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In a long career as a reporter working in newspapers, radio and television, Valerie Cox has interviewed people from every county in Ireland. She is the author of six previous books: Growing Up with Ireland, Independence Memories, A Ploughing People, Searching the Family Courts and Alone: the First Forty Years. Valerie lives in rural County Wicklow with her husband Brian and the couple have five children and four grandchildren.
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For my own grandparents,
William and Ellen Tucker and Terence and May FitzPatrick.


Precious memories.











Dear Reader


Becoming a grandparent is a precious moment in people’s lives, one that gives rise to many emotions – from joy to trepidation to a keen protective instinct – as we’re enveloped in a new kind of love. It can also lead to fresh consideration of our own early lives. Speaking from experience, the birth of a new generation in our family opened up a well of memories from my younger life, as I thought about how times had changed, and what that might mean in the lives of my grandchildren.


Of course, it’s not black and white – so many things about life today for children are better: education, career opportunities, acceptance of difference and societal tolerance in general.


But perhaps other things have been lost. There is no doubt that life when I was a child was simpler. Choices were fewer, as were life expectations. The world seemed like a smaller place and access to information was more limited, something that has both its advantages and drawbacks. Children now have a much wider range of influence in their lives, partly through technology and social media, and perhaps there is something to be gained from recognising the value of a time when the life of a child was more contained, its pleasures less dependent on material things.


The interviews featured within these pages capture the changing fabric of society across three generations, from how childhood was for Ireland’s grandparents, to their view of what has changed today – for better or worse – and what wisdom they would like to pass along. Consistently, we see shared wonder at the advent of grandparenthood – a cherished rite of passage that carries all of the love but less of the pressure of parenthood. The pieces describe beautifully that bond and how grand-parenthood often offers people a chance to do it again, only better!


While there is concern for the future of the upcoming generation, there is also great hope, and faith in young people to navigate the special challenges of this era, and find creative and sustaining solutions.


The pieces also reflect the values that people hold dear – the true wealth that comes from love, compassion and kindness, over the world of material things, and the life values that the older generation wish to pass on.


It was a pleasure to interview the remarkable subjects for this book – some well-known names, others simply individuals with interesting perspectives and stories, from across the broad spectrum of Irish society. I hope you enjoy reading this snapshot of social history as much as I’ve enjoyed bringing it together. And that it gives you a chance to consider, young or old, the values you hold dear, the memories you’d like to pass along, and those things in life that are most important to you.




Lots of love


Valerie Cox


September 2022





Grandchildren from age eleven to six:
Brian, Henry, Ellie & Michael
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A Cheque from the President … and from Guinness


MARY KENNEDY


Broadcaster, author and grandmother Mary Kennedy grew up in the Dublin suburb of Clondalkin, after her parents moved out from the city having been reared around the cattle markets of the North Circular Road. Her mother and her mother’s sister Eilish had a double wedding, and then the two sisters bought homes side by side. ‘I consider myself one of seven, not four,’ says Mary, having had three boy cousins right next door.


This large extended family even had two televisions. ‘Before it was fashionable, because there was one in our house and one next door, and on a Saturday night we were divided along gender lines – the two men and the boys would be in one house watching Match of the Day, and my mother and Auntie Eilish and the girls in the other house watching Gay Byrne on The Late Late Show.’


The families spent holidays and Christmases together, alternating one year to the next for the seasonal dinner. ‘It was a very normal upbringing, we didn’t have anything to spare, moneywise. My mother, who had worked in the civil service, was subject to the marriage bar when she got married. But even if she hadn’t been, she would have resigned her job. She felt once she got married, her place was in the home as a mother and a homemaker, and she absolutely loved it.’




My mother would put the porridge on before she left for mass each morning.
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Mary, who is sixty-eight this year, is the eldest of four children and says her earliest memories are dictated by pictures in photo albums. ‘I really feel that is how I remember things – visitors coming, trips to the zoo for communion and birthdays. I recall starting school with my cousin William, who was three months younger than me. If you got into trouble in school in those days, you would not mention it at home, or you’d get into far more serious trouble!’


Theirs was a simple life, punctuated by religion and homemaking. ‘My mother and Uncle Tom next door would go to half seven mass every morning, and she would put the porridge on before she left. She would also switch on the electric heater in the bathroom. She would have the fire on downstairs as well.’


The family always sat down for tea. ‘I remember Mam used to ration the butter because my brother John loved butter and there would be none left by the end of the week, and we didn’t have the money to be buying extra. She had little Tupperware containers, and everybody was given their butter ration for the week and you would do with it what you liked. John was always bartering once he ran out!’


As they were growing up, Mary, her siblings and her cousins had a very close relationship with their grandmother, Annie Dowdall from Newtown in Carlow. ‘She came to Dublin in 1911 to get married. The family had no money for education beyond primary school, but Annie was very bright, so the teachers kept her on as a helper. She always had this expression if we did well in a test or anything – “The sod of turf wasn’t wasted on you” – because in her time every child brought in a sod of turf for the fire. In my school memories, the heat was put on for a couple of hours in the morning and then it was turned off and no matter how cold it got, you just got on with it!’




The family had no money for education beyond primary school, but Annie was very bright, so the teachers kept her on as a helper.
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Annie visited regularly. ‘My mother and her sisters were very devoted to their mother, who lived until she was 102.’ Although in later years she was less mobile, she remained ‘sharp as a tack. She got the cheque from the president, and a much more generous cheque from Guinness, where her husband had worked; she was a Guinness widow. We used to always have a thing on Friday – who was going to go and get Granny’s tablets? You’d go to the pharmacy in James’s Gate and pick them up.’


Mary recalls family holidays, which her adored gran always joined them on. Her mother and Auntie Eilish would look up the ads in the back of the Independent in January, and come summer they would set off for places like Skerries, borrowing a car to get there and staying for a month. The two dads came on holiday to Skerries for the month but, for the second fortnight, they went to work into Dublin city on the train every day, returning in the evening.


‘One year we decided to go a bit further, and we got a house in Geesala in Mayo. We had cars by then and it took two days to get there. We stopped by Lough Owel in Mullingar for a picnic, and then we overnighted in Elphin, in a bed and breakfast, and continued on the next morning.


‘We arrived at teatime, and it was a big house. It’s a hotel now but in those days it was a house for rent, and it was also the medical centre. I remember we arrived on a Sunday night, and on the Monday morning I pulled back the curtains to see men’s backs all along the windowsill, waiting to go in to see the district nurse!


‘We absolutely loved that house. It had a huge kitchen, but at high tide there was a stream that ran through the room! We loved jumping from the kitchen table to the sink, it was great fun. Another year we went to Spiddal. It was 1969, and I remember the two dads watching the Battle of the Bogside coverage that year on TV. I have two brothers and three male cousins, and they were absolutely wild. I can remember one of the beds coming through the ceiling into the living room because they were jumping up and down!’


After her Leaving Certificate Mary got a scholarship to UCD. ‘There was absolutely no way I would have been able to otherwise. I studied six hours a night for the Leaving Cert, went to UCD, studied arts and then went back to my alma mater to teach! After I did my diploma, I went to Brittany for a year to university on an exchange to teach English. It was lovely, to live the French life. When I was there, my father had a heart attack and died, he was fifty-nine. He died on the golf course. I had intended to do a second year in Brittany, but I came back because the salary was needed and I got a job in my local school.


‘At the same time, I saw an ad in the paper looking for part-time continuity announcers in RTÉ, so I applied and told nobody. After all, I was from Clondalkin, and that would be getting ideas above your station! I never thought I’d get it, but I did.


‘My mother was very shy, and very nervous, and I think she felt that I might lose the run of myself. My father, on the other hand, who had died in March of the previous year, would have loved it. He was a big performer, he was in the Clondalkin Dramatic Society, and he would have dined out on the fact that I was working in RTÉ!’


Mary went on to have a stellar career with the national broadcaster, a high point being presenting the Eurovision Song Contest in 1995, and her many years co-presenting the much-loved Nationwide. She is the author of six books, including her memoir Paper Tigers and her most recent book Journey to the Well, co-written with her sister Deirdre Ní Chinnéide.


Mary has four grown children and her first grandchild, Paddy, was born in 2019. Her daughter Eva is now expecting baby number three. Paddy’s birth brought back memories of her own mother, all she did for Mary when her own children were small, and that special bond she had with the grandchildren. ‘She was their childminder when I was teaching. She did everything for me, even though she thought I should be at home. They absolutely adored her, all of them, and they loved the sleepovers in her house. That was nice for her too as she was a widow.


‘I remember when Paddy was born, a sense of it being so surreal to have the next generation. With tiny new babies, it takes you unawares, that feeling of “This is my tribe”, the continuation of the family line. I met him the day he was born. Eva phoned to say he was born at seven in the morning, and I think I was in Limerick by eleven!


‘There are stages in life for everything, and this is my moment to have that combination of working part-time and being a grandmother. I would hate to be working so much that I couldn’t see my grandchildren. Covid has been abysmal, we have missed so much. Paddy had his first birthday down in Limerick, it was hard. I remember at Christmas in lockdown, I made up a little hamper and drove down to Limerick very early in the morning, and I left it on the porch and got back into my car, and stayed in the driveway. When Paddy came out to the car, he couldn’t understand – “Nana, you not coming in?” It was heartbreaking!


‘He is three now and he has a little sister Holly, who is eighteen months, she is just adorable. The lovely thing about modern life is the smartphone and all the videos; even if you don’t see them every day you can have a relationship over FaceTime. For grandparents who have family abroad, it is a lifeline.


‘I am delighted by the way that Eva is so into maintaining traditions that she knew as a child. Reading The Night Before Christmas last thing on Christmas Eve, and the eldest child bringing the candle in to the front room. She does all of those things. I did them as a kid, we did them when they were kids, and now she is doing them again with her kids.


‘They were on holidays in the rain for two weeks in Kilkee. She bought the buckets and spades, and sent a photograph of little Holly standing outside a shop, probably a pound shop, just looking in at all the plastic toys, and Eva said, “This could have been me!”’


Mary has very specific wishes for her grandchildren. ‘I want them to relish their youth and not to be caught up in study, as I was. I put my life on hold for many, many years. I remember being holed up in the back bedroom and all the other kids out playing rounders on the street. I was so belt and braces. Most children would say, “We don’t have to do that poet, he came up last year,” but I would do him anyway just in case.




They were on holidays in the rain for two weeks in Kilkee. She bought the buckets and spades, and sent a photograph of little Holly standing outside a shop, probably a pound shop, just looking in at all the plastic toys.
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‘I would also like my grandchildren to realise that success is measured in the way that you relate to people, the relationships that you have, and the relationships that you nurture. For a lot of people success is measured in wealth and status. I would really like my grandchildren to feel that those are not important things. As long as you have a roof over your head, that you are happy, that those around you are happy, that you can have treats, and sustain your family and friends and enjoy life – that is what is important. As Gay Byrne said, the graveyard is full of people who thought they were indispensable.


‘I would like my grandchildren to have the mentality that it is not about being the biggest and the best, but more about being fulfilled. I would like them to be community and relationship focused.’


For Mary, being a grandmother is something to treasure. ‘It is not given to everybody, but it is an absolute gift and a joy. The stage that Paddy and Holly are at now – they are funny, they are innocent, they are beautiful human beings. They are just full of wonder and excitement at everything. My children obviously had all of those attributes, but I don’t think I relished them in the same way that I do now. I am older now and I was working much more back then, and racing and chasing.


‘When my own children were small I would make the tea, and if the four of them were sitting around and laughing and joking with each other, I would say, “Okay, they are fine, I will go out now and put on a wash.” Whereas now I would say, “Forget the wash, do it later, sit down and enjoy your children.”’




Grandchildren from age three to twenty months:


Paddy & Holly
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The Last of the Tenements


PEIG MCMANUS


Dubliner Peig McManus grew up in the last of the city’s tenements, on North King Street in Dublin 7. ‘There was one room, with a lean-to off it, where there would be the cot. There was a fireplace and a chest of drawers. We had a wardrobe, a table with two chairs and a bed. There was a bucket in the room as well, as there were no inside toilets.


‘In our house, there were about six families who all had children. There was a lady who lived at the top of the house, she was blind, and everybody gave her dinner and minded her. There was one couple who had no children, which was a major thing to us. On the landing, there was a sink where people could wash their clothes. On the ground floor, there was a shop that my granny ran with my aunt. It was a newsagent and tobacco shop, and they sold turf during the war. My aunt used to keep cats, and I remember a man would come into the shop and say, “A stone of coal please, and no cat shite.”’


These are the childhood memories of eighty-three-year-old Peig, daughter of Christopher Dowdall and Bridie Malone. ‘I have two sisters and three brothers alive, but I also had a brother, Christopher, and a sister, Anne, who both died. It was a big family, but not as big as it could have been; back then it wasn’t unusual for women to have ten or twelve children.


‘My mother was married when she was nineteen. My earliest memories of my mammy were when she was very sick, she had TB for her whole lifetime. She used to sing all the time, “Pack up your troubles in your old kit bag”, and she made bread every day.




There was one room, with a lean-to off it, where there would be the cot. There was a fireplace and a chest of drawers. We had a wardrobe, a table with two chairs and a bed.
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‘We had no space in the tenements, but it was a lovely community. I hope I am not romanticising it, because obviously there were upsets with people living so close to each other, but my memory of it was that people really cared for one another. They would give you a loan of sugar, or milk, they shared what little they had. They were kind and looked after all the kids.


‘The road outside was a busy one with horses and carts and bicycles. When I was very young I remember Mammy bringing us up to what they called “the temple” – it was a park near the Law Society, and we played there. We moved out to Cabra then. Ireland was a young country at the time, in the shadow of a war, and they managed to do a huge clearance of the slums, the tenements. They built new houses, in Cabra West, where we went to, and Drimnagh, Ballyfermot, Whitehall, lots of places on the outskirts of the city. I was five when we moved. It would have been 1944.


‘And, oh, the difference! For the first time we had a flush toilet, a bath, bedrooms to ourselves, a front and back garden, even a letterbox! That was massive. I remember my mam saying, “Oh, we have our own letterbox!” And then later saying, “I never knew what misery it would bring, all the bills coming through it.”


‘The day we moved out to Cabra, there were all these yellow flowers in the garden. Daddy said they were dandelions, so we ran out and picked them all, and put them through the letterbox!


‘My dad was a brush maker, but his passion – and his downfall – was that he was a bookie. And a gambler. We all knew each other in the tenements, but when we moved out to Cabra, no one knew each other. I remember my father saying, “Don’t make friends with these people, they will want to live in your ear!” And he always said that we would only be there until we found something better. But when we got to Cabra – the freedom! We would play skipping rope and sing songs, play ring-a-ring-a-rosie … We played rounders; doctors and nurses; catch a girl, kiss a girl … We learned all sorts of skills, really.




People really cared for one another. They would give you a loan of sugar, or milk, they shared what little they had. They were kind and looked after all the kids.
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‘We lived on Broombridge Road and we were blessed because over the bridge was the canal and we could swim across the canal. A man called Mr Waldron used to supervise, and he would say, “Jump!” and we would jump in and doggy-paddle. We had such freedom. We learned how to negotiate dangers. We had to walk to school, and cross roads. I feel that children are so deprived of freedom now.


‘I went to King’s Inns Street school. Mam used to let me out on the street to go to school, which was about five hundred yards up the road, and when I would get up to the corner, there was a woman who had a vegetable shop, and she would see me and take me into the school.


‘When we went out to Cabra West, we went to our new school, my sister Bridie and me. It was a convent, and Mammy left us there and we were devastated. We didn’t want to be there! We were afraid of the big building, you know?


‘Because we were from the tenements, we were like snotty-nosed little urchins. One of the little kids said, “Please, miss, can I go to the lav?”, and the nun said, “You can, but you may not,” and the little one wet herself. That was the first time I realised that other people spoke differently, and people from different classes were treated differently.


‘I had two wonderful teachers, Ms Moriarty and Ms McCarthy. Ms McCarthy was from Kerry, and she taught me a love of English. I was a curious child, but I missed a lot of school because my mam was so sick. Mam went into hospital when I was seven and when I was ten, and I always thought she was going to die. It was terrifying. That wasn’t just our experience though, that was very common back then. A lot of people had tuberculosis.


‘I left school at fourteen. Myself and my friend got a job in a hat factory first, but then I got a job in a brush factory. My husband worked in the post office. I’d met him at a dance in Mills Hall, which was beside the Shelbourne hotel. It was a kind of a jazz club. I was twenty-one when I met Paddy.


Peig and Paddy got married on St Stephen’s Day. ‘I didn’t like the whole big wedding thing, I got a loan of a beautiful dress. It was lashing rain the whole day, a sign of things to come! We put a deposit on a house, which was a massive thing. It was a house in Marino. Paddy and I both wanted to move to that area, because it was absolutely gorgeous, a very old neighbourhood. But the house was a complete shell. We had a very interesting time!


‘Leaving my own home was not easy, so I would get two buses into town and visit my mam, and then home to make Paddy his dinner. But when my daughter Breda started school, I met lots of other mothers and it was fantastic. We set up a little committee, and we would have community games and all that, it was just marvellous. My kids would play, I used to tie the gate, and there would be about ten kids in the garden.’
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