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Now, to pry into roots, to finger slime,


To stare big-eyed Narcissus, into some spring


Is beneath all adult dignity. I rhyme


To see myself, to set the darkness echoing.


‘Personal Helicon’, Seamus Heaney










INTRODUCTION


Why should we care what it was like to grow up in the townland of Muinterevlin, in the parish of Ardboe, in County Tyrone, Northern Ireland, in the 1940s and ’50s?


Because it was strange. Let’s not underestimate the attractions of oddity; where would literature be without it? Polly Devlin’s childhood was rural and pre-modern; she describes it as ‘medieval’ and ‘tribal’. She grew up among copper-poisoned fairy trees, hoof-prints of supernatural cows, and peasants who could cure warts; it’s no accident that magic circles are a common metaphor in this book. The parcels from aunts in America, with their fur coats and high-school yearbooks, might as well have come from another planet.


On the island of Ireland, history was ‘alive, bitterly alive, because we live where history happened’, Devlin recounts, and even the curses lasted for centuries: ‘Bad cess to him and to his breed, seed and generation.’ Growing up in a townland named for her own clan, Devlin had the luck (or, some would say, burden) of inhabiting a speaking landscape where everything meant something, even if it had been half-forgotten; for instance, a spooky house that made children uneasy as they passed it turns out to have once belonged to the bailiff who tyrannised over their ancestors on behalf of an absentee landlord.


Another reason we should care what Polly Devlin’s childhood was like is that in one sense, it was no stranger than any of our childhoods, wherever we spent them. She is precise and eloquent on the psychology of children: the manifold guilts, the territoriality, the wicked longing to witness disaster (a cow falling off a cliff), the terror of mockery, the uneasy response to adult questions. More specifically (and those of us who grew up in a horde of siblings will appreciate this), she teases out the peculiarities of a family of seven, ‘the knotted, clotted tie of blood’. Devlin is not afraid to look at the dark side of siblinghood; she probes the difficulties of differentiation, the dread of – and yearning for – separation. ‘Isn’t the wan like the other?’ the neighbours ask, and Devlin is very acute on the way the six sisters do not so much have different characters as play and swap different roles in their ‘gargantuan and dynastic’ power struggles. Each sister is ‘beloved enemy’ to the others, their fights described with memorable frankness as ‘lovemaking in reverse’. Even in adulthood, the sisters remain ‘points of reference on the ordnance maps of each other’s lives’. ‘I am never free of them,’ Devlin complains at the start of the book, and at the end, consoled, she realises ‘I can never be lost.’


All of Us There is a memoir for people who don’t much like memoirs, because it picks its way past all the usual pitfalls of the genre. Polly Devlin indulges in nostalgia only sparingly, and never in sentimentality; against every ‘halcyon’ day she sets some incident of random cruelty. She doesn’t pile up detail for its own sake; this is a slim book, packed hard with insights. Devlin is writing for herself, but not in some bland, scrapbooking spirit.


Instead, she is wrestling with a question, a puzzle: was her childhood heaven or hell, blissfully sensual or bleakly backward, the best of times or the worst? What makes this book so intellectually lively is that its author never settles into an attitude, whether of celebration or critique; one minute Ardboe sounds like a pre-industrial Eden, the next, a creepy backwater of crying children.


She writes with the benefits of hindsight and education, but also with painful, fresh involvement. Readers will appreciate the book’s muscular and poetic language, but they may not notice the cleverness of its structure. Devlin seems to proceed randomly, by association of ideas, but there is an overall movement outwards, like the ripples of a thrown stone, from family to community to the larger forces of religion and politics. One of her most characteristic techniques is to mention something lightly (the power of priests, say, or the troubles of fishermen), then come back to probe it more deeply in a later chapter; this establishes a cyclic, almost seasonal rhythm, but also allows themes to sink into the reader’s consciousness.


Devlin published The Vogue Book of Fashion Photography (1979) some years before All of Us There, and her interest in that art informs this memoir at many points. She offers nuanced readings of the rare photographic artefacts of her childhood: the blandly glossy studio shots, for instance, as compared with the snapshots that capture the ambiguous expressions – ‘open’ yet ‘bruised’, ‘trusting’ yet ‘anxious’ – on the seven children’s faces. She knows that memories are no more reliable than photographs, being marked by what she calls the ‘double exposure of the imagination’. At many points in the book, Devlin’s grown-up sisters are quoted as contesting the way she remembers something. Does she recall Eiram being whipped because it happened often, for instance, or because it happened so rarely that the memory stands out? Devlin includes these rival commentaries, I think, to remind us – and herself – that memoir-writing is always a biased business.


All of Us There is a short, disciplined book, and there are many things it does not set out to do. The family members are not fully fleshed, well-rounded characters, brought to life in long conversations. Instead, we get brief, paradoxical glimpses, from a child’s eye. The charming, lazy father with the beauty of an Elizabethan gallant who never lifts a hand to his children, but resents his wife reminiscing about her former life. The golden-haired, car-driving mother, troubled by longings for ‘another better place, somewhere else where life is real’. Only a few of the sisters stand out from the crowd: Elizabeth the ‘pioneer’ and athletic Eiram, bound together in exclusive friendship, and religious Meg. Very often the pronoun is not ‘I’ but ‘we’; Devlin is telling us what the whole tribe of children – at times, the whole community – sensed and thought.


‘Everything in these kinds of testaments silts down to love, or the lack of it,’ she says baldly, in the middle of a passage about the way adults always reserved their physical caresses for the current baby, the Ba. Sexuality in a broad sense is a running theme in this book, and Devlin’s comments on the rigorous suppression, the ‘blight’ on love, amount to an indictment of Irish culture. As she points out, the very vocabulary of desire was a scornful, derisory one; the person in love was ‘astray in the head’, and ‘touch’ was interchangeable with ‘hit’. The saddest story in the book is that of Ellen, the housekeeper (perhaps the book’s most fully realised character), who never does marry her suitor of twenty years, but keeps her wedding suit in a flour bag on the back of her door, ‘like a pitiful integument waiting for her body’. All of Us There is full of bitter celibates – priests who molest little girls, nuns who unconsciously punish children ‘for existing when their own children did not’, frustrated lovers trying to find some privacy on a rainy hillside without getting blasted from the pulpit on Sunday, and parents forbidden to use birth control to keep their children to a number they can cope with and love enough.


This suppression of sexuality ties in with another of Devlin’s key themes, the cruelty of adults to children, in a culture that equated the sound of children laughing with ‘being bad’. She is fairly forgiving of parents who end up neglecting their children because of fatigue, desperation, or an ingrained tradition of not sparing the rod. But there remain the instances of torment as a ‘pastime’, especially for men: the man who spat on Eiram’s white coat, and the one who chopped the head off Ellen’s doll, laughing. Men were the rulers of this little kingdom, and women deferred to them on almost all occasions. Devlin remembers this with a guilty complicity; she and her sisters were ‘small Salomes’, dancing around the ‘maypole’ of their charming father, and only in retrospect can she grant her mother equal importance, and feel grateful for the commonplace, abrupt, unspoken, busy ‘love of the women around us’.


In her probing analysis of the religion of her childhood, Devlin captures both the dramatic thrills it provided, and that Emperor’s-new-clothes moment when she realised that the apparition of the Virgin Mary might well be ‘all a mock’. She manages to be tough on Irish Catholicism – a ‘tyranny’ enforced by despotic priests who were ‘well-meaning men of narrow and bigoted education’ – but she is equally critical of its oppressors, the lawmakers who pushed it underground during Penal times (the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries) and contributed to its stern nature. She explores suggestive connections between Catholicism and mental illness, and suggests that Irish Catholics’ history of ‘beaten-in subservience’ led to the ‘crippling ethic of modesty’ (intellectual as well as sexual). Devlin is not so much assigning blame as constructing a genealogy of repression, of ‘racial self-hatred’. If a Northern Irish girl in 1950 had to keep her head down and consider herself ‘worthless, like chaff in the wind’, this wasn’t directly the fault of the British, the Catholic Church, or patriarchal Irishmen for whom masculinity was ‘a kind of disease connected with bloodshed’, but of a potent cocktail of all these forces and more.


For some people, Devlin muses, the religious absolutes of her childhood brought comfort; for others, they got twisted into the fear and terrorism ‘that stalk Northern Ireland still’. And she herself is not immune to the righteous rage of Republican terrorists, this ‘plague that my parents with their care and liberalism had tried to inoculate us from’. All of Us There, for all its subtle and descriptive approach, ends up being a startlingly political book. So another reason why readers should care about Polly Devlin’s childhood is that it tells us more than many a mile of newsprint about why the people of Northern Ireland (or Ulster, the North or the Six Counties, depending on your affiliations) might want to kill each other. Things introduced as piquant details – for instance, the British military aerodrome that literally split the parish of Ardboe in two – turn out to be devastating demonstrations of the colonial project in miniature. The fishermen on the lough aren’t just local colour, they’re a perfect example of dispossessed Irishmen waging a local war against the petty, humiliating obstructions put in their way by a bureaucratic government.


But Devlin is always a subtle thinker, and at every point she questions her own resentments. For instance, she recalls thinking that all Catholic children looked pale and rickety – till she saw Protestant children in Belfast who looked the same way, and realised that this was the face of poverty, not of sect. She describes the way the pain of Irish history ‘makes me want to turn on my rational present educated other part and rend myself in half, or tear one part from the other so that one part of me can wholly hate.’ But she doesn’t, can’t; she remains double, culturally hybrid, grieving. Lightly she mentions that their neighbour Paddy Durrish passed on his curative ‘charm’ to his son-in-law, who was killed in a pub bombing, so the magic died out. Among Northern Irish memoirs, this book has, to borrow Devlin’s image about her mother, ‘the power of an unfired bullet’.


So in the end it turns out that this study of a particular, ‘remote and backward’ place, a ‘left-over, atavistic world’, is actually a meditation on universals: childhood, memory, family, community and culture. It is taut with mixed feelings. Like the best memoirists and novelists, Polly Devlin recounts a specific and peculiar experience, yet manages to draw her readers in by the invisible threads of uneasy fellow-feeling, until we are all crouching behind a gravestone at the edge of Lough Neagh – ‘all of us there’.




CHAPTER ONE


Here is a photograph held in my imagination, looped in my memory. It exists in seven different versions, in seven different imaginations, but this is how I see it. Seven small children stand captured in the photograph in a descending row, each large-eyed child looking anxiously at the camera with expressions that are appealing, appeasing and eager.


There are six girls and one boy in the photograph, my five sisters, my brother and myself, locked in our descending hierarchy, ensnared in family, caught in place by the lens of a box camera. It is any time in the early 1950s. The ivy which stirred over a half-glimpsed door as the photographer crouched under his black blanket is frozen in the moment. Behind the little group looms an ancient Celtic cross. Around lies a graveyard and water, sky and distance.


The photograph is faded. It is over thirty years old and already has that sepia look which gives old photographs an authenticity, a grandeur and a paradoxical reality missing in newer prints. The sepia acts, for me, as does a wreath on a head: a crown, or a symbol of desolation.


These young faces are stained with something else, in another of time’s tricks – or double exposure of the imagination. A look of travail seeps out from under those placatory expressions. The bodies of the children held there for ever in their old poses are alert, as though something within them is perpetually poised for flight. I look down on the image as it floats below the surface of my mind. Each figure glimmers more clearly as I pull the complete image gently to the surface. I am fearful of disturbing them as they have always disturbed me, and as I try to hook them up and out of the slipstream of memory into life, and into my life, I see that their childishness is accentuated by that old and premonitory look on their faces, as though they had perceived already what the world had in store. I look away, disturbed by their haunting fugacity, but they do not go away. They can never go away. I am never free of them.


There are seven children – six sisters and a brother, Elizabeth, Eiram, Siobhain, Meg, Sinclare, Nell and Paul, the only boy, all bound together by what I thought in those early days was the monumental accident of parenthood, which gave us the same father and laid us in the same womb and endowed me at least with an early, inaccurate and somewhat resentful belief that by the merest stumble of time any one of us could have been the other … except for our brother, for he remains perforce outside the family estate of sisterhood, aware of our strange exact connections, deeply affected by them and their repercussions but removed from them by his maleness.


Our births span twelve years, yet we seem always to be seven, forged into each other like crystals on quartz, connected by our name, roots, place, our history, as well as by the knotted, clotted tie of blood. Perhaps most obvious of all, we are connected by our distinctive and characteristic family looks.


Anyone who sees one of those children has seen something of us all; and even as children, uninterested in individual appearance, we recognize that our collective appearance is remarkable. The far set of our big and somewhat prominent eyes, the wide horizontal planes of our faces, the high broad foreheads, the mix of passion and sullenness in the expression, the set of our heads on the shoulders, all are living illustrations of kinship, and throughout childhood there reverberates the cry, ‘Isn’t the wan like the other?’ or, in a phrase that we feel to be somewhat ill-chosen, ‘Isn’t she the dead spit of her sister?’


For years I find it necessary to believe that our appearance and looks come directly from our father’s side – the strong male side, the side with power. But in other photographs – which I refuse to examine while a child and can only now look at without the squint of resentment and remorse with which for so long I distorted them – show that we have inherited as much of our cast of feature from our mother’s side as from that of our father; and it took me years to recognize that power was compressed in her like an unfired bullet.


Everyone we meet in our small world, a remote and backward corner of Northern Ireland, knows us ‘on’ our parents; but since they are distinctive in every way we don’t feel it is any great feat of recognition, although at a certain level we feel vaguely flattered at our provenance being so known. But we are not at all sure about who we are when we look in the mirror or look right or left and see the sister, that someone else, the separate person who is inseparable from you, the sister who speaks and moves and looks like oneself, and yet is entirely different.


We know that the recognition we are given is not as individuals, but as appurtenances of our parents, and as young members of an old family. Our father is well known in this enclosed district – first, also, as a child of his parents, the son of a man who vaulted away from his prescribed future and in so doing gave himself just enough status to leave himself isolated, and who married the first school-mistress in the first public elementary school to be established in the district. My father is known as himself too, the owner of the only public house in the district, as an athlete – he was a fine footballer and the county high-jump champion before his marriage – and for his memorably good looks.


My father, like my grandfather, married a school-mistress and she, like her mother-in-law, is from another part of Ireland, which makes her an outsider and compounds her apartness from the community. She is distinctive because of her occupation, because she drives a car – no other woman in the district does, not just because there are few other cars – and because she is blonde of hair and golden of skin, rare colouring in our Celtic district. She met my father soon after she arrived to take up her first teaching job in a tiny school in the adjoining parish of King’s Island. They were married within a year, and she found herself transplanted from the carefully structured existence of her middle-class family in Warrenpoint, a pretty seaside town bound by the rigid modes and mores of provincial gentility, into the ramshackle, almost mediaeval, undiluted life of our district with its own distinctive bonding, tribal mores and manners.


What happened to our immediate forebears and affected us profoundly is what usually happens only to people who have left their native place of birth, and met and married someone from different stock and background. Each partner then acquires the preoccupations, priorities, memories, the new ways of family of the other. In the pooling of these they make for themselves in the new place a new life, fuelled by a new energy, and thus give themselves a different future. But the making of the new bloodline and that different future has been accompanied by the febrile, disruptive shock of leaving home, of pulling up old roots.


This breakdown of tribal associations, of personal family history in a particular territory, the loss of lore and legend associated with each family’s background, the sunderance of people from place, has never happened to us, nor to anyone who lives where we live. In this place history and life are utterly mingled, and history is alive, bitterly alive, because we live where history happened. Our grandfather and father have married women of different stock, background and religion, but what made them unusual is that they remained where they were, rooted in the same place. The new branches became grafted on to the reckless and sly characteristics of the fisherman stock, and the roots fattened in the soil without having been disturbed.


But something else was disturbing those roots. By the time we arrived the twentieth century, almost half its span late, had arrived too and was encircling our community, about to invade it, weapons and barter goods at the ready: trinkets for the natives, electricity, wireless and television and, most dazzling of all, Social Security. We grew up in that moment between the death throes of the oldest kind of social security and the beginnings of a new dispensation, living in a left-over place operating on a time-scale of its own, with a way of life that still clung softly to the earth, nourishing it and being nourished by it like the fleece on a sheep.


When fleece is cut from the sheep and collected at nightfall, the fleeces are still live and warm. If the summer night is cold after a hot day, a mist like the haze on the lough clouds the wool and the cooling fleeces stir slightly all night through. In an old wool-room you could hear the fleeces stirring – a faint sound like soft breathing. Our generation in Ardboe were like fleeces cut from the last of the flock.


The place called Ardboe is the most remote region of a remote county – Tyrone – a large rambling shrub- and bush-covered county that stretches across the interior of the political state of Northern Ireland, often called Ulster – a misnomer, since Ulster, one of the four provinces of Ireland, far outreaches the latter-day political boundaries of Northern Ireland. Ardboe is a parish of small townlands, many of whose names are Gaelic. The parish is divided into Upper and Lower Ardboe, the one separated from the other by the enormous wedge of an aerodrome built in the middle of the Second World War, and which landed, all unbeknownst, in the lap of the parish like a monstrous cuckoo.


Lower Ardboe lies along the shores of Lough Neagh, the biggest lake in the United Kingdom, twenty-five miles long by eight miles wide, in effect an inland tideless freshwater sea, an extravagant expanse of water which laps the small fields of our farm, within sight and sound of our house. Its soughing music forms the aural background to each day of our lives.


We are almost an island, connected to the outside world only by one tiny road which dribbles its slack and twisting way into our hidden demesnes, and which swerves and slings around the perimeter of the aerodrome like a girdle. To anyone coming towards us for the first time from the small market town of Cookstown ten miles away, following the road as it meanders towards the lough, it must appear to expire in a flaxhole and a tangle of bramble below the Moor Hill. But in fact, at that point, called the Cross Roads (although it is not strictly that), it turns at a right-angle, narrows and plunges towards Biddy’s Brae, past our house and thence to the Old Cross of Ardboe, where it ends in the graveyard surrounding the Cross. Another smaller spur road called the Car Road branches off alongside the lough shore towards the flat long beauty of Golloman’s Point, and parallel to that old turf road is a new white concrete road leading to the pump house built for a water supply to the aerodrome. Both these roads are hidden from view on the road to the Cross.


That road links us to our landscape in the same way that our sisterhood links us together. It is an absolute connection and has the quality of infinity as it stretches ahead in a green and blue haze. Along its way old men and sometimes an old woman lean over their gates or against a sagging gate-post made from the branch of a tree, waiting with an endless curiosity for our approach, as though they had never ever seen us before, nor even the likes of us, though they have known us from babyhood. They like to vex us with questions as to our goodness and badness, and what book we are in at school. In their day, when public elementary schooling was first established, each grade of pupil was reckoned according to which textbook she or he had attained and the form still lingers. We were always wary of the questioners and their questions and indeed they were asked to vex us, rather than from genuine interest, and sometimes adults did things that left us feeling helplessly violated; we were never sure why or when and thus we tended to be on guard.


‘Do you remember Carrie’s Joe?’ Eiram once asked me. ‘He always sat over by the yew tree in the graveyard.’


He’d have been married to Kitty who had sometimes helped Ellen look after us older children when a new baby arrived. No one according to our legend – springing, as did all our legends, from our father – had liked Carrie’s Joe or his brother John, least of all their wives. When he died Kitty (whatever she may have inwardly felt) outwardly lamented and grieved. ‘He’s gone’, she said wildly to Maggie her sister-in-law, ‘and left me on me lone.’ Maggie looked at her with narrowed envious eyes. ‘I wish I had your story to tell,’ she said.


I reminded Eiram of the story. ‘He did something horrible to me’, Eiram said, ‘something traumatic. I was down in their house and I was wearing a white fur coat, a teddy-bear coat, that came in that parcel from America. You often wore it too. I was about five or six, I suppose, and some of the family were cutting wood in the kitchen, putting it under the range, and I was bending down helping them. Carrie’s Joe was sitting on the settle smoking his pipe and I suddenly saw him clearing his throat and spitting on to my coat, and I thought that it couldn’t be true, that it must be an accident. I was so embarrassed and ashamed, I didn’t know what to do. And Kitty, his wife, saw him and shouted, “You old brute. You bad, dirty old brute. Ruining the child’s coat,” and she took me out of the house. She knew, too, that he’d meant it. But the smell of that spit and smoke. My hatred of smoking isn’t accidental.’


‘But why did they do things like that, Eiram?’ I asked.


‘It was jealousy in an odd sort of way,’ she replied. ‘I remember someone once saying that it was the pastime of men to torment the children. Don’t you remember how, coming home from school, we always dreaded meeting men? Because we never knew how they would react?’


I remember too the odd men and old men who were occupied with more mysterious things than we could comprehend, as well as men who always seemed utterly preoccupied in their own pursuits, cycling to and from their fishing on the lough, or leading horses, or driving a cow to be serviced by our bull, or wielding a great curved billhook to the thorn hedges, ploughing the fields alongside the road, or spraying the potato plants from a copper tank strapped to their backs. I always marvelled at how radically the looks of all of the fields – except the Fallow Field – were changed by the cycle of their crops.


The potato and flax fields were particularly dramatic. In the spring the potato fields were a mass of green foliage and white flowers, rich and dense, which became a rich speckled blue, the colour of thrushes’ eggs, after the plants had been sprayed with the blue stone and soda mix to protect them from the blight, the cause of the famine that is as much a watershed in Irish history as the Great War is in English history. In the late autumn, when the potatoes had been gathered and schools were closed so that we could help with the picking, the bare brown fields were studded with storage pits which looked like burial mounds.


Flax was a beautiful crop and its feathery growth had, from any distance, a limpid greenness that moved fluently in the slightest wind and became the background to a marvellous blueness when it flowered. There were few flowers to be seen in our district of tiny farms and no gardens, where all vegetation was green sprinkled with white or pink blossom on the bramble and thorn and wild fruit trees; and these sudden rich bluenesses seemed extraordinary in that landscape, exotic and unnatural. The flax had to be pulled out by hand, since it grew mingled with thistle and weed, so harvesting it was a painful and back-breaking business. After it was pulled, it was put to soak in the flaxholes that lay festering and stagnant in the corners of low-lying fields, surrounded by the heavy stones which held it under water. When the flax had rotted – or retted – in the holes for a month or more it was lifted out, slimy and foetid, and was spread on smooth pasture to dry, and its strange, sour stench hung across the countryside. You could almost see that smell, vaporizing and shimmering acidly over the fields.


The word flaxen has lost – or has never had – its scorch and meaning for anyone who has not seen that lovely metamorphosis from a green plant to a glimmering strand, a silky blondeness, so shimmering with light that it seemed on the point of igniting into incandescence. It did ignite often, because of its extreme dryness, and the flax mill in Upper Ardboe went up in flames with defeating regularity and all the work and crop went with it, lost. ‘You could be sure’, my father said, ‘if you saw a pall of smoke over by Oiney’s Michael’s in Mullinahoe that the flax mill was on fire again.’


He said it with great restraint, considering that when it burnt down he had generally lost his crop. Every part of the process of making linen out of flax was tedious and fraught, and even, in the system of scutching – the crushing of the fibres by rolling and beating – dangerous, since they had to be held in the hand against spindles rotating at high speed; many a man lost more than a crop. When the linen was woven it was pale brown, or greyish-brown, not white at all, and it was stretched out on smooth pasture to be bleached by the sun and the weather.


The best flax field in our district was at the Moor Hill, where a fairy tree grew, near Rosy Campbell’s house. We always had an uneasy feeling passing this house which we attributed, if we tried to reason it out at all, to the presence of the fairy tree and its omens. Certainly the atmosphere of unease there had to do with powerful superstition – but not wholly. There was a rational explanation, although as children we did not know it and breathed in the air of unease and insecurity as a natural part of things. The land bailiff had lived in that house; for even such an obscure and poverty-stricken parish as Ardboe had been part of a great estate given to an English family – the Alexanders – who lived in a Great House some thirty miles distant, and who collected rents and dues until the land was ceded back to the descendants of the earlier dispossessed. If there had been a bad season, or a remittance payment from an emigrant son or daughter did not come through and the rent was defaulted on, a farmer might lose his cow, or his crop, or worst of all be evicted in lieu of payment. Though those days had gone when we hurried past the Campbell house, the insecurity and threat still lingered around it.




CHAPTER TWO


The seven of us were born during and after the Second World War and, although cameras were scarce and film almost unobtainable, our family archaeology lies in photographs, rare visual relics. Every one, however faded and amateur in composition, holds a detonating charge that shifts my heart, partly because of the lacrimae rerum through which it seems I must look at them, and also because to my eyes, the children in them each bear a look of bruised innocence, of anxious love, both somehow emphasized by the openness and width of the faces, and by the expressions glazed over them like the thinnest of icings. These expressions can only be described as being the utter opposite of street-wise – here is a disturbed simplicity, a signalling of goodwill and trust.


Perhaps all old photographs of the person one has been and the people one has known in early life bear this look of innocence; the faces lack the engraved mark of time which has so slowly but irrevocably altered the face that looks down on its own youth. The image below one’s now-knowing eyes lies waiting to accommodate the experience borne on the face above, which has been arrived at at a cost that might seem too high if it were known in advance. I remember reading once of how mushrooms had, over four hundred years, raised a huge flagstone with their subtle and stubborn growth; looking at ourselves in these photographs, time seems like that – silently pressing on to that young skin with a terrible, tiny power until suddenly it has arrived whole and I am here, now, as I am.


Mixed with this innocence is a wariness and a look, common to all, of anxiety – and though the photographs give only surface clues to what goes on underneath, I know that anxiety lies at our centre, and unspecified guilt, a legacy of the hurry of sisters and of our religious upbringing, and inherited too from our father, and from our mother. Her inclination to sadness and panic was diverted into practicality and endemic anxiety, as counterpoint and balance to her husband’s nature; he embraced melancholy with a voluptuous sentimentality.


The photographs are a mixed lot, some stuck arbitrarily without any real chronology into old home-made, ribbon-bound books and some that, paradoxically, although they seem the most familiar (in that they are so much a part of the formal, fixed scenery of the household that for a long time I never really examine them), show us in our most unfamiliar aspects. They look more like icons than family likenesses. These are the formal studies taken by a professional photographer in his studio in Belfast and they appear to me to have less to do with us as we are, or were, than with my mother’s brave attempts to lead and to have us lead, a more normal life than she can ever really have in the place to which marriage has transported her. There she leads an eccentric, starved existence, while her whole being and imagination yearn for a proper and conventional life. In these portraits it even appears that our mother has succeeded in her quest to make us into children fit for that living world of her memory and dreams and desires. We lean demurely against the studio pillars and ornate chairs, and stare, grave and neat, from underneath fringes that cover our foreheads or from under enormous ribbons that strain our hair back from our faces so tightly that our foreheads gleam and bulge. Something ravening in us is subdued in those portraits, but there is little real connection between the living creatures and the children in the photographs. We have posed to please in them.


In her lost urban world, left behind so long ago, normal families pose formally for their annual photographs and the resulting portraits stand on pianos or hang on walls. But nothing is formal in our world sunk so deeply into the land; or rather the formality has to do with the reticence of manners and the careful ways of treating with each other as human beings engaged in a struggle for survival rather than for social position.


There is no place in this world for aspirations towards ancestry. In any case our ancestry and that of everyone around lives on in the foundations of our daily lives, and is enshrined in the names of the townlands, the landmarks, the small hillocks – the Moor Hill, Biddy’s Brae, the Eglish Rising, in the corners and twists in the single road – Dan Daisy’s bend, the kiln corner, Grainne’s corner; in the names of the trees – Matty’s thorn, the Pig Tree, Treanor’s rookery, the Pin Tree. Every field too has its name, crop, characteristic and lore. The Fallow Field has never been ploughed; the Bush Hill has a fairy tree in the middle which is never lopped or disturbed; the Car Road Field lies alongside the old original road that once was the main traverse across the district; and Matty’s Hill commemorates an old widower whose tiny cottage has long since gone to earth. Yet we have already begun to slip out of this world, or occupy a slightly ambivalent position within it – partly because of our parents’ occupations in a district where everyone else’s work is connected with the land or the water, and partly because of that long reach our male forebears made to bring in mates from outside the district and from a different class – the class that finds the word peasant demeaning, rather than descriptive.
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