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About the Book

Cry Salty Tears is the honest, heart-rending tale of a mother’s survival and eventual triumph over almost unbelievable domestic hardship. Not only did Dinah O’Dowd face the harsh and unforgiving elements of her, she also fought like a tigress against the shadows cast across four decades of her life by the dark central figure of her existence, her psychotically abusive husband.

Over the years Dinah suffered repeated physical assault and prolonged mental torture, yet successfully raised a family of six and nurtured the unique personality of a world superstar, her son Boy George. Finally she has reached equilibrium and Cry Salty Tears tells how, despite it all, this extraordinary woman has at last reclaimed her life.
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Dinah O’Dowd was born and raised in Dublin. In 1959, at the age of 19, she escaped the suffocating atmosphere of Ireland, leaving her first born behind. It was at a pub she worked at in Woolwich that she met her future husband, Gerry O’Dowd. Over the years Dinah suffered repeated physical assault and prolonged mental torture, yet successfully bore and raised six children, one of whom became a world superstar – Boy George. In 2001 Dinah and Gerry finally divorced, after 42 years together. Dinah now lives alone in South East London.



[image: images]



This book is dedicated to my wonderful children – Richard, Kevin, George, Gerald, David and Siobhan – for their love and devotion. I also dedicate it to all my beautiful grandchildren and, of course, my sisters Annie, Phyllis, Cathy, Marie and Teresa, and my brothers Frank and John.
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Foreword

By Boy George

When Mum first announced that she intended to write a book about her life, I must admit I really didn’t take her seriously. What could she possibly tell me that I didn’t already know? I have always had a very open and honest relationship with my mother and from the age of thirteen, maybe younger, I was fiercely protective of her and would plead with her to leave my father who was violent and disrespectful and did everything he could to crush her spirit.

As a bratty teenager, I am ashamed to say that I started to think of Mum as weak because I couldn’t understand why she stayed in such a destructive marriage. Once I grew up a bit I realised that Mum had stuck out the marriage for her kids and because she truly loved my father and believed in the sanctity of marriage. Dad was the one who went on about ‘family loyalty’ and blood being ‘thicker than water’, but he would also rage ‘do as I say not as I do’ and in the end it was that statement that rang most true.

The most shocking thing my father ever did was divorce mum forty three years too late after a secret relationship with a woman he went on to marry. No matter how bad my parents’ relationship was, I always believed they would stick it out till the final breath. I was angry with Dad because I had begged him to give Mum a divorce and I hoped in vain that they could one day become friends.

It’s always difficult to talk about Dad because he had some wonderful qualities and he could have been a great father and husband but his rage would always get the better of him and it was those close to him who suffered the most. Towards the end of his life he even became a bit ‘spiritual’ and was a qualified Reiki healer, but that didn’t stop him being verbally abusive to Mum. For almost ten years it was as if he was leading a double life and his new friends and new family were lucky enough to enjoy the charming, intelligent side of Gerald O’Dowd, which we so seldom saw.

Dad’s funeral was the final kick in the teeth for Mum (and for all of us) because she felt she was pushed to the side by Dad’s new wife and denied the right to properly say goodbye to the man she had dedidated her life to. If I ever needed conformation that my mother was the greatest woman on earth, it was during those difficult weeks after my father passed away. A year later, Mum arranged a private family ceremony at our local church where a plaque was laid in Dad’s memory. I was so moved and proud of Mum because I knew how hurt she was and once again had put her feelings to one side so that her children could say goodbye to their father.

Around that time I had a tearful conversation with Mum who was berating herself for sticking it out with Dad and in her words ‘messing up my kids lives’. It’s true, the O’Dowds put the ‘func’ in dysfunctional and we have had more than our fair share of tragedy, but these days we are closer as a family than we’ve ever been.

Even though this book was at times difficult to read, it was also difficult to put down. Growing up, I was always very aware of my mother’s suffering but there was clearly so much I didn’t know and this book brought me to tears almost from the first page. It was terribly painful to read about my father beating my mother while she was pregnant with me and to learn that his three sisters and my grandmother did not come to her rescue. And hard to understand why her own father sent her back to a man he knew was beating and abusing her. Back then a woman became a man’s property once he put a ring on her finger and so many women endured loveless marriages and years of abuse for the sake of their children.

All of us kids have added to Mum’s grief over the years and I may be the biggest culprit of all. But no matter where I am in my life, at the top or bottom of the pop charts, I will only ever be one of Mum’s six kids and I know we are all loved equally.

I was chuffed to learn that my dressing up was an inspiration and not just an embarrassment to Mum, because I remember her blocking the front door when I tried to leave the house in one of my freaky creations. When Mum realised I wasn’t going to grow out of it she became a collaborator and would knock up whacky outfits on her sewing machine.

Even when fame went to my head and sent some of those close to me off the rails, Mum always managed to keep it together and would ground me with one of her deadpan Dinah-isms … The fur coat I bought her on a whirlwind trip to New York was ‘A waste of money’ and she quipped, ‘Where am I going to wear that? To the bloody supermarket?’ When I became vegetarian, though, I tried to get Mum to hand over that fur coat to a fur amnesty but she refused: ‘That’s my coat and I’ll do what I like with it!’

Mum is fond of telling me that I’m too cynical and angry and she hates it when I get too graphic about my sexuality, but she is also refreshingly open minded and happy to tackle any subject. At times Mum can seem terribly old fashioned and prudish but just as quickly she can surprise you by saying something wilfully contradictory to spice up a debate. Recently, she was being interviewed for a documentary and was asked ‘What do you think the neighbours thought of the O’Dowds?’ She sat bolt upright and was clearly agitated, ‘What sort of question is that? Why would you ask such a question?’ she raged. ‘I was never interested in what the neighbours thought, I never judged them and I never expected them to judge me or my family.’

It’s that uncompromising spirit that makes me so proud of my mother and, even when times were hard and my father had gambled away all of the housekeeping, Mum always maintained her dignity and was never envious of what other people had. She dreamed of having a presentable home but it was never about impressing anyone else or keeping up with the Joneses. Mum has always had immense personal pride and inner strength and those qualities are what helped her survive this brilliantly documented journey.

Mum always said ‘Women live longer because they cry’. So cry salty tears.

Boy George

London, 2006


Prologue

One day in 1962 I left south London, and took my three little boys Richard, Kevin and Georgie to my parents in Birmingham, escaping a violent and abusive husband who beat, kicked and berated me at every turn.

I was twenty-three, stick thin, without a friend in the world.

I’d finally had enough.

We turned up at my mother’s door in Ladywood in torrential rain, like drowned rats. When I knocked at the house my sister opened the door and said, ‘We don’t want no pegs – go ’way!’ and slammed the door in my face, thinking we were tinkers.

Soaked through, I hammered on the door, shouting, ‘Kitty, Kitty, it’s me!’

She opened up again, looked me over and cried, ‘Oh quick, Mam, Mam, Mam, it’s Dinah …’

My mother flew to the door and I blurted out, ‘I’ve left him. I’ve left him!’

She got us all inside and tried to calm me. She dried me and fetched me dry clothes belonging to one of my sisters. We then warmed the kids and got them a drink.

‘Where’s their clothes?’ Mam asked.

‘I didn’t bring anything with me,’ I confessed, still shivering from fright and cold. ‘I just ran. He was ranting and raving and I didn’t want to be hurt again.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘He’s hit me before, Mam,’ I said. This was the first time I’d admitted it to my parents.

‘Bastard,’ she said. ‘I’ll kill him.’

But as my mother raged, my dad sat me down and said quietly, ‘Now listen, chicken. You can’t take the children away from their father.’

‘I don’t want to go back, Dad,’ I said. ‘I’m not going!’

He became angry, seemingly for no reason. He was the person I thought would stick up for me most in the world, but he didn’t. Instead he said, ‘I’m sorry, love, but they are his children and he has a right.’

When I tried to argue with him he just said, ‘You’ve made your bed, now you must lie in it.’

I’ll never forget that, nor the words my mother said to me later: ‘You’ll cry salty tears, my girl.’

She was right there. And how.


Chapter One

Dublin Through and Through
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MY FATHER FRANCIS Glynn was Dublin through and through. Known to everybody as Franco, he came into this world on 22 June 1914. His parents Richard, known as Dixer, and Molly Glynn were themselves Dublin born and bred and lived all their lives together in Dominic Street, about five minutes from where I was brought up, close to the city centre. Dad was one of five along with Dixer (named after his father), John, Sallo and Cissy. My nan also lost a daughter in childbirth, Annie, whose name was later taken by my eldest sister.

Grandad Glynn fought in the First World War and was awarded medals for bravery. When he died at the age of seventy-five in the mid-1950s his remains were taken to Kilmainham, which was once famously a jail but has been for many years a museum and an Irish national landmark.

When he came out of the army, Grandad was a jack of all trades; he could mend shoes, cut people’s hair, make a coat. He was a very creative man, and was always immaculately turned out in a Crombie-style overcoat, Homburg hat, nails buffed, polished shoes. He also had beautiful feet, though I definitely don’t take after him in that department! He was very much a family man and loved my granny. They were like Darby and Joan, the first old people I ever saw who would hold hands walking along the street.

Grandad always seemed to be cross with my dad, probably because they were like chalk and cheese in some respects but very alike in others, though Grandad wasn’t such a drinker. He’d have a pint and then go home with a bottle for Molly and some pig’s trotters. Even though she didn’t have any teeth she managed to enjoy them. I remember very clearly Grandma’s room, especially her big old bed with the brass knobs and inset ceramic balls I’d spin round as a child. At either end of the mantelpiece were two china dogs and on the wall hung a beautiful portrait of Michael Collins draped with the tricolour.

That generation witnessed the Troubles first hand; my mother’s bridesmaid was only eighteen when she was involved in some crossfire and her arm was shot off by the Black and Tans. Even so, there wasn’t any more of a Republican streak in my family than in most other Irish families. Michael Collins was a true patriot to Ireland, and having pictures of him didn’t make you a member of the IRA. Although my grandfather had fought against the British in the Free State Army before he signed up, he wouldn’t hear a word against the Brits. Nevertheless he still had this massive trunk where the Fenians hid when they were on the run after the Easter Rising of 1916, and in the basement of 75 Dominic Street a hole was cut so they could escape through the terrace and out via the building at the end, which housed the Independent newspaper.

To this day I am very, very proud to be Irish. Though I have spent most of my life in England, I still consider myself Irish, but I am not a fanatic. My parents and grandparents taught me that people should live and let live. I shall always be grateful to them for never preaching hatred of any sort.

My father was a stickler for the truth. You could do anything but lie to him. Whenever I was caught out for being naughty, I’d say, ‘But you’ll hit me …’ And he’d say, ‘As long as you tell me the truth, I won’t.’ And he wouldn’t. He kept his word.

Growing up I felt very comfortable around my grandad. He told me fantastic stories, which I believed wholeheartedly, and consequently I got into trouble a few times in the playground and at school when I repeated them. He told me that when he was serving abroad he was all set to marry an African queen but decided against that course of action when he received a letter from Molly begging him to come back home. I fell for it and told all my friends, but they just jeered. Grandad told me about faraway places and exotic fruit, making my mouth water. To me, the idea of travelling from our rooms in Wellington Street to South Africa was almost unimaginable, a quantum leap. When I got to travel forty years later – thanks to my son – it was the fulfilment of those childhood dreams inspired by my grandad.

My father was very handsome with green eyes and a mop of auburn hair – which he didn’t bestow upon us; we all have thin fair hair. When he died at the age of fifty-three he didn’t have a grey hair on his head. He was the apple of his mother’s eye, as is so often the case with the rogue in the family. The other sons lived in lovely houses and they and their families were well dressed, while we rented rooms and were always poor. But they couldn’t do what he could – decorate a hallway single-handedly, turn his hands to anything – so they’d always be down, saying, ‘Franco, I want me front room done,’ and off he would go. I remember once he papered our rooms at home and then meticulously placed these Regency borders he’d made to go around the pictures on the wall.

For a long time, Dad was a box maker for a bloke called Felix Lynch. Once Lynch offered him great things – a partnership in the firm – but the proviso was that my dad had to give up gambling. That was the one thing my dad couldn’t do: forsake gambling. It was his weakness and he knew that sooner or later he would break that promise. Gambling is an awful thing. My father was a clever man, but unfortunately he couldn’t always see the right road. His intelligence should have taken him much higher in life.

My mother was Bridget Margaret Keirnahan, and her family came from an area of Dublin known as the Gloucester Diamond, down by Summerhill. She was born in 1913, and was one of six, along with Dinah, Katie, Molly, Jack and William. We know very little about her parents, because she didn’t know that much herself. Kiernahan is a popular name in Ireland and I haven’t been able to trace her history and background. There is a very posh confectioner’s called Kiernahan’s in the centre of Dublin, on St George’s Street, and I’ve heard word that there is some sort of family connection, but whether that is true or not has never been established.

My Grandma Kiernahan died in 1919 while giving birth to my mother’s youngest brother, William. He was adopted and taken by his new parents to Australia, and my mother and her elder sister Dinah were sent to the Goldenbridge Convent in Inchicore, a suburb of Dublin. I still don’t know what happened to Grandad Kiernahan, apart from the fact that he died not long after his wife. I don’t know the cause. Maybe it was from a broken heart, but certainly it was felt that he couldn’t cope, because the brothers and sisters were split up.

In all, my mother spent ten years in Goldenbridge, and didn’t come out until she was sixteen. Her character was, I believe, carved by the horrors she experienced there. The nuns turned her into somebody who could not express love and emotion. She would never discuss what went on, but I know that the treatment meted out to her and the other girls damaged her for life. Mam was always very proper with us, and expected us to behave well. She could be quite cold, though often I put this down to the fact that she was so tired, working all the hours God sent.

We found out something of what she went through years later when my sister Phyllis saw a TV programme about the convent’s history, which involved a lot of abuse.

Phyllis and I once tried to quiz our Aunt Dinah about life in the convent, but she would have none of it. ‘They fed us, they clothed us and they educated us.’ That was all she’d say, though she did reveal that Mam often had to wear a stained sheet around her neck because she wet the bed.

What skills would the nuns have had in showing affection to those poor children who had been taken away from their families? What do nuns know of a child’s whims, wants or fears? You’d get the odd nun who had a caring streak but the majority of them didn’t.

My mother must have blocked a lot of her early experiences out; she just didn’t talk about it. A lot of people do that with periods of unhappiness. It’s clear that whatever happens to you in your childhood affects the rest of your life. With guidance you can live with it and learn about it, but you can never quite come to terms with it, and I think that’s true of my mam. Whatever happened in that place scarred her, though I think she must have had nerves of steel not only to have survived that but also to have later brought up a large family on very little money with an inveterate gambler for a husband.

When my mam first came out of the convent, her sister Molly – who was married by this time – took her in, and within three years she met my father. She took up the trade she had learnt in the convent, French-polishing, and worked at posh houses as a maid; he was a messenger for a butcher’s at the time.

I remember we had a photograph of my dad when he was seventeen, a very handsome young man. I said to my Mam, ‘Jeez, he was gorgeous.’ He heard and said, ‘Yeah, and look at me now. That’s all her fault.’ But, however much they rowed in their married life I always knew that my mother loved my father. He made her laugh, I think that was the main attraction. He was a very humorous feller, making up songs about things that had happened. They were hilarious. He had that knack of rhyming and I’m sure some of his talents emerged years later in our Georgie. Sometimes my mam would be a bit miserable about having no money, and he’d start her off laughing and soon we all would be.

They were respectable people, my parents. My mother wouldn’t allow us to swear, not like the children today; she would be mortified if she heard us utter such words. She was always at us not to put our hands in our pockets. ‘Ladies don’t do that,’ she’d say. ‘Ladies don’t whistle, ladies don’t do this, that and the other.’ I think if we’d had the finances we would have turned out a right bunch of snobs. My mother was very well spoken, didn’t have a common Dublin accent, and when she called me, my mates would take the mickey, mimicking her voice: ‘Dinah, Dinah …’ I could row with her till the cows came home but I was always very defensive, wouldn’t allow anyone else to say anything about her. That’s when I showed my temper, and would go mad.

We’re not sure how they met, but Dad probably delivered meat to a house where she worked. She had blue eyes and long dark hair, which she didn’t have cut until she was fifty. They must have made a striking couple. When he was eighteen years old and she was nineteen they married in a little temporary chapel just off Sean McDermott Street in the Gloucester Diamond. My eldest sister Annie was born the following year, in May 1933. We think she may have already been in the tummy by the time they wed. Annie was followed by Frank a year later, and my other brother John – who died in April 2005 – in 1936.

My mam lost two babies, one before I was born on 23 January 1939 at the Rotunda Hospital in Parnell Square, just around the corner from where we all lived. Apparently I looked exactly like my dad when he was a kid, but as I get older I look increasingly like my mam. I can see her when I look in the mirror these days. I was christened Christina, but from the start was known as Dinah, a version of Tina. Us Irish shorten and change names all the time, and it happened to most of us, and a lot of the people we knew. What we are called is rarely the name on our birth certificate.

I remember the baby she had after me who only survived a few months. His name was William – we called him Wee-Wee, because he was so tiny.

My younger sister Phyllis (who was christened Philomena, see what I mean?) was born in 1943, and then Marie came along in 1946. Sadly she died at the age of twenty-three in the flu epidemic of 1969. Kathy – who’s also known as Kitty – was born in 1948 while Teresa has always been the baby of the family, arriving four years later. Teresa was born with brittle bones, though that wasn’t discovered until she fell at the age of one and broke her leg. She was in her first wheelchair at the age of three and has used calipers and sticks to get around all her life.

Teresa was definitely an accident. I clearly remember my parents proudly bringing her home in a hansom cab, wrapped in a tartan rug which I kept for years afterwards even though it was full of holes at the end. It always reminded me of that day when she first came home – I was jumping all over the place, so delighted to have a new baby sister.

So now there were ten of us crammed into the two rooms on the top floor of 11 Wellington Street, just five or so minutes from Dublin city centre, the old man gambling and drinking when he wasn’t working, our mam having three or four cleaning jobs a day and all of us making ends meet.


Chapter Two

A Bit of a Timid Creature
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OF COURSE, IT’S long gone now. Where we lived has been replaced with garages and on the other side there are town houses, but back then this was tenement living.

Outside our cold rooms, on the landing, there was a washstand and a bucket. The pail was our nighttime toilet, to be taken down and emptied the next morning. Otherwise we had to go down the three flights of stairs to the lavatory in the yard we shared with the two other families who lived there. I would never go there. The kids in the house were mainly boys. Can you imagine the shame and embarrassment of waiting for the footsteps on the stairs and the possibility of somebody bursting in upon you at any time? I suffer from constipation to this day because of that.

The parlour on the ground floor was occupied by Mr and Mrs Carroll, who had eight children. Mrs Carroll was a moneylender. If you borrowed half a crown, the next week you had to give her it back with sixpence extra, making three shillings. If you borrowed five shillings, you’d have to give her an extra shilling back the following week. That was the way it was, and you knew where you stood.

She wasn’t doing it for nothing but taking a chance on whether she’d see her money back at all, so it was only right that she charged.

In the two rooms on the next floor were another Mr and Mrs Carroll – not related – who had five or six sons, I don’t recall exactly how many, and then there was us on the top floor. That means there were twenty-five or so people using just the one toilet. If you didn’t clean it, nobody else would, because most couldn’t be bothered. In the backyard was a rusty dustbin filled to the brim with rubbish. I grew to hate Wellington Street, because it was so crowded. I never seemed to have any space to myself.

The house was Georgian and our two rooms were massive, with a large front door and a round window-light above it. In the front room my parents’ double bed faced the door, and next to that was a cabinet for the radio and record player my dad had made out of the rosewood he didn’t sell when he broke our piano up because we couldn’t afford to keep it. He also made a china cabinet, which was on the other side of the bed, next to the window. A curtain was strung up, behind which the clothes hung. In one recess in the front room was the fire with a large hearth which came out about three or four feet, and in the other was the cooker, with lidded buckets of fresh water next to it. There was another double bed in the front room, where Kathy and me slept.

Frank, John and Annie slept in the three beds in the back room, and when they married and moved out, me and the younger ones were all moved in there. The thing I hated most about sharing was that one of my sisters always wet the bed and it always seemed to be me lying next to them.

My mam was strict but I didn’t appreciate how much she was struggling to make ends meet. She was very particular about her appearance, very clean and a bit of a snob, a woman with no money but she had ideas, if you know what I mean. My mother was forever cleaning; her thing was that cleanliness is next to godliness, instilled in her by the nuns, I expect. When you’re little you don’t mind being bathed but she insisted on doing it for as long as we lived at home. When you’re in your early teens you don’t want to sit in a tin bath in front of the fire being scrubbed mercilessly.

My dad liked a drink, and in the main he was a happy drunk, coming in merry of an evening. But what with his gambling as well, I was never attracted to alcohol and neither were the rest of us. My brother John and sister Annie didn’t mind a tipple when they grew up but, like me, Frank was twenty-one before he had his first drop, which was quite unusual for a young lad in Ireland. His mates had all been away in England, and when they got back they took him out. I remember we were all in bed when I heard this crying. I went to the door and there was Frank, absolutely paralytic, with our neighbour from downstairs, Mr Carroll, who said, ‘Frank doesn’t want his mammy to see him like this.’

Frank literally couldn’t put one foot in front of another. Soon we were all up and my dad said, ‘What did ye want to go and do that to yourself for?’ But throughout, Frank’s only concern was that our mother didn’t see him in that state. We got him to bed and no more was said, but he never was the worse for drink again.

One of my earliest memories is when we had these rabbits in a hutch in the yard. Things got hard and they had to be killed for food. We were all hanging out of the back window pleading, ‘No, Daddy, don’t, please don’t!’ Of course when the stew came round, we couldn’t eat it, because they’d been our pets. But money was short and such things had to be done.

Back then, us kids weren’t really aware of how hard life was. We may have been poor but we were never scruffy. I don’t know where she pulled it from, but Mam always made sure we received something new at Easter, in August and at Christmas. Even if it was only a pair of plimsolls, socks or a ribbon, at least you had something you could go out in and show yourself off. I can remember us girls proudly wearing big balls of ribbon in our hair.

Birthdays weren’t really celebrated. You certainly didn’t get cards. I think I was married before I received my first birthday card. When Dominic Carroll from downstairs had his twenty-first, however, it was a different matter. No one had ever had a party like that. We were all there; I was about fifteen. It was held in a hall off Marlborough Street, and just us kids, no parents. There was food and a band. It was fantastic. There’s a photo of Phyllis and me at it, having the time of our lives.

When it came to my mother, I was always trying to please her, scrubbing and polishing – ‘I’ll do that, Mammy’ – but she never seemed to be satisfied.

I think now that the reason we clashed is that I am very much like her. She was a resilient person and coped with eight children almost single-handedly, and I went on to raise six kids in sometimes similarly desperate circumstances, as you will see.

As a child I loved my dad; he was the best thing since sliced bread to me. He was very tall, with hands like shovels. You wouldn’t want to get a wallop off him twice, though he wasn’t much of a one for that. The older ones had been brought up when my dad was much tougher; they saw things which I didn’t. In fact my eldest sister Annie had no time for him at all, and couldn’t wait to leave. Mother did most of the whacking, but sometimes when he was pushed by her, he would. But if you ducked and he missed he wouldn’t try it again!

If my mam shouted, that was the worst thing because even though she found it hard to show love I loved her more than anything in the world. She could never hug me, and that’s what I wanted most of all.

I wasn’t a rowdy child; in fact I was a bit of a timid creature. Frightened of people with loud voices, I hated conflict and if my mam or dad were angry with each other or me I shook like a leaf. Of an evening, us kids would sit around on the steps of Wellington Street and tell ghost stories. Afterwards I’d be petrified as I went up the stairs to our rooms, mainly because I had a terrible fear of the dark. The tenement houses back then were gloomy, with very tall ceilings and lots of crevices and shadows. As you went into our hallway there was an arch with a recess, and sometimes the boys would hide there and jump out at you to give you a fright.

I
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