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INTRODUCTION



So who are we, finally? What does our little life mean when measured against the vast ocean swells of life and death that come before us, and roll on through the centuries after we’re gone? In what ways are we bonded in time to those people who share our surname or our DNA – the people we call our family? Are we simply the sum of the individual properties that describe us, or do our actions and choices in response to life’s events form a wider story of kinship and identity?


I think they do. I guess this book is my way of finding out if I’m right.


My name is Stephen McGann. That’s what my birth certificate tells me. I was born the fourth son of Joseph McGann and Clare McGann in Liverpool, England, in 1963. I’m fifty-four years old and 180 centimetres tall. My passport photograph reveals dark hair and pale skin. I have a driver’s licence listing minor traffic convictions. Classified forms residing on government databases record my religious agnosticism and my declared occupation. I’m an actor – someone whose name might be found in theatrical programme collections or dusty television archives. I married a woman called Heidi Thomas in a church in Liverpool in 1990. Heidi gave birth to our son Dominic in Cambridge in 1996, and my scrawled signature can be seen on his official registration document.


That’s me as data. Facts. Knowledge items, preserved in text or image or on hard drive. Features of an individual, rather than an individual’s character. It’s an X-ray skeleton – essential structure, without the softening subtleties of muscle, vein and flesh. What would someone living 200 years from now be able to learn about me from those facts? Can those items ever coalesce into a recognisable personality – the beat of an embodied soul?


Flesh and Blood is a book about people in my family tree – some still alive, most of them long dead. It’s also a book about me (alive, last time I checked). Flesh and Blood is a family history that begins at a key point in my family’s past – the mid-nineteenth century – and then traces its conflicted progress through the subsequent century and a half to the present day.


It’s also, I hope, more than a chronicle – more than simply a sequence of events. I don’t believe history is ever just a record of something. I think it’s also a drama. History is about how people responded to recorded events and how they were changed by them; how they grew, shrank, laughed, fought, or fell into despair. History isn’t politics or power or the cold clash of steel in ancient quarrels. History is people. Through each human action and response to events we tell a mutating story of our mortal selves. And, through the loves and loyalties that bind us as a family, we tell our own small part in the shifting tale of immortal humanity.


I guess it’s not difficult for me to reflect on mortality given my current place of residence. You see, I live in a graveyard. Well, not exactly in a graveyard, but surrounded by one. My home is a former chapel, and the grounds include the graves of the Victorian parishioners who helped fund and build it. To get to my front door, you take a small tree-dappled path past crooked gravestones, each bearing faded dedications to the people buried there. It’s all very picturesque, but not to everyone’s taste. The occasional parcel courier takes my signature with startled haste before scarpering back down the path like the fleeing victim in a horror movie. But I love it.


The gravestones are plain, in the nonconformist style. They display simple epitaphs like, ‘Thy will be done’ or, ‘She is not dead but sleepeth’. There’s modesty to them – the marking of a life lived but willingly surrendered; a family moved to express love, but not persuaded by the need for excessive detail. The people lying in the ground beneath my courier’s fleeing feet seemed to be the recipients of a love that required no hyperbole to make it meaningful. What’s left is the minimum testament to a life: the age of the deceased and the names of their remaining close family. Love as data.


Their modesty made me curious to know more about them. When I perused the original deeds to the chapel, I found that many of the same names on those graves were listed there. These people had funded the chapel between themselves although many were simple rural folk: the deed signed with a single ‘x’ denoting their illiteracy. They were buried together in its vicinity – snuggled in the soil like a single family. These were people who’d built a life out of the strength of a faith they shared, and were happy for their lives to be defined by it. They were also content to suffer their harsher moments with quiet restraint.


Mary Jane Bassett. Died in 1933, aged only three years.


Her tiny grave sits close to our door, warmed by the porch light. A child’s death is the oldest of those answerless questions – an ancient outrage longing for explanation. I wondered if little Mary’s life was larger than the miniature plot that now swaddled her, if the unvisited silence of her grave had once been attended by the voices and hands of those who loved her.


Then, one day, a middle-aged lady called by our house. The previous owners had told us she might. Her mother was buried in our garden, and she had attended the chapel as a young girl. She asked if it was possible to continue her occasional visits to tend her mother’s grave. We were very pleased to oblige. When the lady saw little Mary’s plot, a memory returned. She recalled her mother speaking of this girl, and of her moving funeral. She said that the other children of the chapel had carried Mary’s tiny coffin on their little shoulders to its final resting place.


I loved that. A single beautiful scene. History as drama. A child so loved and cherished she was carried to her grave by her fellow innocents. Mary’s face had suddenly been summoned into the porch light of a narrated memory. She breathed again. She lived.


Who was Mary, finally? She was a story woven by those who still carried her memory through time. By hearing this story, and now relating it to you, I’ve taken my place as one of Mary’s bearers. And so she lives on, carried by us all in this tiny story fragment. The lesson of little Mary is that we are only recorded data in the absence of a better insight. We are always more. Always more human. Always more meaningful than facts. Data is just the starting place. The beginning of the journey, not its end. We are a story, not a stone.


And so it is with my family in this book. Flesh and Blood is a book about relatives to whom things happened, but also not really a book about those things. It’s more about the way those people responded to events that afflicted them, and how those responses came to define the people they were, and the lives of the family that succeeded them. To tell this story, I’ve combined three separate lifelong preoccupations. First is my interest in genealogy – the study of my family history through the public records. The second is my life spent as an actor portraying the mechanics of human motivation in drama. The third is my academic interest in the relationship between medical health and the complex society that it helps to sustain. This book is therefore a single family’s story refracted into three primary colours of experience: health, family history and the drama of human testimony.


I first started tracing my family tree when I was seventeen – a gauche teenager on the cusp of an adulthood I didn’t yet understand. My search for a wider context to my life made me curious about the people who’d come before me – the McGann family, the ones who’d given me my surname. Who were they? What did they do with their lives, and how did that end up with me? I knew nothing about them, and my father knew very little more than I did. His dad had died when he was just five years old, and the children who remained were left with only second-hand scraps of stories from their mother. McGann was an Irish name, and Liverpool, I knew, was a famous embarkation point for Irish emigration to the United States in the nineteenth century. I assumed they were Irish, but didn’t know for sure. So one day I plucked up courage and ventured into my local records office in Liverpool to see if I could find out. I began, piece by piece, to build up a data skeleton of my ancestry from records held in our public archives. It was the beginning of a genealogical journey that has taken me my entire life, and is still a work in progress.


Like with those graveyard parishioners, I wanted to know more about the people I’d found as people. What did they think and feel? Why did they do the things that history recorded? To do that I had to turn the bare bones of history into a living narrative. I had to turn data into drama.


The famous drama theorist Konstantin Stanislavsky believed that there was a strong link between representations of human relationships in drama and the way that humans behaved in real life. Drama is an ancient way for us to understand who we are by projecting human experiences onto dramatic characters in a story. A good story isn’t just defined by stuff that happens – illness, murder, flood, famine – but by the desires and emotions of the characters that initiate and respond to those things, and then make key choices based on those responses. Stanislavsky said: ‘Real life, like life on the stage, is made up of continuously arising desires, aspirations, inner challenges to action and their consummation in internal and external actions.’ Our real life is a constant state of responding to things that happen to us – to challenges we face or the wants we feel – and then taking actions. Events aren’t drama; they’re just the ‘challenges to action’ – the antagonist in a hero’s journey. The drama is in what we do about it, and who we become as a result.


All genealogy is drama in disguise. Disguise, because human motivation doesn’t show up amongst the X-ray bones of recorded facts. Drama, because history is the exploration of humanity in response to internal or external events. To bring a human’s data to life we have to find those things that motivated their actions. Yet in order to identify the source of their motivations, we also have to identify the antagonist that drove them to act.


Antagonist: one who opposes the hero in a story. An adversary. An enemy, but not always a person. Sometimes an affliction. Sometimes an emotion. Sometimes an enemy within, not without. So who was this adversary in the saga of my own family? Was there any single force that – more than any other – pushed and challenged and harried my ancestors to move and change their lives, to grow or shrink as people? I think there was. As I discovered more about my family over the years, I found the fingerprints of this particular felon all over the historical documents in my possession. I came to the conclusion that no story concerning my kin would be complete without reference to the constant villain that stalked them, and by whose challenges they were constantly tested and defined. That villain was not human, yet belonged totally to humanity. It was the shadow thrown by our mortality – the dark twin that we all carry through our lives on earth. Teaching us. Taunting us. The furnace in which we’re incinerated, or from which we emerge newly forged. That antagonist is health.


Human health haunts all genealogy. It’s there at the recorded birth with the ancient perils of labour and its resultant high mortality. It’s there on every death certificate as medical terminology, coldly documenting the causes of expiry. It stalks a soldier’s military record. It stares mute from every census form recording the hovels of a city and its inhabitants. It squats in the columns of Victorian newspapers and in the public records of local authorities. Poor health is the shadow that our ancestors cast onto the lives of their descendants – a lesson from history, and an indication of our progress: the wintry fever that drives our own green age but ultimately extinguishes it.


Health can’t be untangled from the family that experiences it. An illness is never a singular medical event – never just the clawed breath in a single chest. It’s the collective hope of the sanatorium ward, the enforced bonhomie of an anxious family at the bed of a patient, the tears of a lover for their ailing partner. Health is a human force: a motivator for wider human drama. It has the power to change our identities, mould our characters and the nature of our relationships.


In fact, so deep and complex is the relationship between humans and their health that the metaphors we use to describe our reality are peppered with references to healthiness, vitality or wellbeing – and their opposites: sickness, malady and death. We describe relationships as ‘healthy’, or love as ‘sickness’; we describe an economy as ‘in robust health’, or a terrorist ideology as ‘a cancer’. We give health a metaphorical altitude to correspond to human mood, like when we describe someone as being at the ‘peak’ of health, or ‘laid low’ by disease. Illness can assume metaphors far beyond the inanimate – as when cancer is ‘the enemy’, or when cold and fever become things we must ‘feed’ or ‘starve’. In this way, health shows itself as sentient: a character in the drama of our lives. An antagonist, not just a diagnosis – as meaningful to our happiness as our own family.


As I looked back over my family tree, I started to see this character again and again, influencing every twist and turn of fate and choice that my forebears made on their way to the present day. Not simply in the terse death-certificate Latin of medical cause, but in the wider context of their social privations and their thwarted prosperity. I spied this character hiding in my family’s embattled courage, in their religious consolation or their hard-bitten hopes. It was the antagonist that pushed, pressed and harried them into a constant restless action through time – an enforced growth that required them to bloom or perish. I realised that the story I wanted to tell was a family history of health – the story of my family’s relationship with wellness and disease in the last 150 years, and how it had made us who we are now.


Health presents many faces to human experience – some physical, some metaphorical, but never simply medical. I felt another word was needed – a word that could give health a more motivational breadth. The word that suggested itself was ‘malady’. A malady is more than just an illness. It suggests a wider disorder – one that can be ascribed to a situation as well as an individual. It can describe the spiritual distemper of nations, of families, or the self. It’s a flaw of human character as well as of human physiology. A malady is a disturbance of the norm, a state that offers a narrative turning point and a crossroads on the road of life. The story of my family is a story of maladies: confronted, conquered, surrendered to.


This book is a history of my family in seven maladies – each malady a particular chapter in my family’s story. These maladies are hunger, pestilence, exposure, trauma, breathlessness, heart trouble and necrosis – seven maladies for seven ages of growth that have taken my penniless clan from their blighted Irish potato fields to our relative comfort as British media professionals in the space of a century and a half. These maladies aren’t confined to an explanation of medical illness, but embrace wider human emotions and endeavour, often more positive and motivational. They’re the teachers, life companions and crossroads in a story. Each chapter has three interconnecting elements addressing each malady: a medical exploration of the disease or ailment, an account of a period in my family’s history connected with it, and the personal testimony of people in my family that this malady influenced.


Although these seven maladies map broad periods of consecutive history, the testimony within them makes departures from strict chronology. Human experience has a natural resistance to being defined linearly. We edit our lives constantly – jumble the pieces round until they mean what we need them to. We order life by significance, not by date. We piece together what we know of our forebears and fuse it with what see of ourselves: what we need to feel or hear. We drop the incidental or the mundane, and select from the collage of oral rumour, faded images, scavenged text, terse documents, hidden feelings and unspoken pains. We search for sense, for a lesson in the love given or the blood spilt by those who went before us.


Humans live as long as the stories they tell about each other. A family history is the greatest and most intimate of these mythologies. It’s the flesh and blood hanging on the lifeless skeleton of time. The immortal aspect of our mortal selves. A love poem to our own quiet creators, and a parting song to those who follow – those loving infants who will one day carry us to our graves.




1


HUNGER





Hunger n.


1. A very great need for food, or a severe lack of it.


2. A strong desire for something.




MEDICINE


The human body is a remarkable family of processes. Like any good family, it can unite in a crisis, organising itself with remarkable sophistication when faced with unexpected privation. Like the best families, it will sacrifice all it can to preserve the most valuable parts of itself. Yet there are limits to its ingenuity. Essential needs can’t be deferred forever. A body and its mind must eventually be supplied with the things it can’t do without. Starved of the essentials, even the most resilient family must eventually perish.


Human starvation is not a singular event, but a process – a ticking clock that begins only hours after the last morsel’s been consumed. It’s the body’s management of a slowly mounting crisis, against which strategies are adopted and altered according to the length of time malnourished, and the changing priorities this entails. The body’s response to hunger is to buy time by managing energy resources, trusting in the mind’s ability to relieve the body’s siege with new sustenance. It is, like humanity itself, fundamentally optimistic.


Food gives the human body two basic things: essential nutrients, like protein, vitamins and minerals, and energy, in the form of calories. Remove specific nutrients and we can quickly succumb to disease. Yet remove the energy to power our brains and bodies, and soon there won’t be any system left to suffer. Preservation of energy is therefore the most pressing of our hungry body’s needs.


In the first six hours after consuming food, everything is normal. The body digests what we’ve eaten and breaks down glycogen – molecules in the food that store energy – to make glucose. Glucose is our body’s normal fuel supply. It’s stored in the liver and muscles, and is used to power our cells and brain. In well-fed mode, the brain will consume a full quarter of our total energy requirements.


About six hours after eating, the supply of glucose in the liver becomes depleted, and we start to feel hungry. The body shifts into a new energy mode called ketosis. In ketosis, our body makes alternative fuel by breaking down spare fat to release energy. The brain gets priority on the remaining glucose, and supplements this with the products of ketosis. If no other food is forthcoming, the body can continue in this new mode for several weeks. After this point, however, all the glucose supplies are gone and the brain urgently needs more. The body shifts mode again – this time breaking down the protein in our muscles and tissue to make amino acids, which the liver then converts to glucose. So our brain gets its fuel back. Problem solved.


Except it isn’t. This phase is called autophagy. A polite term for self-cannibalism. The body is now eating itself for fuel. Our metabolic system does this cleverly – identifying the body mass that can be consumed, and that which must be preserved at all costs so our bodies can find new food. Yet it’s a temporary fix. Without food the body will eventually run out of things it can burn. In this state of serious starvation the immune system becomes compromised. The places where famine occurs are often those where tropical disease is rife and hygiene difficult to maintain, so hunger can quickly lead to deadly infection.


Dysentery is an intestinal infection with two causes – bacillary dysentery, which is bacterial, and amoebic dysentery, caused by a single-celled parasite. Both kinds are highly infectious, and spread by transmission of infected faeces on hands or in contaminated water due to insanitary conditions. Symptoms include vomiting, cramps and bloody diarrhoea – a painful inconvenience to a healthy westerner, but a disaster to a starving and dehydrated child with no access to medical aid.


Then there are diseases like beriberi, which spring directly from deficiencies in the famine victim’s diet. Beriberi is a disease that results from a lack of vitamin B1 or thiamine. There are two kinds: there is wet beriberi, which affects the heart and lungs, and dry beriberi, which attacks the nervous system. The former can lead to heart failure, while the latter damages nerves, reduces sensation and muscle control, and induces paralysis. Interestingly, it can be more prevalent in cultures where diets are dominated by white rather than brown rice, as the white variety lacks the thiamine content of rice bran. This contributed to widespread incidences of beriberi amongst prisoners of the Japanese in the Second World War, where meagre starvation diets consisted almost entirely of white rice.


Towards the end of sustained starvation, two diseases in particular come to the fore: kwashiorkor and marasmus.


Kwashiorkor is caused by a severe lack of protein, and its most infamous symptom is the swollen belly seen on many starving children during famine, caused by too much fluid in body tissue. Marasmus is a condition brought about by a desperate lack of calorific energy, and it most often occurs in the young. Marasmus is characterised by dizziness, diarrhoea, loss of bladder control, and a creeping lethargy that takes life like the fading of a torch battery. When death finally comes it’s most often by cardiac failure – the depleted heart is no longer able to find the strength to beat.


Hunger is one of the oldest maladies to antagonise the human race. Unlike other ailments, its pathology is clearly understood, and the cure to it – adequate food – is in plentiful global supply. Yet hunger continues to ravage the planet. Just under 800 million people in the world today receive insufficient food to lead a healthy life. About one in every nine people on earth. As the earth warms due to climate change, accelerating drought is predicted to increase the prevalence of serious famine due to crop failure, threatening the lives of many millions more.


Yet a human’s response to hunger, and the reasons for it, can be as individual as their humanity. An unforgettable image of my teenage years was Republican prisoners on the evening news in 1981 wasting away in Northern Ireland’s Maze prison. Ten of these protestors survived for between forty-six and seventy-two days without food – two and a half months without a scrap to eat. In 1943, Mahatma Gandhi – stick-thin and in his seventies – successfully completed three weeks of fasting in one of many political hunger protests. However, when a patient in a persistent vegetative state is denied all sustenance, death usually occurs within just two weeks. Why the variation? The main factor is water. If a person can remain fully hydrated, it’s possible to survive months of starvation. This can be stretched to years by even small amounts of food, as was demonstrated by survivors of prison camps in the Second World War. Greater body weight can help too, as fat reserves provide essential energy. Genetic factors also seem to play a part. A 2008 study found evidence that a population exposed to starvation could pass key genetic changes onto subsequent generations. Scientists examined babies born to mothers in the Netherlands during the war-induced famine of 1944. They discovered that the genes of these children were permanently changed by the famine their mothers had endured. They tended to be smaller in size, and more prone to diabetes. What’s more, it appeared that their own children inherited these traits. Recent studies on nematode worms suggest that starvation can produce multi-generational effects on DNA. Less a case of ‘the sins of the father’ than the pangs of the mother.


Then there’s individual psychology. Hunger is an assault on the mind as well as the body. How much does the choice to be hungry, as in the case of the hunger strikers, affect the ability to withstand its effects, as compared to those whom hunger attacks uninvited? And how much does our own personal will, past experience and character affect the ability of our bodies to survive?


The psychological dimensions of hunger are as subtle and profound as those of the body. In 1950, the University of Minnesota published a famous study on the behavioural effects of starvation. The experiment took thirty-six young, healthy and psychologically sound men and observed what happened to them when they had their calorific input reduced to the point of semi-starvation for a period of six months. It’s known in academic circles as ‘the starvation study’.


The study saw profound effects on these subjects – not simply in physical decay, but in behaviour, attitude and virility. The men became preoccupied with food: how to get it, how to eat it, even how to prepare it. When they got it they would often binge on the little that was theirs, losing all self-control. The study also noticed wild mood swings in the subjects, and a ‘deep dark depression’. There were emotional impacts. The more gregarious subjects became progressively more passive and isolated. Humour diminished, and any interest in sex disappeared. One subject stated bluntly, with an interesting side-reference to seafood, that he had ‘no more sexual feeling than a sick oyster’. The study exposed a wicked truth concealed within the wider malady of hunger – that the physical want of our bodies echoes in the outlook of our minds.


There are delicate behavioural echoes to be found in even the mildest hungers. A 2013 study at Cornell University in the United States found that if a subject shopped for food when hungry, they were more likely to stock their trolley with high-calorie products. It seems pretty intuitive – if you’re hungry you want more food. But the study went further than this. Hunger doesn’t just make you want food: it can affect what food you want. It can change the way that you think – the choices you make.


Our free will is like a child in the company of ancient needs. We’re not just hungry, we’re hungry for something. It’s a directed desire – a desire whose trajectory can be steered by the privations of the body.


A focused hunger.


HISTORY


The Arrivals: The McGann family, 1840–1871


A death certificate dated 5 March 1868. Address: 31 Sherwood Street in the sub-district of St Martin, Liverpool. A child, Teresa McGann, daughter of Owen McGann and Susan McGann. Pronounced dead. Mother present. Age, one year old. Recorded by Robert McLelland, Registrar. Cause of death: Marasmus. A condition of extreme malnutrition occurring chiefly in young children.


Starvation.


Outside, barely a minute’s walk from the filthy hovel in which Susan McGann watches her infant waste away is the largest continuous stretch of dockland in the world. Through this vast commercial gateway flow the goods and wealth of a global empire. Food from five continents fills the great brick warehouses nearby, throwing their huge shadows across the teeming dockyards and the stinking slums beneath. Outrageous plenty. Close enough to touch, yet unimaginably distant for those in its filthy shade.


Teresa McGann. Death by starvation in a land of plenty. Present at death: Susan McGann. Her mother. My great-great-grandmother.
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I stop for a moment to reflect on that human scene playing out beneath the facts of the document. A mother watches her own child starve to death in a filthy hovel. A child she’d baptised, with all the hope inherent in the act. The mother’s helpless to keep her child from dying. She has older children who are likely present in the same tiny room, and equally malnourished. She’s hungry herself. Hunger is ever-present. A constant lodger.


And yet she continues. Susan lived for many years after this terrible scene. How does she cope with what she witnesses? How does she rise the next day and go on, like the records tell me she did? I think about my own son – his Mediterranean diet, his fine physique and his good health. I imagine him starving in my arms while I look on helplessly. I expel the image from my mind.


In September of 1866, the same registrar had recorded Teresa’s birth at the same address. Mother Susan had signed the baby’s birth certificate with a simple ‘x’. She was illiterate in the language of her daughter’s country, but fluent in the universal language of hope. A new child, a new future. Yet in 1865, just a year before Teresa’s birth, I found another death certificate. Teresa’s sister, Susan. Named after her mother. Dead at just nine months old. Cause: Marasmus. Starvation. This was the second daughter Susan McGann had lost to hunger in just fourteen months.


What did this hunger do to Susan, that she could keep placing one foot in front of the other? How did any of my family survive the year – let alone a century and a half? Where did these McGanns come from, and how did they end up in this Liverpool dockland slum? How did the hunger that now consumed them come to change the way they thought, the places they travelled, and the choices they made?


The answer to all of this begins a couple of decades before this child’s premature death. And it turns on the fortunes of a single lowly vegetable.


* * *


Genealogy is a rather upside-down form of storytelling. You start with what’s effectively the ending – the present day. That’s the most complete chapter; one in which the main players are, helpfully, still alive to contribute. The task is then to work in reverse to flesh out the earlier chapters, generation by generation, digging backwards through the records like a miner with a pickaxe, searching for that crucial starting place: the defining rich seam for everything that followed. Chapter one. A family’s creation myth.


Like mining, it’s hard, slow work. And the problem is that it’s hard to know when you’ve reached the end – or, in this case, the beginning. Any genealogist worth their salt will try to push back as far in time as they can – back and back through the generations until the available records peter out, and you’re left with little more than intelligent guesswork and a few rough clues in some field name or ancient land taxation document. This means that the chronological beginning of any family’s story is usually the most vaguely formed: hardly the most compelling way to begin a narrative. ‘Once upon a time, I think there might have been some guy who may have lived here at some point . . .’


That said, it helps if you can at least start with a broad defining aim: a milestone in time that provides a focus for your family’s history research. In the case of the McGann family, one presented itself to me quite quickly. The name McGann is of Irish origin – a variation of the old clan name Mac Cana, meaning ‘son of the wolf’. Liverpool, the city where I was born and where my family had lived for generations, experienced a huge influx of Irish in the nineteenth century as part of their mass emigration to the New World. They brought their Roman Catholicism with them – a religion that had been part of my family for as far back as anyone could remember. It seemed likely that the McGanns were a part of this great Irish diaspora. It only remained for me to find the evidence.


Only? Bless my youth! I was just a spotty seventeen-year-old when I started, and prone to bouts of romantic optimism. A family historian begins by gathering all of the family stories they can from those who are still alive to give it: anecdotes, names, rumours, illnesses, births, deaths, joys, tragedies. Even though elderly human memory can be unreliable, the living accounts of those who remember places and faces from years ago are the richest source of genealogical information. The first task is to commit these to record before they’re lost for good.


I immediately hit a snag with Dad’s family. There were three surviving siblings in middle age: Mary, Jimmy and my father Joe. My paternal grandmother Lizzie had died when I was nine. Her husband, Owen Joseph, had died in 1929, when my dad was just five years old. There were no other surviving McGanns we knew of. No distant aunts or uncles – only vague scraps gleaned from when Dad’s generation were young children. Also, there was no knowledge of Irish heritage in the family. Nothing at all. Scottish? Plenty. But that was from my gran’s side of the family. They were textile weavers from Paisley who’d settled in Liverpool at the end of the nineteenth century. Yet not a thing from the Irish McGanns. Only that they’d lived up in the poor north end of Liverpool, in those narrow streets that nestled beside the docks.


Spotty and unbowed, I resolved to find proof of my family’s Irish roots, and trace them back to the specific town or village in Ireland where they came from. My own origin story. I imagined myself pacing grandly into some windswept Irish village to announce my family’s prodigal return, enfolded in the welcoming arms of raven-haired colleens. Unsurprisingly, reality was a little less accommodating. I spent most of the subsequent thirty-five years or so searching, without success. Then, just two years ago, I stumbled on it.


Tibohine. County Roscommon, Ireland.


* * *


The tiny settlement of Tibohine sits on the road between Ballaghaderreen and Frenchpark in the northwest of County Roscommon, near the border with Mayo and Sligo in Ireland’s lake-strewn mid-west. It’s a rural region of sparse, rugged beauty, bounded by the River Shannon to the north and overlooked by the ancient Fairymount Hill to the south: the tallest spot in Roscommon and site of a Neolithic hill fort. It’s the kind of place where time stands still, unless provoked.


Unfortunately, such provocations are a periodic feature of Irish history. One of St Patrick’s bishops had reputedly founded a religious settlement there in the Middle Ages, but it became the feudal property of the Protestant English De Fresne family after Cromwell’s ravages. Following Catholic emancipation in 1829, a little parish church had been established in Tibohine – and into this poured the burgeoning mass of Catholic rural peasantry: to baptise their children, to sanctify their marriages, to lay their dead in the ground. It was the endless rhythm of life that had characterised this blameless corner of Ireland for centuries.


The parish register of births for Tibohine in 1859 is a veritable crowded room of a document – hurried ink mottled with blots on unlined paper. It takes a few moments for the eyes to settle, and for names to begin to crystallise in the chaotic cursive. But there, under the entries for baptisms on 3 June, is a child. Eugenius (Owen) McGann. Son of Owen McGann and Susan McCarthy. My great-grandfather Eugene. A witness too – Teresa McGann – after whom our poor child in the Liverpool slum was likely named. A single flash of history’s camera.


I found the baby’s father, Susan’s husband Owen, in the baptism records for nearby Croghan for 7 March 1819: his father was James McGann, and his mother was Elizabeth Fitzpatrick. The lives of his parents stretched back into the late eighteenth century. This was a family that had likely inhabited the same landscape for generations. Yet it was a family now on the cusp of traumatic upheaval.


Successive conquests, land confiscations, rebellions and punitive laws had turned rural Ireland into a population flirting constantly with disaster. One of the most pernicious causes of this was the system of land ownership. During the 1700s, absentee English landlords leased large tracts of rural land to middlemen, who then sub-let as they pleased for profit. This encouraged widespread exploitation of the most vulnerable tenants, with land being split into ever smaller and less sustainable plots. Added to this were the draconian laws of tenancy. A tenant could be evicted on a whim, with no rights over the land they’d rented. Any improvements a tenant may have made to a plot or its dwelling would immediately belong to the landlord – so there was no incentive to improve one’s life or situation. Land was often of poor quality – boggy and infertile – making it difficult for a tenant to grow the cereal crops common in England. Then there were the extortionate rents charged by the middlemen, leaving very little for a poor tenant after the crop had been harvested. But without any form of welfare apart from the dreaded workhouse, families were forced to accept these terms.


Most wicked of all perhaps was the common form of rent bondage known as the ‘Hanging Gale’ – the ‘gale’ being a regular rent due on the land. By ‘hanging over’ this rent in a constant state of arrears a tenant was trapped in rolling debt to the landlord without any security whatsoever. It was this perpetual condition of fear and insecurity that was to create one of the most destitute peasant classes in Europe – a class to which my Tibohine ancestors belonged. Infant mortality occurred in a fifth of all births, and only 34 per cent of the population was literate.


And yet they survived. Not only that, but Ireland’s population was actually booming. In a mere fifty years, it had more than doubled. What was holding this rotten system together? How was the peasant population able to survive and thrive year after year under such impossible economic conditions?


The answer lay, surprisingly, with the humble potato.


The potato was introduced to Ireland in 1590, and quickly became a vital staple for the rural Irish. It was extremely easy to grow, requiring only a spade and some primitive digging. It could grow in extremely poor soil, and came packed with essential vitamins. Also, it provided an incredibly high yield; just an acre and a half of potatoes could feed a family of six for half a year, whereas grain for the same family would require six times as much land and need greater agricultural skill. A third of the potato crop could even be spared to feed a pig, which provided much-needed extra income. This was a true superfood.


Yet the reliance on this single vegetable for a nation’s survival was precarious to say the least. The potato crop was prone to regular failure, which threatened starvation for those most reliant on it. There had been famines in 1816, 1822, 1826 and 1831, causing localised deaths and fever. Even in the good years, the months before an annual harvest were known as the ‘summer hunger’ – when last year’s stock ran out, and a family were forced to beg for food until the new crop came in. This was a population only ever one step from starvation. Susan, who would later watch little Teresa die from hunger in Liverpool, had been weaned on malnutrition like mother’s milk.


As the sub-divisions of peasant land became increasingly mean and unsustainable, a less nutritious but much hardier variety of animal-feed potato became the new staple. It was called the ‘horse potato’ or ‘lumper’. This could grow in the very poorest soil – making it ideal for the rough terrain families were now forced to inhabit – and it was resistant to common diseases. Yet it had one fatal flaw. It was highly vulnerable to an as-yet little-known fungal disease from the Americas called Phytophthora infestans. Potato blight.


Potato blight is a fungal organism that spreads in spores carried on the wind, and it thrives during periods of damp, humid weather. It starts as small black spots on the leaves of the potato and then spreads into large brown lesions, some with a downy growth. These produce thousands of new airborne spores that spread the infection widely. As the plant shrivels and dies, the spores penetrate the ground and infect the tubers. The diseased potatoes then become a cankerous brown and collapse into indigestible rot. Worse still, the fungus hides over the winter in the seed potatoes that remain, waiting to strike again when the weather warms and new planting begins. Blight had spread to Europe in 1845, devastating potato crops and causing many deaths in Germany, France and the Netherlands. Yet these nations didn’t depend entirely on the potato for their dietary survival . . .


In September of that year, blight finally arrived in Ireland from mainland Europe. What happened next was to be one of history’s great humanitarian disasters: a famine so profound that it would drive a nation’s people across every ocean in the world for the meagre chance of finding something more digestible than the hell they’d known. My family were amongst them.


* * *


The Great Famine in Ireland lasted from 1845 to 1852. It involved the catastrophic collapse of the nation’s potato crop for consecutive seasons due to potato blight. It caused starvation, destitution and death on an enormous scale. It destroyed the economy, obliterated the population, and set the nation on an inevitable course towards rebellion and ultimate independence from Great Britain. It changed everything.


The McGann family survived, as that baptism in 1859 shows. But how many of them? The records don’t reveal. Roscommon lost a third of its population – the highest proportion of any Irish county. In the first outbreak of famine in 1846, the north Roscommon area where the McGanns lived quickly began to suffer hardship. A Quaker from Liverpool called Joseph Crosfield passed through the area in December, and commented on the state of the people he saw:




Many of them declare that they have not tasted food of any kind for forty-eight hours; and numbers of them have eaten nothing but cabbage or turnips for days and weeks.




Such scraps of food would soon be considered a luxury. As the famine worsened, the desperate would turn to nettles, berries, dandelions and plant roots. Dogs, cats and horses quickly disappeared, then wild animals such as foxes and badgers. Cattle would be bled for the nourishment that could be gained from a few pints of their blood. By 1847, the second year of famine, there would be nowhere left to turn.


Before the famine, 60,000 acres of potatoes were planted in Roscommon County. Yet as blight killed off the seed potatoes, there were fewer left to plant. By 1847 the acreage had reduced to 6,900. The Nation, a Dublin newspaper, reported: ‘In Roscommon deaths by famine are so prevalent that whole families who retire at night are corpses in the morning.’


The owner of the land on which Tibohine church stood wrote to Westminster to report that the conditions were calamitous and food must be sent urgently. What would the British government do to ease their suffering?


Not enough. Though relief funds were substantial, a stumbling block in Westminster’s approach to Irish famine relief resided in the mid-Victorian devotion to laissez faire economics. The free market was considered sacrosanct, and nothing should interrupt its invisible hand – not even mass starvation. This meant that the supply of any emergency aid mustn’t be allowed to distort the local market price for produce. Under this doctrine, the Irish couldn’t just be given help – they had to show that they were deserving of it. And, where possible, they had to earn it. This attitude was fed by a British suspicion regarding the Irish character. The Irish peasant was thought by many as feckless, deceitful, rebellious and ungrateful. The very model of the undeserving poor. So the authorities set up relief works: small-scale, publicly funded infrastructure projects that could employ the local destitute and provide them with the means to purchase emergency food aid. The starving peasants were put to work building roads and bridges in desolate corners of the country and in all weathers – work with little practical purpose but to provide employment. Some were so weak with hunger that they could barely lift a shovel.


Deadly fever would soon follow. Famine-ravaged Ireland was utterly unprepared for infectious disease. The area where the McGanns lived had a population of 30,000 spread over 135 square miles of rough country, and only one hospital. It’s a fact of famine that the sufferer will be more likely to die from disease than starvation. The body’s immune system is so compromised as to invite any infection. It was reckoned that ten times more people were dying of typhus and dysentery than from malnutrition. The hospitals and workhouse infirmaries of Roscommon were soon full to bursting, and new patients had to be turned away to die.


Under the terms of the Poor Law Act, the tax burden for these hordes of sick and destitute fell onto the local ratepayers. Yet few able ratepayers remained. In parts of Roscommon, just 4 per cent of the population were supporting all the rest. These ratepayers were the traditional landowners, many of whom had large estates containing hundreds of starving sub-tenants on tiny plots of over-divided land. A landowner was responsible for paying the rates of any tenant who paid less than four pounds in rent. Many of these cash-strapped landowners now decided on a draconian solution: they would evict those in debt, and then consolidate their tiny plots into larger, more valuable land. So, at the famine’s darkest hour, the landowners called in their desperate tenants’ hanging loans.


These ‘clearances’ became an infamous chapter in the story of the Great Famine. Between 1848 and 1854, nearly 50,000 families were evicted from their dwellings with nowhere to go. Gangs of bailiffs, army or police would tear down cottages and burn them to the ground to ensure that no shelter remained to encourage the occupiers to linger. Once they were evicted, families could find little shelter. Evicted wraiths would haunt their local communities, living like wild creatures in bog holes, until disease and hunger finally took them and their unburied bodies were discovered.


This was the hunger that Susan McGann and my kin had experienced. A pitiless horror that branded the mind of the sufferer with the urgent attainment of safety in a world of stark choices. A merciless motivational antagonist. Hunger can change the way you think – the choices you make. Not just hunger – hunger for something. Survival. The tyranny of hope. Escape.


Emigration was nothing new to the Irish. Since the beginning of the nineteenth century, there had been a steady increase in the tide of emigrants that left to seek a better life in North America and Australasia. A million and a half had already gone – usually through the port of Liverpool. What characterised these pre-famine travellers was their relative degree of youth and aspiration; 70 per cent were between sixteen and thirty-four. Many had friends and family already living overseas, who sent back passage money and tales of better prospects. Yet once the famine was under way, the tide of emigrants became a vast flood. More than a million left in just six years – but these were no longer young and fit aspirants. They were the old, the penniless, the fatally diseased and the starving. An exodus of the desperate.


The famine had tripped a switch in the collective psyche of a nation, and it wasn’t something that could now be switched off by a change in agricultural fortunes. After the famine finally subsided in the early 1850s, the tide of emigration continued unabated – accounting for a massive four million souls over the next half-century. The people had seen enough. They wanted out, regardless of whether their potatoes grew or not. My family was amongst them.


* * *


The McGanns left Ireland for good sometime between 1859 – when Owen and Susan christened Eugene in Tibohine – and 1864, when they first turn up in the public records of the slums of Liverpool. Intriguingly, the McGanns seem to have gone to the United States first, but had then returned to Ireland. A census form records that eldest son James was born in ‘Philadelphia, America’ in 1857. By 1859 they were back in Tibohine for Eugene’s birth. Five years after that, they had settled in Liverpool. This was a period of remarkable restlessness for a family that had never previously travelled beyond their immediate neighbourhood. It was as if their hunger possessed three motivating forces: an active retreat from the horror they knew, a love of home that drove them back into its arms, and a feverish hope that propelled them into the unknown despite all dangers and obstacles.


This was an age when the slow wooden sailing ships gave way to fast metal-hulled coal steamers – vessels that could carry greater numbers of passengers across the seas at much cheaper cost. These competing ships could also ferry passengers from Dublin to Liverpool much faster, and at a price even a pauper might afford. The McGanns therefore gathered what they had and walked the entire 170 kilometres from Tibohine to Dublin, where they caught a steam ship for Liverpool costing several shillings. This was a pretty wretched trip: embarkation was chaotic and crowded, the crossing was frequently hazardous, and the poorest passengers were crammed onto the open deck, exposed to the elements. In evidence to a Select Committee in 1854, a travelling eyewitness described conditions for these deck passengers:




. . . they were generally crowded around the funnel of the steamer or huddled together in a most disgraceful manner; and as they have not been used to sea voyages, they get sick, and perfectly helpless, and covered with the dirt and filth of each other.




Despite the cheap cost, such a trip would still leave many Irish families penniless when they arrived. The fortunate ones might have some extra put by for their onward passage across the Atlantic, but those less fortunate, like the McGanns, would be forced to remain in Liverpool, and hope that they could earn enough to emigrate later.


What would Owen, Susan and the children have been confronted by as they disembarked?


Liverpool docklands was a teeming, stinking, chaotic and disorientating place. Hungry passengers, bleary-eyed and freezing, spilled out onto an urban dockside where hustlers and thieves exploited the unwary, and noise and confusion reigned. The Liverpool Mercury newspaper reported on the scene:




In the cold and gloom of a severe winter, thousands of hungry and half naked wretches are wandering about, not knowing how to obtain a sufficiency of the commonest food nor shelter from the piercing cold. The numbers of starving Irish men, women and children—daily landed on our quays is appalling; and the Parish of Liverpool has at present, the painful and most costly task to encounter, of keeping them alive, if possible . . .




Indeed, basic survival would be the most immediate priority for my family. This meant procuring food and any kind of a roof over their head. For people like Owen and Susan, the options were few. Local Poor Law relief, the parish-based welfare system that existed at the time, excluded immigrants with less than five years’ residency. There were some charitable foundations that provided short-term meals, but nothing more. There was begging, which was rife at that time, and essential for many. If a family could put its children out to beg, they might scrape the pennies together for basic shelter and sustenance.


Shelter would generally be sought in the Vauxhall district of the city – the ghastly close-packed slum streets huddled up next to the docks, running north from the city centre between Great Howard Street and the River Mersey. These streets were dangerously overcrowded with Irish refugees, and lacked the most basic sanitation. Deadly epidemic diseases were a persistent threat. Most immigrants were forced to find accommodation in one of the infamous lodging houses or cellars for a penny per person per night. Local physician William Duncan described these places:




At night the floor of these cellars are covered with straw and there the lodgers – all who can afford to pay a penny for the accommodation – arrange themselves as best they may, until scarcely a single available inch of space is left unoccupied. In this way as many as thirty human beings or more are sometimes packed together underground, each inhaling the poison which his neighbour generates, and presenting a picture in miniature of the Black Hole of Calcutta.




The energy expended to get to Liverpool with bodies racked by hunger was to prove too much for some. Cases of starvation began to appear with shameful regularity in coroners’ reports: Mary Mageney of Vauxhall Road, discovered dead in bed from starvation – she’d not eaten for four days. Young Patrick Curren, starved to death in a cellar in Ashby Street. These were the streets where the McGanns lived when they arrived, and where they were to remain for more than three decades. It was the place where little Teresa ended her short life.
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