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TO MY BROTHER




1 Angelhood

When I was about two years old I was one evening lying in the onion-box that had been converted into a cradle. I looked up and saw for the first time the sticky black-oak couples of thatched roof. If I did not see stars it was my child observation was at fault for the blackbirds had pecked holes in the thatch – to the very bone in places. The blackbird was a great enemy of old thatch and in its search for the little red worms in the decayed straw would stop at nothing. At three or four o’clock of a summer’s morning he would begin his attack and by six, narrow sunbeam ribbons like wedding festoonery would be stretched from roof to floor in peasant homes, or as happened more often, spitting rain would startle the sleeping faces of children in their beds, and indeed I often heard father tell of a wet night when he had to hold an umbrella over himself and my mother in their bed.

The house where I was born was a traditional Irish cabin, wedge-shaped, to trick the western winds. It was surrounded on three sides by a neighbour’s field, which was inconvenient as unless we were on good terms with the owner of the field – which we were not – the back could not be thatched except by hanging a ladder across. It had a tiny back window, about a foot square, but through this window, it appears, we were not entitled to let in legal daylight. Once upon a time the owner of the field had built a cock of hay against the window, thereby leaving the occupants of the house in the plight of Diogenes when Alexander the Great cast his shadow on the bung-hole of the Sage’s tub.

The bog over which my young eyes strayed, and through which I often waded in the search for ducks that layed out, was a twenty-acre waste from which the peat had long been cut; in some of its clear pools greedy pike survived, but only the eels could be said to have security of tenure. Beautiful blue and white and pink flowers grew on the bog and more magical flowers I have not seen since; they were exciting as a poem and had a different beauty for my changing moods.

Around our house there stood little hills all tilled and tame. Yellow flame-blossoms of the whin lit bonfires all over the land-scape; the whin was as persistent and as fertile as sin and disease. The sunny side of the hills was good soil and boasted some tall thorn trees, but the black side facing the north was crabbed and poverty-stricken and grew only stunted blackthorns and sorrel plants. There were no trees to speak of except the poplar and the sally; here and there a cranky old elm which had survived the crying of a cold kitchen spread about his trunk and tried to look a forest. From the tops of the little hills there spread a view right back to the days of Saint Patrick and the druids. Slieve Gullion to the north fifteen miles distant, to the west the bewitched hills and forms of Donaghmoyne; eastward one could see the distillery chimney of Dundalk sending up its prosperous smoke, or, on a very bright day, one could see the sun-dazzled tide coming in at Annagasson. To the south stood the Hill of Mullacrew where once was held a fair famous as Donnybrook and it had as many cracked skulls to its credit too.

The name of my birthplace was Mucker; some of the natives wanted to change it to Summerhill which would have been worse. All who could do so without risking the loss of their scant mail cut ‘Mucker’ out of their postal address altogether. The natives of the place were known far and near as Muckers, which in after years was rhymed obscenely by corner-boys. The name was a corrupted Gaelic word signifying a place where pigs were bred in abundance. Long before my arrival there was much aesthetic heart-aching among the folk who had to put up with, and up in, such a pig-named townland. In spite of all this the townland stuck to its title and it was in Mucker I was born.

Astrologers anxious to read my stars have now and then queried the hour and date of my birth. I always gave them somebody else’s stars to read so that the horoscope mightn’t put me out of humour with my dreams. But to those who may desire to cast for me my horoscope now I will say: My stars are events in time, things that happened and could not have happened to one born in the sixteenth century. The date of my birth is cut on the tablets of common existence.

The railway line to Carrick was visible from our back window. One hundred yards from our house was the railway gate-house and level-crossing where the Mucker Road joined the county highway. The railway was important: we set our clock by the three-thirty train. My father said the three-thirty was the only train you could depend on. It was the only train that had a connection to make. The other trains started just when the driver felt in the humour, and made no important connections except the pubs, where the driver, fireman, and guard quenched their smoky thirsts. We possessed the only clock in the townland. It was an old clock, father bought it second-hand for half a crown thirty years earlier, and the old woman from whom he bought it had herself bought it second-hand forty years earlier still. That clock was as touchy as a spoiled child; it would only go for father. Not even Jock Brickie, the wandering clock-repairer, could make it keep time. Once indeed father did let Jock try his hand at the old timepiece. Jock took it asunder. When he reassembled it there was one wheel for which the clock-repairer could find no place. He tried to fix the wheel in sideways, angle-wise, and turban-wise, and while so engaged the old clock started tick-tock, tick-tock.

‘There was a wheel too many in yer clock,’ Jock said.

The clock continued to go but when the hour came to be struck there was no response. Father disassembled the clock again and reinserted the extra wheel.

‘That finishes me with Jock Brickie,’ he said. Of course father had a watch, but that was a private affair, and had no communal importance. All the neighbours passing our house called in to inquire the time.

At the other end of the Mucker Road, out of sight of the railway, was another clock. It wasn’t very reliable as it was set by the bread-cart. The ‘Bumper’ Rooney, the bread-server, was sometimes late and sometimes early. Our clock was dependable, never more than a half-hour fast or slow. In any case time hardly mattered much. The sun rose and set in a land of dreams whether the clocks were right or wrong.

My part of Ireland had a poet at one time, a poor ragged fellow whom no respectable person would be seen talking to, but he left doors open as he passed. The peasant folk knew the lore and strange knowledges of God and Greece that they didn’t know they knew. From the lips of simple old women I heard phrases of whimsical prophecy and exciting twists of language that would delight the heart of a wheelbarrow or a modernist poet.

When I was born the people weren’t expecting a poet. They already had one, self-styled the Bard of Callenberg, and his satiric rhymes were about as much as they could stomach.

‘Tailor Magrane putting in the long buck stitches

And Carpenter Hamill cutting his timber out of the ditches.’

That was how the Bard of Callenberg summed up the local tailor and carpenter.

The people didn’t want a poet, but a fool, yes they could be doing with one of these. And as I grew up not exactly ‘like another’ I was installed the fool.

I was the butt of many an assembly. I hadn’t then read the wisdom of King Cormac Mac Art. ‘Never be the butt of an assembly.’ At wake, fair, or dance for many years I was the fellow whom the jokers took a hand at when conversational funds fell low. I very nearly began to think myself an authentic fool. I often occupied a position like that of ‘The Idiot’ in Dostoevsky’s novel. I do not blame the people who made me their fool; they wanted a fool and in any case they lost their stakes.

Being made a fool of is good for the soul. It produces a sensitivity of one kind or other; it makes a man into something unusual, a saint or a poet or an imbecile. I often used to regret not having been born among the mountains or by the sea. Then I might have been brave enough to drink to excess the wild wine of fantasy. And I thought, too, that it would be a fine thing to be reared in a workhouse – fatherless, motherless, and so free from the net of love.

Many of my neighbours treated me with cruelty and derision, but against that I have had – not friends – lovers. Anybody who cared for me cared a great deal for me.

When I arrived in Mucker the natives were beginning to lose faith in the old, beautiful things. The ghost of a culture haunted the snub-nosed hills.

The Parish Priest was the centre of gravity, he was the only man who was sure to go to Heaven. Our staple diet was potatoes and oatmeal porridge. Porridge had only recently taken the place of potatoes and buttermilk as the national supper.

Though little fields and scraping poverty do not lead to grand flaring passions, there was plenty of fire and an amount of vicious neighbourly hatred to keep us awake. Most of the neighbours had at one time or another gone to law chiefly for trespass.

‘Show me good fences and I’ll show you good neighbours,’ is a saying we had. The fences in Mucker were bad stone-ditches that a lame duck could cross. Neighbours often went to law over the right-of-way to a well. Never was there a case for abusive and threatening language. There was language abusive enough though. Each person was keeping up spite to at least two of his neighbours.

We had two families that we didn’t care a great deal for, though in the end everybody got too lazy for hating.

My father was a shoemaker in the good days when a pair of shop boots were an insult to any decent man’s feet. He was a small, lively, intelligent man and had among the people a reputation for learning almost as great as the schoolmaster. He played the melodeon till he was forty. He then got married. His passion for music was strong and even after his marriage he found crevices in among his cares in which to play. He was fond of reading but – peace to his soul – he never really got beyond the stage of Tit Bits and Answers. I am sorry when I think of all the creations of the mind that he could have enjoyed.

My father loved me and I loved him, but he didn’t like my day-dreaming way of living. He said I’d end my days in the workhouse if I didn’t change my gait of going. Like Solomon he was a firm believer in the virtue-giving qualities of the rod, except that he used a strap, and many’s the flogging I got from him, most of which I deserved; for I had none, or very few, of the qualities that go into the making of a perfect child. I was a bit of a lazy-bones, a bit of a liar and a bit of a rogue.

‘Let me at him,’ father would say. ‘Let me at him till I knock the daylight out of him.’ He wouldn’t be very well pleased if he was let at me. As our kitchen was his cobbler’s shop there was always someone to stand between me and my father’s anger. I was only afraid of my father when he had his spectacles on. He is dead a good many years now, yet as I write these words I know he is beside me, encouraging me to go on and win to be a great writer. I can see him smile and he isn’t wearing his spectacles.

My mother was a simple peasant woman, twenty years younger than father. She was without any schooling but was very shrewd, a good judge of men and animals, and the best measurer of unknown quantities I have ever known. From my father I have inherited the spirit, from my mother the material garment of wisdom. In our house the two most important subjects were the saying of the Rosary each evening and the making of money. Ours was a united house, there was only one purse, let it be full or empty. In other houses the man held to what he could make from cattle or corn, the wife would have to supply the kitchen from the proceeds of butter and eggs. Everybody was poor and proud. My parents didn’t know anything to be proud of, so they just carried on. All the small farmers had as income was the price of a pig or a calf every twelve months. We had no land but into our house came what is known as the ‘dropping shilling’. My parents were great experts in making the hens lay in winter – the hens of the neighbours only laid when the birds in the bushes were laying and prices at their lowest.

There were nine children in our family. All our names are to be found in the calendar of the Saints: it was to that calendar father went in search of a name when a child was born, and not back to some dubious ancestor with a name like a gnarled stick.

My father wrote the history of his family for me on a sheet of foolscap. I have often wondered since if he hadn’t some instinct that I should some day give it the permanency of print. It was a romantic story of his father who had come out of the West to sow the wild, vigorous seed of Connaught among the little hills of South Ulster.

Because I knew I had the manuscript to read any time I only scanned it once. I put it in what I thought a safe place in the bottom of a large delf jug – a preposterous heirloom that was never in use. When my father was dead a month I looked in the jug and it was empty: and whether it was the handmaid of Prudery or Cleanliness swept it away I do not know. I was filled with grief as I never now could have a copy.

All my early memories are evening memories close to bedtime.

The haze of years is kind to sharp jutting stones.

I was in my mother’s arms clinging with my small hands to the security of her shoulder. I saw into a far mysterious place that I long associated with Wordsworth’s Ode on Immortality. I believed for many years that I had looked back into the world from whence I came. And perhaps I had.

But examined in the light of honest reality what I had really seen was the secret side of a cupboard. It was a sort of press which only opened one door, and the end of the not very accessible top-shelf was filled with rent receipts and curtain rings and such like.

Not very long ago I have looked into that same cupboard where it lies in an outhouse discarded, and the rent receipts are still there, a good deal yellower than they were and their corners mouse-eaten, and the curtain rings are there, too, though the rusty base metal has eaten away most of the brass veneer.

Of such is the Land of the Immortals.

An old white-whiskered man stood on the laneway outside our house. As I ran in to tell, I heard the gate open and his footsteps following. He came in.

‘Ah, Garret dear, you’re as welcome as the flowers of May,’ my mother said, running to meet him.

My father looked up from the boot he was stitching. His welcome wasn’t showy ever but there is no doubt he was glad to see Garret back again.

Garret Plunket, he was one of the journeymen shoemakers who worked for my father off and on as he travelled the roads of Ireland, sampling the porter of the pubs and the black bread and tea of the workhouses and jails. For the journeymen shoemakers were men who took life as it came and it sometimes came hard. Garret was one of the most lovable of them all; he looked more like a priest than a tramp, he had an air of gentility and even in drink carried himself with unaffected nobility.

‘And where have you been since we last had a sight of you?’ my mother asked.

Garret, who was sipping a mug of tea, turned round on his stool

‘Where was I?’ he said. ‘Aye, that’s the question, where was I?’

‘Were you down seeing Tumelty?’ my father inquired. It was a professional query.

‘Tumelty has a man working,’ Garret said. ‘Dan the Butt is with him.’

Tumelty was a shoemaker and Dan the Butt was a journeyman.

Garret called me to him. ‘When are they going to put trousers on you?’ he laughed.

My mother laughed and said: ‘When he knows how to loose his buttons.’

I felt ashamed. I was wearing the petticoats over which hung one of the most winsome remembrances of my childhood – the Pink Bib. The pink bib was a flowery cotton overall of which I was terribly proud. I wore it by the bog-side and it blended with the pink bog-flowers so perfectly that one could hardly pick out of the pattern the floral design that was me.

When Garret had finished his tea he went to one of the spare cobbler’s seats and started unwrapping the bundle of tools which I hadn’t noticed before. In his cobbler’s apron they were wrapped. Hammer, knife, awl, etc. He picked them out gingerly and laid them in a row on the seat.

My father didn’t tell him he needed a cobbler but Garret didn’t mind that. A poor man doesn’t wait for a royal invitation. At any rate, my father wasn’t that kind of a man. If a cobbler came he told him straight if he hadn’t work for him. There wasn’t much romantic glamour about the business, it was a case of bread and butter, though cobblers more than any others do not live on bread alone, but by every word that proceedeth from the mouth of God.

The western sun, without regard for the laws of men, peeped through our small back window.

‘The, sun never comes in that window save one month in the year,’ my father said. It must have been midsummer then for the sun passed our little window completely before he went behind Rocksavage Hills.

Garret put on his basil apron that was holed and knife-scarred and sat down to work. Then he began to fumble in his waistcoat pocket as though looking for something important.

‘What’s the bother?’ my father said.

‘Where I put me specs is a mystery to me,’ he said.

‘Think of where you last were sure that you had them,’ said my mother, trying to be helpful.

‘Think, think, think,’ he repeated, almost exasperated.

I had my back turned and as I was keeping very quiet it aroused suspicion.

‘What is this blackguard doing here?’ my mother said, coming close to me.

I was fitting on Garret’s spectacles; they had fallen out of his pocket while he was having his tea. Neither Garret nor my father took my trick in good part, to take a tool off a cobbler’s seat was one of the most heinous offences known to the trade.

My father and Garret sewed and hammered and talked, dry practical talk, good bony talk of kips and uppers and toecaps. Sometimes it turned romantic or political.

‘Paddy Hanlin is getting married next week,’ my father said.

‘Poor Paddy,’ Garret sighed.

‘Do you think Ireland will get Home Rule?’ my mother said in a sort of lofty appeal to Garret the profound traveller.

Garret was pulling hard at a wax-end and didn’t notice. He was grunting too and I often heard my father say grunting was half ease.

Customers came in, some with basketfuls of old brogues and some with them hanging on their shoulders.

‘Let us have a look at the hard cases,’ my father said, spilling the contents of a basket without ceremony on the floor. He ran through them very quickly, then gathered all into the basket and made to go out the door with the basket of boots.

‘Where the divil are you taking the boots to?’ the customer shouted.

‘To the deepest bog-hole I can find,’ my father said, as he ran close to the bog.

‘For God’s sake, James, don’t drown the boots,’ my mother called.

He returned with the boots.

‘Do you know,’ he told the customer, ‘a man wouldn’t make salt for his praties mending boots like yours. You may thank herself here that I didn’t give them the bog-hole.’

For weeks and weeks after his arrival each evening Garret would take me with him for his limb-stretching stroll across the hills, and he would point out to me all the places around for miles and their history. Away over in Armagh the village of Forkhill where they kept a good pint, and Dundalk that had a distillery, two breweries, and a jail.

‘Were you ever in Dundalk jail?’ I asked.

‘I was,’ he replied, ‘and it’s a bad one.’

‘Is it indeed?’ I commented.

‘You were nearly as well working for a farmer,’ he said. ‘Dundalk jail is the worst in the world.’ And he pointed out to me the Hill of Slane though he made no mention of the fire Saint Patrick lighted there.

‘I never was in an unluckier spot than Slane,’ he declared. ‘A month without the option of a fine I got.’

Garret would surprise a person in the habit of taking a book by the cover. Such a one would say that Garret was a saint and a mystic and poet, yet he was none of these things but a plain Philistine with a kind heart and a prophet’s beard.

It is still evening time but dark now it is the winter of the year. I was going to bed and as I stood in my naked innocence I noticed that my skin was spotted and I felt sick. The measles were going on their rounds and the smell of burned whisky and boiled nettles was in every house. At that very moment my father began to play the melodeon in the kitchen and he sang with it:

‘A starry night for a ramble

Through the flowery dell

Beneath the bush and bramble

Kiss but never tell.’

From that day A Starry Night became for me the greatest song in the world: whenever I sing it or hear it sung I am back again in childhood, where my father is playing the melodeon and my skin is measles-spotted.


2 Break with Tradition

The old thatched house in which I was born was knocked down when I was about five years old. I remember the masons coming in the mornings. I stood on our dunghill watching out for them. I could see them when they crossed the railway. They wore white moleskin trousers, and were very sour men. That is about all I knew of their characters. The black-oak couples came down and were thrown in the garden before the door.

It was summer-time. My father removed his benches to the back-garden. The noise of his hammering on the last echoed across the bog. My mother did the cooking at an improvised fireplace in a shed. The masons were good quick tradesmen, but they couldn’t work without porter. Each day father went to MacNello’s pub with a big hamper and carried home two dozen bottles of porter. The masons drank this quantity. The two builders’ labourers must have got an odd bottle, but as far as I can remember from experience and hearsay it was the two masons drank the most of it.

When the boys would be coming from school they would climb up on the scaffolding. One of the masons didn’t like this. I remember him pushing a lad off the planks, he fell ten feet. That affair was all the talk for years afterwards. On Sunday afternoons the neighbouring children came to our half-built house and made see-saws of the long planks that were lying around.

A girl got up on the new wall and gave a recitation. I remember it:

‘I went to the fair of Dungarvan

It being on a market day

And I bought the finest ram, sir

That ever was fed upon hay

With me iddle de umpty arby

And me hokey dokey day

He was the finest ram, sir

That was ever fed upon hay.’

There was a good deal more and though I only heard the ballad once I can’ recall it from the graveyard of almost a quarter of a century. That ram was a remarkable beast if only because of the footprints he made on the sands of my memory.

‘The horns that grew on this ram, sir

They grew up to the moon

For I went up in April

And I didn’t come bade till June.’

When the new house was finished Peter Hamill, a dear friend of father’s, came to see it. I heard him say to father: ‘Ye’ll have to be taken out the window if ye die upstairs.’

Father said he didn’t care how his coffin was taken out. The landing top of the stairs was too short on which to turn a coffin.

People in Ireland never forget that they have to die. Even at the building of a new house the thought of the last going out was in somebody’s mind.

Father didn’t mind. He was like that. He was too busy living life to give over consideration to death.

I often heard him say that he wouldn’t care if he was buried in the corner of a field. He was a practical man and a practising Catholic

‘It’s the way you live that matters,’ he often said.

We had a new house. A two-storied slated dwelling in a townland of thatched houses.

It was more imposing on the outside than the other houses, but it was colder inside. The walls were plumb and level. There were no secret nooks where one might find an old prophecy or a forgotten ballad or the heads of old clay pipes. A modern dwelling cut off from the Gaelic tradition.

The new house was healthy. There was plenty of room for children; not like the old house which had only two rooms and the kitchen.

The journeyman shoemakers slept in the settle-bed in the kitchen. The settle-bed was a great place for a drunken man, he couldn’t roll out

‘The Kavanagh is a great wee man,’ I heard people say. ‘Built a new house! Why, we’re all sleepin’!’

‘Aw sure, they got a legacy,’ another said. ‘Oul’ Micky left a batter of money.’ Old Micky was my father’s uncle. He was a professional stone-breaker.

‘Oul’ Mickey was rotten with money,’ the people said

All he left after his death was the sum of thirty-five shillings. Father told us. He didn’t bother telling the neighbours. They wouldn’t believe. Mickey had the name of having money and as we would say, ‘When you get the name of early rising you may sleep till dinner-time.’

Father had a good trade. At one time he had three and four journeymen working. Customers had often to wait five or six weeks for a new pair of boots.

Late to bed and early to rise was his motto, and his practice. From six o’clock in the morning till twelve at night was his working day. That was how he made his money. He used to say that he never could have a penny to call his own till he married my mother. After that full and plenty walked with him. My mother was said to have ‘the luck of the money’. The hens and animals my mother tended prospered well. She was a perfect partner for father. Every penny she got her hands on was a prisoner till the ransomer – whether of the market-place or the field – proved that the prisoner on release would work well for our household.

Mother wasn’t a miser, neither was father. They both believed in eating well and giving their children good food.

They were wise in this. They knew that all the good things of the earth are the cheapest, and the least thought of. They didn’t know that the National Galleries and Libraries, being free to all, have the fewest customers. They didn’t know, but had they known would have understood. A pound of tea would do our house for a long time. I – being a spoiled boy and an only son during my early years – got tea in the morning. Porridge was the staple diet It is the recognized supper all through Ireland. We got it in the mornings and called it ouf supper. None of us would admit having eaten porridge for breakfast. It was something to be ashamed of. I remember a lad coming in one morning and finding me delving into a porringerful of porridge. I quickly slipped the porringer behind my back while 1 blushed to the two ears and beyond them. All the children of the nobs at school had white bread. We envied them; all we had was plain wheaten bread. The children of the nobs called their white bread ‘lunch’ and nibbled at it with aristocratic finger-tips. We had no lunch, just bread which we ate greedily and washed down with a mug of water.

My father didn’t smoke. I heard him say he smoked for one year and then gave it up. A great deal of tobacco-smoke arose from our townland. It was easy keeping poor people poor.

‘That’s the way the money goes

Pop goes the weasel.’

Father sang Pop Goes the Weasel, but not at all labouring the moral of the song.

Children kept coming to our flock. I occupied the middle berth in the family ship.

I used to hear people saying that God never sends a mouth but he sends something to fill it. A true saying only that it seemed to me – God sometimes sent the mouthful to the wrong address. In our case such a heavenly mistake never happened.

I knew the secret of birth before I was five years old. I picked up stray bits of old women’s talk. ‘And when is it due?’

‘In a month.’

The small children at school and on the lanes debated the whereabouts of the finding of the latest baby. ‘Under a stalk of cabbage he was found.’

‘Lord, and do ye know where I was found?’

‘Where?’

‘Under a stalk of cabbage.’

Nearly all the children seemed to derive from the caterpillars. I didn’t mind the lie but the lack of originality and variety may have annoyed me.

When I was near six years I could stand it no longer.

‘Head of cabbage,’ I jeered at a fellow. ‘That’s not where ye came from.’

He looked at me surprised that I should presume to doubt the authenticity of the legend.

‘Mary Dufiy said so.’

‘Mary Duffy is telling a lie,’ I said.

The little fellow whom I was about to lecture on obstetrics was no more than five.

‘Was I not found in Brennan’s cabbage-garden?’ he said.

‘You were not,’ I said. ‘Your mother had you.’

‘Mother had me,’ he repeated. I can still see him scratching his fair curls as he knelt on the dusty road.

One day I overheard two young women talking. From that day I have never been puzzled or curious about what young women talk of.

‘Oh, he’s a lovely fella.’

‘How long is he goin’ with ye?’

‘Two months.’

‘Does he mane business?’

‘What?’

‘Is he a marryin’ man?’

And then they giggled loudly. I didn’t see the joke but my education was going on. I learned quickly to read. Upstairs in a trunk was a pamphlet on midwifery. I read it from all angles. I spelled out the hard words. Nobody knew how much I knew, though once I smiled during a discussion on the physical capabilities of a newly-wed husband. One of the talkers gave me a side-look.

‘Did ye see the smile of him?’ she said. ‘There’s more in that thing’s head than a comb could take out.’

On summer evenings we kicked a rag-ball in a meadow beyond the bog. We kicked with our bare feet. We let our toe-nails grow long – not to kick the rag-ball, but to tear each other’s shins. We hung our shirts over our trousers so that modest people passing would be shocked. They couldn’t see our trousers and thought we were playing in our shirts.

At seven o’clock when the play would be only getting going I would get the call:

‘Patrick come home.’

There was a lad among us who could mimic me. He would shout back.

‘No I won’t, ma, ye can go to hell.’

‘Wait till yer da hears this,’ mother would say.

‘Tell da to go to hell, too,’ the mimic would add. I’d be then on my way home much too much out of breath to explain.

About this time father bought a field which ran to within twenty yards of our door.

I was coming home from school when I heard the news. A boy standing on top of the wooden stile at the railway gate-house was announcing the news to all passers-by. ‘Kavanagh’s bought a farm, Kavanagh’s bought a farm.’

I was unmoved.

The farm cost two hundred pounds. Its area was nine acres, four of which were bog. The man who was father’s rival for the field was disappointed and his wife was worse. When he entered his house his wife was standing facing him with the tongs raised. She knew that he had let the field slip from his grip. She flung the tongs at her husband’s head. He screamed.

‘Shut up,’ she cried. ‘We’re shamed, you let a cobbler best you.’

Where father got the money to purchase land was a mystery. He built a house and now had given two hundred pounds for a farm. In those days and in that country two hundred pounds was a ‘quare handful’.

The mystified people fell back on the legacy theory.

‘Divil a other but ’twas a legacy.’

‘Divil a other.’

There was another poor man who suddenly became rich. People said he robbed the Mail-coach.

‘That’s how I got the money,’ the man told one of these people, ‘and now let you go and rob another Mail-coach.’

We had many callers, congratulating my parents.

‘Why, yer as good as any of us now,’ they said. And to me they turned saying: ‘Yer a farmer’s son now.’

I didn’t feel different

Previous to buying the farm my parents had invested in a cow. She was a strawberry cow with one broken horn and due to calve in a week. I cannot say if there was much jubilation in our home. There was jubilation I am certain. For years mother had to travel two and three miles for a can of butter-milk. She got it for nothing, but all the same it was dear enough at the carrying. We always kept two goats. One of them, a white horny, I am not likely to forget. Many a time she sidled up behind me and before I’d have time to do anything I’d be lying on my mouth and nose in the middle of a nettle-forest perhaps. That goat was as nimble of foot as a champion feather-weight boxer. Goat’s milk was very good when one got used to it. In the winter the goats didn’t give any milk and until we got the cow mother had to travel for milk.

As soon as we got the cow father disposed of the goats. Apart from the injuries they inflicted on the unheroic side of my anatomy they were a heart-scald. ‘Whenever you meet a goat give her a kick,’ people would say, ‘for if she’s not going to harm she’s after comin’ out of it.’ Father agreed with this theory of goats though I’m sure he never put it in practice.

While we had a goat about the house we couldn’t have a rosebush or a lilac or a ridge of cabbage. When our first cow was bought we had no place to graze her except on the Long Acre, which was the name given to the grazing along the country road. Mother grazed the strawberry cow on the road during the early hours of the summer mornings and after rain. In midday the grass would be dusty and rank poison for a cow. Worse than that, the police in those days were very officious. The second morning on which mother was herding the cow Constable Kin- sella of the R.I.C. caught her. ‘Don’t you know you have no right to trespass on the public highway?’ he said.

Mother very humbly admitted that she had no right. ‘I’ll summon you,’ he said, and he did. We were fined a half-crown.

‘Kinsella was a bad article,’ one of our neighbours said.

‘A bad pill surely,’ was the reply.

Constable Kinsella joined the Army at the outbreak of the War and was killed the first week.

‘It was the price of him,’ people said, ‘he couldn’t have better luck.’

The cow was only a short time about our house when she took ill, a mysterious disease. None of the numerous quacks could say what was the matter with the cow. Even old Willie, who was master of every complaint from ringworm to a broken leg, was puzzled. She hadn’t swallowed the water-beetle or she’d have swelled up, so there was no need to send for the Cassidys. Father lost faith in the power of the quacks. He threw off his apron and walked into Carrick to consult the veterinary surgeon. This was an unusual thing to do. People had little confidence in professional men. When father came back he had a dose with him for the cow.‘She has the red-water,’ he said dramatically.

‘Nonsense,’ one man said.

The cow got well. It was a nail in the coffin of quackery. When neighbours came to see the cow they said: ‘The right man is the right man in the long run.’

As I lay in bed two days later I heard moaning outside. I looked out the window and saw the cow giving birth to a calf. Two neighbour-men were taking the calf, they were groaning almost as loudly as the cow. The calf was still-born.


3 Schooldays

I was sent to school at four. I didn’t want to go, for I had heard stories of Miss Cassidy, the principal teacher, and the assistant, Miss Moore. Once I had caught a glimpse of Miss Cassidy walking to her school, and I didn’t ever want to see her again. She had a bundle of yellow canes, with crooks on them, under her arm, and she looked like a girl that could use them for all they were worth. She was a big woman with a heavy, coarse face, and across her round, massive shoulders she wore a small red shawl. In winter she wore heavy hob-nailed boots of my father’s making. She liked my father because he wouldn’t object no matter how hard she used the cane on any of his children. She didn’t like our neighbour, John Gorman. ‘Gorman,’ she said, ‘beats his children with a straw.’ Miss Cassidy was around fourteen stone in weight and about five feet in height. The assistant mistress, Miss Moore, was thin and wiry. I heard enough about her to make me want to go to America.

‘Miss Moore,’ George Maguire said once, ‘she could cut cowld iron with her tongue.’ George was my friend; he put nicknames on the teachers and advised me not to go to school. He called Miss Cassidy ‘Sally’ and Miss Moore ‘Cutty’.

‘Sally and Cutty will rise welts on ye, Paddy,’ he told me. ‘The schoolin’ is no good for anybody that has to make a livin’ at worm-cuttin’.’

I liked George very much for these words as well as for the fairy tales he told me. I have good reason to remember the first day I went to school. I am always good at creating a first impression, and afterwards going flat.

One of my sisters dragged me into the school. I was wearing the pink bib. I was put sitting on a seat near the door till such time as Miss Cassidy could come to me. A little girl beside me spilled ink over my hands. When Miss Cassidy came and saw my hands she went into the tantrums.

‘Go outside at once and wash your filthy hands,’ she commanded.

There was a pail of water outside the door which I knew nothing of. What I had was a vague notion of water being under a railway bridge somewhere. I found the bridge but not the water, so I sat down in a cranny among slaty stones and spat on my fingers. When I didn’t return to the school and couldn’t be found outside it, there was a great commotion. My sister Mary was hurried home after me.

‘Of course he went home, the little rat!’ Miss Cassidy said.

The assistant mistress agreed with her. I wasn’t at home, and my mother and father were nearly frantic as they made for the school.

In the meantime all the boys and girls had been turned into sleuth-hounds. I was discovered at the end of a half-hour by two big boys. I heard them prancing down the railway slope on the farther side of the bridge. I peeped around the corner and withdrew my nose quickly again. I thought I saw one of the boys look under a whin bush.

‘Where in the name of Moses did the cobbler’s gossoon go?’ one asked the other.

‘The fairies must have taken him,’ said the other.

‘What will the Kavanagh say?’

I put my nose round the corner again but didn’t withdraw it in time. They eyed me.

‘Did you spot anything?’ the tallest boy queried.

‘The little bastard,’ the other fellow replied. ‘Trying to play bide and seek.’

They were very proud of their capture. As they led me down towards the school gate I saw my mother facing up to Miss Cassidy. Miss Cassidy was shivering in her shoes, and my mother wasn’t using very lady-like language.

‘They’ll tear the livers out of other,’ one of my warders said.

‘It’ll be worth watching this,’ said the other. There was no fight after all. My discovery settled the whole thing. Miss Cassidy wept and my parents didn’t try to stop her, I think. Miss Cassidy was past her prime when I went to school; she had taught some of the fathers and mothers of my companions.

I was a rather bright pupil, though my brightness didn’t save me from the cane. Seven or eight hard slaps on each hand was a common thing, and on top of that maybe a bonus of a box on the ear or – it is quite true – an ungracious kick on the behind.

Miss Moore didn’t ever use the boot on us. She depended entirely on the cane, and it must be admitted she could put sting into her blow.

The most important subject on the curriculum was the catechism. At cramming children with religion our teachers had few equals. For weeks before a religious examination nothing was taught but the catechism; which same had the result of nearly driving all orthodox piety out of me for ever.

Once when the religious exam came round I let down my teachers disgracefully. They expected a lot from me, too, and had me perched in the middle of the front desk right beside the crucifix on the priest-examiner’s breast.

‘What is a publican?’ he asked me.

‘A man that keeps a pub,’ I answered. He laughed a priestly laugh and expected everyone to join with him.

Miss Cassidy or the assistant mistress didn’t laugh, they were furious.

Three or four girls giddily put up their hands.

‘Well, what is a publican, you?’ he said, pointing to one of the girls.

‘A tax-gatherer,’ she answered proudly. Miss Cassidy was released from her agony. She shook her fist at me from behind the priest.‘You’ll get it, you’ll get it,’ that shaking fist said.

The priest didn’t compliment the girl, I think he thought my answer best. It was more up-to-date, anyway.

‘The only thing you’re good for, Patrick Kavanagh, is a bit of arithmetic,’ she declared as she spat on her hand and balanced the cane.

Miss Cassidy hadn’t an ear for music. Miss Moore did the singing lessons, though she had no knowledge of tonic sol-fa or the technique of the business. She gave us the music of a song by singing it, and we picked it up that way. Along the walls during singing lessons stood a row of non-singers, the Grows they were called. I pitied the Crows for one thing. At the end of the school-day, just before we got out, all the singers sang a hymn, the same hymn always:

‘Hail, Queen of Heaven,

The ocean star,

Guide of the wanderer

Here below,

Thrown on life’s surge

We claim thy care.

Save us from peril

and from woe.

Mother of Christ,

Star of the Sea,

Pray for the wanderer,

Pray for me.’

It had a lovely air. I am sure that Queen has prayed for me and has guided my wanderings.

No matter how poor I have been I have had a song and a prayer, A Starry Night, and Hail, Queen of Heaven.

When I had discarded the pink bib and had been let into the secrets of trousers and their buttons I soon showed what I could do in the business of clothes distinction. My mother was a careful and thrifty woman and she kept the holes patched, patch on top of patch of every shade and pattern, till I had a coat as manycoloured as Joseph. There travelled a beggar around our place in those days whose wearables rivalled mine in their improvised melodies. Myles Courtney was the beggar’s name. Miss Cassidy thought it would be a good joke to call me Myles Courtney. My father heard of it; he wasn’t just pleased. To put a nickname on a person in Ireland was ever the most terrible weapon in use. The old poets did it and the names never came unstuck for seven generations.

My father accosted Miss Cassidy on her way to school. She went down on her two knees in the gutter and cried for mercy, which was forthcoming. The name wasn’t well gummed on the back and I lost it.

Miss Cassidy wore a heavy black frieze cloak during the winter. The nap had hardened a good deal so that the texture of the black cloak resembled a board well tarred. It was a good waterproof, and would keep out a year’s rain.

One wet morning, when we were all a good deal older, the black cloak was hanging a-drying on a pair of high stools by the fire.

Around the cloak, trying to dry our wet skins, we, the five members of the top class, stood. We were enveloped in the mist that was rising from the black cloak like the mist from a dark horse-pond on an evening in July.

Miss Cassidy herself was teaching in the lower end of the school those pupils who had already dried themselves; we were the last batch.

‘Oh, look!’ one of the girls in our class exclaimed. We all looked towards the exclamation mark.

‘Ha, ha, ha, he, he, he,’ the laughter burst from us like sun through fog.

‘Oh, isn’t it great,’ someone else said.

‘What will she say when she sees it?’

‘There’ll be fun.’

‘Ha, ha, ha, ha, he.’

The truth is Miss Cassidy’s beautiful black cloak was on fire, and a hole was spreading from its centre, slowly spreading outwards.

Miss Cassidy was at the bottom of the schoolroom; she must have been teaching the catechism; no other subject would have shut her senses off from some inkling of this disaster. We now and then gave a look from the cloak to its owner. She hadn’t noticed or sensed anything, though there was a fine flavour of burning wool in the place.

She heard our laughter.

‘I’ll be up with you in a minute,’ she said, without turning round, ‘and I’ll make it salty for… no, it’s not the Fourth Commandment, missy. What is the Fourth Commandment? What are you children laughing at?’ she cried, turning her attention, but not her eyes, towards us.

‘My God! is it my cloak?’ she moaned, as the tragic truth dawned on her at last, and she came running up.

‘My cloak! My God!’ she moaned again, this time reversing the order of preference. The cloak was all but fire-proof; though the flames had had it in their grip for almost ten minutes, only a hole about three feet in diameter was burned in its back.

‘My cloak! My God!’ she kept repeating.

She didn’t give us the cane: the thing was too serious for that, it was something on which an endless feud might be based.

If God appeared to Moses in a burning bush, a merry pagan god surely appeared to us in Miss Cassidy’s burning cloak.

Miss Cassidy was curious as a London policeman. I remember one morning how she lined us up and asked us what we had for dinner the previous evening. ‘What had you for your dinner? And you? And you? And you?’ just like it was a lesson. As luck would have it, the first to be questioned was a girl whose people – to use their own expression – were ‘tryin’ to build up a bit of dacency’.

‘What had you for your dinner?’ Miss Cassidy asked.

‘Potatoes and meat and vegetables,’ the girl replied. It must have been at that moment that ‘Sez you’, incarnate in the womb of language, cried out to be born. No other comment would be worthy to follow this girl’s answer.

We all took up the cue, save one girl.

‘And you?’

‘Potatoes, meat, and
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