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      I am six years old. I am sitting on the beach in Ocean City, New Jersey. My brother and sister are in the water. My mom and

         dad are sitting on the beach chairs behind me. We have an umbrella that my dad rented, and Mom and Dad are doing what they

         usually do at the beach. They are sitting still. It is a perfect cloudless day in the middle of July.

      


      I am using a plastic device with a spring-loaded plunger to make “bricks” out of wet sand. I am building something. I don’t

         know what it’s going to be. My mom asks my dad something. I remember this conversation very well.

      


      “You miss it?” My mom had her serious look.


      “No, I don’t,” my dad answered. He didn’t have to think about it. “Do you?”


      “Sometimes,” said Mom. “You never miss it?”

      


      Again, he didn’t have to think at all. “Never,” he said.


      I didn’t understand what they were talking about. When I looked at them, they were staring straight out at the ocean.


      

   

            

	  PART ONE




      



   

            ONE
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      I’m a middle-age guy, if I’m going to live another forty-nine years. I know this isn’t going to happen. There’s nothing “middle”

         about this. If I get the same deal as my dad, I am left with sixteen years. I’m a three-quarters-age guy, which is a more

         accurate word than “middle.”

      


      I live in Demorest, a little town in the mountains of northern Georgia. There are about seven hundred other people who also

         live here. I think I know most of them. I would say that Demorest is like Mayberry on that Andy Griffith show, but Mayberry

         appears to be a much more complex place.

      


      The most famous person ever born in Demorest is Johnny Mize, the Hall of Fame baseball player. He was born here, played for

         the Giants, the Cardinals, and the Yankees. Then he came back to Demorest and died. When I first moved here, there was a sign,

         “Demorest, home of Johnny Mize.” They took the sign down when he died.

      


      I am a married man with three kids. My full name is Francis Xavier Gannon. Like almost everybody named “Francis Xavier,” I’m

         Irish.

      


      I’ve never thought much about that.


      My mom was born in Anne Forde in Ballyhaunis, a little town in the West of Ireland, County Mayo. My dad, Bernard Gannon, grew

         up on a farm near the city of Athlone near the center of Ireland. They came over to America long before I was born. They didn’t

         know each other in Ireland, but by the 

         time I was born, they had known each other almost twenty years.

      


      My parents were pretty old when they started a family. World War II started right after they got engaged, so they had a long

         engagement. Knowing my dad, I think they probably would have had a long engagement without the war.

      


      My mom was born in 1908, my dad four months later. They came to America for many reasons. The main reason was money. They

         became American citizens. They never seriously considered going back to Ireland. My father did go back to the Old Country,

         for two weeks in 1968, when he knew he had cancer. My mom may have visited Ireland again when she was young, but during my

         life, she only went back that one time with my dad.

      


      By the time I came around, Dad owned his own little business, a workingman’s bar. So if they had wanted, they could easily

         have afforded to go back. My dad never mentioned going back, and my mom never mentioned it when he was around. After she knew

         about the cancer she mentioned going back a lot.

      


      My parents weren’t that interested in Ireland, at least as far as I could tell. They never discussed “the troubles” or anything

         else that was happening on the island. I never heard them mention anyone they knew who had stayed in Ireland. The people back

         there were history for them, history they didn’t want to hear about.

      


      The category “Irish people in America,” however, was a subject of extreme interest in the Gannon house. When they saw anyone

         on television who had “gotten off the boat,” they had to discuss just how Irish the guy still was. Someone like Bing Crosby

         was vaguely Irish. He talked American. You would have to know about his “people” to nail him as Irish. Someone like the singers

         Carmel Quinn and Dennis Day, people just off the boat, still sounded Irish. Crosby was better because he was more American.

      


      There was some debate just how Irish the off-the-boat 

         talkers were. Although they spoke with a brogue, my father suspected them of “putting it on.” He had a very good ear for someone

         pretending to be more Irish than thou. Sometimes when Dennis Day or Carmel Quinn talked, my dad would close his eyes and shake

         his giant head. To pretend that you talked with a brogue when you really were Americanized was a truly appalling practice.

         Sometimes my dad would have to leave the room after they said something “Irish” that smelled of phoniness. My mom was more

         tolerant than my dad, but she also hated “pseudo-Irish.” She just wasn’t as demonstrative as Dad.

      


      My parents had a thick brogue. My sister Mary, my brother Bud, and I sound more like a standard television announcer than

         someone who’s “Irish.” My dad liked this. My mom had no comment, but she didn’t seem to think it was bad that her children

         sounded American. Once I pretended I had an English accent, and they really didn’t like it, so I stopped.

      


      It is, of course, impossible to totally break one’s “language ties.” I remember a dialect specialist in college who told me

         exactly where I was born, where I grew up, and where my parents came from. It was as if I had a sign on my forehead to the

         dialect specialist, but to the general public I was “disguised.”

      


      My dad actually tried to get rid of his brogue, but saw it was hopeless and abandoned the project. My mom never tried. Her

         speaking voice was as west Irish as the rocks on the coast of Mayo. I can close my eyes and listen to her funny/sad Irish

         voice any time I want to.

      


      I do have one ability I seem to have inherited. I can tell if an actor is accurate in his Irish accent. If the actor is a

         little off on his feigned Irishness, I can tell. Brad Pitt had the most egregiously wrong “Irish accent” in the quickly forgotten

         The Devil’s Own (“I’m not goin’ bahk!”) as an IRA guy in America with a hidden past. I react to his voice in that film 

         like I react to the sound of a balloon being rubbed with wet hands.

      


      A few actors do an Irish accent, to my ear, very accurately. I guess Liam Neeson doesn’t count, but Julia Roberts, to me,

         can sound as if she just got off the boat. Johnny Depp (Chocolate) and Robin Wright (The Playboys) also receive high grades for Irish verisimilitude. Tom Cruise (Far and Away): accent B minus, performance D.

      


      My dad had a dilemma that he had to deal with every day. He didn’t want to be identified as Irish, yet every time he spoke,

         he gave himself away. Therefore, he didn’t talk unless he couldn’t get out of it. Talk only as a last resort.

      


      My dad was a pretty mysterious guy. When I was little, I thought maybe he was Batman. He tended to conceal certain details,

         when the details weren’t to his liking. One lifelong, very weird thing my dad did was lie about his birthday. He didn’t lie

         about the year, which would have been understandable. He lied about the date he was born.

      


      Dad’s birthday, he always told us, was August 25. I discovered that he was lying, after he died. He was really born on December

         21. My nephew’s birthday is on that date, so you would think it would slip. But no, he was born in August, and that was it.

         He kept up this minor lie his whole life.

      


      When he died, and I saw “December 21, 1908” on his birth certificate, I was startled. Why, I thought, would he lie about such

         a ridiculous thing? He wanted to be another astrological sign? After my dad’s funeral, I asked my dad’s brother, John Gannon,

         who was as gregarious as my dad was quiet, why my dad misrepresented his birthday.

      


      “He didn’t want to be younger than his wife,” he said quickly, as if that explained things. For the Gannon brothers.


      My dad spoke about his life back in Ireland as little as possible. The only subject he spoke less about was sex—or perhaps

         “sex” and “life back in Ireland” were tied for last. My mom, who talked all the time about almost everything, rarely mentioned

         her childhood. My mom was the easiest person in 

         the world to talk to. She would chat about everything. Things that you didn’t think had great detail, she would discuss in great detail, but about life back in the Old Country, she was almost as silent as my dad.

      


      If I did ask them about Ireland, which I did often when I was in college, my mom would steer the subject away from Ireland,

         while my dad would do his imitation of a rock. Because my mom kept talking, I felt I had a chance of getting something about

         the Old Sod, but no dice. If you talked to her for twenty minutes, you would have taken a huge conversational walk. You might

         talk about baseball and God and whatever, but I very rarely got her to talk about her childhood.

      


      The Indian who answers, “How” to every question was a blabbermouth compared to my dad. Once, riding in the car, I tried the

         direct approach. “What was it like when you were in school?”

      


      “Different,” he said, and that was it.


      Growing up, I knew that I was Irish in much the same way I knew that I had asthma. I knew I had it but I didn’t know anything

         about it. Unlike asthma, however, I would never grow out of being Irish. What little I did know about my parents’ early life

         I had to piece together from tiny overheard pieces of conversations and a few inferences. I was a kid, and I wasn’t a great

         inferer, but I did gather a few facts:

      


      

	  	Although my parents are almost exactly the same age and Ireland is a very small country, they did not know each other until

         they were in America.


      	My dad arrived in America first, but my mom became a citizen before he did. They were both in their twenties when they became

         official Americans. (They were, of course, also official citizens of Ireland until the day they died.)


      	Mom and Dad knew that they were leaving Ireland permanently. In this they were like most Irish people. For 

         Irish immigrants coming to America, Ireland is the country of the past. Irish people are the least likely immigrants to return

         to their native country. Depression-era Philadelphia, for my parents, was still better than what they left behind. Frank McCourt’s

         mom and dad, who returned to Ireland, are an exceptional case. (With Ireland’s bright economy, this is probably going to change

         soon.)


      	My parents had a very long courtship. They met; they dated; they got engaged. My dad, who was desperate for a job, decided

         to enlist in the army. He hated it. When his hitch was almost up, World War II started. He wound up spending ten years in

         the army. He got out, they got married. They were both almost forty.


		 	Mom and Dad didn’t say what their time in Ireland was like, but they did train me to suspect anything that was pseudo-Irish.

         I am happy they never lived to see Leprechaun in the Hood.



		 


      My parents’ one and only trip to Ireland was something that my dad strongly resisted. He needed a lot of coaxing. I remember

         long conversations featuring my mom on the “Pro-Ireland” side and my dad on the “Con-Irish.” These started without warning.

         Sometimes something came on television that suggested Ireland, and crossfire would begin. Sometimes it was something overtly

         Irish. More often it was something subtle. In the right mood, merely the sight of the color green was enough to set it off.

      


      Look at that on television.


      Yeah.


      Those hills look like round stone.


      They don’t.


      Yes they do. Exactly.


      It’s just television. It’s nothing.


      Let’s go.


      I can’t.


      Why?


            I can’t leave the place.


      Frank and Jack can handle it. Look at him. He’s all grown up.


      I can’t do it. And that’s it.


      Come on.


      My dad would turn to me with a desperate look. Then he’d take off his glasses and rub his eyes. Then he would say, “She won’t

         stop.”

      


      There were many hours of this but they finally went. The hardest thing for my dad was leaving the bar, which he never called

         anything except “The Place.” He worried about his bar all the time. He was sure that no one could run it the right way.

      


      But he finally agreed, and they went back to Ireland for a couple of weeks. After he said he would go if she would just stop

         talking about it, my mom whispered something in my ear.

      


      “He just needed coaxing.” Five thousand hours of coaxing.


      I also needed coaxing.


      A lot of Americans saw the miserable, poverty-stricken youth of Frank McCourt as representative of the typical first-generation

         Irish experience. I got public sympathy that I hadn’t earned in social situations. I was introduced to a woman in her twenties

         at a party of some sort. I said hello. Then my friend, by way of introduction, said, “His parents were born in Ireland.” My

         friend could have said many other things. She might have said, “He needs the plot explained to him after he sees Agatha Christie

         movies.” She might have said, “The poor bastard voted for Ralph Nader.” But she picked the Irish thing. The person I was introduced

         to suddenly looked sympathetic.

      


      “I’m so sorry,” she said.


      I will take whatever sympathy is offered, but there is nothing in my childhood that would normally evoke pity. In this I’m

         like most first-generation Irish-Americans. The over-whelming majority had experiences like mine. Their parents 

         were generally very poor, but America was a new start. In America they worked hard, stayed married, and tried hard to raise

         their kids. There were no drunken beatings and no starvation. Christmas was always nice. The only drunk people I saw weren’t

         related to me. The Gannon kids grew up to be more American than Irish. They had a little neurosis here and there, but nothing

         a little Prozac wouldn’t fix.

      


      So it wasn’t really that surprising that my parents left the past in the past. However, no one ever successfully cuts himself

         off from his own past, and, as J. M. Barrie said, “Nothing much matters after you’re six years old.”

      


      I came in near the end of my parents’ lives. I completely missed the beginning, so I’m going back to the theater.


      Of my two parents, my dad was by far the more mysterious. Except for her Irish past, I was very close to my mom, but I really

         didn’t even know much about my dad’s post-Ireland life. My dad was over forty when I was born, so by the time I started to get curious about his past, he was already

         around sixty. We didn’t talk very much. When he died, at sixty-five, I was still waiting to have a good talk.

      


      I would spend about two hours alone with my dad every week, so it seems remarkable that we had very little communication.

         However, my dad talked in a very distinctive, non-revelatory way. I can say, after “talking” with him for several hundred

         hours, I still didn’t know any more about him. He wanted it that way. Let me explain.

      


      Every Sunday we would ride to the bar to clean up. My dad liked to thoroughly clean the place on Sunday, the only day of the

         week he closed. It was against the law in New Jersey to sell take-out liquor, beer, or wine then, so it probably wouldn’t

         have been a big profit day, but my dad said that Sunday was a special day, set aside for church and family, and closing was

         the right thing to do. My dad closed the bar on Sundays, Good Friday, New Year’s Day, and Christmas. The Good Friday closing

         used to seriously puzzle winos. They 

         would knock on the door, peer through the glass, and scratch their heads in wonderment. It can’t be Sunday already, thought

         the winos. Why is this bar closed today?

      


      I know this because my dad and I drove past the bar on Good Fridays, and I could see the winos lost in wonderment outside.

         There was another, open bar three blocks away, but this was their bar, and they were genuinely perplexed.

      


      “They’re heathens,” my dad said.


      There was no work on Good Friday, but every Sunday morning it was clean-up time. We’d get up around 6:00 A.M., go to mass, get some breakfast, and head over to the bar. My dad liked to get a fanatical right-wing preacher on the radio

         and listen to him while he worked. His favorite right-wing preacher was named Carl McIntire, who would just spout off. He

         hated Catholics and Irish people, but he really hated Irish Catholic people. My dad would listen to McIntire say something

         horrible about Irish Catholics, and it did something very few other things could do: It made him laugh.

      


      I would have preferred that we turn on some rock ’n’ roll. Even some Robert Goulet would be better than McIntire.


      “This is my place,” he said. “When you get your own place you don’t have to listen to McIntire. You can listen to your own

         crap.” That was the end of that.

      


      My father’s conversation during our work resembled Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations. He never said (I think), “Beauty is Truth; Truth Beauty.” But he tended to develop certain responses, and once he had a

         response that pleased him, he stayed with it.

      


      These were his observations. I recorded them for posterity.


      Sometimes something would have happened in my life, and I was perplexed by it. This would cause me all kinds of heartache

         because I was a teenager beset by life’s difficulties. When I expressed this to my dad, he always eloquently said the same

         thing:

      


            What could have happened happened.


      —Bernard Gannon


      Sometimes while laboring over a mop or one of the inadequate tools that had to do for this epic undertaking, I might be overcome

         with lethargy. I would take a big gulp of air and let it out, shaking my head and showing great weariness at my impossible

         task. Surely, he would not ask an animal to work like this. Where is the humanity? At these times my dad would say:

      


      Hard work isn’t easy, isn’t it?


      —Bernard Gannon


      My dad would retain his Bartlett’s quality even after we finished work and drove home. It was just a mood he got into on Sundays.

         I remember this scene. My dad is in the living room watching TV. I am in the backyard playing one-on-one basketball with one

         of my friends. I was very tough to beat on my home court because I knew all the cracks in the pavement in our driveway. After

         playing, and inevitably triumphing, I, along with my vanquished friend, would be very thirsty. When I was about seventeen,

         my dad let me steal a beer or two on Sundays, if I asked. You had to ask permission. I would say something like, “Is it okay

         if _____ and I get a couple of beers?” His reply was:

      


      What are we, Chinamen?


      —Bernard Gannon


      Thirty years later, I still do not fully understand this question, but I remember it, as if it were the Pledge of Allegiance

         to the Flag.

      


      When I went to Ireland I knew it would not be easy, but I was going to find out at least something about this man.


   

            TWO
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      I know a lot about “Ireland.”


      It’s extremely green there. It’s green everywhere. In the winter, it’s still green. Just green and more green. There are about

         seventy-five shades of green. Whenever anybody wants to remind themselves that they’re Irish, they say, “It’s time for the

         wearin’ of the green.” It’s green city.

      


      That’s pretty much it as far as the landscape goes. There are also the Irish people.


      There are young men there and old men there. The young men are often called “brawny.” They wear little hats and will, if provoked,

         punch you in the mouth. The old men are smaller than the young men. The old men smoke pipes and make mysterious, gnomic pronouncements

         and statements about things. The statements sound like questions. Instead of saying, “Nice night,” they say, “Are you after

         havin’ dinner, is it?”

      


      Everybody says, “Top of the mornin’.” No one knows what this means.


      There is a lot of punching in “Ireland.” The old men are not as quick to punch you in the mouth, but they will, if sufficiently

         provoked, give it to you. You’ll be standing there with your hand on your bleeding mouth. Then they’ll say, “Are you after

         bein’ punched in the mouth, is it?”

      


      Both the old men and the young men drink too much. Way too much. They call this “after havin’ a drop taken.” 

         Everyone in Ireland is continually looking for some excuse to drink. When somebody dies, they really drink a lot. They drink

         something called “poteen.” The entire nation needs to be after checking in the Betty Ford Clinic, is it? But nobody ever does.

         Alcohol is funny. Everybody laughs about it. A drunken Irishman is very funny.

      


      No one ever suffers from drinking. They just “sleep it off” and everything is fine again.


      All the drinking causes a lot of that fiddle music, which is played, continuously, like Musak, all across the land. If there

         were a volcano in Ireland, they would be playing that music while it erupted and killed thousands. Many would die dancing.

      


      Even though everyone in Ireland can dance, they cannot dance and move their upper body at the same time. Irish people like

         to get in giant Rockettes-style lines and dance like crazy while their upper bodies remain stationary.

      


      The Irish women come in two varieties: young and old. The young ones look very good, and most of them have red hair. You call

         them either “Colleens” or “Lassies.” I, personally, would not call them “Lassies” because of the connection to the TV show.

         I would call them “Colleens.” After I got to know them, I would call then “Darlin Colleens.”

      


      The Colleens are often described as “headstrong.” The platonic ideal of an Irish girl looks like Maureen O’Hara. They look

         great but if you look at them right in the eye, they smile for a second and turn their face.

      


      That is darlin’.


      When the Irish women get older, they go to church a lot, and many people refer to them as “saintly.” They are never far from

         rosary beads. When some Irish guy dies, no matter how bad that guy is, they can, and do, say of him, “At least he loved his

         mother.”

      


      Everybody in Ireland is Catholic. If you are born and grow up, and, for some reason, do not completely and utterly accept

         the Catholic dogma in its entirety, then you have to 

         leave. The other Irish people will watch your plane or boat leave and say, “We won’t be missin’ him.” Or they may say, “We

         won’t be missin’ the likes of him.”

      


      But they will. They will write songs about him leaving. The songs will have pipes in them. Someone, somewhere in the song

         will be referred to as “darlin’.”

      


      The priests and the nuns of Ireland form a large part of the population. Almost everyone has a priest or a nun in their family.

         The priests, when they are young, tend to resemble the young Bing Crosby. When they get older, they turn into Barry Fitzgerald.

         All priests are extremely good at all sports. They are particularly adept in boxing. If you “put on the gloves” with an Irish

         priest, watch out because he will beat the crap out of you. An old Irish priest always has a photograph of himself taken when

         he was young. He will be in trunks and gloves and will be the one-time welterweight champion of Sligo or something, a title

         he abandoned when he became a priest.

      


      You don’t mess with Irish priests. They would call them bad mother_____, but they don’t use that kind of language over there.


      If an Irish man isn’t a priest he can be a cop or a bartender or a farmer. There are no other professions available.


      Irish policemen are “tough but fair.” When they are described, those exact words are used. There are no Irish policewomen.

         If an Irish woman is interested in keeping the general order, she becomes a nun.

      


      Irish nuns are also startlingly good at sports. An Irish nun will always strike out a kid who thinks he’s a wise guy. Irish

         priests can play baseball, basketball, and football extremely well, even though they will always play with those big black

         robes on. And if you act like a wise ass they will humiliate you. But they’ll still love you.

      


      Irish people are all happy-go-lucky. They say “sure and begorrah” a lot, and like “top of the morning” no one ever knows what

         it means. They are extremely lucky. If you read 

         about the history of Ireland, “lucky” is the last adjective that would seem to describe it. But everybody says, “The Luck

         of the Irish,” so there must be something to it. No one says “The Bad Luck of the Irish,” which seems a lot more appropriate.

      


      That is Ireland, a place I am very familiar with. The place I am familiar with, however, exists only in advertisements for

         cereals and soap, and in certain movies now largely owned by Ted Turner who is owned by AOL Time Warner. The real Ireland,

         I couldn’t tell you. My mom and dad were, of course, born in Ireland. Their mom and dad were born there too. And so on and

         so on, back into what science-fiction movies call “the mists of time.” But I woke up one day and realized that I really didn’t

         know who I was. I was an Irish guy, but that was all I really knew about Ireland.

      


      I’m an American. I like American stuff. I like the Philadelphia Phillies. Every year I can name their lineup. I start every

         morning from April to September checking the box scores. I know all the characters on Gilligan’s Island.


      I grew up in Camden, New Jersey. If you have never been there, I will describe it as “Philadelphia’s exciting sister city

         to the east.” I took Latin and German in college and high school, but American English is the only language I will ever really

         know, the only language I will ever dream in. I know two things in Gaelic: “Erin go bragh” and “poga ma hough.” One means

         “Ireland forever” and the other means “kiss my ass.” I once got a book on Gaelic, looked at it, and put it away. As Steve

         Martin said of the French, they have different words for everything.


      But there was always something “Irish” floating around in the atmosphere at my house on Forty-ninth Street. My friends, when

         they met my mom and dad, would always say something like, “Wow, your parents are really Irish.” Or, “They’re like from Ireland,

         huh?” Or, among some, “They talk funny, huh?”

      


      My mom had little holy water fonts beside the doorways 

         in my house, and I got used to “blessing myself” (dipping a finger in the font and making the sign of the cross whenever I

         entered a room) at a very early age. There were crucifixes in every room in my house except the bathroom, and I am not completely

         sure there weren’t any in there. There was an Infant of Prague, a little statue of the Christ Child, which my mom would dress

         in different ways according to the church calendar, sitting on the radiator cover in our living room. There were also religious

         pictures all over the house, and my family would, without fail, dutifully kneel and say the rosary every night before bed.

      


      We would also stop at the appointed hours and say the Angelus prayer. There was a print of that famous Millet painting The Angelus in our living room, the only “objet d’art” in the house.

      


      My house had so much religious stuff that Paul Gartland, my friend, saw the movie Hunchback of Notre Dame on television and then told people that criminals often ran into my living room, fell to their knees, and screamed, “Sanctuary!”

      


      My mom and dad both listened to the Irish Hour on the radio (it always seemed to be on, making me suspect it was longer than an hour), and my dad always read the Irish

         newspapers, even though he never mentioned “back there.” They were members of the Hibernians, and on Saint Patrick’s Day and the day after Saint Patrick’s Day, we got to stay home from school. My dad’s bar was called GANNON’S IRISH AMERICAN REFRESHMENT

         PARLOR.

      


      There were two framed pictures in my dad’s bar, one on each side of the front door. One was Franklin Delano Roosevelt, and

         the other was Jesus Christ. Sometimes my dad would point them out to people and assume a vaguely threatening posture that

         seemed to say, “Any questions?”

      


      My dad had a little accordion-thing with buttons on one side. When he played it, with his enormous, alarmingly scarred fingers,

         it always sounded like the same song. I began to think of it as “The Irish Song.” I looked in his songbook. 

         There were several different songs in there. I can’t remember the names, but they had titles like. “Maggie in the Bushes,”

         and “Bringin’ in the Rot,” and that old favorite, “Down by the Side of the Ditch.” They all sounded like the same song played

         at slightly different speeds. By the time I was thirteen, I was really sick of “The Irish Song.” Even today, if you say “Deedly

         deedly dee” in my presence I get a little nauseated.

      


      Eventually I drew additional conclusions about my parents’ past in Ireland: These were “additional supplementary information.”


      1. It was very tough, and they had no money.


      My dad would occasionally say something like, “You don’t know how easy you have it.” I didn’t know any details about the early

         life of my mom and dad, but my dad did have a very peculiar attitude toward nature that, I believe, had its origin back there

         in the Old Country. When I was a kid, I asked him if I could have a dog. He looked at me as if I had just asked him for something

         really unspeakable. The way he said no made me think he was saying, “I have had enough of animals in my house.”

      


      2. They lived on farms, but it wasn’t like the farm life on Lassie.

      


      My dad was not one with nature.


      One time, when I was about ten, I saw a hand-painted sign, “Tomato Plants for sale.” I knocked on the door and an old guy

         with a baseball hat answered the door. He was very friendly. He showed me his tomato plants. He had hundreds of them. I bought

         four of them and took them home. I dutifully planted them in my backyard. I watered them and looked at them proudly. I didn’t

         particularly like tomatoes, but I was very much looking forward to watching them grow into big round red beauties. I thought

         of it as a science/nature experiment. When I was little, I loved “mad scientists.” I used to lock the bathroom door and pour

         every liquid I could find into the sink. I wanted to see if something weird would happen like it did in the movies whenever

         anybody 

         mixed stuff together. Nothing ever happened except I occasionally stained the sink.

      


      But I enjoyed my tomato plants. They changed a little every day. “The Tomato that Attacked…” movie hadn’t yet been made, or

         I would have thought of it while I watched my plants.

      


      The next evening, my dad was mowing the lawn with his big green Sears power mower. He was just about finished when he saw

         something new over by the back fence—my tomato plants. He got a peculiar look, halfway between disgust and shock. Then he

         went over and mowed them down—my tomato plants. Then he went back over them a few times to make sure they were really gone.

         Then, just to make really sure, he mowed them down one more time.

      


      I looked at my plants. There was nothing left but…tomato plants that had been run over by a lawn mower three times. This sight

         made me start crying. The brutality of the man. I ran into the house and buried my face in my pillow. My mom came in and asked

         what was going on. I told her what had happened. She was not shocked. She said that was just the way Dad was.

      


      Later, my dad explained himself. We are not farmers. We do not grow things. We do not live on a farm. We are better than that.


      Any questions?


      3. People who say how great Ireland is, and how beautiful it is, don’t know anything about Ireland.

      


      My dad told me this, in different words, approximately ten thousand times. “Ah, you don’t know what it was like, Fransie.”

         He said that to me a lot when I was little. I wondered why he couldn’t get my name straight. Every time he “had a little talk”

         with me, he called me “Fransie.”

      


      But even when he called me Fransie, he really didn’t tell me much about Ireland. All I knew was that farms are really bad.

         All crops should be mowed down.

      


      I decided to find out about Ireland.


            * * *


      First I had to really think: What did I think “Irish” was, and how did I form my impressions?


      I thought back.


      I was in third grade when the teacher, Miss Burke, asked if anybody was “third generation.” I had no idea what this meant,

         and I could see that most of the other kids didn’t either. Miss Burke explained.

      


      Almost everybody in America, except the Indians, came from somewhere else. If your parents came from somewhere else, you were

         “first generation.” If your grandparents came from somewhere else, you were “second generation.” And so forth.

      


      It turned out that I was the only kid who was “first generation.”


      Miss Burke said, “And we don’t have to ask what country they came from, do we?”


      Why not? I thought. At recess I asked her.


      “I didn’t have to ask, Frank,” she said, “because the map of Ireland is all over your face.”

      


      This was, I thought, puzzling. I looked at my face. Pretty normal. I wasn’t the most perceptive kid in the world. I got most

         of my knowledge from looking at movies. That summer I got the idea of what an Irish person was from watching movies.

      


      An Irish person is just like a cowboy. I figured this out by watching John Ford movies.


      John Ford is widely supposed to have characteristically introduced himself, “I’m John Ford. I make westerns.” He might have

         said, “I created what people in America think when they hear the word ‘Irishman.’ ” 

      


      Ford specialized in the movie genre “western.” For this he used John Wayne. But he also used Henry Fonda, Victor Mature, Ward

         Bond, Walter Brennan, and, as they say, “a host of others.”

      


      It seemed to me odd, when I first discovered it, that John 

         Ford was an Irish guy. When I was a kid, I was surrounded by Irish people, and, because the Walt Whitman Theater was four

         blocks from my house, I was also, if you consider fifties American television and movies, pretty close to surrounded by westerns.

      


      When I was a kid I would watch a movie that would be classified as a “western” almost every week. My absolute oldest television

         memory is of watching (half watching—I must have been four years old) an anthology series that featured old westerns. My mom

         told me that one of the first names I ever spoke was “Johnny Mack Brown.” She would do an impression of me saying it: “Johnny

         Mack Bwown! Johnny Mack Bwown!” This would cause me acute embarrassment in high school, but I got over it.

      


      Johnny Mack Brown, certified cowboy movie star, was one of the recurring actors on the particular anthology show that I watched

         with my mom and my brother and sister. My mom told me later that, at the end of the show, she would ask me, my sister, and

         my brother, “Who is your favorite cowboy?” Mary and Bud had varying answers, but I would always answer “Johnny Mack Bwown!”

         I was, she told me later, just about screaming.

      


      Johnny Mack Brown. Those four syllables are all that remains in my memory banks of that particular cowboy. I know that I said,

         “Johnny Mack Bwown” when asked the cowboy question. I have absolutely no idea who he is or what he looks like. I could not

         pick him out of a lineup.

      


      Years later, I was going to look up “Johnny Mack Brown” and attach a face to the syllables, but I didn’t. It seemed purer

         to leave him as the only person I “know” only as a sound.

      


      So, although I could have bumped into Johnny Mack Brown at an airport and not known it, he is real, to me, only as a sound.

         I do know that Johnny Mack Brown rode a horse and had a six-gun and wore one style of those hats. That’s about it.

      


            Like “Johnny Mack Brown,” the concepts “Irish” and “western” were never quite clear in my young mind.


      Even now, described in a certain manner, The Quiet Man sounds just like one of Ford’s westerns. There is an outsider who is a nice guy but, when aroused, capable of violence, something

         he’s really good at. There is a beautiful untamed landscape with a breathtaking, beautiful heroine, and there is, of course,

         the bad guy. The bad guy is also violent, but not as good at violence as the good guy is.

      


      This good guy is a man of few words. He’s tall, and he is John Wayne, aka Marion Morrison. The first time we see him, he’s

         getting off a train. The voice we hear is the voice of his dead Irish mother:

      


      Don’t you remember it, Seannie, and how it was? The road led up past the chapel and it wound and it wound. And there is the

            field where Dan Tobin’s bullock chased you. It was a lovely house, Seannie, and the roses, well your father used to tease

            me about them, but he was that fond of them too.

      


      Wayne’s name is Sean Thornton. Ford had relatives named Thornton, and he liked to say that he was born “Sean.” The movie has

         a family feel to it. Ford’s brother Francis and his son-in-law Ken Curtis were in the cast, which is packed with Ford’s “regulars.”

         They were doing what they usually did for John Ford—making a western.

      


      If you watch My Darling Clementine and follow it with The Quiet Man, there is no mistaking it. Those cowboys were really Micks with bigger hats.

      


   

      


      THREE
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      In writing this book, I read a lot about the Irish coming to America. American history isn’t the prettiest story in the world,

         but Ireland’s role in American history is, at the beginning, a particularly ugly chapter. The theme is basically “Who gets

         to oppress whom this year?” Irish immigrants start out oppressed, then swiftly become the oppressor.

      


      The eighteenth century was the first Irish immigration to America. The first wave was Protestant. They settled in the South.

         Like most immigrant groups, they were stereotyped (period drawings show the newly arrived Irish largely as a form of drunken

         monkey-men with porkpie hats and pipes in their mouths).

      


      The next wave, the famine immigrants, was much larger. Period representations, drawings for newspapers, still emphasized the

         hats, the pipes, and the booze, but the monkeys seem to have gotten much more violent. These monkeys aren’t comic. They’re

         still funny looking, but they’re threatening, especially when they are drunk, and they are drunk all the time. America seems

         scared of these monkeys. One of the sons of these Irish people became the baddest man on the planet (circa 1880s), so maybe

         the drawings aren’t that fanciful.

      


      This wave was, of course, largely Catholic. The first group of green monkeys (who had now morphed into southern gentleman

         planters and a few northern businessmen) actually 

         tried to suppress the second green-monkey group. They largely failed. By the pre-Civil War era, it’s too late to suppress

         that second Irish group anymore. They are by now almost human.

      


      In 2002 America you still find that little green monkeyman once in a while, but he’s usually confined to cereal boxes and

         Hallmark “humorous” Saint Patrick’s Day greeting cards, and he’s comic, not threatening. The truth is we’re just not that

         scary anymore. Even his kids are not threatened by Gerry Cooney.

      


      It is very possible to be a first-generation Irish-American in 2002 America and be almost completely divorced from Ireland,

         a country that, until recently, made divorce against the law. I am a walking example. I can go (except for brief flashes near

         the middle of March) an entire year without having a single “Irish moment.” Nevertheless, the fatal Irish identity was still

         buried somewhere in my subconscious mind. One summer day a few years ago, it bobbed to the surface.

      


      My “trigger” was rather unexpected, but, as my mom would say, there you go.


      I was looking at a car with a mouth when I first decided to go to Ireland. It was a moment of, for me, deep meditation.


      I was alone. I had just mowed the lawn. Whenever I mow the lawn I have “distant thoughts” because I don’t like to think about

         mowing the lawn. I went inside and took a shower. The television, the great meditative tool, was on. It was a show (I think

         it was PBS) about “low riders,” cars that are adapted to ride very slow, “bounce,” and look cool. The show features many of

         these cars and their owners. One car had Pez dispensers, filled with Pez, glued all over. Maybe two hundred Pez dispensers.

         This got my attention.
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