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PRAISE FOR A Great Feast Of Light





“Doyle brazenly upends [a] familiar cliché, the one that says Watching Television is a Bad Thing. In Doyle’s fresh, clear-eyed coming-of-age memoir, it’s television, not saints or scholars, that heralds the end of Ireland’s Dark Age and the arrival of modern Ireland. ... If you’ve ever scheduled your social life around Friends or wondered why you like The Simpsons better than your next-door neighbor, this book’s for you.”






—The Globe and Mail







“A lithely written, passionately engaged piece of work . . . .”


—Joan Barfoot, Literary Review of Canada







“Doyle traces in an idiosyncratic, but always convincing way, the effect that television had on liberating Ireland from the iron grip of the Catholic church.... A Great Feast of Light is the perfect portrayal of the ‘global village’ and its consequences.”


—Catherine Gildiner, author of Closer to the Falls







“An easy reading chronicle that triggers laughs and rings bells with TV-suckled baby boomers . . . a provocative and highly entertaining read.”


—Hamilton Spectator







“This gifted writer has no chip on his shoulder as he writes of Northern Ireland, bigotry, violence, his awakening sexuality, family lunacy, the dying of the powerful church and its system of ecclesiastical terrorism.”


—Malachy McCourt, author of A Monk Swimming







“About considerably more than how a shy, naїve youngster with sticking-out ears saw the social and political sea changes of the Sixties through the cool, blue crackle of the cathode-ray tube. Readers are treated to innocent but stinging impressions of the secular violence in the north, of the rude social hierarchy and of the subversive pop-culture tremors emanating from Britain which was so near and yet so far. . . . Still what lingers most is the remarkable influence of American TV”


—Canadian Press







“Doyle keeps the breathless reader close and whispers ample rare sightings as if to ... birdwatchers ... ghost hunters. The result is a whispering Ireland where enlightenment’s a bird and insularity’s a ghost and even a boy knows better than to disturb either. A great feast of enlightenment.”


—Gord Downie
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A FLICKERING SIGNAL


ON A BLOSSOM-BRIGHT May morning in 1961, my father took me to school. It was my first day at school and although it was just an experiment to get me registered, sitting at a desk and familiar with the idea of school, it almost unhinged me. I remember tears and laughter. My father, who sold insurance policies and collected premiums, had an inspector working with him that day. The two of them took me into the schoolhouse and they followed as a teacher took me to a desk. Grasping the situation, I looked up at the rafters and howled. Hot tears flooded down my cheeks, but nobody stepped up to wipe them away and murmur something soothing to me. I looked over at my father and the inspector. Dad was frowning, as if he wanted to help me but couldn’t. The inspector was laughing at my rage. After a pause, I stared up at the rafters of the schoolroom again, saw only pitch-black darkness high up in the criss-cross wooden beams, and howled once more.


Whatever else happened that morning is gone from my memory now. But this much I know—at lunchtime I legged it home. Out the schoolyard gate I raced, turned right and ran. Down Church Road, past the girl’s convent school, the high-pitched roar of playing girls ringing in my ears, then with a faster sprint past the arched entrance to the old jailhouse where everybody knew the Cormack boys had been hanged in 1848 for a crime they didn’t commit and their ghosts still haunted the old archway to mock the judges and lawyers who came and went, and turning right again but picking up a stick to clatter along the iron railings of the court house clang-bang-clang-bang to keep all ghosts away, running and panting for the sight of home. I raced across Wolfe Tone Terrace past the new houses with the doors newly painted in bright baby blue and yellow, catching the sun, with the scent of new-mown grass following me faintly from the court house grounds as I ran and ran and ran, heart pounding, looking for the gap in the stone wall that would lead me through long furrows of potato plants and beets to my own back yard.


I found the gap, climbed the big stones, stomped on small nettles growing there and raced in a straight line through the furrows to the gate of our yard. I wanted to call out, “Mam, Mam, I came home!” but I was breathless and stood there, panting. My mother was hanging out the washing on the clothesline and it took a minute before she noticed me.


“In the name of God, John Doyle, what are you doing here?”


“I came home.”


“Jesus, Mary and Joseph, did you run across the whole town of Nenagh and tell no one where you were going?”


Mam sighed, took me inside, sat me in a sugawn chair— an ancient country thing made of battered old wood and hay ropes—and told me to keep an eye on my sister, Máire, who was sleeping in her cot. Mam went down the street to ask Mrs. Moylan, who was going over to the school to fetch her son Michael, to tell the teachers that I was safe and sound in my own kitchen.


Later, Mam stood me on a barrel in the back yard, and I helped her take down the washing. I was happy in the yard, a boy safe inside walls on a street inside an old walled town. From inside the walls of my back yard, and standing on the barrel, I could see the church spire asserting itself high into the sky while the tower of Nenagh Castle stood there beside it, solid as the past in which it had been built. Looking south toward Limerick, all anyone saw, always, were banks of grey clouds stacked on the horizon, usually obscuring parts of the soft-rolling hills of Slievnamon. It was a vista of greys, soft greens and subdued browns, a dull haze of colours from the clouds, the mist, the bracken and the brambles that seemed to cover the hills.


In the countryside around Nenagh, the people called the town “Nayna,” not the proper pronunciation, “Neena,” which was used in town. They said “Nayna” with a shrug and a ghost of an exclamation point beside it. They were amused by Nenagh, its old, insular ways, and they thought it was a peculiar place compared with the countryside.


I’d heard Mrs. Moylan say “God made Nenagh.” And I thought that was true then. I was getting on for nearly four years old and Nenagh was my world. First there was the walled-in world of our back yard and then the walled-in town of the winding streets, the castle, the church, and now the school. All of it was small, by any standard, but I was small too, and safe in its snug embrace. The streets and lanes were as familiar to me as my own knees and elbows. People would say “God is good” all the time, even if it was only because the weather changed and it stopped raining when mammies were going to hang out the washing on the line to dry. God made things nice and he’d made Nenagh nice.


All that afternoon, I played and hung around Mam in the kitchen. I practised lifting a ball with a small hurling stick and hitting it against one of the walls in the back yard. I raced up and down the furrows of potato plants, beets and cabbages, sometimes pretending I was being chased and diving down to hide. There was no fear of that. I could see my back yard from everywhere. If I wanted to see Sarsfield Street outside, I snuck down the alley and peered around the corner. Nenagh was all walls and alleys, a bound-in town and safe for a small boy who stayed inside his boundaries.


There would be nothing to surprise me on Sarsfield Street, anyway. If it was the first Monday of the month, it was Fair Day, when the farmers brought in their cattle and lined them along the street to buy and sell. If it was the last Friday of the month, it was the pig farmers’ Fair Day, and the street would be full of pigs, the air smelling heavily of dung until the county council men came and swept and washed it all away. On any day, Monday to Saturday, Willie Heaney, the writer for the Nenagh Guardian newspaper, would be cycling endlessly around the town, talking to people, taking notes about their doings. Around five o’clock on any day except Sunday, the men who worked at Mrs. Burns’s coal yard across the street would be walking home, their hands and faces blackened by the coal they’d hauled all day. Near six o’clock, the men who worked at the sugar beet factory would be cycling home in twos and threes, and if it was raining and they had no hat, they’d wear part of the heavy paper sugar bags on their head, cut like an army cap, to keep their heads dry.


That warm night, the air in the back yard and the surrounding gardens swarmed with midges. Masses of the tiny, silent insects moved around and muddied the light from the kitchen window. I sat on the back step, nursing a bruised knee, and watched the floating throngs of midges shift, it sometimes seemed to me, to the rhythm of the sound of flutes and fiddles on Céili House, the program of traditional music on the radio in the kitchen.


Unknown to me, on that night there were other forces, unseen, in the air. The Irish Television Authority was already at work, silently sending out signals from a transmitter at Kippure in the Dublin Mountains. The signal was general all over Ireland. Throughout the country, pioneers and eccentrics were attaching aerials to their roofs and chimneys. In shops where televisions were ready for purchase, a set was occasionally, optimistically turned on to see if there was a signal yet.


Later that mild summer of I961, an electrical engineer in Limerick, fifteen miles from my back yard, adjusted his aerial, descended from the roof and turned on his set. A test pattern card was crisply visible, but that wasn’t all—a fly was buzzing around the test card, agitatedly zigzagging this way and that. The engineer sat transfixed. He was watching the first live-action broadcast on Irish television. It was reported in the Limerick Leader newspaper the next day.


On New Year’s Eve of that year, television in Ireland was officially launched with the broadcast of a grand party from the Gresham Hotel in Dublin. Eamonn Andrews, in a tuxedo and Fred Astaire hair, talking in his semi-English accent, MC’d the party and introduced the acts. There were old Irish songs and smooth pop ballads. The Artane Boys Band, from the Dublin reformatory school for poverty-stricken and wayward boys, played too. Outside on the street a huge crowd gathered trying to catch a glimpse of the broadcast on a tiny TV set that had been placed on a pedestal.


Before the concert from the Gresham, President Eamon de Valera—a man who had fought and killed for Irish independence, been jailed and, according to legend, had first entered the Irish Parliament with a gun in his pocket—gave a speech to the nation. It was a warning. He sat in a book-lined study wearing a dark overcoat, and his weak old eyes peered at the camera. He said television could be a good influence and a bad influence. After the old man whom everyone called Dev came Cardinal D’Alton, the most important figure in the Catholic Church. He blessed the new broadcasting endeavour and warned too of its good and evil sides. The two old men talked solemnly, as if they knew that Ireland was to change utterly. When they stopped talking, the party started and the dancing began.
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THE SPIRIT OF TIPPERARY
















CHAPTER ONE
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A LIGHT FROM OTHER PLACES


IT WAS AN AFTERNOON in May 1963 when Dad brought home a television set in the back of his car. He’d bought it at Jackie Whelan’s electrical shop. Jackie, a great favourite of Dad’s, was famous for his enterprise. He’d started off in the working world as a postman, delivering letters and parcels on a bicycle all around the Nenagh area.


He had soon noticed that he was continually delivering heavy parcels that contained batteries for the radios that most people used in their homes. There was a fierce demand, and the batteries never arrived quickly enough to satisfy the customers. Their radios were already dead and silent by the time Jackie carried the parcels to the door. He was constantly regaled with stories about the joy that would come to the house now that a new radio battery had arrived. There would be music, jokes and news from around the world.


Jackie was no fool, and in any case he was fed up with cycling to remote farmhouses in all weathers. He quit the post office and opened a shop selling batteries, radios and any other gadget for which there might be a market now that electricity had arrived in North Tipperary. He had television sets galore before there was a big demand for them and easily convinced Dad that television was the coming thing.


Dad took the car, a Volkswagen Beetle, into the lane at the side of the house so that he could bring the set in through the backyard. Mam carried Máire out, and I stood beside them looking at the big black set in the back seat of the car with its rabbit ears sticking up. It looked squat, dark and a bit preposterous sitting there, taking up most of the seat. Dad hauled it into the house and Mam cleared a space on a side table for it to sit.


We looked at it and waited for Jackie Whelan to turn up and attach it to the aerial he’d installed a few days before. Jackie arrived after he closed his shop and he immediately fussed about with wires. Then he advised us to stand back while he turned it on. The set flickered and slowly, glowingly came to light. There was snow falling on a grainy grey background. Jackie stared at it for a minute. Nobody said a thing. Then Jackie Whelan said, “That’s not right at all. Sure, Bat Masterson is on now.’ Out he went and up on the roof with him. He called out to Mam, who kept an eye on the set until a distinct figure appeared, a man wearing a jaunty hat and a scarf around his neck. He was smiling a rueful smile. Mam beamed and scurried to the back door. “You have it, Jackie!” she called out.


Jackie came in and had a cup of tea. We all sat around the living-room table staring at the television. Jackie said that Mam would enjoy seeing Monica Sheridan’s cooking program, although his own wife was disgusted that Monica Sheridan was always licking her fingers as she cooked. His own wife said that if you didn’t allow it in your own kitchen, it shouldn’t be allowed on the television. Jackie also praised Charles Mitchel, who read the news in a lovely voice and always ended his recitation of events with a little smile. Jackie said these things as an aside, because his eyes were on Bat Masterson. Bat Masterson was his favourite. “That’s Gene Barry playing Bat,” he said. “Oh, he’s a rogue with the women, wait till you see! I think he must have Irish blood in him with a name like Barry.” Jackie lifted his cup of tea in the air and hummed the cheerful theme song.


I watched Bat in his derby hat and ribbon tie. I saw the twinkle in his eye as he spoke to a lady in a long dress, her hands fluttering around her hair as Bat told her how purdy she was and how he’d seen all sorts of ladies from Cheyenne to Albuquerque but he’d never seen a pair of eyes so bright and hair so golden. He stroked his cane as he talked. I had been hoping for a gunfight but I was enthralled by Bat Masterson’s style.


I was six and all I knew about action stories was what I’d read in comic books or seen at the picture house in Nenagh. I galloped through books, especially if the story was about heroes and villains and finding treasure. Mam and Dad said I was a powerful reader and it would stand to me some day. I was shy and quiet, but Mam said it made no difference as long as I was reading. “John’s a great reader,” she’d say. “He’d rather be here with a book than any place. He’ll stop being shy when he wants to.” Once or twice I’d been to see the pictures on a Sunday afternoon at the Ormond cinema. It was crowded and noisy and frightening, with dozens of boys and girls who would suddenly start screaming and shouting because somebody slapped somebody or pulled their hair. And if you had a packet of sweets and dared to take them out of your pocket, somebody older and bigger than you would just reach over and steal them. It was very hard to concentrate on the story on the screen when somebody was stealing your sweets or you were sitting there rigid, waiting for somebody behind you to give your hair a pull, and some of them would pull so hard your eyes watered. I knew because it had happened to me.


Besides, the westerns I’d seen at the pictures were very old. You could tell because the film kept crackling and the voices went up and down like a fiddler playing an old tune. There was supposed to be a gunfight and Indians roaring and firing arrows, but half the time the cowboys were only acting the cod. One fella told another fella he’d eat his hat and then when he tried, a whole bit of the hat came away into his mouth. That was nonsensical because you couldn’t eat a hat. You weren’t supposed to be putting things like that in your mouth anyway and it was just stupid codology that hardly anybody laughed at. This man Bat Masterson was different. He was a rebel, you could tell by the cut of him, and he was in my own house where I could watch everything he was doing, without the bother of screaming children and the fear of somebody pulling my hair.


Transfixed and in a kind of reverie, I tried to imagine Bat Masterson in Nenagh. On a Fair Day he’d stroll along the street. His world of cowpokes, gamblers and rough cowboys wasn’t a million miles from Nenagh, even though it was set donkey’s years ago. People on Bat Masterson didn’t have cars. They rode horses. But in Nenagh not that many people had cars and most of the men went to work on a bicycle. The farmers with their livestock and the grain merchants and the tradesmen who sold to the farmers were only a couple of steps removed from the saloon keepers, cowboys and gamblers in Bat’s world.


I could see Bat intervening at the Fair, as two farmers haggled over the price of a heifer, one of them roaring that the other was a bowsie and a crooked dealer. Bat would stroll in and make a little joke. He’d name a reasonable price and make them shake hands on it. One of them would spit in his hand before shaking it firmly with the other farmer to seal the deal. That was the way deals were made on a Fair Day.


But that was where Bat’s stroll in Nenagh ended. I could see him looking for a saloon and finding only the widow Ryan’s pub on Kenyon Street. If he drifted farther, maybe he’d try Paddy Rohan’s pub and find two silent old men holding pints of stout and waiting for Paddy Rohan to say something about the hurling match on Sunday. Or about the shocking price of coal at Mrs. Burns’s yard. He wouldn’t stay. He’d be looking for fellow gamblers, rogues and fine ladies. He wouldn’t want to sit and listen and wait out the night until some old fella sang the song everybody in Nenagh seemed to know, called “The Old Bog Road.”




My mother died last springtime, 
When Erin’s fields were green. 
The neighbours said her waking 
Was the finest ever seen. 
There were snowdrops and primroses 
Piled high above her bed, 
And Ferns Church was crowded 
When her funeral Mass was read. 
And here was I on Broadway 
A-building bricks per load 
When they carried out her coffin 
Down the Old Bog Road.





Bat wasn’t a man for singing maudlin old laments and blubbering about his mother’s funeral on the Old Bog Road. Bat was a dandy They’d make fun of him in Nenagh, mocking his made-to-measure clothes and his sauntering, who-cares style. He’d stand out with his confident walk and who-cares attitude. Somebody would say that he never went to Mass, the same Bat Masterson, and what sort of a man never set foot inside the church for Mass? Was he a Protestant or what? He’d be doomed.


After Bat Masterson ended and Jackie Whelan went home, wishing us the best of luck with the television and telling us we’d enjoy it all, daily routine returned to our house. Dad considered the television set now sitting in a place of prominence in the little living room and told me that if I was talking to boys at school, I was not to be going on like we were special or rich because we had a television.


Getting a television set was all anybody was talking about. I’d heard visitors to our house say that people who only had the radio weren’t keeping up with the times at all. “Times are changing, Sean,” Jackie Whelan had said when he brought the television set to our house. “There’s aerials all over the roofs of the town.” Dad said it was true and that there were houses in Nenagh where, if you looked out the back window, you could hardly see the castle and the church for all the aerials that were poking up.


People who could hardly rub two pennies together could buy a television on the hire-purchase, and pay a little bit every week for it. They called it “the never-never.” All they needed after that was a few pounds for the licence you got at the post office. There was the story of a widow out in the hills who had a bit of money put aside and decided to order a television set. A van arrived from the shop in Limerick one morning and the installation boys got busy climbing the roof and attaching the aerial, and then they carried the TV set inside. The widow decided she wanted to watch television in the kitchen, the room she rarely left. She’d bought a nice piece of fabric for the set to sit on and everything was in place for it.


One of the boys put the set where the widow wanted it and said, “Now, missus, if you’ll show me where the electricity outlet is, I’ll plug it in and get it running for you.” The old woman looked at him with a puzzled expression and smiled. “God bless you, son,” she said, “but it’s only the oil lamps that I have and that’s all I’ve ever had.”


There was also the story of the poor family living in a county council house in Nenagh who had scraped together the money for the down payment on the set and committed to paying money every week for it. They loved it. Neighbours were invited in to gawk at it. Relatives from other towns and from all over the countryside were invited to come to stay and watch it.


The woman of the house, a mother of six children, was proud of it but a bit nervous about the new machine. It was covered in a newly bought tablecloth every night after it was turned off. About a week after it was installed, the mother turned it on at six o’clock for the news. But the screen just stayed dark. Panicking, the woman was unsure of what to do. She decided it was a case for the police, the Gardai. She sent one of her children to the garda station and asked that a guard come to the house immediately.


A guard duly arrived and surveyed the scene. The mother, a visiting grandmother and a small army of children waited for him to take some action. He looked at the back of the television set and felt it. It was stone cold. He followed the cord to the electricity outlet and pronounced: “Sure you haven’t the damn machine plugged in at all!”


The mother glared at the children and demanded to know who had interfered. It turned out that the visiting granny, fussy about safety and wasting electricity, had unplugged it the night before. The guard sighed, turned on his heel and left the house. Then he told everyone about the case of the granny and the malfunctioning television set and the eejits in the county council houses who didn’t know what to do with their new contraptions.


I heard these stories and laughed too. We had a television set now and we weren’t baffled at all. But everything in Nenagh was sifted through layers of fault-finding and snobbery. The town people said that country people were supposed to be a bit slow, but that they were devils for turning something to their advantage. You couldn’t gauge their cunning. Still, when they came in to Nenagh town, well off though they might be with a fine-sized farm, they looked and acted a bit awkward. They were tight with money too. It was bloody difficult to figure out who among them had a bit of money. All that anybody in Nenagh wanted to know was who had the two pennies to rub together, and who didn’t.


Dad said I should never judge a man by his job or by his house, by whether he wore a suit to work or a pair of overalls. Even if the seat of his trousers was covered in old patches and an old rope held them up, it was his manner that mattered. “Some workingmen have more savvy than a flock of doctors and solicitors. Workingmen are the backbone of Ireland. They fought for Ireland, when others wouldn’t.”


I was going to the little Primary School for boys out on Church Road. Some of us had dads who wore suits to work and others had dads who wore overalls and hobnailed boots to work. There were two teachers, Mrs. McDonogh and Mr. Daly. They taught the whole crowd of us, dozens of boys, in a few rooms in the old building that had been manhandled from some other use into a school-house. Mrs. McDonogh and Mr. Daly taught us to read and write and be good Catholic children. Being a good Catholic child was the whole thing. Probably, the rich children would enter the stream meant for them, and the rest would be sent out on the worn path that lay in wait. We were tucked away in a country town that was comfortable, almost entirely Catholic and ignorant of the outside world, and we’d fit into our assigned places as easy as we sat in our assigned desks in the schoolroom.


Going to school was fine, once you got used to it. You walked the long walk past the court house, the old jail and the church, and you sat in school and often you just played with chalk or putty and you made things. At break time you ran around the schoolyard playing cowboys and Indians or kicking stones. It was amazing to me that some boys didn’t want to go to school at all. Ciaran Sheridan was always trying to not go to school. Everybody knew that. He was always claiming to be sick and everybody said his mam coddled him. Sometimes, on the way to school, Ciaran decided he just didn’t want to go. “I’m not going to school today,” he’d shout and walk through the church gates. He’d hide under a bush in the churchyard and stay there all day. Even if it was raining, he’d stay under that same bush and get soaked. When we were going home from school, he’d come out and say he’d had a great time all day, not going to school. But you could tell from the state of him that he’d just sat there all day under the bush, in case one of the priests saw him and took him off to school by the scruff of the neck or somebody walking by on the road saw him hanging around and went and told his mam. My mam took me to school one morning when it was bucketing rain and she saw Ciaran Sheridan go off under the bush and she said he was a madhatter and he’d surely end up on the broad of his back in the county hospital with pneumonia. And his poor mother must be worn out from the worry already.


At school, if we weren’t playing with chalk and putty, we were told stories all day long. Even the Catholic catechism, which we were taught every day, was a story, with lots of questions and answers. “Who made the world?” “God made the world.” Then it was a list of sins you couldn’t commit or you’d go straight to hell. There were mortal sins and venal sins. If you committed a mortal sin and it happened you were struck down stone dead in the road, you’d be roaring forever in the fires of hell. Nobody would help you then. You could say you were from Tipperary and name your father and mother and everybody who belonged to you, but nobody would give a tinker’s curse where you were from. You were condemned for all eternity. There was a picture of the Sacred Heart in the school and that was Jesus showing us his heart to tell us he was full of love for every child in the world. Mr. Daly said we should look at that picture and see the compassion in the eyes of Jesus. Jesus wouldn’t punish us if we were good boys. Even if it was frightening to think of hell, with the Sacred Heart picture and the compassion in Jesus’ eyes, there was nothing to be afraid of.


The only thing to frighten anyone at school was the way some boys tried to make you feel like an eejit. Dad had told me not to boast about having a television because he knew Nenagh’s ways. In the schoolyard, boys from wealthy families were always going on about what they saw on television. Other boys who went to somebody else’s house to watch TV chimed in that they had seen the program too. But the retort was that they had to cadge a look at someone else’s television. It was good to say you’d seen a program. It made you part of the crowd. But it was asking for trouble to say you had your own television set at home. If you did that, the wealthy boys would try to make you feel poor by talking on and on about what they had for their dinner before they watched the program. They’d start telling you they had steak and roast potatoes. Some of them made it sound like they had steak and roast potatoes every day.


Mrs. McDonogh was dead set against television. She told us that if we had a television at home we shouldn’t be watching it all the time. It would distract us from reading books and only make us lazy. Reading books would make us good scholars at school and we’d go far in the world. If we didn’t have a television, we shouldn’t be going to other children’s houses to watch it. Even if we were invited, we should stay away from the television. The television was ruining children’s eyes and making people miserable, Mrs. McDonogh told us. She said it was habit forming. We didn’t know what she meant by that, but Mrs. McDonogh said it was like eating too many sweets and getting fat because you couldn’t stop and because you weren’t leaving room in your belly for fresh meat and vegetables. We didn’t think television was like eating sweets. You could eat sweets any time if you had a penny. You just went down to Acres’ sweet shop or up to J.K.’s shop and bought the long sticks of sugar called Peggy’s legs, or bulls eyes or Trigger bars—you could have what you could afford. Even if you only had half a penny you could buy broken biscuits with bits of chocolate in them.


Television programs were something you couldn’t get just anywhere. They weren’t like the short fizz of sweet taste you’d get from eating Peggy’s legs and a Trigger bar. The feeling was different—you were excited, not just satisfied with what was in your belly. And the excitement was in your head. These were big stories that made you want to have adventures. And if you were little, and big people were always telling you that you were wrong and that you didn’t know anything, television programs showed you a world you could understand. It wasn’t complicated, not like trying to figure out what Mam and Dad were talking about when they said somebody in the county council had his hand in the till and that all the trouble was being hushed up because money was going under the table.


On television programs, it was clear what was good and what was bad. On Gunsmoke, Marshal Matt Dillon was in charge of Dodge City, a rough town in the Wild West where most people didn’t want to obey the law. Every day he had to handle the problems of frontier life. There was cattle rustling, gunfights, brawls and fellas trying to steal other people’s land. The man in charge had to be solid, sensible and brave, and Marshal Dillon was all of that. Even if you were small, you knew where you stood with a man like that. You wouldn’t need to ask him a load of questions.


Mr. Daly used to read to us from a big book with gold trim on the side. The best stories were about Fionn McCool in ancient Ireland and his band of warriors called the Fianna. Fionn and his friends lived to hunt and fish, to fight and play hurling. They roamed Ireland, stopping to praise the beauty of the trees, the sky and the lakes, but mainly they were interested in fighting and showing off their fierce strength. They lived outside the law and couldn’t be held back by anyone. They were hard men, the Fianna, but it wasn’t clear why they were always fighting. On television, there was a point to all the fighting and the gunplay. Something was wrong and it needed to be put right.


One day at school, just after we came in from the lunchtime break, some of us were in the boys’ bathroom. Mr. Daly and Mrs. McDonogh always told us to go to the toilet and then wash our hands after the break. The window in the bathroom was open to the air outside and a bird flew into the bathroom. Some of the boys screamed in terror as the bird flapped in a panic around the small room. The screams could be heard all over the little schoolhouse. Mr. Daly came running, with Mrs. McDonogh following behind. Just before Mr. Daly threw open the door, the bird escaped out the window. Mr. Daly demanded to know why we were making a commotion. We all talked and shouted over each other about the bird that flew in and attacked us. Mr. Daly said he saw no bird. He said we were making it up and that he’d never known small boys who were so bold they could make up lies like that.


He took us back to the classroom and all of us got four short smacks on the hand with the cane that he kept inside his desk. The sharp sting of the cane stayed in my hand for hours. I tried to cool it by holding onto the cold metal legs of my desk. But Mr. Daly told me to stop, to let the sting of the cane heal itself, as a reminder that I’d been lying. The injustice stung like the red welt on my hand. Bat Masterson might laugh it off, but Marshal Matt Dillon wouldn’t stand for it. He’d sort out the truth and make sure that innocent people weren’t blamed for a crime they hadn’t committed. You could rely on the truth coming out in Dodge City.


















CHAPTER TWO
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OUR HOUSE: THE DOYLES, DECENT PEOPLE


WHEN DAD BROUGHT HOME the television set, the house we lived in was a small one, Bridie Toohey’s house at 32 Sarsfield Street. Bridie Toohey was long dead and gone, but her belongings were everywhere. Dad said it looked like she’d left in an awful hurry, and you could hardly credit that the woman had so few friends and relatives that nobody had come to claim her possessions. Her name was in almost every book in the house, big damp-smelling books by Walter Scott, Samuel Lover, Charles Lever and Canon Sheehan. Once, my aunt Vera looked at the books, winked at me and said, “Lover and Lever, isn’t that the way with the boys, John?” and she laughed her big sweet laugh. Dad was furious with Bridie Toohey, dead though she was and God rest her. He had wanted to buy the house because he was getting married, and it was good house, a hundred years old. But there was a problem. Bridie Toohey had not been organized at all when it came to keeping records of anything, and the deed to the house could not be found, even though Dad and Michael Black the solicitor searched high and low. Dad went to Mass both morning and evening every Tuesday for nine weeks and took Communion every week, praying for the discovery of the missing documents. It was bloody awkward if you had any sort of job at all, but the Nine Tuesdays was supposed to be the cure for every tricky and tangled situation. Dad prayed to every saint he could think of, including Saint Jude, the patron saint of hopeless cases. He lit a candle to all of them. On the ninth Tuesday, the solicitor told him he had a solution to the problem: Miss Delaney next door could sign an affidavit to say that Bridie Toohey had owned the house all along. Dad was still annoyed, though. “Nine Tuesdays,” he said. “God almighty, my heart was broke. And I lost count of the candles I lit.”


Dad had worked for nearly ten years for Irish Life Assurance and was in fine form to buy a house for himself and Mam. He was sure of his ground. But there was another fella interested in the house, according to whispers on the street, anyway—a loner named Jim Spain.


Dad went to see him. Dad said to him, “Look, I want that house and I have Irish Life behind me. I’m warning you.” Jim Spain smiled. So Dad gave him twenty-five pounds to back off. Still, Jim Spain smiled. The two of them went to see the auctioneer who was selling the house, to sort it out. The auctioneer witnessed them shaking hands and Jim Spain left, twenty-five pounds in his pocket and still smiling all the way. Dad said he’d never heard of Jim Spain until the bloody man turned up and tried to buy the house out from under him.


Dad’s own connection with Nenagh only went back to his own father’s time. Willie Doyle had been the porter at the Bank of Ireland for thirty-five years. He’d come to Nenagh from Dublin to work as a groom for one of the gentry who had horses, but he gave it up when the gentry fell on hard times. Willie Doyle was as famous for his kindnesses as for the spotless state of the bank building and the pleasant gardens around it. Often the old women in the town would say to Dad, “Sean, your father was a lovely man.” Dad would agree politely and roll his eyes when they turned away. “My father was soft,” he would say. “The women would admire the garden at the bank and ask him to help with their own gardens at home. He’d oblige everyone and never take a penny for it. My mother, God love her, despaired of him.”


Willie Doyle’s brother, Paddy, survived him, and Dad took great care of his uncle Paddy because Paddy reminded him of his dad. Uncle Paddy came to our house for his dinner every Sunday and watched television in the afternoon. Old Shirley Temple films were his favourite. A devout man, he attended every funeral he could, believing it was important to honour the dead. He went to the last Mass on a Sunday morning, and Mam would hope there wasn’t a funeral procession afterwards because Uncle Paddy would surely join it and be late for his meal at our house. His gentle nature and religious devotions hid a dry wit. When he had a drink, as he regularly did, he’d raise his glass of beer or whiskey and say, “A toast to temperance!”


Dad’s brothers and one sister were spread out across Nenagh. Everyone knew them. Joe Doyle had taken over Willie’s job in the bank and lived a few streets away from us. Peter lived up in Summerhill, where the Doyles had lived for years. He worked for a while at the little aluminum factory in the town and then left to work as a labourer. Eventually he worked in a quarry and became an overseer. A quiet man of solid opinions, he doted on his wife, Mary, a delicate, sweet-natured woman. Peter, like Dad, also doted on Breda, their only sister. Breda was a woman wearied early by life and she rarely smiled. She had worked at the aluminum factory for a couple of years and there she met Danny Mullen, a dapper man who was looking for a wife.


They were married in a year and it was soon obvious exactly what Danny Mullen wanted in a wife. Danny came home from work, ate his dinner and went to the pub. He drank pints and talked sports until closing time. He did this five days a week and on Saturdays and Sundays he broke the routine to go to the bookies on Saturday and to Mass on Sunday. A man of great discipline, he was renowned for his punctuality and work attendance. Danny Mullen was wary of the Doyles. All those brothers fussing over Breda annoyed him. If he happened to be at home when one of the Doyle brothers dropped in, he’d make an announcement about an urgent meeting with a man in a pub and disappear.


Dad’s brother Tony was in America, in the Bronx, and married to a girl named Tess. Tony wrote lugubrious letters home about how much he missed everything in Nenagh. Many Irish in America kept the home fires burning by sending over money and gifts. In Tony’s case, it worked in the reverse way The Doyles had a small industry going sending packages to the Bronx. The Nenagh Guardian was posted regularly, and shirts, ties and sweaters were sent off quarterly. When it was coming on Christmas there was a rush to send over food. Packing rashers and sausages so that they wouldn’t spoil on the trip was a constant source of anxiety and debate. Shopkeepers were consulted. The countryside around Nenagh was scoured for anyone who might be travelling to New York City and might take a package of Roscrea sausages to Tony.


Tony’s reports on the state of the rashers and sausages sent to him were highly anticipated. Sometimes he hedged, saying they’d arrived and he was grateful. The best bet for food items that stayed fresh were the blood puddings. Sometimes he commented favourably on the black pudding that had sizzled in the pan in the Bronx and made him think of Nenagh. Dad fretted about Tony, far away in America as he was. After school, Tony had started working at the aluminum factory, like everybody else. Then he joined the army but left after a year. Then he joined the merchant navy but left after a year. He’d poked around Nenagh for ages, looking for work, and then he’d scraped together the money to go to America. According to Dad, Tony was always restless and innocent. “He’d see his chance, but he was too innocent to take it,” Dad said.


Nenagh was small but it was big enough to keep all the Doyles separated. Mam was from the country, not from the town, so the Doyles took a very polite attitude with her, but acted as though she was from the back of beyond, and it would be years and years before anyone got to know her. When there was work to be done on the house, it was Mam’s people who came into Nenagh and laboured at it, not the Doyle brothers. I knew if one of the Doyles came, they wouldn’t stay long, but Mam’s people would arrive and make themselves at home. They were always helping out, and it was needed.


When Dad bought the house, a year before I was born, it had no running water. There was an outside toilet and a single tap in the yard. When I was a year old, Mam’s brother Peter came in and built a new extension into the yard, putting in a kitchen, a bathroom and plumbing all over the house. Mam was delighted with the new kitchen but Dad missed the old kitchen inside. It had an ancient Stanley 8 range, fuelled by coal and wood. I thought Dad missed it because he often talked about the time a cat had wandered into the old kitchen and, surprised by finding people, had jumped up on top of the Stanley 8, which was heating up. Cornered and panicky, the cat danced a jig on the hot range until Mam chased it away, with Dad laughing till tears came down his cheeks.


Bridie Toohey’s husband had been a cooper. He’d made barrels in a shed in the back yard. There was an L-shaped laneway leading to the back yard and a contraption at the crook of the L for hoisting materials into the yard and loading finished barrels onto a horse and cart. Old bits of rusted pig iron and warped wood stood in an enormous pile outside the back gate. Saving the shed and the yard from dilapidation was a long and thankless battle. Dad had started to clear the yard loads of times. Mam’s brothers had helped him but they’d given up when the pile of rubbish from the cooper’s trade reached the top of the wall. Wallflowers sprang from the pile in summer and stayed upright for months, swaying purple and green, attracting wasps and bees until someone took a swipe at the stalks with a stick. Dad was too busy to do that kind of thing. It was usually a job for one of the policemen who lived on our side of Sarsfield Street and leased huge plots of land at the back for growing vegetables.


Sarsfield Street was a street of tradesmen and policemen. Everybody called the police “the guards,” except a few people who called them “police officers,” and Dad said people who used that English term were eejits. They were called the guards because their official name in Gaelic was An Garda Síochána, the Guardians of the Peace. There were four guards on our street; some were high-ranking men and others ordinary uniformed officers. Paddy Cross, the detective guard, lived up the street. Dad called him the Defective Guard because his wife was always in trouble for stealing from the shops. He had his hands full, Dad said, with the crime in the town and the crime in his own home.


Jackie Murphy, a uniformed guard, also lived up the street. Jackie was a nice, quiet man and doted on his only child, Jenny, who danced the Irish dancing like an angel, according to Dad. Sergeant Cardiff was a few doors up from us, a gruff man, most at home in his garden. The guards had the pick of the adjacent empty lands for their gardens. Cardiff, Murphy and Cross grew potatoes, cabbage, carrots, beetroot, onions and scallions. The only non-guard with a plot was a quiet eccentric named Johnny English, who grew flowers. He came and went like a ghost, while his tulips and daffodils bloomed and soared in the spring and summer sun. Nobody paid a bit of attention to him.


Having all those guards on Sarsfield Street made some people feel safe. Mam liked them, because they never got drunk or made a show of themselves on the street. Dad was of two minds about it. The guards were good prospects for insurance policies because they had steady work and expected promotion. But sometimes the sheer number of them on the street irritated him. When Dad was out late and drove back to find Sarsfield Street quiet as the grave, he’d park the car at the top of the street, get out and close the door gently, take off his shoes and walk home in his stocking feet. Even in the rain. “You never know when some nosy guard is wondering who’s walking down the street after midnight. Some of them would take note of it, the same nosy boys.”


Dad said that before the guards came to Sarsfield Street and started following each other there, the way guards always do, it was legendary for its tradesmen. Some were still there. Dad said a man that works with his hands is set for life, if he has some enterprise and gumption in him. It was the training that was the hard part, getting your hands good at what they do, and that could take years. And that was the way I saw the world. There were men who worked with their hands, making things in their own shops or out in the aluminum factory, and then there were men who sold things in a big shop, and after that there were men who wore suits and went around writing things down and doing sums, like my dad.


Mansy Ryan the shoemaker was down the street. Farmers traipsed to his door on Fair Days to get their boots mended and new shoes made for weddings and wakes. Morgan Murray the stonemason was nearby. A small, quiet, solemn man with a tall, buxom wife and a plethora of daughters, Morgan was happiest in the company of stone and marble. Everybody knew it and talked very softly to him, whether passing the time of day or bargaining for a headstone. Morgan’s many daughters were Máire’s friends, and I liked being in their house, full of girls playing and Mrs. Murray smiling at me and telling the girls they should get used to having a man around because soon enough there would be young fellas courting them. Morgan Murray would come into the house from his stone yard and drink tea out of a delicate china cup, never saying anything to anybody, but happy to look on, in silent contemplation. Tad Sullivan the harness maker lived up the street, but he was getting old and there was no call for harnesses, except from the gentry, the horsey set. He stood wistfully at his door on Fair Days and watched the farmers parade the cows, sheep and pigs into town for selling. There was hardly a horse to be seen. Mick Bunfield, who lived below us on Sarsfield Street, was a tradesman of a different sort. The way Dad put it was, “He got you what you wanted when you couldn’t get it elsewhere.” He sold cigarettes during the war when they were few and far between. Dad said he was a good businessman: “He capitalized when nobody else could. Fair play to him.”
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