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About the Book

Ita Doyle: ‘In all my life I
   have lived in two houses, had two jobs, and one husband. I’m
   a very interesting person.’
 
Rory & Ita, Roddy Doyle’s first
   non-fiction book, tells – largely in their own words – the story
   of his parents’ lives. They remember every detail of their Dublin
   childhoods – the people, the politics, idyllic times in the
   Wexford countryside for Ita, Rory’s apprenticeship as a printer. By the time they put down a deposit of two hundred pounds for a house in Kilbarrack, Rory was working as a compositor at the Irish Independent. By the time the first of their four children was born he’d become a teacher, at the School of Printing in Dublin. Kilbarrack began to change, and Ireland too. Through their eyes we see the intensely Catholic society of their youth being transformed into the vibrant, modern Ireland of today.

Both are marvellous talkers, so
   combined with Roddy Doyle’s legendary skill in illuminating
   ordinary experience, Rory & Ita makes for a book of tremendous
   warmth and humanity.


About the Author

Roddy Doyle was born in Dublin in 1958. He is the author of ten acclaimed novels and Rory & Ita, a memoir about his parents. He won the Booker Prize in 1993 for Paddy Clarke Ha Ha Ha. His last book was Two Pints.
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Chapter One – Ita

‘THE FIRST THING I remember is the gramophone arriving. I know I must have been less than three, because my mother was still alive. It was a lovely thing. I can still smell the wood of it. It was dark wood, with a press below the turntable for the records. Slats behind the turntable, six or eight of them, each the width of my hand, opened when a handle was turned, and released the sound. It was good sound. It was beautiful. I can still remember it, and the little needles and the little box, the dog of His Master’s Voice on the lid. And the needle had to be fitted in. I was able to do it myself later, and the handle turned and away we went.

‘The first record we had was John McCormack, and he sang “Macushla”. And there was McCormack singing “Adeste Fidelis”, and that used to be played every Christmas. And there was “The Old Refrain”, which is still in my mind, played by Fritz Kreisler. And a song that started, “Where are the boys of the Old Brigade?” I can remember marching around the room listening to it. And there was a record of somebody reading The Selfish Giant. I can remember one line: “In one corner of the garden it was always winter.”’

She remembers hands holding grease-proof paper, and lowering the paper on to the surface of a pot of soup, and the paper being lifted and bringing a film of fat with it. She remembers a tiny wooden swing, with a little wooden girl swinging on it. She remembers a stuffed dog, a black and white terrier, called Dog, and a brown teddy bear. She remembers a doll with a bald china head. She remembers pale green notepaper with serrated edges.

‘I was born on the 20th of June, 1925. I think I was born at home, in 25 Brighton Gardens, Terenure, which is one of the two houses I have lived in, that house and the house I live in now. There were an awful lot of home births at that time and I feel that I was probably born there.’ She knows nothing about the birth. ‘Not a thing. I just came. I was named Ita Bridget. I have no idea where the Ita came from but Bridget, I gather, was my mother’s mother. I was the third child. The first, Mary Johanna (Máire), was three years older than me and the second, John Joseph (Joe), was a year older.’

She was Ita Bridget Bolger. Her father was James (Jim) Bolger, of Coolnaboy, Oilgate, in County Wexford. He was born in 1890. He grew up on a farm and was sent to St Peter’s College, in Wexford town, to become a priest. The eldest of five children, his father had died when he was very young. ‘His mother, my grandmother, was a tough old dame and if you were meant to be a priest, you became a priest, when all this money had been spent on you.’ But he had other ideas. He left St Peter’s when he was seventeen and didn’t go home.fn1 Armed with a reference, he went to Enniscorthy: ‘I beg to say that James Bolger has received a very good education in St Peter’s College, has always shown great aptitude, and is a very good boy. I am quite sure he is thoroughly fitted for the position he seeks in the Echo Office.’ He got the job, at the Enniscorthy Echo, the local newspaper.
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‘He got caught up in the nationalist movement and he was found sleeping in a bed with guns under it. Now, they weren’t his guns but he wouldn’t tell whose they were, so he was banished from Enniscorthy.’ This happened just after the outbreak of the War, in 1914. What the police found in the house of Larry DeLacey, where Jim Bolger lodged, were home-made grenades – cocoa tins filled with gelignite and scraps of iron – as well as yards of fuse and hundreds of detonators. They also found stacks of Roger Casement’s pamphlet Ireland, Germany and the Freedom of the Seas, which had been secretly printed at the Echo offices. He was arrested, along with Jack Hegarty, another lodger, and taken to Arbour Hill barracks, in Dublin. A defence fund was quickly organised, and a campaign to have the men tried by jury.

Here is the account by Robert Brennan,fn2 Jim Bolger’s brother-in-law:


. . . after two trials in which Tim Healy and Charlie Wyse Power appeared for the defence, the two were acquitted on all charges of treason, sedition, creating disaffection etc. They had been charged, amongst other things, with knowing that the seditious literature and the explosives were in the house and with not informing the authorities. The jury found they were not guilty, though neither of the two men could get in or out of bed without climbing over stacks of the literature, and they could hardly move anywhere in the house without knocking over one of the pernicious cocoa tins. DeLacey’s old housekeeper, shown the yards of fuse, said of course she had seen it. She had cut yards off a length of it to tie the little dog to the bed-post.

Tim Healy was largely responsible for the acquittal. He made it appear that Hegarty was being persecuted, not for his political activities, but for his religion. His plea was based on the fact that one of the witnesses for the prosecution, who testified that pro-German notices were in Hegarty’s handwriting, was a Belfast man who had himself, as he was forced to admit in cross-examination, preached in the streets of Cork with a Sankey and Moody band. Hegarty, said Tim, had been hounded out of his employment and out of his native city by the bigots who had come down from Belfast to insult the people of Cork by preaching against their religion.fn3



Barred from Enniscorthy, Jim Bolger ‘lived in New Ross for some years but he was able to send his writings back to Enniscorthy, so he was still working for the Echo.’ From New Ross, he moved to Dublin. He followed Robert Brennan, to work on the Irish Bulletin, a Sinn Féin propaganda sheet which was produced daily and delivered by hand to the Dublin newspapers and to all the foreign correspondents in the city. Production and distribution of the Bulletin were difficult but the authorities in Dublin Castle never managed to stop a single issue. It was published every day, from November 1919 until the Treaty was ratified two years later. ‘He never fought, as such. He was more an intellectual than a fighter.’

On the inception of the new State, Jim Bolger became a civil servant, at the Department of External Affairs. ‘He never lost the idea of what he had fought for, but he wasn’t a diehard.’ His first task was to sit outside a room with a gun while the new Minister, Gavin Duffy, was inside the room. By the time she was born, three years later, he was sitting at a desk, in the Accounts section of External Affairs, and studying accountancy at night, at the College of Commerce, in Rathmines. He was also a freelance journalist, calling himself The Recorder, writing GAAfn4 match reports for the Irish Independent. He also wrote for Ireland’s Own, ‘about ordinary life and things that go on. One article I found was about cutting the front grass. He also wrote a series of articles about the Young Irelanders for the Independent.

‘My mother’s name was Ellen O’Brien. She was born, I think, in 1895, in the townland of Ballydonegan, near Ferns, in County Wexford. She is a bit of a mystery to me. My father never spoke of her. Maybe it upset him too much, or maybe he thought it would upset us.’

She doesn’t know how her parents met, or where. They were married in 1921, in Liverpool. What a Sinn Féin activist was doing in Liverpool during the War of Independence, she doesn’t know. ‘He never spoke about being out of the country. He was a terribly secretive man, you know. His right hand did not know what his left hand was doing and that is the truth of it.’

Home was 25 Brighton Gardens, in Terenure, a suburb three miles south of Dublin’s centre. It was one in a terrace of small redbrick houses. ‘There were thousands of them around the place.’ The front door was painted brown, with two stained-glass windows and a brass knocker, letter box and, later, when the electricity had been installed, a brass bell.
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Immediately inside, there was a hallstand. It was tall, with a mirror set into its backing. It had hooks, for coats, high on its sides, and a shelf, for gloves; there was also a rack for umbrellas, and a tin pot at its base, to catch the water. There was brown lino in the hall. There were two prints, The Laughing Cavalier on one side, and The Toast on the other. Both had been acquired in exchange for cigarette coupons. ‘I always loved them.’ There were also two pictures in the front room, but she hated these ones. The first was called First Love. ‘There was a man in robes that you’d usually see on a Roman, and a lady with her eyes cast down, and he had his hand on her arm and they were leaning on a kind of a marble pillar, and that was First Love. There was no picture of the row they must have had, but Reconciliation showed them actually smiling at each other, so I presume they must have had one. But I always hated them. They were eventually stolen when my father moved to a newer house. There were a few other things taken too but I was so pleased with whoever took those horrible pictures; I always thought how welcome they were to them.

‘The room at the front of the house was very seldom used. Christmas Day and very odd days in between. Some people called this room the parlour and others even called it the Jewman’s room; people never used it but if the moneylender came looking for his money he was brought in there. But we always called it the sitting-room. There was a suite in the sitting-room, a sofa and two chairs, upholstered in brown leather, and very cold on the behind. There was a black marble fireplace, with colourful tiles running down both sides. There was a humidor on the mantelpiece, an ornate wooden box with shelves for pipes and a china jar for tobacco. My father smoked twenty Sweet Afton a week, and a two-ounce tin of Mick McQuaid Cut.’ There was a large oval mirror in a mahogany frame hung above the fireplace. There was a mahogany book press against one of the walls, packed with sets of Francis McManus, Lynn Doyle, W.W. Jacobs, Maurice Walsh and books on Irish history and literature. There were two drawers under the press, containing accounts, receipts, letters, all held by rubber bands. There was also a rosewood sideboard. The doors were beautifully carved, in a rose design. The chiffonier, on top of the sideboard, its exact width, was a mass of small shelves backed with mirrors. These shelves held small ornaments. ‘I remember a glass jam or marmalade pot, in a silver holder, with silver lid and spoon. It was never used.’ On the sideboard itself there was always a glass bowl, full of fruit – apples, oranges, ‘nothing exotic, and refilled each week from Miss Gibney’s fruit and vegetable shop in Terenure’. There was a fawn carpet with an ornate border. The floorboards along the walls were varnished.

Behind the sitting-room was the kitchen. ‘Now, that was where we lived, in the kitchen. There was a table that folded up and went against the wall. There were the chairs that came with the table; they were around the walls – that’s what we sat on. The one comfortable chair was my father’s. If he wasn’t there whoever liked could live in it, but there was always a row over it.’ There was another book press. There was a big black range for cooking and heating the water. ‘And then we got more refined and the range was taken out and there was an open fire, with a nice red, wooden surround, with dark red tiles and a back boiler, and the fire heated up the water.’ The boiler was in the hot press, also in the kitchen, where the clothes were stored and aired. ‘There was a big fender which was to keep people from falling into the fire, but it used to be draped with clothes. The lino had a red and fawn square design.’ There were flowers in the pattern but they were hard to discern in each tiny square. ‘It was a thick lino but nearly like mosaic, all these tiny little squares it broke into.

[image: image-missing]

‘Down a step, and into the scullery. There was no room for a table in there. There was a gas cooker, and a porcelain sink beside it. On the other wall there was a big cupboard. There was a hinged board that could be pulled down, you could lean on it, for cutting bread, meat and vegetables. The floor covering was stuff called congoleum.fn5 That would have been the cheapest. You could cut it with a scissors. It had lovely bright colours until they were walked off.’

Up one flight of stairs, carpet held in place by brass stair-rods, and there was the first of the bedrooms, Joe’s. There was a bed, a dark-wood dressing table and a wash-stand. She remembers no pictures on this boy’s bedroom walls. ‘People didn’t put things on the bedroom walls, except they were holy pictures.’ Beside Joe’s room, on the landing, was the bathroom. There was the bath and ‘then there was a kind of a board that went across the bath that held the wash-basin. There was room on that as well for a little dish with soap and a face cloth.’ The hot water came from the boiler, below in the kitchen hot press. The toilet was outside, ‘out the back, and I was always kind of nervous going out there at night.’ Later, an inside toilet was installed, ‘a giant step for the Bolgers’.

‘And then up another flight of stairs and there were two bedrooms with a good-sized landing, that took a fine big chest of drawers for linen and towels and that kind of thing’, and two pairs of old swimming togs, male and female, sleeves to the elbows, legs to the knees. Her bedroom, which she shared with Máire, was the one on the right. The sisters shared a double bed, although she thinks she slept in a cot until she was six. The bed had brass knobs which could be screwed off and on, a favourite game. There was a light-coloured, hardwood dressing table with three drawers and a good big mirror, and there was a nice centre-doored wardrobe to match it. ‘And there was a small fireplace, one of those small steel fireplaces that are much sought-after these days.’ It was never lit. ‘It must have been cold because I remember trying to get dressed under the bedclothes, and in those days we wore things called combinations, which was a combination of vest and knickers, and trying to get dressed under the bedclothes could be very awkward because you often stuck your leg through the wrong hole and you had to keep manipulating, but we did it, nevertheless.’ There was lino on the floor – ‘I can’t remember it but I’m sure there were flowers on it, and a carpet strip where you got out of bed, and you made sure you stood right on it, I can tell you.’ The bedroom wallpaper was ‘always flowers; even when it was changed it was flowers.’ There were net curtains on the sash windows. There was a chamber pot under the bed, ‘a very elegant one too, with all kinds of flowers and furbelows’.

The front bedroom, her parents’, had a black marble wash-stand, with a delphfn6 basin and matching jug for the water which was brought up from the bathroom. There was a dressing table in one corner, and wardrobe and double bed. They all matched and were, she thinks, rosewood and probably intended for a bigger room. There was a polished wood crucifix above the bed, perhaps a foot high, with a silver-coloured Christ figure. There was a carpet. ‘I can still see it, pale green with pink roses.’

Downstairs again. Outside the scullery door, there was a passage. ‘I have a vague memory that there were two windows, two sash windows, nearly together. I may be wrong in that but it was certainly a wide-ish window and the passage was the width of that window. There was a meat safe in the passage – I can’t remember what the covering was made of but it kept the weather off it – and a great big mangle for the clothes. And then there was quite a nice little garden, good high walls. They must have been about eight feet high around, and little beds, garden beds, right around and a little grass bit in the middle. My father took care of that, and I was sorry for the grass because everything he did was very methodical.’

The house was lit by gas. The gas mantle, made of asbestos gauze, was attached, locked to the pipe-end; each mantle had to be lit by match. The mantles were very fragile; they crumbled if touched, even with a match. The gas provided good, uniform light. ‘But what happened every now and again was, it would suddenly start going down and there was a rush to the meter to stick the shilling in. And if you weren’t wise and had your shillings piled up you were in big trouble because you had to go searching. It was originally a penny meter which was dreadful but then they changed it to a shilling meter. The gas man used to come every month and collect the money and there used sometimes be a payback; they’d decide how much you’d used, and a lot of women were delighted when the gas man came because he would give you back a few shillings and there would often be enough for a dinner or so out of it.’

The children weren’t allowed to use the gas upstairs. ‘It was supposed to be very dangerous but we were given candles which I always considered quite as dangerous, if not more so.’ She remembers Joe once setting fire to the curtains in the girls’ bedroom, and Máire shouting, ‘Look what you did!’ The top of the dressing table was burnt black but was later restored.

She remembers the landlord calling for the rent. His name was Mr Pearse, a Wicklow man. He owned most of the houses on both sides of the road. ‘He was very friendly; he used to bring us sweets. Maybe if you didn’t have your rent he wouldn’t bring any, but he always had sweets in his pockets for us.’

She liked the house. ‘I don’t know whether childhood has that effect on you or not, but I never saw anything wrong with it. I’m sure the sitting-room must have been freezing, but I never thought it freezing.’ She remembers bits of plaster falling off the walls, and her father getting dado rail to secure them. She thinks now that the walls were rarely papered because her father was afraid that the whole walls would come down if the old paper was stripped from them. And then there was the time the bedroom ceiling fell on her. ‘We were in bed and we heard a kind of rumbling. We were very quick actually, and we pulled the sheets up over us. There was no weight in the plaster. It all came tumbling down on us, and we looked up and all we could see was these little narrow laths, and the plaster gone – in a big hole, like. It just happened to come down over the bed. And I can’t remember how it was repaired but it was repaired very quickly, if I remember rightly.’ But she liked the house. ‘I thought it was grand. And I loved everything about that locality. I was very happy with it.’

Her father wore a felt hat and he always wore black boots with toecaps, which he polished himself. ‘He wore brown suits with a very fine white line; you’d hardly see the line.’ When the suit became a bit shabby he’d get a new one, exactly like the old, and the old one was worn at the weekends. He always bought the suit in Kevin & Howlin, on Nassau Street. Tom Howlin was a Wexford man, an old school friend. Years later, she went with her father to buy a suit for her wedding day. ‘I remember him saying, “I want a suit for my daughter’s wedding,” and it was the very same suit as the first one I remember him in. When he went on holidays he took off his tie, he took off his collar – and he was on holidays.’

She can’t remember her mother. ‘I can only remember her hands. I can’t remember her face. I have no memory of her attire whatsoever. I can’t remember what she wore on her feet. The only memory I have is her hands, doing things.’

She was three months short of her fourth birthday when her mother died in March 1929. ‘I was told that we all had some kind of a flu, and she stayed up to look after us, and she got pneumonia and she died. I remember being carried in to see her and I remember her hands were white and I remember saying, “Mammy has new gloves.”’

She remembers the priest coming to the house, with two altar boys. ‘I was in the cot, in my bedroom, and, whatever way the coffin was fixed, I could see it through the door. And I thought it was wonderful, the priest coming up the stairs – he had a kind of regalia on him, and these two little boys ringing bells and going into her room. I thought it was a holiday. The priest and the two little boys and the bells ringing, and then off they went.’

She watched from her parents’ bedroom window. ‘I must have been still sick because I was taken out of the cot and I can remember the horses had black plumes, and there was a hearse and my father had a black hard hat. Neighbours were there, I can remember that. I can’t remember relations but I remember my father had a black armband and a black tie, and all the blinds were pulled on the road. The men walked off behind the hearse, only the men.

‘I never realised she was dead. I remember being told that she was coming back, which was terrible but I suppose it was done to shut me up; I was told she was coming back. I’m still waiting.’


A hand.

Her hand,

Winding a handle and putting a needle in place.

Only a hand.

I can not recall a body or face.

Later, I knew that the handle was part of a gramophone.

Newly arrived

And she still alive.

Later still,

When lonely and blue

I handled that handle,

Remembering she had handled it too.fn7





fn1 Ita: ‘He didn’t go home until she died. She wasn’t dead when I was born – I think I can claim that – but I have a very vague memory of my father going off with a suitcase, a small suitcase, and being told that my grandmother was either dying or dead. I was very small at the time. That’s my only memory of her; I never met her.’

fn2 The father of Maeve Brennan, author of The Springs of Affection, The Rose Garden, The Long-Winded Lady and The Visitor.

fn3 From Allegiance (1950) by Robert Brennan.

fn4 Gaelic Athletic Association. Jim Bolger reported on gaelic football and hurling.

fn5 From You Must Remember This: An Oral History of Manhattan from the 1890s to World War II by Jeff Kisseloff: ‘All of this later helped me in the army, because I learned how to get dressed putting on my socks and shoes fast on the cold floor. Congoleum, which I learned later was not a bad word for floor covering, to me was one of the worst words for poor people. If you had congoleum floors, that was terrible . . . To this day I don’t like to walk barefoot except on my own rug at home’ (Lee Silver).

fn6 China (from ‘Delft’).

fn7 By Ita Doyle.


Chapter Two – Rory

‘MY FIRST MEMORY is of the stone floor. Stone slabs. And I remember soldiers marching past the house, on the cobblestones, through Terenure, on the way back down, I presume, to the barracks in Rathmines. Soldiers marching, with their leggings and boots, and dragging cannon, guns with mules, and the noise and the screeching and the roars of the men. I can remember that; it was quite a thing. And another memory is of my Grandfather Mullally eating griddle cake in our house in Terenure, and drinking his tea out of a saucer.’

He was born in the Rotunda, the maternity hospital on Parnell Square, just north of Dublin’s centre, on the 8th of December, 1923. ‘My mother was very upset shortly after I was born. The midwife and nurses came down to find out what was wrong with her and she said, “Nobody brought me any whiskey.” Now, my mother was a non-drinker but she had this notion in her head, listening to all the women talking, that when somebody’s child was born they brought her in a glass of whiskey. So she was waiting for the glass of whiskey and it never came and that, naturally, upset her. Being deprived.’

He was a big baby; he weighed 15 pounds. And he was called Roderick Timothy. ‘My mother could arrange everything and she had decided that I was going to be a girl and she was going to call me Bridget, after her mother. And when I was born and I was a boy she got a bit of a shock and she had no name for me. The usual thing then was to have three days before your christening, so my Aunt Bridge and my father arrived in a cab to bring me off to the Pro-Cathedral, and my father said to my mother, “What are we going to call him?” She said, “I don’t know. Call him what you like. Call him Patrick, after your father.” So he says, “That’s alright,” a quiet man. So on the way up O’Connell Street, clip-clopping in the cab, my Aunt Bridge said, “You’re not going to name the child Patrick after that impudent oul’ get”; she said to my father, about his father. And he said, “What are we going to call him?” So, they had a general argument, and then one of them realised it was the first anniversary of the execution of Rory O’Connor,fn1 so I was named Roderick, after Roderick, or Rory, O’Connor, and Timothy, after my father. And that was it.’ From then on, he was called Rory, although his birth cert records just his surname and the fact that he was male. He was the first of nine children. After him came Breda (1924), Aileen (1926), Nancy (1929), Jackie (1931), Patsy (1934), Rosaleen (1937), her twin, Frederick, who died a few days after the birth, and Angela (1943).

His father was Timothy (Tim) Doyle. He was born in 1893.fn2 One of eleven children, he grew up in a cottage in Templeogue, a village in south County Dublin, in an area known as the Strand, along a stretch of the Dodder River.fn3 Tim’s father, Pat Doyle, was a farm worker and ‘was known as a good ploughman’. His father, Tim’s grandfather, was a blacksmith; he ran Doyle’s forge, in Firhouse. Tim’s mother, Helena Thornton, was born in 1852.fn4 Her mother came from Galway. Helena was fostered to Mrs Bridget (Biddie) Conlon, a shopkeeper and small farmer, in Balrothery, near Tallaght, and this was where she eventually met Pat, Tim’s father.

When he was born, Tim was thirty He drove the Dublin–Blessington steam tram, from Terenure to Poulaphouca, in Wicklow. The Dublin–Blessington line was closed in 1932, and after that Tim had various jobs, usually in running and maintaining boilers. He eventually became a general factotum at Baldonnell Aerodrome, and worked there until he retired in the late 50s.

He was a member of the IRA until 1922, with his brother, Johnny, in a company based around Rathfarnham. He was involved in the burning down of the Custom House in May 1921. ‘My father was one of the men detailed to go down to the cellars, armed with pick-axes to stave in the barrels of lovely whiskey and brandy maturing down there. He was picked because he didn’t drink. They then lit wood and paper torches and threw them into the sea of alcohol and got up the stairs as quick as they could. When they got outside the Custom House, the British troops had arrived and my father told me that he ran down the quays faster than any Olympic runner, with bullets hopping around him.’ Five men were killed and seventy captured that day, so the raid was considered by many to have been a tactical disaster, but ‘my father got a medal for burning down the Custom House and they had, in fact, broken the back of the British establishment in Ireland. All their records were gone and they couldn’t conduct the civil administration of the country. The Dublin Trades Council was delighted; all their members were employed in the rebuilding. Many businessmen and strong farmers were very pleased and forgot to pay their taxes. They were outraged when, several years later, the tax inspectors of the new Free State government sent them bills of arrears. The British were gone but the tax inspectors were Irish and transferred to the new administration with their memories intact.’

There was a British Army aerodrome in Tallaght, where the Urney chocolate factory was later built, and, if his tram was empty and other conditions were favourable, Rory’s father would climb on to the roof of the tram: ‘He had a big long rod and every now and again, when no one was looking, he would pull down the telegraph wire and cause considerable annoyance. He was a very observant man. If anything moved, he’d know what was happening. He was a one-man intelligence unit between Terenure and Tallaght.’ He stopped fighting at the start of the Civil War. ‘He couldn’t face up to fighting the men he’d been with; he just couldn’t do it.’ Later, he joined up when DeValera founded Fianna Fáil in 1926, ‘but he was still close to the Republican fellows who were causing the trouble’. Some of his old comrades were executed, first by the new Free State Government, later by De Valera’s Government. He had contact with Gerry Boland, a minister in De Valera’s government – Boland had been a carpenter in Crooksling Sanatorium, on Tim’s tram-route – and he was able to trace the whereabouts of arrested men and then inform their families. ‘I remember a woman coming to our door, to my mother, and she said, “Will you tell your husband thanks very much to Mr Boland. They took Tommy the other night and I know where he is now. He’s down in the Curraghfn5 and I know he’s alive.”’

His mother was Catherine (Katie) Mullally. She was born in January 1900, in Tallaght, a village seven miles south-west of Dublin city. She was one of ten children. Her father was a coal merchant. Earlier, he and his brother had been hauliers for the numerous paper mills along the Dodder River. He knows little about the family’s origins. The 1901 Census lists the Mullallys as resident in Tallaght, but he doesn’t know if they came from there or if they were ‘outlanders, or runners into the district’. There was a suggestion – ‘remarks passed, but nothing positive’ – that the whole family came from Kill, in County Kildare. ‘My grandfather spoke with a different accent to the locals. He called a door a “duer”, and the floor was the “fluer”.’ Katie’s mother’s name was Whitty, and her mother, still alive in 1901, gave her place of birth as County Wicklow. He doesn’t know where Katie’s mother was born: ‘Nobody asked the question.’ Although Katie was one of the younger children, ‘she ended being the dominant organiser of the family and she organised my grandfather’s coal business and that sort of thing, and did a good job. If anybody in the family was in trouble or wanted a hand-out, they came to Katie, and she obliged.’

He doesn’t know how his parents met, but Tim’s tram went right past Katie’s house; ‘he passed up and down through Tallaght every day.’ They were married in 1922. It was a quiet wedding. Tim’s brother, Johnny, had recently died. Another of his brothers, Christy, had joined the new Free State Army. ‘Like many another Irishman, he needed a job. Christy was a little man. A nice softly spoken man. But he was the toughest character. They called him Christy the Grocer – I don’t know why. He joined the British Army, the Connaught Rangers, and he served in Mesopotamia and Salonika. As a matter of fact, he was a first-class sniper. He told me once, he sat up in a tree, just outside Salonika, watching for a Turkish sniper. He told me, “I got him.” When he came home on furlough, my grandmother made him hide my father’s and my Uncle Johnny’s guns under his bed and, once, when the house was being raided by the RICfn6 and the British Army, Christy gave them a tongue lashing – “Can a soldier not have a bit of rest without you bastards tormenting me?” – and they left the house unsearched. He then joined the Free State Army when it was first organised, and was involved in the artillery bombardment of the Four Courts,’ which led to Rory O’Connor’s arrest and eventual execution – and to Rory’s name a year later. ‘At the same time, his brother, Johnny, was about to suffer critical and fatal wounds in Moran’s Hotel, just across the city, fighting with the anti-Treaty forces.’ So, it was a very quiet wedding. The wedding breakfast was at Katie’s sister, Bridge’s house, the gate lodge of Rose Hall, in Templeogue.

His first home was a housefn7 in Tallaght, close to the water pump at the top of the town. ‘My grandfather took that house and put half his family into it.’ The first year of his life was spent there. But the first home he remembers was a whitewashed cottage, no longer standing,fn8 on Terenure Road North, where the entrance to The Star newspaper offices is today. The landlord was Mr Nolan, the local coal merchant, who lived in a large house further up the road. He doesn’t remember much about the house. ‘My only real memory is of one large room.’ It was the kitchen/living-room. He remembers the stone floor but ‘I can’t remember the furniture in the room. The furniture was very basic in those days. People just didn’t have the money to buy furniture.’ He remembers the stairs: ‘I can still see these stone stairs.’ And he knows that the bedroom he shared with his sister Breda was right over the next-door neighbour’s house. The neighbour was Mr Mannering, old Har (Harry) Mannering, a taxi driver, and ‘you could hear him snorting and shuffling down below’. Of the bedroom, he remembers ‘just a big bed, with two of us in it’. He remembers pouring the contents of a jar of Virol over Breda. Virol was ‘a thing like a softish toffee, a food for building kids up. For some reason or another we were in the bed and we had the Virol and I poured it over Breda’s head. That caused a bit of consternation.’

There was a small yard at the back of the house, with the toilet, a dry closet – a bucket and seat. ‘Dry closets – we thought they were wet but they weren’t.’ There was no bathroom in the house. ‘There was a kind of zinc bath that was taken down to wash the kids. When we got older, there was a stand and a basin on top of it. And that was it. As you got older, you went off to a more private place and wash-stand, to wash yourself down. But that was later. Washing was easily done – you licked your finger and then rubbed your face.’

There was no gramophone in the house but there was music. He remembers his mother singing ‘The Faithful Sailor Boy’. And his father sang. I dream as the hammer strikes the anvil, and I dream as the sparks fly on the floor, and my bright-eyed turtle dove, she the only girl I loved, as I stood outside the good old smithy door. ‘My father had a stock of music hall songs – And they pointed to the spot, in the graveyard’s gentle plot, where my Mary sleeps in sunny Tennessee. And one of his favourites was [sings] Jim O’Shea was castaway upon an Indian isle, The neighbours there they liked his style, they liked his Irish smile, They made him lord and master and general of them all, And called him Nabob Mumbo Jumbo Ginigo Jay O’Shea. Across the sea came Rose McGee to wed her Nabob pal, In emerald gems he decked her arms and when he kissed her hand, He took her to his hareem where he had wives galore. She started shedding a tear, He said you have no fear, I’m keeping these wives for ornament, my dear. So she had rings on her fingers and bells on her toes, Elephants to ride upon and shamrock Irish-grown, Come all the way from Ireland on each Saint Patrick’s Day, To Mrs Nabob Mumbo Jumbo Ginigo Jay O’Shea. And he played the melodeon. He played all the old dance music and he was very popular, any party on.’

He remembers the Centenary of Catholic Emancipation, in 1929. ‘The bunting and yellow and white papal flags all over the place, and that kind of a general air of excitement. And the badge. There were two kinds, two levels of badge. There was a bronze-coloured one, the cheaper one, and then one with enamel. And it had a broken bell with Saoirse Eireannfn9 on it.’

He remembers his Uncle Jem, his mother’s brother, Jem Mullally, visiting the house. ‘He worked in Boland’s bakery and he’d arrive now and again with a little sack of bread. And my memory is that there was always a caraway seed cake in that load of bread. The caraway seeds had a special taste.’ He remembers eating bread and jam and eating Post Toasties for breakfast. ‘They were an American cereal thing, in a packet, like the kids eat now’ He got the Tiger Tim comic every week.

He travelled on his father’s steam tram to Tallaght, to visit his grandfather, his mother’s father, Johnny Mullally. ‘He was a big man with a hat, in the back yard, in the hay shed. I remember him pushing us into the hay and breaking his heart laughing. He had no teeth. He’d be laughing, a big man, and he’d take delight in knocking us down into the hay, and us getting back up again. That’s my vague memory of him.’ And he went further on his father’s tram, with his mother and Breda and, later, sisters Aileen and Nancy, all the way to the terminus at Poulaphouca. They’d have a picnic there. ‘There was a lady there who ran a tea rooms. We called her Aunty Pinchie. The place is still there but, I daresay, she’s not. But that was the highlight, the tea rooms.’

His first school was the Presentation Convent, on Terenure Road West. He doesn’t remember his first day and he doesn’t remember the teachers. ‘Just people walking in and out and green paint on the walls and drawings, on brown copybook covers, on the walls of the classroom.’

[image: image-missing]

There are stories that he associates with that house in Terenure. He heard them years later, from his mother. ‘When I’d go to visit her, she’d start talking, and I learnt more in those hours than I did when I was living there. But she told me about how I’d come home and tell her about this bold boy and he was frightening the sheep and annoying the men and it was terrible. So, she said, “One day, I don’t know what put it into my head to go up and meet you coming from school. And there I saw you with your coat over your head and you making flapping noises and the sheep scattered all over Terenure.” Of course, there was little or no traffic then, you know, the odd electric tram. The sheep were all over the street and the drovers were using bad language and calling me all sorts of names. But I was the culprit and she found me out.’ And there was the story about his mother looking for turf. ‘There was a coal strike. You absolutely depended on coal, for heating, cooking, and there was no coal available. Now, I don’t know why my grandfather in Tallaght, who was a coal merchant, couldn’t get coal, and the landlord was a coal merchant, so it must have been a general shortage of coal. And she said she’d have to get turf, and she knew there was a turf accountant up the street and she didn’t know what a turf accountant was, nothing about betting or bookies. She thought a turf accountant was some kind of a country turf merchant. So she went in and asked for a sack of turf, and cost, to great merriment among the locals who knew my father.’ His father loved horses and greyhounds. ‘He was an expert, a very shrewd operator. Small bets, and that was how he got into trouble over the Grand National. In 1929 it was, I think. My mother saw the name of the horse, Tipperary Tim, and because my father’s name was Tim she decided to go wild and she bet a shilling, and she gave it to my father and told him to put it on Tipperary Tim. Now, he knew all about horses and he knew that Tipperary Tim, at 100–1, wouldn’t be there. So he put it on another horse; he knew better. And the only horse that finished the Grand National that year was Tipperary Tim, at 100–1. And my mother was waiting for the five pounds. When my mother lamented her lamentations were loud. She called my father all the names.’

There is one more Terenure memory. He remembers dismantling, ‘very expertly, the alarm clock. Now, alarm clocks were a luxury item in those days. An awful lot of people depended on the neighbours to be banging on the window or the door, so you were high up on the ladder with an alarm clock of your own. My father had to be up to go to work, and there was a bit of noise generated when it was found dismantled, so all I said was, I was mending it. All around me, I can still see the bits and pieces; I think I did it with a knife – I was able to undo all the screws.’

In 1929, his Grandfather Mullally died. ‘I remember his funeral. That was high drama. My older cousins were distraught. They made more noise, hullabalooing and screeching for my grandfather who had looked after them and they were very fond of.’ The Doyles moved from their house in Terenure to Tallaght, so that his mother could run the family coal business. ‘We were a self-contained family in Terenure. There was only my mother, my father, myself and my sisters. When we moved to the house in Tallaght there was the six of us, and more to come, and Aunt Lil, and Uncle Bob, and my cousins, the two Kellys, Jack and Hugh, and, eventually, four more cousins, the Poyntons. I don’t know where we all slept. I do know that only a couple of years ago I started laughing; I was in the bedroom here, and I suddenly realised that this was the first time I could point at the bed and say, “That’s my bed.”’



fn1 Rory O’Connor (1883–1922): born in Dublin; wounded in the 1916 Rising; interned; IRA Director of Engineering, 1919–21; rejected the Treaty, 1921; took a leading part in establishing an anti-Treaty Republican garrison at the Four Courts, April 1922; surrendered, June 1922; executed, December the 8th, 1922.

fn2 Rory’s brother, Paddy (Patsy), maintains that their father was born in 1892. He remembers their father telling him, ‘De Valera was born in 1882 and I was born in 1892’.

fn3 The cottage was behind what is today Cheeverstown Convalescent Home.

fn4 She died in 1952.

fn5 Army barracks and prison camp.

fn6 Royal Irish Constabulary.

fn7 Today, the house is the Tallaght Credit Union.

fn8 The cottage was a few hundred yards from Ita’s home in Brighton Gardens.

fn9 Freedom of Ireland.


Chapter Three – Ita

‘THERE WAS A lady at the corner of the street, a widow, and, now and again, she’d go mad and she’d throw statues, always religious statues, out through the window and they’d land at the path opposite and smash, and nobody paid any heed to this. She’d come out the next day and everyone would say “Good morning,” or “Good evening,” and nobody would say, “What happened to you that you threw the statues out?”’

She loved the street. ‘I don’t think the winter kept me in. We just wrapped up and went out; the weather meant nothing to us.’ Her great friends were Doris and Marie Sullivan, who lived next door, in No. 26, and her best friend was Noeleen Hingerty, who lived opposite, in No. 4. There were other children from up and down the street, the Kerrigans and the Fays and the Murphys. They all grew up together. They played with wooden hoops, and sticks. They could beat the hoops up and down the street with no traffic to get in their way, only the odd milk float or coal cart. And there was hopscotch. ‘We drew what we used to call a piggy bed on the path and made numbers in the boxes. Then you had a piggy. It was usually a stone but we devised a thing; you put a stone in a shoe polish tin and it slid better. And I can remember once, there was a girl who lived in the street parallel to us, Oaklands Terrace, and she was forever whining. And my brother, Joe – who, I must admit, was a bit of a brat – he took the stone from her, and she set off away, “Joe Bolger took my piggy! He took my little piggy!” She ran home screaming, so somebody ran after her with the piggy because we didn’t want to get into trouble. And, of course, we had skipping ropes which we could stretch right across the street. Some could barely jump but others had dazzling performances. I was a good skipper.’
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The milkman came around on a horse-drawn float. ‘In those days you got your milk into a jug. You’d bring out your jug or he’d come in and fill it, whatever it was, a pint, two pints, and he’d always put in an extra bit which was known as the tilly,fn1 and sometimes the tilly varied. But the churns were beautifully polished – everything was beautifully polished, absolutely spotless.

‘And then there was the coalman, Mr Nolan.fn2 The Nolans lived in Terenure. Quite a big house they had, beside the police barracks. They actually had a ballroom in their house and we used to go up there for dancing lessons; Lillie Comerford was the dancing teacher.’ The Tontine Society also met in the ballroom, every Sunday morning. ‘The Tontine was, really, to bury people. You’d see men going in there every Sunday and paying into the Tontine, and then, when anyone died – people didn’t have spare cash and it was very important to have money to bury people and it would be a matter of pride to bury them properly. So, it was its own form of insurance.

‘Mr Nolan was a great big man and he was black, black and he always had a sack around his shoulders, and I don’t know why or what it was there to preserve, because underneath it was black too. Our house had no back entrance, so he used to carry the coal right through the house and on the coal day they used to put newspaper for him to step on. I don’t know what it cost; they’d pay him there and then. The milkman would be paid once a week.’

She remembers the neighbours with great affection. ‘Such a mixture of people, all types, all religions and, I suppose, all social classes. There were two Garda sergeants, one right opposite, and one beside us, Mr Sullivan. There were Church of Ireland people, the Wilkinsons, on the other side of us, in No. 24, and every Sunday morning their window was open wide and hymns came soaring out. They had a loganberry which used to grow beside the wall and Mr Wilkinson used to put a branch over the wall, for us to take the berries, but sometimes his wife would come out and take it back. She was a very nice lady but she obviously didn’t want to share the loganberries. Mr Wilkinson’s sister was married to a man whose parents lived opposite, and they were Presbyterians. Carmichael was their name, and then further down the road there was the Holmes family and Mrs Holmes was Mr Wilkinson’s sister as well, and they were Church of Ireland. He was in Guinness. And then there was a Jewish couple past him, a Mr and Mrs Matofsky, and they had some kind of a furniture factory. And two doors from them there was another Jewish family, Mr and Mrs Morris, and then back down the road, Mrs Morris’s sister lived and she was Mrs Silverman.’ The vegetable man called once to the Silvermans and young Sammy Silverman was sent out to get the vegetables and fruit, including a pound of plums. ‘So the vegetable man weighed the plums and he gave them to Sammy and Sammy went in, and Mrs Silverman weighed them and they were light-weight, and she ran after the vegetable man and she told him that she’d weighed them and they were light-weight, and he just kept going and he shouted back, “Weigh Sammy.” Mrs Silverman used to seek refuge in Mrs Morris, her sister’s house, and I don’t know whether Mr Silverman went and got violent, or whether he just went peculiar, but they always said that it was the full moon that affected him. It could have been anything, but the moon was blamed. He came down to Mrs Morris’s house, shouting that he wanted his wife back. She always went back but, whether there was violence in it or not, I never did know. He always seemed an exceptionally quiet man to me.

‘There were a mother and daughter who lived down the road. They were lovely people and they were always beautifully dressed and they always appeared to have plenty of money, and there was an elegance about them. But they just disappeared overnight. Nobody knew why, and then it was discovered that they owed rent. They owed everybody, and where they went, nobody knew. They just disappeared.

‘And there was a lady opposite called Miss McGuirk and she had a maid, and the maid was in full regalia, and a cap with lace. Mary – I never knew her surname – was the “little maid”. Maids were often referred to as “little maids”, even when they were quite hefty lassies. Mary was small and thin. Miss McGuirk was a really nice woman, a gentle lady. Ladies did not keep lodgers; ladies had “friends”, who visited for a few days, a week, or longer. Hence the need for Mary to help out. Then Mary decided that she was going to Australia, to live with relatives who were already settled there, and Miss McGuirk decided to give a little tea party, to say goodbye to Mary. Tea parties were invariably “little”. Myself and my sister were invited. We enjoyed our tea, and handed over some small gifts and Mary told us about her proposed journey. She was very young, she was only fifteen or sixteen, and she told us that it would take her six months to get there – she was going by boat, to England and then on to Australia. And then, when Mary went, no new maid appeared.’ After Mary’s departure, there were no more lodgers. ‘But what I didn’t know was that when Miss McGuirk died, she actually died from malnutrition.

‘There was another couple, just the husband and wife, the Dees. They were very nice. He worked in a shop on Camden Street called Gorevan’s. It was a fine big shop and he was in the shoe department and Joe always referred to him as “the Head of the Boots”.

‘Joe had a satirical streak in him; there were always remarks. I always referred to him as a brat, although I got on very well with him. But he was kind of wild. He was very much the favourite. He went everywhere with my father. The funny thing is, while myself and Máire felt this, we kind of accepted it: Joe was the pet, and that was it. Anything that Daddy was going to, Joe went with him; they’d go to football matches together. But he had lots of his own friends. He wouldn’t have played in our group, except for the odd time to torment us. There was a group of boys he used to play with and I remember once they got up a soccer team and they called themselves Oakland Rovers. And my father, being such a staunch GAA man, I think he’d have dropped dead on the spot if he’d known that his son was playing soccer. But they managed to get jerseys – how Joe managed it, money-wise, I don’t know. They were green with a yellow stripe, and Joe’s jersey was hidden under his mattress and my father never found out. Now, where they played I don’t know, except that it was only on the street. One of them was Tom Hingerty, my friend Noeleen’s brother. In those days boys wore short trousers until they were in their teens and even late teens. And, for some reason, Tommy Hingerty had the nickname “Pot” Hingerty – I don’t know why. But they had a back door leading into the garden and when Pot Hingerty got his long trousers somebody drew a saucepan on the door with the long trousers coming out of it.
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‘My sister Máire was very quiet. She was very studious; she played on the road to a certain degree but not to the extent that I played. She was more sedate and always very quiet, and her head in books from a very early age.’

After their mother’s death, the children were looked after by a housekeeper, Miss Dunne. ‘She arrived very soon after my mother died. I thought at the
































OPS/images/img003.jpg





OPS/images/img004.jpg





OPS/images/img005.jpg





OPS/images/img006.jpg





OPS/images/img001.jpg





OPS/images/img002.jpg





OPS/images/cover.jpg
RANDOM HOUSE @BOOKS

Rory & Ita

Roddy Doyle






OPS/images/logo.jpg
VINTAGE BOOKS
London





