to the wake house. A coffin had to be prepared, the hearse washed and filled with fuel, the grave sorted, a death notice called in to the paper. The post office was usually involved in ringing in the death notice to one of the national Irish newspapers. There were three main papers on sale in our area at the time: The Irish Times, the Irish Independent and the Irish Press. Those who had strong political views and supported Fine Gael and independent politicians would prefer to put the death notice in the Irish Independent; those who favoured Fianna Fáil usually asked for the Irish Press. Business people, academics and people who liked to remain neutral would opt for The Irish Times. Local people would know which paper to buy to read the death notice.


In order to submit the notice, we had to check arrangements for the Mass or service time with the priest or parson, then call the paper’s head office and read out the entire thing, spelling any unusual people or place names. This was a nerve-wracking affair, as mistakes made at this stage would cause a lot of headaches, as the costs were high. The staff at the newspapers were very competent and had excellent command of English grammar, so we could always rely on them to ensure the wording of the notice was consistent with others in the obituary column. My father or mother usually looked after the death notices until I was old enough to be trusted to do the job.


I WAS AROUND fifteen when I had my first encounter with death. A funeral call had come in and I was instructed to go down and help our part-time employee Johnny Kavanagh, who was a great character, to lift out the coffin. Six bottles of whiskey were to be put in the coffin to bring them to the house. These were in addition to the ones already ordered, which my father thought would be insufficient, as they were going to an area where there were lots of whiskey drinkers.


When we got to the house, I went into the room where the deceased was now ready to be lifted into the coffin. The two cotton balls stuffed up the nostrils of the deceased were not as crude-looking as the bandage around his face, wrapped from the top of the head to under the chin. I asked my father what it was for, and he said it was to keep the mouth closed. I was baffled as to why a dead person would be opening their mouth. He told me to ask the nurse who had done the laying out.


The deceased then had to be lifted, and I was assigned the feet. The toes were tied together too. My imagination was beginning to run away with me. I awkwardly lifted on the count of three and the man was put into the coffin.


The coffin was on the floor at this stage. Apparently, it was normal to rest the coffin on two chairs, but in this house they needed the chairs for the wake. I was sent out to the hearse to get the trestles from behind the driver’s seat, and we placed the coffin on them under the window. I was then sent out again for the candles and holy water from the glove compartment in the hearse.


At this stage, everyone had been given a cup of whiskey. I was given a small drop in a cup too. I hated the smell of whiskey and looked for a place to get rid of it. My father told me it was unlucky not to accept a drink offered to you in a ‘corpse house’ but I decided to risk it. The room was fairly dark, so I managed to spill it discreetly in the corner of the room without being noticed.


We left and did not return again until the time came to take the coffin to the church. I thought about the whole experience and realised that I had touched a dead person for the first time in my life and I wasn’t fazed by it.


My father didn’t get involved in laying out the deceased unless no one else was available. As mentioned, a nurse or group of women would usually take charge of this, but it wasn’t unheard of for an undertaker to be involved. But in my father’s case, I suppose he found the rawness of death difficult. He wasn’t alone in having difficulty and fears around working with the deceased. Many people are clumsy and helpless when it comes to doing anything in terms of the laying out and presentation of someone who has died. But as time went on, I found that I had no problem abandoning my work in the bar, and it was certainly easier getting someone to replace me there than it was to find someone who was willing to pitch in with the funeral side of things. I enjoyed being part of it, however, and quickly grew to love getting stuck in to all the jobs that had to be done behind the scenes. I felt drawn to this work, and wanted to spend more and more time working in this part of the business.


Considering how little my father knew about the funeral business to begin with, it was lucky that we had Johnny Kavanagh working for us. He was a real all-rounder when it came to putting you in your box. He took his time with mounting a coffin with the handles and lining it with side sheets (often satin finishes that decorate the inside of the coffin and stretch out over the edges). He often took long breaks for a cigarette, and told many interesting stories. I often wondered if preparing the coffin was a break from the chats rather than the other way around. He knew everything about funerals in the area and was the caretaker for the local cemetery. He used to dig the graves, too, and he did a great job. There was a roster of other men who would turn up and do one job or another, sometimes sliding down from their barstool to help with lifting a coffin into the hearse.


A part-time employee called Jimmy, who was a bit of a character to say the least, used to shave the men who had passed. I was intrigued when I watched him carefully carry out the task. I wondered how he managed to do it so well. He told me he had a little secret. He would put a potato in the man’s mouth so that the face would be fuller and thus easier to shave. He would remove the potato again when he had finished. I never saw him use one but he seemed proud of his technique.


On one occasion when I was helping Johnny, he stopped digging and tapped his spade on the lid of the coffin of the last person who had been laid to rest in that family grave. ‘How are ye gettin’ on there, oul fella?’ he joked, and fondly spoke of the man buried underneath him.


He kept with tradition, and under no circumstances would he open a grave on a Monday. He would dig the grave on a Monday, but only if the sod had been turned on a day before that, as this technically meant the grave had been opened on a different day. In our culture, people were very superstitious. They had certain beliefs that had to be adhered to, or else very bad things could happen. To this day, gravediggers in country areas will not open a grave on a Monday, as they believe that if they do, the grave will be opened again within twelve months. The fairies were often blamed when some misfortune occurred – I guess nowadays we might associate some of these things with the universe or karma.


People feared the call of the banshee, as it was a sure indication that a death was imminent. Bansí is an Irish word that translates to fairy woman, and describes a female spirit believed to herald the death of a family member by wailing or crying, usually in the night. It was also believed that deaths came in threes, so if one person died, two more were sure to follow.


In my early days of funeral directing, I made the mistake of collecting all the butts from the burned candles in a wake house, putting them in my pocket to later dispose of them. I was promptly reprimanded and had to give back the expired candles. The person explained to me that expired candles used at a wake had the power to cure swelling in any part of the body. I know that people still believe in this cure to this very day.


There were no digging machines back then for digging graves, so they were dug carefully using spades, shovels and a pick if needed. Neighbours would all take a turn at the work, and a bottle of whiskey was shared among all of the participants as they reminisced about the dead person, or others around them in the graveyard.


Usually, all the coffins used in an area were the same size, so our man would know by looking at the grave if it was the right size, and, quite often, no measuring tape was required. However, caskets from America, those of emigrants being repatriated for burial, brought challenges for grave-diggers, as they were usually much larger than the coffins we were used to.


I remember hearing, on one occasion, about a funeral in another county at the time, for which the deceased was coming in from America. The grave was duly dug to accommodate the large American casket. The undertaker in question travelled to Dublin airport to collect the casket and, to his horror, was presented with an urn! He had to stop at the first telephone kiosk he saw to ring home and send word to the gravedigger to reduce the size of the hole that had been prepared. Cremation was frowned upon by the Irish Catholic Church for a long time, and so was a rarity that we only came across when ashes were returned from the United States or the UK to be interred in Ireland. I remember times when ashes brought in from abroad were put in to a coffin and the coffin weighed down with bags of clay or sand so that those carrying it wouldn’t know that it contained ashes and not the corpse. As the years went by, cremation first became acceptable in cities and gradually was accepted in rural Ireland. Nowadays, approximately 20 per cent of deceased persons are cremated. Cremation is becoming more and more popular in modern Ireland.
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