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PREFACE

Voices in the Night

AS A BOY GROWING UP in the tiny village of Knockaderry in the southwest of Ireland, I vividly recall the stormy sounds of the night. Lying in bed, I would hear the howling wind and lashing rain; protected within our house, I would feel safe and comforted. I loved the sounds of the frequent storms that swept over our village, but the nighttime sounds I loved best were the voices of the adults coming from the main room of our house, near where my brothers and I slept.

My mother and father and their friends would huddle around the open fireplace, the only source of heat in our house, and they would talk of wondrous things—tales of brave Irishmen who had fought against the English so long ago, heroic figures who risked their lives, and often gave their lives, in the cause of Irish freedom. There were stories as well of families who had been lost during the famine more than a century earlier, and stories of others who had fled the country for a new life in America. There was whispered talk about neighbors in the village—troubles in a marriage, wayward children, a notable instance of drunkenness. There were even, on rare occasions, veiled criticisms of the parish priest, scandalous talk that would never go beyond the walls of our home. Sometimes there would be a word or two of derision aimed at Mr. Burke, the notorious taskmaster in the primary school. This I loved to hear!

The best stories were long and meandering, told slowly by practiced storytellers. There would be a story about Patrick Moylan, an Irish hero, who faced off against the British, standing his ground until he was finally captured and hung from the branch of a tree I passed each day on my route to school. To me, such stories were thrilling. I listened to the clinking of teacups and could picture my mother serving tea to friends, her manner always cheerful and welcoming. I could tell who the people were by their voices, all familiar to me. These men and women were patient in sharing their stories, their musical laughter expressing the joy of being together, protected from the storm, comforted by friends.

In school we learned about the ancient Irish tradition—thousands of years old—of the seanchaí (pronounced shanakeeah—traditional spelling scéalaí), the storyteller, who would pass along Irish history and folklore. The seanchaí, with their ability to recall and skillfully retell stories conveyed through the ages, were the keepers of our history. Legend had it that the great majority of stories were passed along at night, after the cows had been milked, the horses fed, the peat stacked, the fields harvested. It seemed that the falling darkness brought on a slower rhythm more attuned to the unhurried sharing of time with friends. The storyteller didn’t need much—just an attentive audience, a warm fireplace, and a few mugs of tea.

The seanchaí’s ability to recall details of historical facts, fictional stories, and folk tales helped inspire a rich literary tradition in Ireland. While storytellers in rural villages shared what they knew with townspeople, the literary lions of Ireland brought storytelling disciplines including plays, poetry, short stories, and novels to life in ways that achieved nothing less than high art. In my village school, we learned that the writings of James Joyce, Samuel Beckett, Brendan Behan, William Butler Yeats, and others were viewed with reverence throughout the world of literature. One of the strengths of Irish education is its focus on great works of poetry, with a particular emphasis on the genius of Yeats. I was mesmerized by his poem “The Second Coming,” in which he writes the famous opening lines:


Turning and turning in the widening gyre

The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

Things fall apart; the center cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world . . .



I loved learning about Irish playwrights, poets, and novelists, but—and I mean no disrespect here to Joyce, Yeats, and the others—I confess that the nighttime stories I heard as a child thrilled me most. From countless nights of listening to the adults, I learned about the rhythm and tempo of storytelling, but mostly about the joy of conveying a human story about characters who, as a listener, you came to care about and feel somehow connected to.

So Irish stories come not just from the literary greats. Ireland spreads its storytelling tradition generously throughout the populace so that all of us who were born and grew up in Ireland have some small claim to the seanchaí tradition. With this memoir, it is my hope to follow in the centuries-long line of countless Irish men and women who have shared their stories around fires and living rooms and thereby contributed in some small way to a record of life in this magical land.

My story starts in rural Ireland in the 1950s, a time when most of the country was stuck in an agrarian world more akin to the 1800s. I am tempted to say that it is my story, and that is true as far as it goes, but it is more than that. It is also a family story, about my parents and siblings—my brothers Joe, Sean, and Patrick, and our sister Mary. It is the story of Ireland at a particular time, before the full force of modernity arrived. It is a story of agrarian Ireland, of deeply and strictly Catholic Ireland, of Ireland under an informal—but no less strict for its informality—caste system. And I suppose that, ultimately, while it is surely an Irish story, it is also an American story about a boy who dreamed of opportunities that were said to exist across the ocean in America, most particularly in New York. It is also very much an immigrant’s story: the story of coming to America with nothing but my mind and a determination to work and study; a tale of how this nation welcomed me, as it has so many other immigrants through the years; and how that immigration has made America, in so many ways, what it is today.
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Knockaderry, County Limerick


Chapter One

The Village of Knockaderry

“A lone figure waving his cane in the air.”

MY VILLAGE OF KNOCKADERRY, IRELAND, was a place that time forgot, an agrarian community with donkey carts and horse-drawn plows. That was true of much of rural Ireland in the 1950s and ’60s, bypassed by the postwar economic boom reshaping the rest of the world. ln 1968, Knockaderry had been my home for all of my eighteen years, and though my feelings were sometimes mixed, I nonetheless held a deep fondness for its beauty and its people. In May of that year, I prepared to travel what seemed to me an unfathomable distance—across the Atlantic to New York. I had just finished my first year at University College Cork. I had paid for that year by working a summer in England and in construction during the school year, but in order to continue my education, I would need more money than I could make in Ireland. I planned to work in New York City for the summer before returning to school in the fall.

As I contemplated leaving, I knew I would miss this place. I would miss the sheer beauty of the landscape. The southwest of Ireland is a land so verdant it seems the product of an Impressionist’s brush—rolling hills, endless shades of green, cows grazing in the pastures, views over steeples and farms and meandering rivers for miles and miles.

Beyond our house, up a steep hill through a pasture marked with prickly furze bushes, their yellow flowers dazzling in season, was a summit from which you could see forever. To the northeast, with farmhouses dotting the landscape, was Limerick City, twenty-five miles distant. Beyond Limerick City, to the northwest, the valley gave way to the Shannon estuary, running from the Atlantic Ocean on the west coast of Ireland all the way to the split between Limerick and County Clare. From atop the hill we could see Foynes Harbor, one of the country’s largest ports. Turning a bit eastward, we could see the peaks of the Galtee Mountains, which as children we were told were enchanted. In the fore distance we could see Knockfierna, “the hill of truth,” where the village of Ballingarry lay, a revered place where a group of Irish men and women, having survived the famine of the 1840s, built a small settlement that has been preserved and can be seen today. The deprivation was nearly unimaginable. We could see castles—Belleek and Dromore—as well as ruins of ancient structures from thousands of years ago. Looking to the south, we could see part of County Cork.

Growing up, we would climb to the top of the hill and gaze off into the distance, wondering about these places we had heard about but never visited. The idea of traveling as far as the Shannon estuary, for example, seemed fantastical, even though it was only nineteen miles away. But now I was contemplating, and in fact planning, a trip of nearly three thousand miles across the ocean.

In the days prior to my departure, as I made the short walk from our home to the village center, I took note of the people and places. The village itself hadn’t changed in my lifetime, or for several lifetimes, in fact. Along the main road was Saint Munchin’s Church (virtually everyone in town was Catholic), a private home across from the church that served as a post office, a small community center next to the church, and Hanley’s Pub. Sean Hanley, the pub’s owner, was a friendly, though somewhat distant, man who was mad for the sport of Irish hurling. Mr. Hanley lived adjacent to the pub with his sister Peg, who managed a small grocery store attached to the pub. Down the road from the pub was the blacksmith’s shop with its raging furnace and the sound of Mike Guiry hammering away on an anvil repairing farm equipment or shoeing horses. As a boy, I would stand in the doorway, gazing through the smoke, marveling at Mike’s ability to mold steel into various forms using heat and muscle. The blacksmith’s trade when I was growing up was, like Knockaderry itself, much as it had been a century earlier. Behind the pub and down a long pathway was the land dearest to me—the pitch upon which I had played countless games of Irish hurling. I would miss the pitch more than just about anything else.

One thing I would not miss was the house I had grown up in until the age of twelve. My parents, siblings, and I had lived in a thatched-roof cottage made of mud and stone that had hardened through the years to look and feel like cement. There was an art form to constructing thatched roofs, and a skilled thatcher would make it look beautiful from the outside. Inside, a lining of canvas bags, nailed to the rafters and painted white, kept dirt and debris from falling into the room. Our house consisted of three small rooms, all with mud floors—the main room with a fireplace (about twelve by fifteen feet), one bedroom for my parents and baby sister and brother (about eight by ten feet), and another for me and two of my brothers (about five by eight). My brothers Joe, Sean, and I slept in the same bed, and if you rolled over at night and touched the wall, you would get wet from the ever-present moisture seeping through.

While I would not miss the old house, I would greatly miss my brothers and sister. I was the eldest, and we were all separated by three years, with Joe coming after me, then Sean, then Mary, and finally Patrick. When Mary and Pat were born, I was old enough to be able to help our mother—whom all of my siblings and I called Mam—with them. I would sometimes push them in a carriage along the village road or I would mind them while Mam went to church or did chores around the house. It was a tight squeeze in the house with five children, but we managed. The living room contained an open-hearth fireplace seven feet wide and so high that you could stand inside and look up the chimney. It served as the home’s sole heat source, as well as the place where Mam cooked our meals on pots and pans affixed to iron rods within the fireplace. Just to the left of the fireplace was a bellows, which we would hand-crank to blow air fueling the fire. To make toast, you would place a slice of bread on a fork and lay it on its side next to the fire. Near the house was a small shed where we stored potatoes and other vegetables, as well as turf and wood to be used in the fireplace.

Getting peat for the fire required traveling an hour from home in a borrowed donkey cart with my dad and entering a vast bog of peat, dense with water and difficult to cut. We used a special cutting tool called a sleán, basically a turf spade, to slice through the peat, shaping blocks a foot long by about four inches wide and stacking them in the bog to allow air to dry and harden them. We would then return about a week later to collect the dried bricks used to fuel our fire. We had no electricity, indoor plumbing, bathroom, or running water. We hiked up the hill a few hundred yards from our house and extracted water from a neighbor’s well. For light in the evening, we relied upon candles and the glow of the fireplace. The only decorations in the house were a couple of religious pictures on the wall of the main room and curtains Mam had made for the home’s three windows.

Over time, with frequent rainfall, the thatched roof absorbed moisture and grew too weighty for the support structure. When heavy rains persisted, water would often leak through the walls and we would have to sweep the water out the front door. One night when I was twelve, as my brothers and I slept, a storm settled upon the area and the roof gave way, sending the ceiling in our room crashing down upon Joe, Sean, and me. We woke covered in soaked canvas bags, straw, rafter boards, dust, and who knows what else from the rats that nested up there. There was no shower to hop into and rinse off. Outside, we doused ourselves with a bucket of water and returned inside, where we slept in the middle room near the fireplace. In the following days my brothers, my dad, and I were able to rebuild the section of the roof, and life went on as before.

Housing wasn’t the only semi-primitive aspect of life. Growing up, there were no regular health appointments to speak of. If someone was very sick or seriously injured, they would be taken in a horse-drawn wagon or a donkey cart or, on rare occasions, driven in a borrowed car to a doctor in Newcastle West, a town five miles away. Visits to a dentist were rare as well, and were nothing but pure torture. I remember when my younger brother Joe was twelve or thirteen years old, he had a terrible toothache and was taken to the dentist, who feared infection and pulled all of Joe’s teeth. I had several teeth extracted at a young age as well. Theoretically, this was done under local anesthesia, but the anesthesia was spotty and the pain of having a tooth yanked out from the roots was excruciating. I vividly recall the dentist calling out as he was about to perform some manner of torture on me: “Hold on to the bottom of the chair, my boy!” And a visit to the dentist did not mean coming home with a new toothbrush. In fact, we didn’t have toothbrushes at all. We cleaned our teeth with a washcloth dipped in soap and water.

Despite the material deprivations, and possibly in some ways even as a result of them, it was a good life. Just behind our house we had a small garden and grew much of our own food, including lettuce, onions, carrots, parsnips, kale, potatoes, and turnips. Turnips were delicious. Heading out to the schoolhouse in the morning, we would pick a turnip, wash it off, take a pen knife, scrape the outer skin off, and eat it raw. We tilled the garden by hand with shovels, spades, and rakes. The lack of mechanization meant all of the work at home, as well as the work my brothers and I did on nearby farms, was by hand. Like most of the villagers, our means of transport was by foot or by bicycle. The benefit of all this was that we were physically fit and strong. Nobody in the village was overweight, and most of the young people with whom I played sports were extraordinary athletes.

As I took my farewell stroll around the village, already nostalgic, I knew I would miss much about Knockaderry, but the hardest part of going to America, by far, would be leaving my mother, Margaret (Meg) Dowling. As the oldest child, I had developed an extremely close bond with her. Mam was steady through the best and worst of times, upbeat through any and all struggles, even the darkest days in our house. She was one of those exceptional human beings who possessed an irrepressible optimism and always persevered. She was a tall, broad-shouldered woman—attractive and meticulous about her appearance—with dark hair and a warm smile. She was blessed with beautiful skin and never in her life used makeup. She was energetic, curious, and open-minded. Mam had grown up in the town of Glenroe in East Limerick, about thirty miles from Knockaderry, where her father worked a small farm. Her parents, Michael and Ellen Hayes, had ten children who survived, as well as two sets of twins who were stillborn. Born in 1920, my mother completed primary school and then attended secondary school (high school), which was unusual for a girl at the time. She completed two of the four years of secondary school and a first aid course as well, an achievement of which she was justifiably proud.

Her accomplishments were all the more amazing because my mother was deaf. She’d lost her hearing at the age of eleven and remained profoundly deaf for the rest of her life. What caused her loss of hearing, exactly, has long been something of a mystery within our family. For many years I believed that the cause was a tainted medication she was given when she was sick. There was also a story that a virus might have caused her hearing loss. But there was a third story passed down through the years about a schoolteacher—Miss Ray—administering a beating to her so savage it caused her to go deaf. It was 1933, when my mother and her sister Nora (who for some reason was called Dorella) were walking home from school and they passed a man who was burning bushes in his field. It is important to understand that there were still raw feelings in Ireland from the 1921 civil war, fought over a treaty with England that called for breaking off Northern Ireland as a British territory. Bitter feelings still roiled on both sides. Some were ardently in favor of the treaty, others adamantly opposed. Éamon De Valera had led the anti-treaty forces in 1921 and was thus revered by the anti-treaty side and despised by the treaty proponents. In the 1932 national election for prime minister, De Valera prevailed. My mother, being from a household supportive of De Valera, shouted out as she passed the man in the field: “Up with Dev!” The farmer found this expression objectionable and reported the incident to the school. Whoever ruled the school was clearly anti–De Valera, because the following day my mother was chastised and beaten—a beating which included blows to the side of her head. Irish families back then typically wholeheartedly supported just about whatever teachers said or did to their children, but this went too far. My mother’s father was so enraged by the extent of the beating that he went to the school the next day, withdrew his daughters, and enrolled them in the Kilfinnane School a good distance away, where the teachers were nuns. Whatever the true cause—a beating, a virus, or bad medicine—my mother remained deaf for the rest of her life. But she learned to read lips and adapted to her condition with remarkable equanimity and never complained about her fate.

In fact, Mam was lucky to be alive. One winter day, when she and Dorella were at school in Kilfinnane, a sudden blizzard overtook the area. The nuns decided to let the girls go home early. Most of the girls lived nearby the school, but Mam and Aunt Dorella had a five-mile walk home. They trudged through the blizzard, but about a mile outside Kilfinnane, the drifting snow became too much for them. At Stony Corner, up in the rugged hills of the town, they took cover beneath a rocky outcropping. Shivering, covered in snow, they waited. Our grandfather knew they would be in trouble and he set off with a pony and cart to bring them home. He walked for miles in terrible conditions, calling out their names. Eventually, Dorella heard her father. They had fallen asleep and surely, without my grandfather’s intervention, they would have perished there in the snow. He placed the girls under wet blankets on the pony cart and trudged back, leading the pony through the snow until they arrived safely home.

In the late 1930s, my mother entered the Convent of the Sisters of Mercy in St. Albans, London, with the goal of becoming a nun. She was influenced, no doubt, by the Sisters of St. Paul the Apostle, who had taught her in school, but she was also following the path of her two older sisters, who had become nuns. Patricia, my mother’s oldest sister, had joined the Good Shepherd Order. Known as Sister Mary Lelia, she served for many years in the Philippines, especially during World War II. My mother’s sister Lucy was also a fully professed Good Shepherd nun and worked in Bangalore, India for a time. Lucy left the Order in her early thirties, returned home, married in 1941, and had nine children.

It has to be said that having three nuns in the family was not unusual in Glenroe in the 1930s. Another girl from Glenroe, Maura O’Brien (later Sister Mary Francesca) also joined the convent with my mother. Sister Mary Francesca lived out her life as a Sister of Mercy, but my mother’s career as a nun was short-lived. At the convent in London she became unwell at one point and her brothers, Jim and John, who were already working in London at the time, visited and found her sick, undernourished, and miserable. They wasted no time in spiriting her out of the convent and back to home in Ireland. Soon thereafter she met my father, who was then working as a stone crusher in a local quarry. They married, and I was born a year later, November 18, 1949, in my maternal grandmother’s house in Glenroe, brought into the world by a local midwife. There were complications of some kind with the birth and my mother was fortunate to survive.

Mam was tireless in body and spirit, working every day to keep the family happy and together. That did not always prove easy, and there were heartbreaking times that remain seared in my memory a half-century later. If it is true that blessed are the peacemakers for they shall be called children of God, then there was no doubt that Mam was God’s child. She was selfless—a good and generous friend to everybody in the village. She helped her closest friend Philomena (Phil) Meehan, who had lost both her legs in a horrifying accident as a young girl when her father, cutting a hay field, did not know Phil was hiding in the grass. Mam was a gifted seamstress who struggled to make ends meet, to find the material needed to make our clothing. She struggled with my father, a proud but difficult man, whose hair-trigger temper frightened us all. As I grew up, two of my strongest motivations were to excel in school and at athletics, but what motivated me more than anything, I think, was to try and bring joy and peace to my mother’s life; to never be a source of trouble or sorrow.

Although deaf, she had little difficulty communicating. She was an expert lip reader, and in the living room of our home you could get her attention by tapping your foot on the floor and she would feel the vibration and turn in your direction. She played cards and bingo, visited with friends, and, of course, took care of our family. She was a devout Catholic and attended Mass several times a week. She seemed to believe that any adversity—deafness, poverty, trouble in the home—was something that a person of faith would deal with and move on. Mam and I shared a love of learning, and she somehow obtained a regular supply of books for me to read, ranging from Zane Grey’s tales of the American West to Shakespeare’s plays and Churchill’s speeches. She was an avid reader and particularly enjoyed the work of Maeve Binchy, Tom Wolfe, Robert Ludlum, Jeffrey Archer, Dick Francis, Vikram Seth, and an Irish author named Canon Sheehan, whose novel Glenanaar was her favorite. Mam loved this novel, loved the writing and the characters, and particularly enjoyed the section of the book that mentions a famous hurling match pitting Glenroe, where she had grown up, against Ardpatrick.

Through her example, I learned the power of optimism and kindness. With Mam, the dwindling cup was always more than half full. The world is a good place. People are good. She made clear to me that I had potential to go beyond Knockaderry. She encouraged me and, most importantly, she believed in me and my potential. She wouldn’t lecture. Her encouragement would come in the normal course of the day, as she was in the garden picking vegetables for supper or gathering red and black currants from nearby bushes, which she made into jam. She might smile at me and utter a few words of encouragement as she worked by the fireplace preparing a meal. She not only encouraged me with her words, but, really, with her entire approach to life.

In 1968, as I prepared to travel to New York for the first time, I was leaving a village where I knew everyone and everyone knew me, where most people helped one another with a selfless sense of community. It was in the community DNA. If rain was coming—it seemed rain was always coming—and you saw the Guiry family in their fields, you would automatically drop what you were doing and go out and help. No one needed to be asked. Everybody knew and helped one another—especially during harvest time, when people would show up at whatever farm most needed extra hands at that moment. As the author Niall O’Dowd notes in his book A New Ireland, this was consistent with “the old Gaelic tradition of a co-operative labor system where people in rural communities gathered together to help one another.” There were plenty of helpers in the village—families ranged from having five children, like ours, to some having more than a dozen. The Gormans, for example, had fourteen children crammed into a house no larger than ours, and they were hardly alone. Older children looked after the younger ones. Helping a neighbor till a field, fix a barn, milk cows, or spread cow manure (which produced the greenest fields you’ve ever seen) did not result, most of the time, in any direct payment of money. The community ran on an informal barter system whereby anyone doing something for someone else could later call on that person for assistance—to borrow a horse or donkey cart, for example.

My father believed there were many benefits to working, beyond money: helping your neighbor, being outdoors, getting stronger and more physically fit. But more than that, Dad believed that, as some of the poorest people in the village, we had an obligation to help those who happened to be relatively well off. If anyone ever gave me money for helping them, my father would make me return it.

In addition to the barter system, there were other oddities about rural Irish life: an abundance of trust and an utter lack of privacy. On a regular basis, while our family was in bed asleep, visitors would drop by our house—the door was never locked—and make themselves a cup of tea or have a piece of bread. Perhaps these were people who had left the pub but had a several-mile walk home ahead of them. They would think nothing of stopping in at our house or another neighbor’s for a bit of refreshment and a relaxing few moments in front of the fireplace. I remember many mornings when Mam would come into the kitchen area and say, “I wonder who was here last night?” She would ponder it, notice that the brown bread was half-eaten, and say: “It was probably Paddy. He likes the brown bread. Yes, it was probably Paddy.” (Americans who value their privacy, particularly in the bathroom, will be surprised to learn that in our home you went to the bathroom in a chamber pot in the house—whether you were alone or not. Or you went outside—not in an outhouse—we didn’t have one.)

While there was little formal entertainment in the village, Knockaderry was a very social community, where people frequently gathered in the evening to talk and share stories. Traditional Irish dancing was common at the village crossroads near our house, where musicians with accordions, fiddles, and tambourines would entertain late into the evening. The night—without any exterior lighting at all—would turn pitch black, and you could still hear the music but not see the musicians.

Other than sporting events, some of the most important social gatherings were wakes and funerals. Wakes were held in the home of the deceased with family, friends, and villagers gathered together for drinks to talk about how wonderful the dearly departed was (even when they might have thought otherwise). Whiskey was developed in Ireland eighty years before the Scots did it. Its name comes from the Gaelic word uisce beatha [pronounced ishka baha] meaning water of life. But because the pronunciation of uisce beatha was so difficult, the word in everyday language became whiskey. And at Irish wakes, which went on for days, these waters of life did, in fact, flow like water.

When we were growing up, we were taught that prolonged wakes had an important practical application beyond the drinkers having one free round after another. It was said that back in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, people in Ireland would commonly drink a powerful elixir called poitin. This was a home brew that packed a wallop so potent that it was said that some people would get drunk and fall into a coma-like condition for several days. These victims of the drink in some cases lacked a detectable pulse and thus appeared for all practical purposes to be deceased. As kids, we were told the terrifying story that there had been cases where graves were exhumed, only to find that there had been evidence of furious scratching of the casket from within. We were led to believe that people who had consumed poitin and shown no detectable sign of life had actually been buried alive. The story was that the fear of premature burial was so pervasive that at a certain period of time people were buried with a string running from within the casket, up through the ground, attached to a bell above the earth. Thus, the derivation of the term “saved by the bell” for those who, upon waking within the casket, could send a signal that they should be rescued at once. (Whether anyone was spending time around graveyards awaiting the ringing of a bell seems dubious.) The result of this primal fear of premature burial was the days-long wake during which time it was thought that if the person were in a state of hibernation, he or she would have an opportunity to awaken. And if, after several days, it was clear there were no signs of life, the person could then safely be buried with mourners traveling a mile in procession to the graveyard.

While wakes were major social and religious events, so too was Christmas. Midnight Mass on Christmas Eve brought the entire village together, and on the day after Christmas, known as St. Stephen’s Day, musicians from the area would visit homes and perform traditional Irish songs. These gatherings—known as the Wren—might include anywhere from three to ten musicians of varying abilities going from house to house throughout the evening. The singers and musicians would wear old clothing and in some cases paint their faces. These talented people were immensely popular and warmly welcomed as they went from house to house entertaining one family after another. Mythology held that the wren connected the world to the afterlife, and the wren, it was said, had betrayed the first Irish Christian, St. Stephen.

Anticipating the arrival of the musicians created a good deal of excitement in the village. As a child at home, I would listen intently in the hopes of hearing the musicians, many highly skilled, playing as they wandered through the village. I would hear their music gradually growing louder as they approached, and then there they were, in our home, playing their violins, flutes, tambourines, and more with a great sense of joy. We would give them food and drinks, and even some money as well, if we had it.

Another oddity about our life was that we didn’t own our house. We rented it from Mr. Sullivan, an older farmer who lived a hundred yards from us with his sister, Mariah. My brother Joe recalls that the weekly rent was half a crown—two shillings and six pence. While the vast majority of people in the village were quite social, there were a few—Dinny and Mariah Sullivan included—who were hermit-like. I don’t recall either one of them ever speaking to me. In fact, I never witnessed either one of them speaking to anyone.

Starting around age ten, I worked on neighbors’ farms, especially in summer and on school vacation, as well as before and after school. I enjoyed the chilly mornings when I was in the pastures with the dogs to round up the cows. I loved looking out over the landscape and seeing the stalks of corn, the expanses of earth where potatoes were planted, and the hay as it grew tall through the warm weather. In the chilly air, the dew looked white, and I would run through the grass, glancing back at the tracks my feet made. In the early morning—typically around 5:30 or 6:00 a.m.—the farms were alive with the sights, sounds, and smells of animals: cows, horses, hens, goats, dogs.

I was taught how to milk a cow when I was eight or nine years old. The trick was to get in very close to the cow, almost underneath it, as a way to protect yourself from kicking or a swishing tail. Early on I learned that different cows had distinct personalities. Some were quite docile and would stand still for the time it took to milk them. Others, particularly the young ones, were a challenge. The first thing you learned to do when milking was to “spancel the cow”—that is, tie the cow’s hind legs in a looping rope (known as a spancel) so that you would not be kicked in the face or head. Then you would tuck the cow’s tail—this was very important—into one of the loops around the leg. You wouldn’t think there was much of a threat from a cow’s tail, but a tail dense with dried cow dung could be sharp as a knife edge. There were stories in our village of farmers hit with a cow’s whipping tail and sustaining serious damage to an eye.

Once all the cows had been milked by hand, usually by about eight in the morning, the farmers would pour the milk into tankards, then haul it in a tractor or donkey cart to the village creamery about two miles away. With a dozen or so farmers convening at the creamery around the same time each morning, there would be good-natured banter among the men. As a boy on non-school days, I really enjoyed that time of the morning with all the men gathered around. Someone would call out to a neighbor, “Hey, you old fat bastard,” which meant you’re a good guy. Several farmers on the way home would stop at Hanley’s Pub for a quick one or, in some cases, for half the day. You always knew who was inside Hanley’s by identifying whose donkey was outside.

Typically, farmers and their helpers would head back home after the creamery and have breakfast—tea and Irish soda bread—at around 9:00 a.m. After breakfast I would often head back out into the pasture to spread piles of cow dung on the farm, working with a hand fork. There might be as many as fifty piles of manure dotting the field, all delivered by donkey or horse cart, and I would have a competition with myself as to how quickly I could to spread it. This was hard work, but I enjoyed it. I felt comfortable with the physical nature of it and felt from an early age that it would help make me stronger and fitter for sports, especially for hurling, the sport that became so central to my life.

On a typical weekend in Knockaderry, Saturday morning was for work on the farms, of course, but on Saturday evening the whole village would begin preparations for Mass on Sunday morning. No one I knew had a shower. Without indoor plumbing, there wasn’t even an indoor bathtub. On Saturday nights, we would take turns going outside to a freezing cold tub of water, stripping down, dumping a bucket of cold water over our heads, and scrubbing off a week’s worth of dirt and grime. Even though we would be in the cool or even cold evening air, we would scrub and scrub until we were perfectly clean. This was doubly important for me to do because I served Mass as an altar boy.

Sunday morning, after helping neighbors milk cows and do other chores, we would change out of our Wellington boots—essential protection against incessant rain, muddy fields, and cow dung—and dress up in our finest clothes, a mix of hand-me-downs from other village families as well as clothing Mam skillfully tailored on her Singer sewing machine to fit each one of us. Mam believed poverty should not prevent us from being clean and well groomed. More affluent townspeople wore sports coats, trousers, shirts, and dresses purchased from stores in Limerick or Newcastle West. Going to Mass in your best clothing was all-important. Every Sunday morning we went off to Mass as a family looking and feeling very good indeed in expertly tailored clothing—short pants for children, white shirt, and polished shoes. People in the village would often say that Mam had a gifted pair of hands, and she used them for the benefit of others, making clothes for people in the community, including the cassocks and surplices worn by the altar boys. Mam was not only a skilled and highly respected seamstress, she was also considered one of the warmest and most caring people in the village.

On Sunday mornings, most people in the village walked to church or rode bikes, but a few of the more affluent would ride in a horse-drawn trap, a simple type of carriage. Families would walk together with the father leading the way, followed by the mother and children walking behind. Couples rarely walked side by side. If a husband and wife did walk together, they would never hold hands. Growing up, I never saw couples holding hands. If it was raining on Sunday morning, which it often was, we would simply get wet. Most women wore scarves on their heads, tied under the chin, and while a few women used umbrellas, men never did. It was considered unmanly. In church, the ritual was the same each week, with women and children sitting in the front section, while the men sat or stood at the rear. Attendance at Mass on Sunday morning was all but mandatory, with any absences noted and questions asked: “I wonder where Mary Meehan was today?” “Is she sick? Is there a family problem?” The ladies would soon get to the bottom of where, in fact, Mary Meehan had been that morning.

The attitude toward women was complicated. Women like Mam were really the glue that held the household together. Women worked on farms, milked cows, tilled the fields, washed laundry by hand, tended the kitchen fire, cooked all meals, made and repaired clothing. Women were the strength and backbone of the community. And yet, the men were clearly in charge.

Once the church ceremony was over, the women went home to prepare dinner, the midday meal, while the evening meal was supper. Many of the men went to the pub to continue the discussions they had begun during Mass at the rear of the church—mostly about farming or sports.

Sunday afternoon there was often a hurling match on the pitch in the center of our village, a short distance from the pub, or in nearby towns and villages. We all played Irish football and other sports, but when I was growing up, hurling was the dominant sport in Ireland, and to me it was everything. My dad, who had been an accomplished hurler in his own right, put a hurling stick—known as a hurley—in my hands when I was a toddler. I started playing with other boys in the village at age four. I played on teams from the age of six and continued at an elite level up through college. It is a game of controlled mayhem, played at hyper-speed, requiring skill and toughness, and I loved the intensity of the often violent games and enjoyed competing alongside my friends and teammates. If there was a hurling match Sunday afternoon, virtually the entire village would turn out. Sometimes on Sunday we would hike up the hill behind our house and spend a few moments looking off into the distance—at the Galtee Mountains or the Shannon estuary. And then we would slide down the steepest part of the hill, a rock face that allowed for a fun ride down. We would each find a flat rock to sit on, then position ourselves at the top of the slope, lift our legs in the air, and push off for a wild ride down.
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“There are immigrants who are very successful, then there are immigrants
who split the atom. The second type are very rare; Michael Dowling is one
of just two I have met.” —N1aLL O’Dow D, Founder, Zrish Poice
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