





[image: image]












Jade Jordan is a mixed-race Irish actor for theatre and film. She is a graduate of Bow Street Academy. She has appeared on Channel 4’s The Virtues and BBC’s Doctors and in You Are Not My Mother, a feature film by Kate Dolan. Jade has performed in numerous stage plays for the Abbey Theatre, the Druid Theatre Company and Ark Theatre Dublin. Her short film The Colour Between, which premiered in summer 2021, was funded by Screen Ireland as part of The Actor as Creator initiative and sees Jade as one of the first Black women to write, produce and star in their own short film.


Dominique Jordan was born in London. She moved to Dublin in her teens where she is still based. She has two daughters.


Kathleen Jordan was born in Dublin in 1932. She moved to London in the late 1950s to become a nurse and returned to Dublin in the 1970s where she is still based. She has three children, eight grandchildren and one great-grandchild all of whom she loves dearly.


Some of the names and details within this book have been changed to respect the privacy of individuals.









[image: image]









Copyright © 2021 Kathleen Jordan, Dominique Jordan and Jade Jordan


The right of Kathleen Jordan, Dominique Jordan and Jade Jordan to be identified as the authors of the work has been asserted by them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


First published in Ireland in 2021 by HACHETTE BOOKS IRELAND


1


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


ISBN 9781529365016


Hachette Books Ireland


8 Castlecourt Centre


Castleknock


Dublin 15, Ireland


A division of Hachette UK Ltd


Carmelite House, 50 Victoria Embankment, EC4Y 0DZ


www.hachettebooksireland.ie









This book is dedicated to the memory of Joseph Jordan,
beloved brother, uncle and great-uncle,
who played a massive part in our lives
and is much missed.









[image: image]


JADE


The uniformed police officer appears to be emotionless, almost bored. I can see his expression, but it tells me nothing. He could be sitting on a park bench, staring into the middle distance. But he’s not. He’s jamming his knee into the neck of a man pinned to the ground. His colleagues are leaning on the man’s torso, grinding his face into the pavement.


I hear the man cry once for his mother and then repeatedly gasp that he can’t breathe. I am in my apartment in Castleknock, Dublin in Ireland, watching horror footage from the streets of Minneapolis, Minnesota in the United States at the end of May 2020.


The man on the ground is George Floyd, a forty-six-year-old Black man who went to his local store, Cup Foods, for cigarettes. A teenage shop assistant has called police alleging that Floyd paid for the cigarettes using a fake twenty-dollar bill. Minutes after the first squad car arrives at the scene, George Floyd is face down, handcuffed, pinned beneath white police officers and pleading for his life. Police officer Derek Chauvin takes up position, kneeling on Floyd’s neck. Sixteen times, Floyd can be heard gasping that he cannot breathe.


The officers call for medical assistance, yet Chauvin continues to kneel on Floyd’s neck. Floyd’s eyes close, and it’s clear he has fallen unconscious, and still Chauvin doesn’t budge.


‘Look at him!’ a bystander shouts, referring to Floyd’s unconscious state. ‘Get off him now!’


For the first time, we see a flash of emotion from Chauvin. His face twists in anger, and he pulls a can of Mace from his belt to threaten the restless crowd. The onlookers are growing more distressed and vocal.


‘Bro, he’s not fucking moving,’ a voice in the crowd warns. I can hear a woman’s voice say, ‘Did they fucking kill him?’ Chauvin still kneels on Floyd’s neck. ‘Check his pulse!’ a bystander pleads.


Officer Chauvin is not in fear of his life. He is deliberate and controlled as the minutes tick by. He has one hand stuck casually in his pocket as he jams his knee into Floyd’s neck. Chauvin’s fellow officers are looking on, unconcerned about the welfare of the unconscious man face down on the street.


An ambulance arrives on the scene. ‘Get off his neck!’ an onlooker shouts. Chauvin still has his knee on Floyd’s neck as the paramedic reaches for the same man’s neck to feel for a pulse. Chauvin doesn’t remove his knee until the paramedics ask him to do so – a full minute and twenty seconds after they arrive at the scene.


By now, Chauvin has been kneeling on the man’s neck for eight minutes and forty-six seconds. It’s his indifference to a man’s life, his disdain for a fellow human being, that is so difficult to take. The police officer coldly and calculatedly squeezes the life out of a man over a twenty-dollar bill. What I’ve been watching, what the world has been watching, is a murder in progress for nearly nine minutes. We are viewing the modern-day equivalent of a lynching. As the video ends and life around me resumes, I am reeling. I feel sick, horrified and furious.


The killing of George Floyd and the protests over his murder take place as I’m learning about and documenting my family history. This process is harder than I thought it would be. I’m talking to Nanny and Ma, asking questions, probing their pasts, and I’m shocked to discover what they went through. I’m a Black Irish woman, the daughter of another Black Irish woman who struggled for a long time because of her skin colour. I’m the granddaughter of another woman exposed to the icy winds of society because she loved and married a Black man and had three Black children.


I don’t know what I expected to find out, but I often feel angry while writing this book. These women are people I love, and nobody should have to go through what they went through. I’m upset that people mistreated my family for no other reason than their skin colour. I wonder how people can be so cruel.


The rollercoaster of feelings I’ve been experiencing become more intense as the harrowing scenes of George Floyd’s death are revealed to me on my laptop screen. I’m still bewildered by how badly my nanny was treated. I’m sad about what Ma has gone through in her life. Now, I’m appalled watching the pitiless face of that police officer in Minneapolis. This indifference to suffering floors me. I despair at the levels of hatred that drive one man to suffocate another or one family to make outcasts of their own.


Haunted by this rolling news, consumed by the casual cruelty, I start scrolling through comments on social media about the killing of George Floyd and the ensuing riots in Minneapolis. How are other people making sense of this? I see that some people of colour and people from different ethnicities in Ireland feel prompted to share their own experiences. They reveal the indignities they’ve encountered because of the colour of their skin. Though the incidents they talk about are not life-threatening, they are still degrading and hateful. They shouldn’t happen to anyone. Yet I see their experiences brushed aside by other commenters, some of whom even dismiss suggestions that racism exists in Ireland.


The violent end to George Floyd’s life sparks a conversation about racism around the world, and still that reaction persists here, in Ireland: that racism is not something that affects people in the country where I live. We’re grand – nothing to see here. I feel raw, like an exposed nerve. I can’t believe the number of people who don’t believe discrimination happens here. And in the days and weeks that follow, I sit and think about it. Well, maybe that’s because they aren’t Black or brown and have never experienced racism. And that gets me thinking. If people haven’t seen discrimination or understood what they’re seeing, how would they know that it’s a problem? How can we address or even discuss the problem?


Comments like ‘Cop on! Ireland is nothing like America’ stick in my head.


True, we don’t commonly see the graphically violent racism that exists in America. But we don’t have to view racism through the prism of the American experience. Just because we don’t see the kind of systematic police savagery exhibited in the death of George Floyd doesn’t mean there aren’t other forms of discrimination in Ireland.


Racism is an issue that I didn’t want to speak about for a long time. It’s much nicer to believe that we live in a fair and equal world than in a world with discrimination and prejudice. I know people don’t want to hear the truth. We like to boast ‘sure, Ireland’s a multicultural society now’, as if we’re all holding hands around the campfire and playing happy families.


But people of colour in this country know it’s not like that at all. I know all about racism because, like many others, I’ve experienced it. Emotional and physical wounds are being inflicted on people of colour every day in this country. Some like me are born Irish, others are new Irish citizens, some are in Ireland on work or student visas, and others are asylum seekers. They are all people, all worthy of being treated with respect and dignity. Many times, they are not. And I know all about having your self-esteem unpicked, piece by piece, slur by slur.


At this juncture, I need to state that I’m the only one in my immediate family who feels the need to talk about this or talk about our history. I’m the awkward person in the room confronting things, poking around, asking questions. It has been a struggle at times to get my nanny and ma to open up, but when they have, their recollections have blown my mind. My family story certainly shines a spotlight on a darker side of Irish society. It contains some bitter truths that should end any misconceptions that racism does not exist in Ireland.


Maybe it’s a generational thing, but my nanny shrugs off her experiences and excuses cruelties by saying they were the times she lived in. Most of the time, when I ask her about something, she says she doesn’t remember. I sometimes suspect that ‘not remembering’ is convenient. It means she’d rather forget.


My ma is equally stoic and insists the negative experiences she faced were like ‘water off a duck’s back’. But she can’t stop the tell-tale tears that run down her face as she recalls some episodes in her past. I know what happened affected their entire lives. Race has shaped my ma’s life and my nanny’s life, and it shouldn’t have.


But they would both prefer to forget what they experienced, to sweep it under the carpet. My ma has even said that the past belongs in the past. But I think I have a right to know what went on because it’s my history too, and it’s part of who I am. I also think there’s a real value in confronting the ghosts of the past. Tackling these issues, even if it means opening old wounds, is an opportunity for us to heal.


As an actor, I had often thought about writing my family story, and I’ve always had a dream to make that story into a film. So, back in 2016, I started the project by interviewing my nanny on video. Then life took over, and I got busy, and my family story got pushed aside. Writing this book only became a project in earnest during the Covid-19 lockdown in 2020 when I was left with more time to work on it. And even then, it was only after the death of George Floyd in May of that year that I felt really compelled to tell our story.


As I started delving into my family history, I also started thinking about my future and Ireland’s future. If I ever have kids, I don’t want them to experience what their great-grandmother, their grandmother and their mother went through. History is history, and we can’t change it, but we can make things better. I don’t want any child to feel demeaned or alienated because of the colour of their skin. I want children to grow up in blissful ignorance of a time when police officers murdered innocent people like George Floyd because of the colour of their skin. I never want them to experience fear, prejudice or being called ‘n***ers’ or ‘Pakis’ by strangers on the street.


If we’re honest, we can all admit there is some racism, sexism and bigotry deep within us. But I know I can learn to be a better person. We all can learn if we’re willing to open our minds and open our mouths and speak out when we see injustice. Any country can become bigoted and intolerant if good people choose to do nothing. I want children to grow up in a kind, inclusive and broad-minded society. And I want them to have lives where they have equal opportunities along with friends and colleagues of all colours. I believe we can bring about a cultural transformation regarding racism if we speak out about it; if we highlight the way things are, the behaviours of certain people, and challenge them. Discrimination and conscious and unconscious bias in Ireland are things that we need to talk about – often and loudly, in a conversation that involves everyone.


Because when we remain silent in the face of racist behaviour, we’re no different to those police officers in Minneapolis. We are indifferent to other people’s suffering; we turn a blind eye to the ‘knee on the neck’ of the marginalised around us. Every one of us can be an activist. We can stand up for racial equality and call out injustice when we see it. We can all play a crucial role in creating an equal society.


Resistance starts at home, so this story is my contribution. I am telling one family’s story – my family’s story – hoping it fosters awareness of the vibrant Black and Irish community in my country. This story is the result of long hours of delving into the colourful pasts of my nanny and my ma. I hope by relating what I learned from their narratives, it will give some insight into the experiences, the struggles and the everyday life of one family of colour in Ireland today. Most of all, I just want to start a conversation, because once people come together to talk, the possibilities are endless.
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SAINT PATRICK’S


When I was twenty-one, they put me into Saint Patrick’s, a ‘mental asylum’ as they were called in those days, but I prefer to call it a psychiatric hospital. Trying to recall details from that time is like struggling to think of a word: images flitting around in my head, words wavering on the tip of my tongue, I can’t quite see the whole picture. It frustrates me, but I don’t remember a lot from back then. There’s no point in asking me questions like that, Jade, because I remember so little about being there.


Time slipped by. I don’t remember how long I was in there, but I do remember this. I came around one day to find my mother standing by my bed with Dr Lynch. Tom Lynch was in his early thirties and such a handsome man with dark hair flopping over his forehead. He had an intense gaze as if he was looking into your soul. It’s funny how I can see him so clearly even though I remember so little about everything else. When my mother and Dr Lynch realised that I was awake and watching them, they turned to me.


‘Now, Kathleen,’ Dr Lynch said in that slow and calm voice he reserved for patients, ‘I was just saying to your mother that you’ve been here a long time, and I think it’s time we transfer you to Stewarts Hospital.’


His soothing words rolled around my brain, along with the dull ache and the fog. Stewarts Hospital? Why did they want me to go there? I felt a little confused. I’d never heard of the hospital before. Dr Lynch must have seen some alarm in my face.


‘It’s a nice place, Kathleen, lovely and quiet,’ he assured me. ‘It would be good for you to rest there for a while until you’re feeling fully better.’


Half of me, the exhausted side and the part of me that liked to please people, especially my mother, wanted to nod and agree. But somewhere deep within me, something told me to resist. They call it intuition, don’t they? I must have somehow known that this was an important crossroads. If I was to leave Saint Patrick’s, I knew what I needed to do, so I turned to my mother.


‘I want to go home,’ I said.


Those few words may have been the most significant I’ve ever spoken because if I had agreed to go to Stewarts Hospital back then, I might still be there today. Years later, I found out more about Stewarts Hospital and discovered it was a long-term residential institution for those with intellectual disabilities.


My time behind the high walls of the Saint Patrick’s Mental Hospital in Dublin remains a blur. I don’t have any memories of passing through those big iron gates on Bow Lane all those years ago. I’ve seen them since, and I wonder how I could have forgotten that forbidding entrance. When I was admitted to the hospital in 1953, the place had barely changed in its two-hundred-year history. It was built as Saint Patrick’s House for Imbeciles. Wasn’t that an awful term to describe a human being? Its founder, Jonathan Swift, was just as insensitive when he described it as a home ‘for fools and the mad’.


I’ve heard people say Saint Patrick’s was gloomy and damp, and others speak about the echoing corridors and the iron bars on every window. My hazy memory of the place is not like that at all. It was a private hospital then, and I had my own room, and even though there was nothing much in it, it was a pleasant room. Dr Lynch and the staff were kind. I didn’t have a sense of being locked up. It always seemed like I had the freedom to come and go as I liked. In my mind, it remains a nice place, even though I know some things that happened to me were not very nice.


I’m told they gave me electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) or ‘shock therapy’, that they placed electrodes on either side of my forehead and sent an electric charge through my brain. Back then, they did it without anaesthetic. I believe they often needed up to six strong nurses to hold the patients down, and the current was so strong that patients were shocked into unconsciousness or convulsions. The muscle contractions could be so violent that patients were often injured from crush fractures in their backs. God, can you imagine? I suppose they could be awfully cruel in those days. I have no recollection of anyone sending electric charges through my brain, but they say I lost my memory during the treatment, so that may explain it.


A defence mechanism? I suppose memory loss could be a defence mechanism, something to help forget the terrible trauma of it all. Maybe that’s true, Jade, but I’ll never know that for sure, will I?


They prescribed shock treatment in cases of deep depression then. They used it to relieve tension and ‘shock’ patients out of their dream worlds and catatonic states. I don’t know if it worked. They rarely do this kind of thing to psychiatric patients now, and if it’s done, they use anaesthetic, which has to be a good thing.


They don’t do lobotomies any more either, but I still have two holes in the top of my head from where they did it to me. Nearly seventy years later, I can still feel the two deep indents in my skull from where they drilled into my brain. They told me it was an operation called a ‘leucotomy’, and they explained that the doctors cut the nerve fibres in my brain to relieve the tension they felt I was experiencing. That’s how they used to explain it in those days anyway. Whenever medical people asked about the holes in my head over the years, I always explained that I’d had a leucotomy. But a few years ago, I was in James Connolly Memorial Hospital. I don’t know why they dropped the ‘James’ and ‘Memorial’ from the name. They call it Connolly Hospital now, don’t they, Jade? After a fall, I ended up in the hospital, and the consultant corrected me when I called it a leucotomy. She was on her rounds, and in front of everyone, she said it was a pre-frontal lobotomy. I thought it was a bit rude of her to contradict me in front of all those people, but that’s what she did. She must have been showing off because you looked it up, didn’t you, Jade? And don’t they mean the very same thing anyway?


I don’t remember any of it, but the staff in Saint Patrick’s must have brought me to the Richmond Hospital for the lobotomy because that’s where they did those operations. A doctor called Mr Adams Andrew McConnell was known to specialise in the procedure there. God help us, but those operations were sometimes fatal. In the public mental hospital, Grangegorman, sixty or seventy poor souls were given lobotomies, and several died as a result. Others were so severely injured that they could never be released from the hospital.


They used to say that the operation restored calmness and helped make the patients placid. I think they treated us like guinea pigs. They used to try all these things without any scientific proof that they helped anyone. Educated people like doctors had too much power then because no one questioned them. I was lucky I wasn’t left permanently disabled.


I should never have had that operation or that electric shock treatment. I was an adult, and I’m sure I didn’t give permission. I often wonder who gave permission for them to do those things, or if they just went ahead and did them anyway? I’m just glad that they don’t allow them to do those procedures any more.


I remember the day I left Saint Patrick’s, at least. My mother arrived wearing a navy suit with a pencil skirt and gloves. She always looked so smart and elegant. I made an effort to look cheerful because I never meant to be a bother to my lovely mother. But did you ever get a blow to the head? That’s the feeling I had. I was dazed and confused, and I wondered where my father was. I worshipped my father, and even though he had ten other children, he adored me too. We were the closest and the best of friends. As a child, wherever my father went, you would find me right behind him.


‘Where’s Daddy?’ I asked my mother that day. ‘Is he not coming?’


I expected him to follow her into the hospital room any minute. Instead, my mother flinched, like I’d smacked her, a shadow crossing her face.


‘Your father is dead, Kathleen. You know he’s gone, love. We need to stop doing this.’


Her words came like a punch to my gut. Yet, somewhere deep inside me, I knew she was speaking the truth. I just wanted to forget, and sometimes I was able to forget my father had died. I had forgotten so many things. Why wasn’t I allowed to forget this? Tears poured down my face, and my mother pulled me into her arms.


‘Oh Lord God, I come to you for help and succour,’ my mother prayed. ‘Give me grace to bear my child’s affliction with patience and strength. Bless me, oh Father, and restore my child Kathleen Patricia Mary Jordan to health. In the name of Your Holy Son, Jesus Christ. Amen.’


She muttered this prayer again and again into my hair, her breath hot on my head. Finally, she lifted her head and fiercely gripped my face in her hands.


‘With the help of God, you will get through this, child. But you have to promise me that you won’t ask where your father is any more.’


‘I promise, Mother,’ I said, and I wiped away my tears with the backs of my hands. ‘I won’t forget again.’ And I didn’t.


One of my last memories of Saint Patrick’s is a girl called Mary. How is it that I still recall her name when I can’t remember much else? She was only my age, maybe twenty-one or twenty-two, and she shuffled up and down the corridor outside my room all day. She would have done it all night too if she was let. She had long, dark, straight hair, big dark eyes and a white moon face. She was such a pretty girl. All day, she made her way up and down, up and down that draughty corridor. She was a solicitor’s daughter, they said.


‘Goodbye, Mary,’ I said as I was going, but her expression was blank and her eyes vacant. I don’t think she ever saw or heard me. I still see her in my mind’s eye, you know. I sometimes wonder what happened to that poor girl and if they ever let her out of that place.









DADDY


Honest to God, it’s hard for me to believe that I was a patient in Saint Patrick’s for three years. It felt as if I’d been in there for merely a fortnight, yet three years had disappeared from my life. Some memories came back to me from before that time. Or maybe they’re memories I’ve constructed after people told me what had happened. I’m not sure any more.


I remember some things clearly from before my hospital days. My troubles began on a warm summer evening, Wednesday, 6 May 1953. My mother was in the kitchen making the tea, and I was minding my brother Joseph, who had Down syndrome, and a few of the younger ones. Our family home was on Dublin’s northside. It was a house with four bedrooms, a kitchen, a pantry and a living room that always flickered with a welcoming fire in winter.


Two Gardaí arrived at our house. I just remember them standing there and knowing that guards at the door were rarely a good sign. Few people had telephones in those days, so the local police station was often called upon to deliver news about accidents, serious illnesses or deaths in a family.


‘I’m sorry, Mrs Jordan, but we have a message from the Richmond Hospital asking you to come quickly,’ one of the guards said. ‘They say your husband has taken a bad turn.’


My father, Joseph, had been suffering for some time from stomach cancer. Still, the guards’ message came as a terrible shock for all of us. He’d been operated upon a day earlier, but Mother had been to the hospital to see him that morning, and he had been recovering well. Until that week, Daddy had been going to work every day, and generally, he seemed to be well and coping with the illness.


His cancer was probably the result of a chain-smoking habit of sixty cigarettes a day. Daddy’s brand was Craven A, which came in a red and white box with a little black-cat logo on the front. Every birthday and every Christmas, everyone wrapped up packs of cigarettes as a gift for Daddy. That’s all he ever got as a present, and I always say that we all helped kill him.


My father was a civil servant, a production manager for Gaeltarra Éireann in Oriel House, Westland Row in Dublin city centre. Gaeltarra Éireann was a state agency that aimed to attract industrial investment into the Irish-speaking Gaeltacht areas. Daddy had to travel a lot for work, as the Gaeltacht areas were in Meath, Galway, Kerry and Donegal. I guess he must have always gone by train because we never had a car, and he never drove.


My father was born on 29 July 1901 over the family shop on Main Street, Strabane, County Tyrone. Daddy’s parents were Patrick and Treasa Jordan, and his father was a cabinet-maker and upholsterer by trade. Patrick and Treasa had two furniture stores, one on Main Street in Strabane and the other on Church Street in Dungannon. By all accounts, the family was well off, and my grandfather was a respected businessman and a trustee of the local bank, the Strabane Loan Fund Society.


But their family fortunes changed when my grandfather died in Dublin in April 1904, before my father reached his third birthday. At least one newspaper printed an obituary, which described the man as ‘a well-known Nationalist and Catholic’ who ‘closely identified with the public life of the town [Strabane].’ It also said that he ‘had been in declining health and his end was not altogether unexpected’. My grandfather’s funeral mass was held in the Capuchin Friars’ church, Saint Mary of Angels, on Church Street in Dublin. It seems the family may have settled in Dublin during his long illness. I wonder if they thought they might find better treatment for him there.


It was always said in the family that their furniture stores were burnt out by the British, but I don’t know when or if that even happened. I remember my father used to say that wherever the British went, they stole, so he was reared with the same nationalist beliefs as his late father.


Joseph Jordan was twenty-four when he married Mary Jane Drew on 31 August 1925, in Saint Laurence O’Toole Church in Seville Place in Dublin’s inner city. His address appears on their marriage cert as 13 Eccles Street, Dublin, and his occupation was listed as a ‘post office clerk’.


My mother, Mary, was raised at 23 Ossory Road on Dublin’s North Strand and was the daughter of a labourer, Richard Drew, and his wife, Jane. In those years, the city was full of squalor and tenement housing, and many working-class people had to live in overcrowded and unsanitary conditions. Around the time my parents married, the suburb of Marino was being built as Dublin Corporation’s first ever major public-housing development. This new ‘garden suburb’ offered good quality, affordable family homes with lots of parks and gardens. Nearly every house came with amenities like a living room, scullery, larder, bathroom, coal cellar and back and front garden.


My mother and father bought a four-bedroom property in Marino and went on to have twelve children there, eleven of whom survived. From what I know, they had a very happy marriage. I certainly never remember a cross word between them growing up. Their marriage has been a source of amazement to one of my grandsons, Joshua.


‘If I ask you something, Nanny, will you tell me the truth?’ he asked one day in recent years.


‘Of course I will,’ I said.


‘What was your mother’s name?’


‘Mary,’ I replied.


‘What was your father’s name?’


‘Joseph.’


‘Mary and Joseph?’ he asked, wide-eyed.


‘That’s right.’


Joshua blessed himself. ‘Daddy told me, but I didn’t believe him!’ he said.


I was born in 1932, the fourth oldest in the family after three sisters, and they named me after my father’s sister, Kathleen. She became a nun and was sent to the foreign missions. Poor Kathleen contracted malaria in some far-off land, and Lord rest her poor soul, she died young, so we never knew her. Next to me was another sister, whose twin brother died at birth, Lord rest his little soul too. Then there was another set of twins, and this time the boy, Joseph, was born with Down syndrome. Then I had three more brothers and a sister.


We had a happy family life and a lovely childhood. We were all sent to private school because there was no free second-level education in those days. I went to the Dominican Convent in Eccles Street, which is gone now and has been taken over by the Mater Hospital.


I finished school when I was eighteen with no thoughts of what I was going to do afterwards. Girls didn’t think about work or careers unless they had to back then. They really didn’t, Jade. My older sisters just got married after school, but I never went to dances, so I never had boyfriends. I was a quiet sort and was content to stay at home, where I had many younger brothers and sisters to help look after. Without all the modern conveniences of washing machines and central heating, there was a lot of work to be done to keep a large family in those days. My mother had the help of a lovely woman, a housemaid called May Dunne, for over a decade.


Shopping was a different experience then. No one had refrigerators or freezers so the local butcher’s, Broughs, used to send a boy from Glandore Road off Griffith Avenue to take our meat order every day. We went down to the shop every Friday to settle the bill.


There were no sliced pans in the shops either, but my mother baked her bread then. Tea-bags or even packets of tea-leaves didn’t exist. When I went to our local grocer’s store and dairy shop, Mr Connolly weighed out a quarter pound of loose tea on the scales and scooped it into a brown paper bag. He sliced our butter from a large golden block stored on ice and wrapped it in greaseproof paper.


Youngsters today think it’s unbelievable, but growing up, there was no such thing as toilet rolls either. We cut up newspapers and plain brown wrapping paper, put a string through the paper slips and hung them on a hook beside the toilet. It was a form of recycling long before it was fashionable.


We used to call to Mrs Ryan’s newsagent’s for packs of Craven A for Daddy, but she also sold loose cigarettes to her customers. ‘Me ma sent me down for a cigarette, Mrs Ryan,’ young lads used to lie so they could share a smoke down the laneways after school.


Even though there were eleven of us children, I still remember how we were spoiled every Christmas. Daddy had a tradition of leading us down the stairs every Christmas morning for our presents. The Christmas pudding was laid on the sideboard, and a piece of it was always missing.


‘Santy can never resist your mother’s pudding,’ my father always said.


I’m sure money must have been tight, but they always managed to buy a wonderful present for each of us. One year, for example, all the girls got Crolly dollies, and one was nicer than the next. There was a huge demand for these handmade dolls from Donegal. Queues used to form outside the stores at Christmas whenever they expected a delivery. I don’t know how they managed to get dolls for all us girls, but they did. Maybe Daddy managed to get them from the factory through his connections with the Donegal Gaeltacht.


I had lovely dresses then too. I remember a yellow winter dress with a small print that everyone admired when I wore it. I also had a gorgeous red tartan dress with a white collar that I loved. People looked after their clothes, passed them down through the family and kept them for years then. Mother wore a long apron to protect her clothes all day, and before my father came home after five o’clock, she would change into a half apron that went around her trim waist.


My father was a small man who was always immaculately dressed in a suit and a waistcoat. He wouldn’t step outside the door without his trilby hat and his coat. He was such a kind man. I can never remember him raising his voice in the house, even with so many children.


But our lovely life was shattered that May evening when those Gardaí arrived. I remember it so clearly. It was ten to six on a Wednesday, and my stomach felt sick as my mother and I grabbed our coats and handbags. Mother brought my little brother Jim with us, Lord rest his soul. She must have felt that our housekeeper, May, had too many to mind. The guards brought us to the hospital.


The last thing we’d expected was my father becoming seriously ill. Two nights earlier, he and my mother had been to the Savoy Cinema on O’Connell Street to see the Charlie Chaplin movie Limelight. I wonder how much of it my father absorbed, considering he was due to have his operation the next day. God love them, they were both probably trying to take their minds off his surgery.


My mother saw Father again two days after his operation and believed he was so well that she said a few of us children could see him the next day. Now, hours after that reassuring visit, she was rushing back to the hospital, with Jim and me in tow, not knowing what to expect.


When we got to the Richmond, we had to wait in the outpatients’ department while they checked to see where my father was. I’m not sure what happened next. My mother said I walked away from her while waiting for the nurse to tell us where to go. I don’t know how I knew where to go, but I must have felt drawn to my father. I went straight down a hospital corridor and looked into a ward, and I saw him there. I remember that bit clearly. A pile of pillows propped him up, his eyes were shut, and he looked smaller than I’d ever seen him.


Around his bed, I could see one of my sisters. Maybe the guards had called over to her house too. My sister had her head bowed as two nuns fingered their rosary beads and recited the rosary. I knew straight away that my father was dead. They tell me that I let out a blood-curdling scream that was heard all around the hospital, and I collapsed where I stood. I don’t remember any of that. All I remember is waking up in my mother’s bed the following day.


My father was only fifty-two when he died. His death certificate says he expired from ‘postoperative heart failure’. I remember my mother opening a letter that arrived on the Friday morning, the morning of Daddy’s funeral. I can see her expression now like a recording in my head. She closed her eyes, and her face crumpled, and she burst into tears before us. We picked up the letter, and it was an itemised bill for Daddy’s care from Saint Laurence’s Hospital, which the Richmond, Whitworth and Hardwicke hospitals were collectively known as. They couldn’t even wait until after his funeral to send us the bill.


That day, Mother left the younger children at home, as adults never brought children to funerals back then. My older siblings and I supported her at Daddy’s funeral service in Saint Vincent de Paul Church on Griffith Avenue in Marino. Afterwards, we went to Glasnevin Cemetery, where, to this day, I can still see the gravediggers lowering his oak coffin into the ground.


After that, all my memories seem to disappear. They told me they brought me to see a psychiatrist for a while before I ended up in Saint Patrick’s Hospital. I don’t know if I was catatonic or hysterical because no one ever explained what symptoms of illness I showed. It must have been the shock. I probably never expected my father to die and was in terrible grief. I was heartbroken, but was a psychiatric hospital the right place for me? I’m not sure.


I don’t think I had many visitors in Saint Patrick’s. I don’t recall my mother ever visiting me, but she was probably busy caring for all the younger children. Joseph needed a lot of minding. He was a runner. If he got out the front door, he bolted, and he was hard to catch. The neighbours and everyone used to run down the road after him in case he got killed on the road.


I remember Mr Miller, a bus driver on the number 30 bus, Lord have mercy on him, found him one time. He was driving the bus through Clontarf, miles down the road from us, and who did he see only Joseph. We were all out looking for him, but Lord bless us, Joseph had already crossed two main roads at that stage. Mr Miller pulled over the bus, and he persuaded Joseph to come on board. There was a conductor on the bus in those days, and Mr Miller warned him to stand over Joseph and not to move from him, even for a fare.


On his way back into town, Mr Miller stopped in Fairview and waited until a number 24 bus came along. He placed Joseph on the number 24 and asked the driver and the conductor to drop him off at our family home. We were so lucky that Mr Miller was driving the bus that day, weren’t we?


I remember one of my little brothers coming up to see me in Saint Patrick’s once. The day stands out in my memory because he arrived sporting a broken leg with a big plaster cast around it, and with a terrible story.


‘Kath, I fell off the wall and broke my leg, and they operated on me in Temple Street,’ he said, his eyes wide. ‘Uncle Jim says they must’ve been a right shower of eejits who done my leg because when I went back to have the plaster taken off, they said they’d set the leg wrong.’


‘No!’


‘Yes, and guess what they did?’


‘What?’


‘They brought me back into Temple Street and broke my leg again!’


‘Oh, no!’


‘They did, Kath. I swear!’


I’ll never forget that story. But vivid memories like this one are rare.


The rest of my time in Saint Patrick’s is … nothing. Just nothing. I must have been lost in a bubble of grief because I still don’t know where those three years disappeared to. I was twenty-one when I went in, and I was twenty-four when I came out again. I suppose I had a complete breakdown. I must have had, but like I said, no one ever really talked about it, even when I came home.


I know that there were many more like me because there were thousands in hospitals like that back then. During the 1950s, there were 20,000 residents in psychiatric hospitals in Ireland every night. Ireland had more people in psychiatric hospitals in the world per head of population, even more than the USSR, as Russia was then known.


I don’t remember any stigma about being in Saint Patrick’s. I don’t, Jade. There might have been if I was in Grangegorman or Portrane, but I was in a nice private hospital. My sister Margaret told me about a neighbour who thought my mother was spoiling me.


‘You’re too soft on her, Mrs Jordan,’ she said. ‘If you ask me, you should put her in Grangegorman or Portrane. She wouldn’t be long about getting well then.’


But my kind mother insisted she didn’t resent paying for a private hospital.


‘It’s her father’s money I’m spending, and it’s what he would have wanted,’ she said.


I suppose that’s why I stayed in Saint Patrick’s for all those years. But I was very glad to leave. The day I came home, my heart lifted when I saw the familiar terraces as we drove through Fairview and Marino. I remember being so happy and relieved when the hackney pulled up outside our house. I must have doubted that I would get home at all.


My younger brothers and sisters were all excited, leading me to the kitchen where there was an iced cake on the table to welcome me home. But my abiding memory of returning to our house was the smell of smoke. The smell of my father’s Craven A cigarettes filled my nostrils as soon as I walked in the door.


At first, I thought maybe someone in the house had taken up smoking since I left, but I soon realised that wasn’t the case. My father was three years dead, and the smell of smoke should have been gone, but I could smell his cigarettes as if he were smoking in the room beside us. I asked if anyone else could smell cigarette smoke, and they looked at me strangely.


‘You must be smelling the fire in the range,’ my mother said. I agreed, and I never brought it up again. But the smell of my father’s Craven A cigarettes haunted me through every room in the house.
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