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I wish to see
the Poorhouse looked to with dread by our labouring classes and the
reproach for being an inmate of it extend downward from father to
son. Let the poor see and feel that their parish, although it will
not allow them to perish through absolute want is yet the hardest
taskmaster, the closest pay-master and the most harsh, unkind
friend they can apply to. George Nicholls (1822)


Part One

Emigration

The day his
brother, Eamon, told him he was emigrating to America, Jake thought
his whole world had collapsed, for he idolised his big
brother.

That day they
were working in one of the long potato fields that ran down almost
to the banks of the River Foyle, a quarter mile wide, brackish,
fast flowing river that wound its way through Derry to Lough Foyle
and onto the Atlantic Ocean. It was a dull end of September day in
Derry 1871 and Jake and his brother were gathering potatoes behind
their father who was driving old Tom, a brown and white horse up
the muddy field. The sharp edge of the plough tore into the rich
soil with a slushing sound spewing the white clay spotted potatoes
to the top. It was back breaking work but the brothers were well
used to it. Jake, though only ten years old was tall for his age.
His brother was well built and a head and a half taller. Both
brothers had thick, brown curly hair, short stubby noses and dark
brown eyes. Clusters of freckles, evidence of that beautiful
summer, covered Jake's red face.

"Emigratin',"
Jake exclaimed almost stopping.

His brother
frowned and nodded to his father who had his back to them, silently
telling Jake to keep his voice down.

"But why?" whispered
Jake.

Eamon shrugged.
"There’s a whole lot of reasons, Jake. I've made up me
mind."

Jake's heart
pounded against his ribs. Was it true? Was his brother really
emigrating? He looked at his father's back as he whispered, "What
about Ann?" He hoped she was against it. Ann was Eamon's wife and
they were expecting their first baby.

"Ann will go
where I go," answered Eamon, wiping sweat from his mud-caked brow.
He looked at his father's back again. "Jake," he whispered. "Don't
say anythin' to the oul fella or me Ma. I'm fer tellin' them the
night."

It was true
then, thought Jake unable to stop a tear running down his
face.

Realising his
young brother was upset Eamon whispered,

"Jake look I... I have to
go. I..."

"Will you two
stop yappin' back there," growled Da, turning. "We need to get this
crop gathered in by the morra. McConnell's expectin' the spuds
bagged and stacked ready fer market by the end of the
week."

Charles
McConnell owned the field they were harvesting and several other
fields nearby. He also owned the cottage Jake and his family lived
in.

The Miller
family consisted of Patrick the father, a tall thin man with
greying brown hair and a haggard face; Mary, his wife a tiny
slender woman with dark hair and eyes to match. Eamon's wife, who
lived with them was a pleasant round-faced girl with fair hair and
blue eyes. Mr. Miller with his two sons worked six days a week for
the farmer. In return the Millers were paid one pound per week and
free rent of the cottage. Once Jake's father had asked McConnell
for an increase in wage but McConnell a gruff, burly man told him
that the right to live in the cottage could be deducted from their
wages. Jake's father had never again asked for an
increase.

"Sorry Da," said
Eamon.

As they worked
their way up the field Eamon thought about Ann and their decision
to emigrate. She had argued at first saying that his father
couldn't work the fields on his own. Besides his mother would miss
them. Jake would miss them. How could they cope? "Don't ye think I
know all that Ann," he had cried. "But we have to think about our
lives now with the wain comin’. We can't live me Ma and Da's lives.
Ah, Look Ann we'll do all right in America. I know we will. I know
it. Sure when we get settled we can send fer them. I know Da will
be against us goin' but he'll see reason".

By the end of
the week Ann was as convinced as he was that they should
emigrate.

The following
week they had walked into Derry and booked their passage. Now they
had to tell Eamon's parents.

****

While they
worked the rest of the day in the big field Jake could hardly think
of anything else. His brother was emigrating and for the first time
in his young life he dreaded going back to the cottage.

As they walked
down the long fuchsia-hedged lane to the cottage that lay in the
lea of a low hill, Jake listened to his father and
brother.

"We should have
all the spuds well in by four o' clock the morra," said
Eamon.

"Aye and in
good time too," said his father studying the sky. "The rain'll be
here soon. God the nights are fallin' fast aren't they? Winter's
just around the corner. I can feel it in my bones
already."

"How's yer back the day
Da?" asked Eamon.

His father took
a few seconds before answering. "Gran’... gran’."

Jake knew Da's
back was far from grand. He'd listened to his moans of pain the
night before after Eamon and Ann had gone out. Every evening, Ma
massaged Da's back with a liniment she had concocted from flowers
and axle grease scraped from the hub of a broken cart wheel that
lay out in the back shed.

Changing the
subject Da said, "I'm famished. There's nothin' like good hard
sweat to work up an appetite, eh, son." He slapped Eamon on the
back then pushed the rickety gate open.

Jake hesitated, watching
his brother open the lower half of the front door and go inside. He
sighed. He was dreading dinner.

****

When he entered
the cottage, he saw Eamon kiss Ann and smile. He feared that there
wouldn’t be any smiles before this night was out. Ma was already
dishing out stew into wooden bowls. The oak table where they sat
had been in the cottage when their parents had moved in. The top
surface was scrubbed smooth though one of the legs was short and
rotted; a flat rock was wedged underneath the leg to keep the table
level.

Around the
table sat four stools and a jug of cold spring well water sat in
the centre. Wooden spoons, one cup, two mugs and a crockery jar
were the only other dishes.Jake's usually ate sitting on a
straw-filled cushion by the fire and as he carried his bowl of stew
to the fireplace he saw Eamon give Ann a look. Ann smiled at Jake
as he passed but he noticed her eyes hadn't the bright happiness in
them they'd had that Sunday when she told them she was
pregnant.

Dinner was
almost over before Ma noticed that Jake had hardly touched his
food. "Jake, son, what's the matter? Aren't ye feelin' well? It's
most unusual for you not to be finished long before everyone else!
You love your food so."

"Aye, Ma," said
Jake. "I'm all right." He glanced at Eamon.

"Don't waste yer food,
son," said Da. "There are some who'd nearly kill ye fer what's in
that bowl."

Jake frowned. "What do ye
mean, Da?"

"The Workhouse,
that's what I mean. There are many livin' in there who are
half-starved and half dead who'd give anythin' fer a good bowl of
stew."

The Workhouse.
It was the first time he'd heard the word. "Is that a house were
they work, Da?"

His father
looked at Ma and laughed. She smiled. All of a sudden, Da grew
serious. "Naw, son not where they work, well they do. Ach, it's a
terrible place where unfortunates end up that have nowhere to live
or food to eat. Count yersel lucky ye've a hard workin' family
around ye and enough food to eat."

Jake looked at
Eamon then back at his father. "Da," he asked. "Do you think we'll
end up in the Workhouse?"

"Not likely, son. We're
lucky enough to have a roof over our heads..."

"Lucky!"
exclaimed Eamon. "How's that, Da? We're only allowed to live in
this cottage because McConnell owns us..."

"Owns us!" exclaimed Da,
his face darkening with anger. "No one owns a Miller. Remember
that, boy. No one!"

"McConnell owns
our home. We've nothin'... only the work," snapped
Eamon.

Jake's
heartbeat quickened. He could feel the tension building
already.

"Nothin'!" said Father,
raising his hand to indicate everyone. "We've each other haven't
we?"

Eamon gave Ann a look
again.

Jake saw Ma
frown. She had caught the look that had passed between
them.

"What is it,
Eamon?" she asked. Ma could always tell when there was something
wrong. Jake had heard Da once say she had the sixth
sense.

Eamon looked at Ann
again.

"It's...
it's... Philadelphia," he blurted out.

Now it was
their father who frowned. "Don't tell me yer goin' to start on
about America again. I thought all that talk was over and done
with."

"Ach, Da," said
Eamon rising. "Ye'd better know now. Ann and I have decided. We're
emigratin' to Philadelphia next week. We've already booked our
passage."

Jake's heart
pounded against his ribs like small explosions when Da suddenly
rose from the table. The stool he had been sitting on skittered
across the floor and hit the wall. "Philadelphia!" he shouted.
"That's all it is these days. If it was such a great place there'd
be no one left in Derry. They'd all be out there, in bloody,
Philadelphia..."

"Paddy," began
Mary.

"Da, don't ye
understand why Ann and me have to go?" said Eamon. "What's here fer
us? Look at you, me Ma, all of us. We work McConnell's farm six
days a week and what have we got to show fer it? Nothin'. Bloody
nothin'. McConnell owns us. Aye, Da he owns us. We're his slaves to
do with what he wants. We own nothin'. He only has to threaten us
with eviction and we do anythin' he wants. We own nothin'!" He
looked around the room. "We don't even own this... this hovel we
call a home."

"Eamon," exclaimed Ma.
"It's God's will we live this way."

"God's will," snapped
Eamon. "Ach, Ma catch yersel on."

Jake gasped. He
had never heard Eamon raise his voice to Ma or turn a word in her
mouth.

"Ma," said
Eamon lowering his voice. "It's God's will that me and Ann are
goin' to Philadelphia. In America we have a chance to better
oursel's. In Philadelphia there's opportunity, work- aye and plenty
of it- and good money fer them that are willin' to work hard to get
it. Philadelphia is-"

"Enough!"
roared Da, banging the table with his fist. The cup and a bowl
bounced to the floor. "I don't want to hear any more about
Philadelphia! No more! Do ye hear me?" He glared at
Eamon.

"Paddy, Eamon's
right," said Ann quietly. "Look at us. We barely have enough to
eat. I want my baby to have a better life than the one I've had so
far. I want my baby to have a better future. In America there's
more opportunity. There's a future fer Eamon and me." She paused
before adding, "There's hope at least."

Da frowned. "There's
always hope, girl," he muttered.

"Aye, well
there's no hope here," snapped Eamon. "No hope of anythin'
resemblin' a decent future..."

Jake gave a
start when his father banged the table again. "Tell us!" he
shouted. "What would yees do out there? What would yees do if- God
ferbid- anythin' were to happen to Ann?" He looked at Ann. "Ye'd be
among strangers, aye strangers." He turned to glare at Eamon. "Who
could yees turn to? Who could yees trust? No one. No one would give
a damn about yees. At least here yees have yer family, friends.
Think about that!"

"Look Da," said
Eamon quietly. "We'll be all right. Ach, Da, can't ye see why we
have to go? Ann will be havin' her wain soon. I don't want it
growin' up here..."

"What's wrong
with here?" shouted Da. "It was good enough fer ye
before."

"Aye," said
Eamon. "Maybe it was. But now I want somethin' better fer me and
Ann. I don't want to work here all my life just to exist. I don't
want to... to be... like you."

Da gaped at
him, a mixture of hurt and anger showing in his eyes.

"Da," explained Eamon,
"ye've worked here all yer life and what have ye to show fer
it?"

"YOU!" roared
Da. "I have you and Jake to show fer it." All of a sudden he sighed
and bent over the table, leaning his fists on it.

Jake studied
his father. All the energy seemed to have drained from his body. It
was the first time he realised, Da was getting old. He had never
thought about it before, but Da seemed suddenly to have
aged.

"I'll get some
turf in," said Ma, quietly rising to go to the fire for the
basket.

"I'll get it Ma," offered
Jake, wanting to get outside and away from the
quarrelling.

"No, son, it's
all right. I'll get it," said Ma smiling at him.

Everyone watched as she
went to the door.

****

Outside, Jake's
mother reached for a long piece of turf. She shook the dry dust
from it and then placed it in the basket. Before bending for
another piece she glanced in the window. As she did she listened to
the raised voices inside.

"So, it's
come," she whispered. She had noticed the change in Eamon ever
since Ann told them she was pregnant. She had noticed her son's
restlessness. "They're goin' away," she choked as the tears rolled
down her face. But suddenly she wiped at her eyes with the back of
her hand. It wouldn't do to let them see she was crying.

As she bent for
another piece of turf, she thought about Paddy. He would argue and
shout but Eamon would never heed him. He was stubborn like his
father, and strong. Paddy had been strong once and full of life.
She had loved him the first time she had seen him. She remembered
the time he had thrashed her two brothers who had objected to him
calling on her. Her father too had opposed their marriage. She'd
been glad to get away from her family. Her life there had been one
of drudgery until Paddy came one night for her, breaking down the
front door and taking her away. She hadn't always been happy with
Paddy. It was a hard life. She had had three miscarriages before
Jake had been born. "Jake," she whispered. "He'll be lonely. I'll
be lonely..." and suddenly she was crying again.

****

"Ye'll break yer mother's
heart if ye emigrate. Ye know that don't ye?" whispered
Da.

At this Ann
began to cry.

Tears brimmed
Eamon's eyes as he said with a tremble in his voice, "Da don't ye
think I know that." His voice hardened. "But we're still goin'.
It's hard on us, hard on all of us, but we've made up our minds.
We're emigratin'. In America we'll have a decent life. We'll be
able to hold our heads high. Here, we're cowed down workin' our
guts out fer McConnell. He's the only one benefittin' from our
labour- not us. In America, every man is regarded as equal. We'll
all have an equal chance to become a success.''

“America!''
spat Da, as if the word was a sour gooseberry. ''Curse the place! I
hate the very sound of it. It's drainin' the very lifeblood from
Ireland with its false promises. It's...''

Just then, Ma
returned. Jake dived to help her with the basket and they carried
it to the fireplace. Ma placed a piece of turf on the fire, then,
dusting her hands on her dress, she went over to Ann. Softly she
said, "Don't be upsettin' yersel. Ye'll only disturb yer wain." She
patted her daughter-in-law's hand.

"Ach, Mary,"
said Da. "It's all this talk of emigratin'. Can't ye talk some
sense into them?"

Ma frowned as
she turned to look at him. "Paddy, ye can't blame them fer wantin'
somethin' better nor this," she said quietly. Turning back to Ann,
she said, "But I wish ye'd wait Ann, until yer wain is born. That
would be the sensible thing to do."

"They don't
want to do the sensible thing," snapped Da. "Fer God's sake Eamon
would ye lissen to sense - goin' to Philadelphia. Yees mightn't
even reach the place. How many ships these past years have ye heard
of that have foundered on the way? Some of them sank before they
even left the mouth of the Foyle. Look what happened three years
ago to the McLaughlin family. Remember Johnny McLaughlin. We met
him in Derry once. Aye, him, his wife and their eight wains. They
set off to Baltimore or some god forsaken place like that. They all
drowned in the Atlantic. Their youngest wain was eight months old.
What a waste of life. The whole family gone. They had high hopes
fer the future, high hopes and a better life. Hah! They've no life
now."

"Well at least
they tried fer a better life," said Eamon, gesturing at Ann. "If
Ann and me stayed here now we'd always regret it. We'd have given
up. There'd be no life fer us. We'd be better off dead. Da, can't
ye see what I'm on about? What sort of life would our wain have
here in this place? It's overcrowded as it is..."

"We could make room,"
began Da. "We..."

Suddenly there
was a knock at the door. Jake hurried to answer it, glad that
whoever it was had come just in time to stop the row. He opened the
top half of the door, wincing with pain from the blister that had
burst in the centre of his hand earlier that day.

Four people
stood there. Jake recognised them. It was James Carlin, a tall
well-built man with fair hair, a bronzed face and a broken nose.
His wife Kathleen, a busty, handsome red-haired woman. Thomas Quinn
a curly red-haired slim man with a freckled face and his girlfriend
Bridget. She was reed thin with a sharp nose and her black hair was
cut short. James pushed gently past Jake when he opened the lower
half of the door. As he closed the door behind them Jake heard
James say, "We called round to give yees a good send off." He
handed Eamon a jug of poteen. "I couldn't let yees go off to
America without a drink inside yees now could I?" Rubbing his
hands, he went over to the fire. "How are ye Mr. Miller, Mrs.
Miller? God, but yees are lukkin' well. Life's been good to
yees."

Eamon's father
scowled but said nothing.

"Here, James,"
said Eamon. "Sit here. Kathleen sit over there by Ann. Bridget you
and Thomas will have to stand." He looked at Da. "There's not
enough seats to go around." He smiled at James. "I didn't think I'd
get to see any of yees before we went."

"Some hope of
that," said James. He nodded to the jug. "Are ye goin' to save
that? It could go bad before the night's over." He
laughed.

Jake liked
James. Once when he had visited after Eamon's wedding, he had given
Jake a penny. He still had it.

"Jake, would ye
hand me those mugs and that cup and jar," said Ma. "I'll give them
a wash out."

As Jake bent to
pick up one of the mugs he heard James say, "Well, Eamon it won't
be long now, eh."

"Aye, Eamon," said Thomas.
"How long is it now?"

Eamon glanced
at his father. "Five more days."

His father gave
a start.

"I didn't think
I'd get to see yees before..." Eamon began to say again.

"Did ye think
I'd let the best man at my weddin' go off to a strange land without
a fire in his belly?" exclaimed James smiling. "God, five days eh.
Five days and you and Ann will be off to start a new
life."

A few seconds
later Ma returned from the scullery with the washed
dishes.

Eamon passed around the
drink.

Jake wondered what poteen
tasted like.

"Eamon, how I
envy ye," said James after taking a sip. "Just think, in six weeks,
maybe less, ye'll be in America, the wonder of travel,
eh!"

"Aye, the
wonder of travel," muttered Da and Jake saw him gulp the poteen
down then reach and pour some more into his mug.

Ma frowned.

"Ye must be
lukkin' forward to it, Ann," said Kathleen.

Ann smiled.
"I've mixed feelin’s about it. I'm both scared and excited all at
the same time. I hope the journey isn't too rough though. I've been
gettin' sick a lot these past weeks."

"Ah, sure ye'll
be gran’," said Thomas. "I tell ye, I wish I was goin' with
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