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For my sister Deirdre



and my brothers John and Tony,



remembering the home in which we grew up,



the values it gave us and



the people who made us.
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Just Home and Love! the words are small



Four letters unto each;



And yet you will not find in all



The wide and gracious range of speech



Two more so tenderly complete …



from ‘Home and Love’ by Robert William Service
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TheRoots



     of Home










9





When I first happened on those gentle words,




my eyes lit up and my heart soared with delight. Robert



Service, who was born in England in 1874 and died in



France in 1958, had hit the nail on the head. He was



singing my song. This was a man who travelled widely.



He moved to Canada at the age of twenty-one and



worked at many different jobs, often menial and back-​



breaking, before becoming a full-time poet and writer.




Service was known as ‘The Bard of the Yukon’ and is



responsible for some well-known cowboy ballads, including



the epic tale ‘The Shooting of Dan McGrew’, which my



uncle recited from start to finish at Christmas parties when



I was growing up in Clondalkin, in the suburbs of Dublin.



Readers of my vintage will probably remember the story:







A bunch of the boys were whooping it up



.in the Malamute saloon;



The kid that handles the music-box was hitting



.a jag-time tune;



Back of the bar, in a solo game, sat Dangerous.



.Dan McGrew,



And watching his luck was his light-o’-love,



.the lady that’s known as Lou.







As it happens, the lady known as Lou was also involved



with a miner, who was not best pleased to realise that







‘





’
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she was two-timing him. He appeared in the saloon to



settle the score, ‘like a man with a foot in the grave and



scarcely the strength of a louse . . .’.



The miner might have appeared fragile but he was



bent on revenge, and Service recounts the action in ten



wonderful rhyming verses. As you can imagine, the



story did not end well, and they did not live happily



ever after. Shots were fired:







Pitched on his head, and pumped full of lead,



.was Dangerous Dan McGrew,



While the man from the creeks lay clutched



.to the breast of the lady that’s known as Lou.







How did that happen? I hear you ask. The miner



shot Dangerous Dan, but who shot the miner? Well,



according to Robert Service – and he heard the story



first hand, after all, in the bars of the Yukon during the



Gold Rush:







The woman that kissed him – and pinched his



poke – was the lady that’s known as Lou.







Robert Service wrote other swashbuckling poems



and stories, full of grime, blood and guts, yet he was



responsible for the beautiful lines with which I began



this foreword. They strike me as heartfelt and they
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encapsulate pretty well the essence of what I would like



to achieve in this book.



Home and love are as important today as they



obviously were when this poem was published more



than a hundred years ago. I’m three years further along



the road of life since my last book, What Matters, was



published. There have been good times and bad on that



road, and I firmly believe that what continues to make



life meaningful for me is a sense of home and of love. If



we have a solid foundation in those aspects of life, we



have the means to grow, to thrive, to be ambitious and



adventurous, to live our best life. Home is the launching



pad, and love the rocket fuel that sets us on our way.



Together, they make us ‘tenderly complete’ and give us



the confidence to go out into the world in the knowledge



that there are people who care, who want us to be happy



and successful, people on whom we can rely in difficult



times, a place to which we can return when life is hard.



In American author John Howard Payne’s words:







To thee I’ll return, overburdened with care;



The heart’s dearest solace will shine on me there.







I have a sense of home that has been fashioned by



more than sixty years of living in different circumstances



– growing up in the family home in Clondalkin; leaving



at twenty-one to live and work in France, exposed to
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gut-wrenching homesickness; getting married and buying



our first home; having a family; separating from my



husband and buying a home alone. I hope that my varied



experiences of home will permeate these pages as you



and I journey through moments in time, contemplating



life, how we live it, what makes it meaningful, happy,



sad and, above all, real and authentic.



Like most people, I took my home totally for granted



while I was growing up in a three-bed semi in Clondalkin,



which, in the fifties, was the last outpost of Dublin on the



west side surrounded by farms, fields and open spaces.





Big day at number 31 – when a professional photographer came



to the house, in 1962.
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I love this photo, taken in 1965, at the front door of 31 St Brigid’s



Road, Clondalkin. I was ten years old, had just finished 4th class,



and the long days of summer stretched out ahead.
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My children, who grew up in a centrally heated home,



laugh at the notion of my sister and I getting dressed



under the bedcovers on winter mornings because it was



so cold in the house before the fire was lit in the kitchen.



I don’t think my brothers pursued the same morning



habits. They were hardier creatures: our mother had to



threaten all sorts of punishments to get them to wear



hats and gloves on the coldest of days. Looking back



with the hindsight of adulthood, I realise my parents



struggled to pay bills, put food on the table and clothes



on our backs. There were few extras.



Another reminiscence that draws peals of laughter



from my four is the excitement we felt when six bottles



of lemonade were brought into the house for Christmas.



They were rationed over the whole of the Christmas period



and we would each be given a glass, not a tumbler, mind,



of lemonade every evening after tea when, as a family, we



would sit down to watch television. I looked forward to



that lemonade all day and would strive to make it last



the whole evening. It was flat as a pancake by the time I



emptied the glass but that was irrelevant. It was lemonade



and a real treat. How things had changed by the time I was



having my children. A two-litre bottle would disappear in



one sitting when they were in their childhood prime.



My aunt, uncle and three cousins lived next door to us



in Clondalkin. I loved when Auntie Eilish was minding



us because they had a gas cooker and I preferred the










taste of their toast. Uncle Tom drank coffee (from a jar!),



and on Saturday mornings, I would bring my Delph tea



set into their kitchen where he and I and my dolls would



drink morning coffee together. Posh or what!



We came home from school every day for dinner, and



I hated Mondays because the washing machine would



have pride of place in the middle of the kitchen floor.



The windows were steamed up by the sudsy water and



it was quite claustrophobic, but I think it was more



what we had for Monday’s dinner that coloured my



opinion of that day. It was invariably leftovers from





Holidays, with family and friends at Skerries.



 Mam and Dad are top left,



 and I’m squeezing John



around the waist,



bottom left.












Cousins together!



All family gatherings



were photo ops –



this one was taken



on a Sunday evening



in 1962 next door in



White’s sitting room.





Mam (left) and Aunt Eilish with their growing broods.



Mam always got great value with my haircuts (top left)!
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Sunday, plainly minced, no accoutrements other than



mashed potato. Dessert was usually prunes and custard,



my mother starting the week in a parentally responsible



way. No need for Sir Bob and the Rats to ask me why I



don’t like Mondays!



I loved Friday because we had egg and chips for



dinner, and any evening that Daddy was minding us we



had a boiled egg for tea. I’m not sure that his culinary



skills stretched much further but we didn’t care. We were



delighted with the egg and the bread cut into soldiers for



dunking. Easy living!







Studio shot. John’s trousers and my skirt were both made by Mam.



Check out my pudding bowl hairdo -​ also home made!










The next generation of family beach pics.



Rosslare Strand, 1995.
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Life was simple. We played tennis on the road using



the tarmac markings to delineate the court. There were



so few cars in Clondalkin in those days, that we could



have a whole set played without moving to the kerb to let



a car go past.



We went to Irish dancing classes and took the bus on



a Saturday to elocution classes, all organised at great



expense and inconvenience to give us poise, confidence,



a sense of self.



 It wasn’t all a bed of roses, though. Back then all



parents were strict, and disciplined each other’s children



when the need arose. Can you imagine that happening



today? I don’t think so. There were bullies who made



life difficult as we grew up. I remember taking a different



route around the village rather than pass certain people



who would name-call or pull off your hat. Seems pretty



harmless now compared to the awfulness of cyber-​



bullying, but it was horrible and humiliating, and to this



day, I have no time for anyone who undermines another



person, no matter what their age.



My upbringing at 31 Saint Brigid’s Road made me



the woman I am today. I was a shy child, hence the



elocution lessons. When I walked I turned my toes in.



Nothing like Irish dancing classes to rectify that! I was



anxious and lacked confidence in my abilities to the



extent that I would study for hours every day coming



up to … Leaving Cert, perhaps? Not a bit of it. When





The next generation of family beach pics.



Rosslare Strand, 1995.
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Christmas or summer tests were looming, it was not



unknown for me to put in six hours in my bedroom



after school revising and revising. ‘Nerd’ wasn’t a term



we were familiar with in the sixties and seventies. ‘Swot’



was the word – and, boy, did I fit the bill.



 The fact that I emerged eventually as a fairly together,



competent, energetic and fun-loving woman is in large



measure the result of home and love: the security of a



family home with its routines and rules coupled with the



discipline, opportunity and responsibility that defined



the love my parents had for their four children. I am



very grateful for my past. As Corrie ten Boom, the Dutch



woman who helped many Jews escape the Holocaust,



wrote, ‘Memories are the key not to the past, but to



the future.’



I am deeply grateful for the no-nonsense, no-frills



upbringing I had in my family home. I remember every



nook and cranny of the house, the garage and the garden.



Recently I had the pleasure of being shown around number



thirty-one by the couple who bought it after Mammy died.



It was my first time to cross the threshold in fifteen



years and I was delighted with the changes the young



family had made, extending, upgrading, breathing new



life into what was, from the time it was built in the early



fifties, a lively, busy, happy household. I was touched



that Aideen and Tony had decided not to change some



features of my former home, like the tiny built-in fridge
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that no longer works. I marvelled at the fact that it had



serviced a family of six! The two hall cupboards, one on



either side of the front door, are the same as they were



in my day, even down to the small circular plastic door



knobs. Mammy used to keep her photo albums in the



one on the left, and the phone was on a high shelf in the



other press.



That was where I spent hours in the evenings, perched



on a stool, shivering with the cold by times, deep in



conversation with friends with whom I had walked



home from school a few hours previously. Obviously the





Lucy, myself and Eva on our visit back at number 31, Christmas Eve, 2017.



The original fridge remains – kept as a memento – and it doesn’t go down



any further than the top of that couch!
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night-time chats were of a different calibre altogether!



The mottled glass-panelled hall door is still the same,



and that was probably what moved me the most. I



can see my mother and father opening that door wide,



their faces warm and smiling, welcoming visitors to our



home. There would have had to be a very good reason



for me or my siblings to knock on the front door. There



was a wicket gate in the garage door, through which we



hopped and made our way into the house. Them were



the rules!



The day when I revisited my family home as an adult



opened my eyes to the solid rock it had provided me on



which to grow, the launching pad it afforded me from



which to move off into the world. The visit imbued me



with a very real and deeply felt respect for my parents,



who worked hard to give me that home and that love,



interwoven to provide the basis for happy living. I



consider it a tribute to them as parents and homemakers



that I’m writing this book celebrating home and the



many ways it manifests itself in our lives.



I am aware, of course, that home and love are by



no means ‘tenderly complete’ for many people, a great



sadness and injustice in this country. We all know of



the hardship of some ten thousand people in Ireland



who are homeless. That up to three thousand children



will spend Christmas once again this year in temporary



accommodation is just plain wrong. As Mahatma Gandhi
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