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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 diverse news and local issues. 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 three previous books, Searching, which tells the story of Ireland’s missing people, The Family Courts, and A Ploughing People (Hachette). Valerie lives in rural County Wicklow with her husband Brian and the couple have five children and four grandchildren.
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For my grandchildren, Brian, Henry, Ellie and Michael
– children whose lives of freedom, dreaming and
adventure have been made possible by those just
separated from us by gossamer threads of
laughter and love.




Introduction


My father, Desmond FitzPatrick, was born in Dublin in 1922, the year the Irish Free State was established. He was one of eight children of Terence FitzPatrick and Mary Hackett and he grew up on Killeen Road in Rathmines.


When he was fifteen he went to work for the Electricity Supply Board in the Pigeon House in Ringsend. His father was employed there too and Terence brought his young son along to what was almost the family firm as three of my uncles also worked there. I can remember my father’s description of that first day cycling down through Ringsend towards the sea. He said he and his dad were almost smothered by the smoke coming from the Pigeon House and had to wrap handkerchiefs around their faces.


My grandfather, my father and three of my uncles, Jack, Terry and Gerry, spent most of their working lives in the ESB. When my father was in his twenties, most of his workmates started families. On the night shift, they would bring their babies’ terry nappies to work and dry them overnight in the great heat from the furnaces. I remember as a young child being taken to see those fires through a thick glass and wondering was I peering into hell!


My father, who was just a little younger than my oldest interviewee, died in 2007, but writing this book and meeting so many other men and women of a similar age to him has made me realise that we are only ever a handshake from history. The people I’ve met, now in their nineties, can remember those born in the nineteenth century, a magical link with our communal past.
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Des FitzPatrick, age 2.


Between 1920 and 1929, 612,711 babies were born in Ireland – 314,505 male and 298,206 female – of whom about 22,237 are alive today.


From 1920, roughly sixty thousand babies were born each year, the boys slightly outnumbering the girls year by year. Of these births, between 725 and 815 sets of twins were born each year and five to seven sets of triplets.
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ESB babies: Des, Gerry, Jack and Terry FitzPatrick.


We can see from the most recent census, taken in 2016, that 318 of those born in 1920 are still alive, 450 from 1921, 734 from 1922, 1,210 from 1923, 1,551 from 1924, 2,067 from 1925, 2,733 from 1926, 3,418 from 1927, 4,378 from 1928 and 5,378 from 1929.


In reality, the figures for those still living are probably higher as, during the decades following the 1920s, there was mass emigration and, no doubt, some of those who emigrated are still alive in their adopted countries. For example, in 1923 the estimated figure for those who emigrated was 20,570 to places as diverse as the USA, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa and India and they are just the destinations on record. Today, the surviving emigrants will appear in the statistics of their adoptive countries but there is no link to Irish statistics.


It has been a privilege to write this book, to meet so many men and women who have shared their stories with me, to listen to their sorrows and joys, to look at the photos of their grandchildren and their great-grandchildren, and to hear the wisdom of their long lives and their hopes for the future. From them, there was warmth and kindness and homemade scones and cups of tea and warm fires that stirred their memories.


Many of my interviewees live in their own homes. Others live in independent apartments or in nursing homes. Ten are still driving and two are still working.


Let’s meet them!


Martin Keaveny himself an inventor, recalls the mass exodus from Glenamaddy in the 1930s. ‘The Second World War started on 3 September and, on 6 October, a liner was making a last stop in Galway Bay to take US citizens and recent emigrants back home.’


Tom O’Mahony from Ballylanders in County Limerick remembers walking barefoot to school in summer and winter, and bringing sixpence for fuel to keep the fire going.


Anne Blake, widow of the late councillor Vincent Blake in Wicklow, remembered ‘putting out the cows and walking up the road and crying because they wanted him to go for election’.


Patrick Melinn who is still hands on at Melinn & Sons, the company he founded eighty years ago.


Vet Kevin Kealy and his sister Sr Máire Kealy recall their ‘rambling house’ in Wolf Hill in County Laois and growing up without electricity.


Anne Kennedy’s romance with her bus driver husband, Frank, began when he started throwing roses from his bus as she cycled along on her bicycle!


Siblings Tom Stack and Sr Dympna Stack from Moyvane in County Kerry tell how their IRA father James had to go on the run on his own wedding day and, speaking of the Tuam Mother and Baby Home, Sr Dympna notes, ‘All virgin births! No word about a dad or the families.’


Bridget Maguire came from Drimeyra, near Ballinasloe in County Galway. Her father, Thomas Larkin, was the local blacksmith. ‘I can still see him turning the shoe on the anvil, beating it out to size.’


Charlie Fitzmahony remembers watching de Valera as a child when he spoke in the Square in Portarlington as he campaigned in the first election following independence in February 1932.


Cyril Galbraith tells how, as a teenager, he went on a school exchange trip to Dresden in Germany, just before the outbreak of the Second World War. Cyril is now Ireland’s oldest practising campanologist.


Dorothy ‘Dot’ Talbot was also on that Dresden trip and retired just this year as warden of her local Church of Ireland in County Clare.


Marie Elliott, the little girl ‘with rosy cheeks and a Paris accent’, remembers that Archbishop John Charles McQuaid stopped her Catholic school team from playing hockey against Protestant schools.


John Flanagan, who worked for the Automobile Association on the border, recalls the smuggling that went on – in both directions!


Sr Cosmas Cullen says she wanted to be a missionary sister from the time she made her First Communion.


Denis O’Callaghan, violinist and private secretary to Charles J. Haughey, remembers those eventful Haughey years.


Rose Smith from Oldcastle in County Meath tells how her mother made beautiful linen sheets from used flour bags, and how she kept for another set for visiting American family and for laying out the dead.


Nora Ryan tells of her father’s friendship with Michael Collins and how he built a secret room in their attic in Riddlestown, Limerick that Collins used when he was on the run.


Sabina Tierney remembers food rationing during the Second World War. ‘There was only brown flour, some could make cakes out of it. My mother used to sift it with the white flour. It was like pig food but people had to make do with it.’


Maree O’Leary and Eithne Lee chose to be interviewed together. Eithne’s family farm stood where Dublin airport is now, the land acquired through a compulsory purchase order, and Maree remembers her father telling her how he learned Irish from Sinéad de Valera.


Pauline Hilliard recalls how she and her husband Hugh won the pools while living in England and were able to buy their house in Ireland and return home.


James Mullin lived in New Zealand and became acquainted with Frederick Foster, one of the last people to be executed in that country.


Michael O’Connell was a ‘Cork City young fella’ who joined the civil service and says, ‘Being appointed to Castlebar in 1945 was like being sent to America!’


Austin Dawe’s father Felix was the vice-commander of a battalion of the IRA in Dundalk, County Louth. Austin remembers that time, and tells me about his experiences on the Lough Derg pilgrimage.




1920: Major Events


World


•First General Assembly of the League of Nations in Geneva


•America passes the 19th Amendment, giving women the right to vote, is signed into law by President Woodrow Wilson


•F. Scott Fitzgerald publishes his debut novel, This Side of Paradise.


Ireland


•The Sinn Féin Lord Mayor of Cork Tomás Mac Curtain is murdered by armed and disguised RIC men who break into his home


•British recruits to the RIC begin to arrive in Ireland and become known as the Black and Tans from the colour of their uniforms


•Pope Benedict XV beatifies Oliver Plunkett


•The IRA orders a boycott of the RIC and their families


•Kingstown Urban District Council resolves to revert to the town’s historic name of Dún Laoghaire


•Protestants expel Catholic workers from the Harland and Wolff shipyard in Belfast; two days later fourteen die and one hundred are injured in rioting in the city


•The formation of the Ulster Special Constabulary, an armed (and predominantly Protestant) police reserve, is announced


•Terence MacSwiney, Lord Mayor of Cork, dies in Brixton Prison on the seventy-fourth day of his hunger strike


•An eighteen-year-old medical student, Kevin Barry, is executed in Mountjoy Prison for participating in the killing of three young unarmed British soldiers


•The Irish Republican Army, on the instructions of Michael Collins, shoots dead fourteen British undercover agents in Dublin; in retaliation, the Auxiliary Division of the RIC opens fire on a crowd at a GAA football match in Croke Park, killing thirteen spectators and one player, and wounding sixty


•Martial law is declared in counties Cork, Kerry, Limerick and Tipperary


•The Burning of Cork: British forces set fire to the centre of Cork city, including City Hall, in reprisal for the death of a British auxiliary who had been killed in a guerrilla ambush


•The Government of Ireland Act 1920 is passed by the parliament of the United Kingdom and receives royal assent from George V, providing for the partition of Ireland into Northern Ireland and Southern Ireland with separate parliaments, granting a measure of home rule


•La Scala Theatre and Opera House in Dublin is opened as a cinema


•Actress Maureen O’Hara is born


•All-Ireland champions: Dublin (hurling) and Tipperary (football).




Bringing Home the Christmas


Martin Keaveny


Born 1 June 1920


Mary Gannon, mother of eleven children, died when her youngest, Martin Keaveny, was just five years old – her husband Michael was a widower for forty-five years.


Martin’s siblings later scattered all over the world, Mark, Agnes, Moira and Margaret to the USA, Michael, John, Oona and Nell to South Africa and Kate and Sally to the UK. But although he travelled and worked in the UK when he was a young man, Martin returned to Ireland to farm and raise a family, and he now resides at the Central Park Nursing Home in Clonberne, Ballinasloe in County Galway.
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Mary and Martin Keaveny with ten of their eleven children, Mark, Agnes, Moira, Margaret, Michael, John, Oona, Nell. Kate and Sally, 1920.


He tells me he drove a car until two years ago, when he was ninety-seven, and he still remembers the first one he owned, a Morris Minor. ‘I think it was six months old when I got it. There wasn’t much traffic then in Glenamaddy (County Galway) and there was only one other car in the village.’ Martin also recalls his first tractor, a red Farmall Cub, which he got in 1954.


He loves both the Irish language and the work of the blind poet Antoine Ó Raifteirí and he greets me with a robust recitation as Gaeilge. ‘Is Mise Raifteirí an file, Lán dúchais is grádh, Le súile gan solas, Le ciúnas gan crá.’ The last of the wandering poets is buried in Craughwell and Martin has visited his grave.


Martin, who is now in his centenary year, is also an inventor and a writer and he gives me copies of some of the memories he has penned to use in our interview. He was a regular contributor to Solas magazine, which was the local parish publication for Glenamaddy, where Martin and his family grew up in a thatched farmhouse.


One of Martin’s earliest memories is of a neighbour called Kate Scally, a dressmaker. ‘I heard stories from my brothers and sisters of the great fun they had at school. I was told that I could go when the cuckoo would come, but that if I was too cross, I wouldn’t be let go. So I did my best to behave.


At that time, as Patrick Kavanagh’s mother said, boys were not put into trousers until they were able to manage their buttons. ‘I wore a frock up until then. The first preparation was to get a trousers made. I went to Kate, who lived in a small cottage. She was an old lady who wore silver-rimmed glasses on the top of her nose. She took my measurements but she wasn’t very accurate. It was neither a long trouser nor a short one. The material used was corduroy. I was ready for school then.’


He also recalls his schoolteachers, Mr O’Dea and Mrs Treacy. ‘Mr O’Dea described me as a boy with a good sense of humour.’ But on his first day, Martin changed his mind about going to school and remembers trying to escape. ‘When we were let out for play, I stole off, making my way home. I was halfway over the graveyard when I met two girls coming down from the chapel. They turned me round and landed me back in prison again. I didn’t put up any resistance. I didn’t attempt any other escape.’




About a dozen boys from the workhouse attended Glenamaddy school. They were seated on a long form along the wall. They were what we now call segregated. They didn’t join in any games with the other children.
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Martin has a photographic memory of those early schooldays. ‘At first we were given trays of sand and then we got slates and chalk and plasticine. About a dozen boys from the workhouse attended Glenamaddy school. They were seated on a long form along the wall. They were what we now call segregated. They didn’t join in any games with the other children. There was one big fellow called Mathias and he was in charge of the others and he carried a basketful of sandwiches and milk. They were all dressed the same in a grey uniform. They were well looked after. They moved to Tuam in 1927 and were later adopted by local families.’


Bringing Home the Christmas


Almost one hundred years ago, the highlight of a child’s year was Christmas. Martin recalls his neighbours setting out for Glenamaddy with the jennet and cart early on the morning of 9 December to ‘bring home the Christmas’. This date was chosen to avoid the rush closer to the big day. ‘We looked forward to their return in the evening because Mary always bought a good supply of raisins and shared some of them out among the children in the village.’


On the Wednesday before Christmas there was the ‘big market day’ when everyone came to town. ‘Ass and carts competed for parking spaces. It was the day when farmers’ wives sold their poultry. You could buy a fat goose for half a crown, and a turkey, chicken or duck for a shilling and sixpence. Potatoes cost three pence a stone and a cart load of turnips would set you back two shillings and six pence. Money was scarce but people got by just the same. It was the time of year when family members who had emigrated to America came to the rescue with the few welcome dollars.


‘As children, we were more interested in the big Christmas stocking displayed in Collins’ shop window. A Christmas stocking measuring three feet long could be bought for a shilling. The price was beyond the reach of an individual so we sometimes clubbed our pennies together and bought one. On Christmas Day we would rise early and head for seven-thirty mass. We set out at seven o’clock in the pitch dark. Usually there was hard frost and the ice cracked underfoot as we walked over cow tracks. Sometimes, we took the short route through cutaway bog and kicked clods to watch glow worms light up. On the high road, we might come across a shattered porter jar where someone had slipped on the icy road the previous night.’




The Second World War started on 3 September and, on 6 October, a liner was making a last stop in Galway Bay to take US citizens back home. I accompanied my sister to Tuam to catch the Galway train. My brother John emigrated to England the following day.
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Looking for Work in the War Years


Most of the young people in the Glenamaddy area emigrated when they were about eighteen but they came home sometimes for holidays. ‘I remember the day in 1939 when my sister Margaret, who had been home on a three-month visit, was returning to the United States. The Second World War started on 3 September and, on 6 October, a liner was making a last stop in Galway Bay to take US citizens back home. I accompanied my sister to Tuam to catch the Galway train. My brother John emigrated to England the following day.


‘There was no work available locally, so, in February 1940, myself and Sarah Garvey, a neighbour, walked to Glenamaddy and took a taxi to Ballymoe railway station. We caught the mail boat to Holyhead and a train to Birmingham. I tried for a job clearing snow but was unsuccessful. It was about a fortnight before any work emerged. The digs I stayed in were very poor; I had to sleep in an attic. I felt perished. I eventually secured a job on the railway. It was very dirty work which involved carrying railway lines. The frost was still very hard. I teamed up with my brother Mark and together we headed by train to south Wales in search of better employment. I was to work as a carpenter. The job we went to had the same foreman that we had worked for before on the railway and he knew that I wasn’t a qualified carpenter. The game was up and we returned to a snowy Birmingham.


‘Next day we took the train to Stafford and we got work there as carpenters. Stafford was a nice place and we made many friends. After a while, we were transferred to Coventry which, by comparison, was terrible – all work and no play.


‘By now the war had taken a bad turn. The English army was evacuated from Dunkirk. The canteen we used was in a huge building and every second person had a rifle with a fixed bayonet strapped to his back. The Germans were expected to invade at any moment. I applied for a visa to return home – at that time it was extremely difficult to get one. I said a lot of prayers and was eventually granted my passport to freedom. In England everywhere was blacked out. Air-raid sirens blared and people frantically dashed to the safety of the shelters. When I reached Holyhead, I was handed a life-jacket to wear on the crossing to Dublin. It was the happiest day of my life when I set foot on Irish soil again.’


Glenamaddy Fair


Much of the social life in rural Ireland revolved around the fair, and the fair in Glenamaddy was one of the biggest in the country, having been held for the first time on 5 November 1889, when Martin’s father was a young man. ‘It catered for pigs, sheep and cattle. The first animal sold was a fat sow owned by Captain Keaveney. He got five sovereigns for the sow and five sovereigns for having sold the first animal. Ten sovereigns would be about €1,750 in today’s money.


‘My father sold pigs at the fair and until 1930, those pigs were transported to Castlerea and Tuam railway stations by horse and cart. The carters were paid half a crown per pig for providing transport to Tuam and two shillings to Castlerea. Twenty horse carts, each carrying five pigs, would travel in convoy. The first lorries with single floors replaced the carts in 1930. There weren’t any tags on the ears of the cattle at that time. Buyers would cut their initials on the beasts’ rumps with a scissors so they could identify them as theirs.




There weren’t any tags on the ears of the cattle at that time. Buyers would cut their initials on the beasts’ rumps with a scissors so they could identify them as theirs.
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‘Fr Walter Conway ruled that the primary schools would remain closed on cattle fair days as it was considered dangerous for children to have to pass close to unenclosed animals. There was much amusement after the cattle were sold and paid for. Ballad singers sang songs and sold bundles of ballads after performing. There were matchmakers, cheap-jacks (salesmen) and delph men.


‘Every household had a current edition of Old Moore’s Almanac which listed all the fairs of Ireland. Twenty-four fairs were held in Glenamaddy each year.’


Farming Before the Tractor


When Martin was growing up, the farm work was interspersed with cutting turf on the bog. ‘I brought home the turf with a horse and cart. It was thirsty work. We had a drink called fire water – it was oaten meal in a can the sweets came in and it was good for the thirst on a hot day.’


But this was before the advent of the tractor. ‘We used ploughs and the bodies of the first ploughs were made from wood. Very few people had horses so they had to hire ploughmen to do the work. People got jennets and they were able to draw the plough. Neighbours joined together to form teams. Jennets were very useful animals as they were nearly as strong as horses but a lot easier to maintain. At one time there were eleven jennets and only four horses in Esker in County Galway. There were good ploughmen and bad. You could whistle or sing while ploughing – it was a satisfying job. Opening the first furrow was the most difficult part of ploughing a field. The last furrow was called a caológ.’




We had a drink called fire water, it was oaten meal in a can the sweets came in and it was good for the thirst on a hot day.
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The Mill and the Flax


When Martin returned from England he settled on a dairy farm with his family, where he was a successful farmer, winning prizes for the quality of his silage. He was also very much involved in the local mill, where he had helped his father from the age of ten.


He remembers one cold November day around 1930. ‘My father loaded a big pile of bags of oats onto the horse cart bound for Gilmore’s mill in Letra. They weighed approximately one ton and would make half a ton of oatmeal. Such was the demand that the mill had to be booked in advance. The following day we brought a load of turf that would be used to fuel the fire in the kiln that dried the oats. The ass and cart was used for this purpose. My brother John and myself were allowed to go with our father and were excited at the prospect of seeing the mill. We hadn’t been so far away from home before and thought the journey would never end. We were fascinated by what we saw there, a great gush of water rushed out a channel and turned a huge wheel.


‘As a rule the miller did not take cash for his services. Instead he kept a half stone of meal for every hundredweight of meal ground. Local merchants would exchange the meal for cash. By the end of the Second World War, farmers cut back on the amount of oats they sowed as it was no longer profitable – and this marked the decline of the mill.


‘Having observed the working of the mill, my brother and I decided to make our own. There was a stream nearby and a dump in a quarry near Glan school contained lots of wheels with cogs. Every Saturday we headed across the Clooncun bog for the dump. This went on for about a month until we thought we had enough material gathered for our experiment. We made a makeshift wheel the size of a dinner plate and set it up in the stream. But the force of the water swept it away, and with it our dreams!’


Corn, on the other hand, was threshed in the fields using a flail, a tool made from two pieces of wood. Martin recalls the arrival of the first threshing machine in Esker village when he was six. ‘It arrived in 1926. It was drawn by four donkeys. People used donkeys in preference to horses as they believed that horses would take fright at the sight of the machine. The first threshing machine was old and it broke down regularly. The following year, Pete Keaveny and Johnny Mannion joined up and bought a new machine.’


Flax was grown in the area until the late 1800s, and Martin remembers hearing the stories of scutching the softened plants. ‘When the men went card-playing or attended Land League meetings, the women of the village gathered at the house where the scutch was to take place. But scutching wasn’t all work for them! They did a bit of matchmaking as well, planning who would make suitable partners. There was a party atmosphere and a singsong. My wife, Sarah Ann, had a towel made from flax grown locally. It is now in the possession of my daughter.’


‘How Would You Like To Be Buried with My People?’


‘That’s my wedding photo,’ says Martin, showing me a picture of a happy, glamorous young couple. He met his wife-to-be, Sarah Coyne from Meelick, Glenamaddy, at the local dance hall. He immediately asked her out but says their romance had ‘a casual start’. He proposed to Sarah at the dance hall too. ‘The whole way of proposing then was to say, “How would you like to be buried with my people?” But I didn’t say that. I said, “How about leaving your home tonight?” And she was glad of the chance.’


The couple married in 1947 in St Patrick’s Church, Glenamaddy, and they went to Salthill for their honeymoon by hackney car. When they returned, there was little work, so Martin went to England. ‘I spent a fortnight walking about from one farm to another, they didn’t have work for me and I came upon a neighbour called Michael Comer and he put me to work, and I didn’t have any trouble getting work from then on. And I worked for McAlpine on the construction of a big power plant.’


Let There Be Light


Martin is also an inventor. His first invention, in the wake of the Second World War, was a light sensor to encourage hens to produce more eggs. His son Pat Keaveny tells the story. ‘It was known that artificial light would entice hens to alight from their roosting perches before dawn and induce them to lay before the henhouse door was opened. But as this predated the availability of digital timers, a member of the household had to get up at an unearthly hour to switch on the electric light in the henhouse manually. This proved to be a great inconvenience.’


Martin devised a plan to switch on the light automatically at the desired time using an old-fashioned alarm clock, twine and three inches from a broom handle. He shared his unpatented invention with his grateful neighbours who were also in the business of producing eggs.


‘The light would come on at four o’clock in the morning and they laid more eggs,’ Martin says. ‘One particular neighbour was so pleased that when he died, he gave me seventeen shillings and sixpence, and I bought a suit of clothes with it.’


There was, however, one minor drawback. ‘The first night the electricity was turned on, people went to great trouble sweeping the house because they didn’t notice the dust before!’




The first night the electricity was turned on, people went to great trouble sweeping the house because they didn’t notice the dust before!’
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When the Work Was Done …


The community in Esker worked together and played together. The village was divided into two by sandhills with six houses on either side, in Baile Nua and Sean Bhaile and there were two visiting houses where people gathered. One of them was the Keaveny household. ‘Visiting began when the potatoes were harvested in mid-November and ended in late February when the ploughing started. All under tens were put to bed at six o’clock before the visitors arrived. We resented being put to bed and didn’t go to sleep. We knew by the sound of the footsteps who was approaching and we mimicked what they would say before they opened the door. Jimmie Dolan would say, “God bless the work”, Patsy Giblin, “God save all here” and Thomas Hussey,“Well, a Mhic”. He was known as the ‘Mhico’. Some nights they talked about ghosts. Mhico told how he saw a ghost train go through the bog, carriages all lit up, irons clanging on the railway.




Some nights they talked about ghosts. Mhico told how he saw a ghost train go through the bog, carriages all lit up, irons clanging on the railway.
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‘We were very noisy upstairs and then a shout would come from below. Things would quieten for a while but soon the ruaille buaille would start up again. We were allowed to get up for a while when the visitors left.’


Then in 1938, when Martin was eighteen, his sister Sally brought a radio from England. ‘There was a grand programme every week called ‘Round the Fire’. Delia Murphy, Éamon Kelly and Sean Ó Síocháin and other good actors and singers took part in it. It was great entertainment for the visitors and not forgetting Lord Haw Haw’s broadcasts.


‘Billy Martin and his wife were hosts to the visitors in Sean Bhaile. They had a céad míle fáilte for everyone. A younger lot of people visited Billy’s but seating was a problem. This was overcome by putting a plank from one chair to another and maybe someone would have to sit on a bag of turf. Billy always kept a roaring fire so that everyone was warm. There was card-playing and music. People came from outside townlands to play cards for pigs’ heads. Everybody enjoyed a good night’s entertainment.’


Martin and Sarah had six children: Michael, Pat and John are all in the UK, and Mark, Mary and Martin live in Ireland. Michael is a retired religious brother and teacher, Pat and Mark are also retired teachers, John is a carpenter, Mary is a retired teacher and accountant, and Martin is a quantity surveyor. Sarah died at the age of eighty-seven and she is still very much missed. Martin is a religious man and thinks that the afterlife ‘might be a better place than the real one’.
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Martin Keaveney at Central Park Nursing Home near Ballinasloe, 2019.




1921: Major Events


World


•The USA and Germany sign the Treaty of Berlin, ending the official state of war that still existed between the two countries due to the US. Senate’s refusal to ratify the Treaty of Versailles


•Adolf Hitler becomes chairman of the Nazi Party in Germany


•Coco Chanel launches her perfume, Chanel No. 5


•On 11 November, the United States buries an unidentified soldier at Arlington National Cemetery in the presence of President Warren G. Harding. The inscription on the tomb reads: ‘Here rests in honoured glory an American soldier known but to God.’


•Albert Einstein receives the Nobel Prize for Physics


•David Lloyd George is prime minister of the UK


•Charles Bronson, John Glenn and Nancy Reagan are born.


Ireland


•Irish War of Independence: The Irish Republican Army occupies and burns the Custom House in Dublin on 25 May; five IRA men are killed and over eighty captured by the British army


•Captain Con Murphy from Millstreet, County Cork is executed by British authorities, the first man to be executed in front of a firing squad since the 1916 Rising


•Viscount FitzAlan is appointed Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, the first Roman Catholic since 1685 to hold the position


•James Craig is elected the first Prime Minister of Northern Ireland


•Clashes between Catholics and Protestants in Belfast leave sixteen dead (twenty-three over the next four days)


•Terence MacSwiney’s play The Revolutionist (set and published in 1914) has its stage premiere at the Abbey Theatre just months after his death


•W.B. Yeats publishes Michael Robartes and the Dancer and Four Plays for Dancers


•All-Ireland champions: Limerick (hurling) and Dublin (football).




Romance at the Crossroads


Tom O’Mahony


Born 27 February 1921


When we meet, Tom O’Mahony has just celebrated his ninety-eighth birthday with a big family party at his daughter Eileen’s home in County Wicklow, where he now lives. ‘There were cousins and friends and neighbours,’ he tells me as we leaf through the photos of the event, including one of the magnificent red velvet birthday cake in the shape of Tom’s toolbox.


Tom grew up in Ballylanders, seven miles outside Mitchelstown in County Cork – over the Limerick border. He was one of four children of Willie and Nellie (née Quinn).


Tom’s earliest memories revolve around the family farm in Ballylanders. Children were given responsibilities from a young age so, from about eight, he found himself helping to milk the cows, clean out the sheds and thresh oats in a barrel. ‘It was a very simple life but hard enough.’ Families tried to be self-sufficient and Tom’s family reared their own pigs as well.


Tom didn’t like school. ‘It wasn’t a terribly good experience and I left at thirteen.’ His brother Willie, however, was one of the few at that time who stayed on until Leaving Cert. ‘He used to cycle the fifteen-mile round trip to the secondary school in Mitchelstown,’ Tom recalls. ‘There were twenty-five in the class starting off, but only two stayed the course, and Willie was one of them.’


School Days and Boyhood Mischief


‘I went to school in Ballylanders where the community hall now stands,’ Tom tells me. ‘The boys and girls were in separate rooms back then, and there were just two teachers, one taking the lower classes and the other the more senior ones. I remember my school book cost one penny – and in winter we had to bring in sixpence to cover the cost of fuel.’
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