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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Not one account in this book is taken from a newspaper article, a police report, or somebody else’s “gangster” book. Everything detailed in this book I have either done, seen done, or heard about from the person who did it.

Most reporters and authors who write Southie gangster books use CIs—confidential informers—as sources. However, seldom is the majority of information compiled by these sources correct information. Confidential informers are self-serving criminals who lie.

This book is different from other books on the Boston Irish mob or any other “Whitey/Southie” crime book. If my recollections don’t match those in some other book by some other criminal, I don’t care. My memory is not perfect. This is my life as I remember it. And I’m comfortable with that.

PATRICK NEE


1. HOW TO ROB AN ARMORED CAR

My mother always said that the biggest mistake she ever made in her life was not throwing me off the back of the Britannic as we crossed the Atlantic Ocean in 1952. She said it would have been very easy to pull off—me being so small, I would have hit that dark, cold blanket of water in the middle of the night and no one would have been the wiser.

“If only I had known, back then,” she’d say. “If I had any notion you’d turn out to be a gunslinger, I would’ve saved your father and me a lot of headaches. If I could have seen the future, you would have been on the bottom of the Atlantic.”

Warring is all I’m really good at. I was born in Ireland during World War II, came to America at the beginning of the Korean conflict, saw action in Vietnam as a U.S. marine, and fought in the Mullen-Killeen gang war for control of South Boston’s underworld during the 1970s.

So it was only natural that I would take my military expertise back to my homeland and engage the enemy, the British.

Some might think I’m overstating my role in helping the IRA kick the English out of Ireland. Let me explain by beginning at the end: the day my role in the IRA’s fight came to a conclusion.

Engaging the enemy was all I knew. That’s why I decided to take down an armored truck on a suburban street outside of Boston. Military precision was the key to my success—or my complete failure.

You never hit an armored truck that has more than a driver and a messenger inside. I was the lead charger. My job was to surprise the driver before he stepped out of the truck and had a chance to react. I’d rip his gun out of his holster, force him back toward the driver’s seat, stick a .357 Magnum in his ribs under his Kevlar vest, and give him the order to drive. Everything had to be perfectly synchronized. The two rear chargers had to startle the messenger before he could communicate with someone inside the bank, move him quickly inside the truck, and close the back doors at the same instant I ordered the driver to go. We had three to five minutes to snatch the truck, clear the area, and get the truck to a place where we could rob it “discreetly.” We wouldn’t want to rob a truck in full view of bank employees and passersby.

Like any other risky endeavor in life, the secret to a successful heist is proper planning. Proper execution is the result of doing your homework. If you do it well, nobody dies—and almost as important, everyone gets rich. The asshole robbers who kill guards needlessly are mostly whacked-out drug addicts. I was a criminal with a passion: to drive the British out of Ireland. I didn’t want anyone to die needlessly in that pursuit.

I was born in Ireland and came to the United States as a kid. In my thirties I developed tremendous respect for the Irish Republican Army’s mission. So I had two defined goals when I began robbing armored trucks. I wanted to continue helping the IRA get the English out of Ireland, and I wanted to acquire enough money to accomplish that goal. The way I saw it, the more money I had the more help I could give the IRA.

I had already been assisting the IRA in any way that I could. Since the early 1970s I’d been sending weapons to the freedom fighters in Ireland; in January 1989 I was released from Danbury Federal Correctional Institute after serving eighteen months for orchestrating the largest shipment of guns ever smuggled to Ireland. On September 29, 1984, acting on a tip-off, two Irish Naval Service ships seized a fishing trawler, the Marita Ann, some two hundred miles off the west coast of Ireland. Inside the hull they found 163 assault rifles, 71,000 rounds of ammunition, one ton of military explosives, a dozen bulletproof vests, rocket ammunition pouches, 13 military-surplus weapons, weapons manuals, and military operation manuals. My friends and I had amassed the 7.5 tons of weapons, valued at some $1.2 million—all slated for the IRA.

For seven months following my release from federal prison I sat in the Coolidge Halfway House on Huntington Avenue in Boston, just biding my time and being a citizen. In fact, while I was there I completed a sixteen-week class in Irish studies at the University of Massachusetts. That was the great thing about living in the halfway house: I had the freedom to attend classes with regular students at the Boston campus.

It was only a few months after I finished my stay at the Coolidge House that I jumped back into the service of the IRA. I got a call one evening that an IRA man needed to see me in Quincy, just south of Boston. When I got there he told me he’d spent the last six months looking up and down the East Coast for a list of desired handguns. For some reason he just couldn’t put them together. I looked at the list and fought hard not to show that I was very, very pleased: I had every weapon the IRA needed.

It took me about an hour to gather them up. All I had to do was drive to South Boston and raid my private stash. Many of those guns belonged to James J. “Whitey” Bulger, the notorious South Boston mobster turned informer. Whitey loved being associated with the IRA and the cause of Irish freedom; it seemed to give him a sense of purpose. In raiding Whitey’s cache there was satisfaction for me in knowing how much every IRA man who’d ever met Whitey distrusted him while Whitey sucked up to them and thought that being associated with them gave him some legitimacy. That was all the incentive I needed. Besides, every day I spent in Southie convinced me more and more that I had to pull away from Whitey Bulger.

There was just no way around it—Whitey was no good. He was a paranoid control freak with psychopathic and homicidal tendencies. Whitey clearly derived sexual pleasure from torturing and killing. He was smart and calculating, yes, but he was also a seriously sick fuck. Besides, by now I knew that Whitey Bulger was a rat; it was just a matter of time before the rest of the world knew it too. It just wasn’t safe to be close to him anymore.

The IRA had come to Boston in the 1960s to explore the possibility of robbing banks and armored cars to support their cause. They’d been doing it in Ireland and England for years and they were interested in seeing if it would be easier to do in the States. Both Irish and British intelligence agencies had marked many of the IRA men and had even assassinated one of them, Larry McNally. With those IRA men out of the picture, and with the criminal scene in Southie having changed so drastically since my release from prison, I had to rethink the situation.

I decided to hold up armored trucks in order to send money to my IRA contacts. Clearly I had to balance the risk of getting caught with the potential for huge reward, along with the possibility of having to kill a guard, but I was confident that with the right planning, and more importantly the right guys, we could be successful.

There was one major obstacle, though. I wasn’t an armored car man. I had to find guys who were. Mick McNaught, then forty-five, was an experienced IRA operative. And what experiences he’d had. I’d met Mick years earlier when I was running guns to the IRA; we called him Irish Mick. Mick loved Irish music, good food, and beautiful women. If you knew anything about Ireland, the instant you heard his brogue you’d know he was a Derry man. He was on the run, having left Ireland because he’d been targeted by British intelligence. Once the British Special Air Services know who you are and what they think you’ve done, it’s best to leave town.

Mick and I had a few successful heists and had sent a good amount of money to the IRA already. Then we decided to pull a job at a bank in Lynn, Massachusetts. We’d been watching the place for over four months—it was a perfect set-up. Both guards were creatures of habit: they were always on time; neither ever removed their guns. The bank was downtown, surrounded by buildings that created natural cover, and the getaway routes were plentiful and accessible. But we needed another guy for logistics.

We approached Michael Habicht. Michael had so many complicated facets to him that not even a writer could invent him. He was thirty-three years old, German on his dad’s side and Italian on his mom’s, with dark, Mediterranean looks—tall and slim with a GQ sense of style. I always felt like I was wearing overalls when I stood next to Michael. He was a solid guy, a real old-school criminal: competent, vicious, and loyal to his friends. He was also an intense IRA sympathizer.

Michael seemed like a perfect partner, but once I approached him all our plans for the Lynn job were put on hold. Michael said he’d get involved but he needed our help first. He informed us that for the last three months he and three experienced partners had been planning a job at a Bank of New England branch in Abington, Massachusetts. They were short two guys. Mick and I were itching for something big, and Abington was bigger than Lynn. Michael was smart, loved what the IRA was doing, and—most importantly—I trusted him. He was one of those guys who immediately conveys solidness and loyalty. But what really convinced us was this detail: the armored truck would carry up to two million dollars. Michael said it was a six-man job. I was good at math; once I secured a promise from Michael that the IRA could have twenty percent of the take, Mick and I were in. Out of roughly two million dollars, the IRA would get $400,000 and each us would pocket over $260,000.

And here was the best part: Michael and his partners had recently met someone who knew a guard on the Abington truck who said he could arrange a handover. The guard would get a cut too, and to everyone’s great advantage. When you take the guards’ itchy trigger fingers out of the equation, you increase the odds of success dramatically.

How could we say no?

The job satisfied my ultimate goals: money for the IRA and money for my lifestyle. Besides, Mick and I were both growing impatient for anything that would get our juices flowing again. We were both action junkies, looking for the thrill that comes from doing things that are risky as hell—and the cash that comes with them.

Michael and his crew had been watching the armored truck delivery to the Abington bank since September 26, 1989. On January 6, 1990, he asked us in; the job was set to go down just three days later. On the same day, the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation declared the Bank of New England insolvent. Both the Boston Globe and the Boston Herald carried prominent stories concerning the bank’s difficulties and the lengthy lines of depositors wanting to withdraw their funds. Michael figured the Bank of New England would be delivering larger amounts to each of its branch offices to cover the dramatic increase in withdrawals. He said they couldn’t wait any longer. The time to hit the bank was now.

The only thing I didn’t like, right from the get-go, was the lack of time I had to prepare. I had this churning in my gut. You always get anxious before a job, but something in this equation just didn’t add up. Of course, the reminder that two million dollars was involved weighted the mental balance sheet real fast. Every job had its potential downside: somebody could get killed or you could get caught. But when you looked at it overall, the potential rewards of the Abington job far outweighed any consequences, especially when you weighed the handover aspect. If the job went as planned there would be no need for bloodshed—either for the guards or us. I couldn’t pass it up.

I’d known the other three members of Michael’s crew for years; they were seasoned criminals and sympathetic to the plight of Catholics in Northern Ireland. That’s why my request for 20 percent going to the IRA was so readily accepted. Bobby Joyce, thirty-seven, was a serious man and a fierce street fighter who owned a “bucket-of-blood bar” in Dorchester. Jimmy Melvin, at forty-eight a year older than me, owned a nightclub in Boston. He was an upbeat, robust guy with a vicelike grip. He was also a good family man; he was always talking about his kids and how well they were doing in school and sports. Jim Murphy was forty-eight; the most memorable thing about him was this weird tic he had with his tongue. He’d be talking straight at you and suddenly he’d squish up his face and jet his tongue out like a frog chasing flies. Mick and I didn’t like or trust Murphy much. It wasn’t that we’d thought he’d rat us out or anything, he was just so weird!

Jimmy Melvin and the boys had done their homework. That’s the monotonous part of sticking up an armored truck. The first thing you’ve got to do is watch the truck’s delivery schedule for three to six months. You watch for weaknesses; you watch and study habits. Do the guards keep the safety strap on their holsters snapped? Does the driver unsnap his, or do they take their guns out of their holsters and carry them? You’ve got to know these details. The slight difference between snapped or unsnapped safety straps changes your entire approach. And if the guards carry their guns in their hands, you fold it up and find another truck to scout.

It’s their attitudes that you’re studying. Guns carried in their hands means they’re frosty, wired up, looking and ready for trouble. Usually it’s the younger guards who approach their deliveries this way. The older guys who haven’t experienced a robbery in years—or maybe ever—they’re usually laid back, sloppy. When you see those young bucks, bright eyed and with comically fierce expressions on their faces, and they have their guns out, you think, “Let’s find something easier.”

The ideal situation is a bank on a corner with a street that runs along two sides. Conditions are perfect when you have that right angle. The armored truck pulls up on the left side. You park and get set up on the right, out of their sight. With the bank building itself forming a natural hiding place for your vehicle, the guards don’t see you until you charge. But you have to be very careful when you scout. The FBI watches videotapes of these deliveries. They can spot familiar vehicles and familiar faces. Scouting is an art; in fact, it’s probably 90 percent of the crime. Scout it right, plan it right, do it right, and you will make a lot of money.

Michael Habicht and his guys had actually videotaped a delivery to this Bank of New England branch. Jimmy Melvin had driven a stolen van to a strategic parking place across from the armored truck’s delivery spot. A video camera was mounted inside the side window of the van. Jimmy got out of the van and went shopping in Abington while the camera recorded the entire two hours prior to the delivery. The tape showed us everything in living color. It was the perfect tool to prepare for the most critical moment—the charge.

The day before the job Irish Mick and I met up with the boys in Quincy. The six of us drove to Abington in final preparation. We spent eight hours running the plan, detailing it to the exact second. We drove the route until it became second nature. The bank was not situated on a corner; it was not an ideal location. Abington was a rural community and most of the businesses were in strip malls or were sparsely scattered along Route 139. Jim Murphy had borrowed his daughter’s car, and even though Mick and I didn’t like him, we trusted his skill. He was a master at escape routes.

“Do state police patrol this highway?” I asked.

“No. The nearest barracks are miles away,” Murphy responded.

Mick jumped in. “Michael, how about the locals. Is there a pattern?”

“Yep, the police cruiser has been spotted most days on the other side of town getting coffee. The guy is pretty habitual,” Habicht said.

Jimmy Melvin and Michael had studied the area for months. You had to plan for any possible situation. There could be no surprises. Anything left to chance could come back to bite you in the ass or shoot you in the chest. You needed to have at least one alternate escape route. It was all about procedure.

“Well, well, will you look at that,” Mick suddenly pronounced with a deep grin. He’d spotted a beautiful young lady near our bank. She had long blonde hair and a clearly defined figure. His talk seemed to get thicker whenever women were involved. “That prick,” I used to think, “what an advantage that enviable brogue gives him.” “I can’t figure out what they see in you, Mick,” I shot back. “That mug of yours should scare the hell out of them.”

Actually, Mick wasn’t ugly at all, but he sure wasn’t good looking as Irishmen go. Actually, he looked like he should be lecturing on logic or philosophy at some college. He certainly didn’t fit the British stereotype of an IRA volunteer—a hard-hewn man with rugged features and a scally cap. Mick had an almost gentle appearance, although he was in fact far from gentle—he was a hardcore IRA operative.

“You’re just jealous, Nee” he said with a devilish grin. “I’ve got women figured. I know what they want.”

“What do they want, Mick?” Bobby Joyce asked curiously.

Did Bobby really believe Mick knew what women wanted? I wasn’t sure.

“Sincerity. That’s all they want. Sincerity.”

“Sincerity! You’ve never been sincere a day in your life,” I responded. Then I had to amend that, because Mick had demonstrated his sincerity as an IRA volunteer, with all the hardships and dangers that entails. “At least when it comes to women!” I corrected.

We all laughed.

By now the tension of the day’s preparations was beginning to subside. All of us began to turn down the intensity a notch, except maybe for Habicht and Murphy. That was just their personalities. They both were great at their jobs but they handled the stress differently. Me, Mick, Jimmy, and Bobby used humor to release the anxiety.

The twilight was coming on hard. The air rushing in the front window was cold and biting. It definitely felt like snow.

“Nee, you got one problem.” Mick paused. “Well, you’ve got more than one problem, but as far as women are concerned, you’ve got one big problem.”

I couldn’t help but laugh, and I couldn’t respond because I had a hunch which bullshit line was coming next. Joyce and Melvin were laughing too. Mick savored his moment, and then sprung his insight on us.

“You’re shallow.” He chuckled. “They can sense it. Ah, yes, don’t ya think they know you’re only after a one-night stand? That ya don’t care about their needs? Ah, Patrick, you’re only foolin’ yourself, because you certainly aren’t foolin’ them!”

Melvin, Joyce, Mick, and I laughed hard. Habicht and Murphy were flat, still serious and stiff. After a few moments, Murphy felt the need to put a stop to the laughter.

“Let’s get home and get some sleep,” Murphy blurted out. Even though I was irritated—he just hated us being less uptight than him—I knew Habicht and Melvin had to be up before dawn to plant the “boilers,” the stolen getaway cars. Everything was a go. We were as prepared as we were ever going to be.

As we’d say in the Marines, confidence was high. Driving home there was a feeling of calm, powerful poise in the car. Mick leaned over to me and spoke softly and with a kind of measured assurance. “Patrick, tomorrow at this time we’ll all be rich and Margaret Thatcher will have a few more sleepless nights.”

The bottom line of a successful take is this: You can plan, detail, and discuss how you’re going to react for hours. Everything always looks good on paper, and talk is just talk. But when the adrenaline is surging through your body like the fuel in a racecar at Indy, the only thing that matters is your response to action at that moment. When it comes time for execution, for getting the job done, it’s all about the men you’re working with. Will they do the right thing at the right time? Are they solid, confident guys, or are they weaklings, cowards who collapse when the deed needs to be done? What are you going to do when the guard reaches for his weapon? After you shout at him to freeze and he doesn’t, what will you do? Shoot him down? Kill him? All that “he’s-a-family-guy-with-a-job” shit has to be sorted out in your mind already. If he puts himself in harm’s way, he accepts the consequences. Or he should. It’s not about what the guard deserves. Of course he doesn’t deserve to be killed. But in doing this particular job he accepts that his truck might get robbed, and that he might have to kill a robber—or be killed by us. I know that normal folks—“citizens,” as we call them—find this hard to understand, but what I’ve been doing all my life is hard to understand. I am a criminal. By definition, we live outside society’s bounds.

Anyway, I was determined to charge this armored truck, thrust my .357 Magnum in the driver’s ribs, and calmly, but with authority, make sure he did exactly what I told him. But first I’d have to endure the wait. I’d had the same experience as a marine: the life-threatening situation, planning for the ambush, getting in place for it, and then the wait. Most of the same conditions were present in Abington that were present in Vietnam except for one—I was no longer in the service of the U.S. government. I’d seen combat in ’Nam, fought Whitey Bulger in a gang war, and had succeeded in countless risky criminal actions. I was confident the Abington job would go well.

I spent most of the early morning hours pacing my living room. The tension felt like a large elastic band squeezing my lower belly. I stood. I sat. I paced. And I listened to the clock, each tick a reminder of our impending assault on an armored truck with two million dollars inside. I played and replayed in my head each detail of the heist as we’d planned it, frame by frame, as if it were a movie. I’d left Danbury ten months ago. Would this be the last morning of my freedom, or the first day of my new life as an armed robber in service to the IRA?

During the night the snow had begun to fall, and by morning a thin white blanket covered the windshield of my car. Mick and I left South Boston right at 6:05 A.M. With traffic and the snow, we had about a forty-five minute drive ahead of us. I parked my car in Randolph, a safe location miles from Abington. Jimmy Melvin picked us up there in a red Dodge Caravan they’d stolen in December and stashed in a safe garage until we needed it.

Jimmy was never late. He was always dependable, solid, immovable. That’s what made him a great partner and a great driver. If the shit went down, he’d be there waiting for you. He’d never leave anybody behind, even if something went wrong and shots were fired at him. And when you’re doing the kinds of things we were doing, a guy like that is gold.

Michael Habicht and Jim Murphy had strategically parked two boilers in the vicinity of the bank earlier that morning. Then they picked up Bobby Joyce and met us at Trucchi’s Market on Route 139, across the street from the bank. There was no problem parking in Trucchi’s lot that early. Bobby transferred into our vehicle and took his position on the floor behind me. Habicht and Murphy would spot for us at a safe distance across the street from the bank. Inside their vehicle they had a Motorola walkie-talkie and a police scanner tuned to the local frequency. We’d be focused on hitting the armored truck; they were our eyes and ears to the outside world.

We were set up and ready to go by 9:15. The snow had picked up and was beginning to stick to the streets. Jimmy Melvin had removed the rear seat from the Dodge Caravan. I was in the front seat with a pistol on my lap. Mick and Bobby were lying on the floor behind us. They had all the weapons and were prepared to charge. When I looked back at these solid men, I felt confident this was going to come off.

The armored truck had always arrived without fail by 9:30, but with the snow we naturally anticipated a small delay. We would wait in the rear of the parking lot until Habicht saw the armored truck pull up beside the bank. He’d wait until the messenger got out of the truck and opened its back doors. The instant he saw the driver inside the truck through the open back doors he’d bark the go over the walkie-talkies.

Nobody spoke. Nobody was scared. We all knew what we had to do to succeed.

Melvin looked like a picture out of the Roaring Twenties. He wore a short, dark car coat and a porkpie hat tilted slightly on his head. I was dressed in a black lightweight jogging suit over a white shirt and tie. Mick was dressed similarly, except he wore a sport coat under his jogging suit and had three pairs of handcuffs for the guards hanging from his belt. Bobby Joyce was wearing multiple layers of clothes, including a lightweight outer raincoat over work clothes and rubbers over his work boots. We planned to strip off the outer layer of clothing after the initial charge and takeover of the truck; that way we wouldn’t fit the description given to the police. Each of us had dark wool pullover caps with eyeholes cut out and two pieces of duct tape that firmly attached our gloves to our sleeves. DNA testing was in its infancy; no way did we want to leave even a piece of hair behind.

By 10 A.M. I was beginning to get a little impatient. Something must have gone wrong. But maybe it was just the weather that was holding things up. I rolled my window down so I could feel the snow hit my face. I watched the flakes melt on my running suit. We couldn’t sit here much longer. The Caravan contained an out-and-out arsenal. Mick had an Uzi semiautomatic pistol that had been modified to fire fully automatic at a rate of 600 to 700 rounds per minute. Bobby Joyce had two weapons: the first was a powerful .223 Remington rifle with a sawed-off stock and the second was a Mac-10 machine gun. The Mac-10 was equipped with a silencer. The mere possession of these weapons could put us behind bars—twenty years apiece for each weapon. It was far too risky to sit in a parking lot with this kind of weaponry.

Michael Habicht’s voice crackled over the walkie-talkie. “I’m gonna look around. It’s 10:30. Things don’t feel right.”

“I think we should end this right now, Jimmy,” I said to Melvin.

“Habicht’s good. He’ll take a look and call it,” Jimmy responded.

Then it hit me. I don’t know where it came from. I’d been so enthusiastic about the handover idea that I’d neglected to ask who’d given the information to us. Plus, I’d trusted these guys; I trusted their judgment. Maybe it was the sixth sense you acquire when you become a seasoned criminal; I just knew something bad was going down.

“I don’t like it,” Habicht barked in. “Too many suits in the area. I’m gonna make one more pass and call it.”

“Hey Bobby, how’d you come on to this job?” I asked.

“A friend of mine from Dorchester had an inside,” he answered.

I snapped my head around like an owl. A chill went up my spine.

“Not Davie Ryan?” I ventured.

“Yeah. How did you know?”

Now I felt sick. “We’re fucked,” I announced. “Davie Ryan is a rat. We gotta get out of here NOW.”

Tension exploded inside the van. Melvin opened his door and began to slowly walk away. Two late-model Ford LTDs instantly jumped into my view. We had no time to react. Suddenly Melvin was on his knees with a shotgun to his head. I slid my gun gingerly off my lap and between the seats the second I saw the FBI agent running toward me with a shotgun held chest high.

“They got us. Don’t move,” I said. I didn’t want to see any of these guys get killed.

The shotgun fed was at the front windshield in a flash; he raised the gun to my face and yelled “Put your hands up.” There was nothing I could do. I looked square into the barrel. It was six feet from my nose. The guy was thirty-something; the gun barrel shook up and down with his heavy breathing. I moved my hands slowly toward the window. This guy was so pumped; one tiny move would have turned my gray matter into soup.

There was no way out. I was going to jail for a long time. “Fuck!” was the only word I can recall thinking. Two strong hands ripped me out of the front seat. I was standing with my hands up when I felt an explosion hit the right side of my head just behind my ear. I went down. The left side of my cheek was forced into the pavement. I could feel the heel of somebody’s boot cutting into the base of my neck. Everything was happening so fast. People were screaming and the only sounds I could clearly distinguish were the slapping of the rubber soles of FBI shoes hitting the pavement.

They sat us in a circle on the ground with our hands cuffed behind our back. When they pulled our hats off the FBI identified Melvin, Murphy, Habicht, and Joyce from Ryan’s information, but they didn’t have a clue about me or Mick. And I certainly wasn’t going to tell them. I could hear them mumbling to each other, trying to figure out who the hell Mick and I were.

“That’s Pat Nee,” one of the Boston police officers yelled from the back of the circle of clustered federal agents.

Shit! If I had only gotten away nobody would have known I was in the car. Now I was going back to jail for maybe fifty years or more. My mind swelled with humiliation. Not at being on the ground or being caught, but at the thought of the food in the county jails where I’d be held until my trial, and the infamous federal bus tour I’d be on after my sentence: forced to ride for sixteen hours a day without stops for the bathroom, fed cheese and two-week-old bread, my ankles shackled and my hands secured tightly to my waist with a chain that acted as a belt. To drink water the guards would make you bite the tin cup and move your head back slowly to let the water trickle down your throat. Yes, my life was going to suck for a long time to come.


2. IRELAND

My family left Ireland for America in 1952, when I was eight. My recall of life Ireland comes from two sources: my memories and my imagination. My memories, of course, are sketches of events that I can see in my mind. But I was young, and after you’ve seen the things I’ve seen in my life, only prominent incidents survive in your mind. But the stories about Ireland that my mother and father told around the family table when we were growing up in America created a new set of memories, born both of my parents’ recollections and my own imagination.

Our family had it tough in Ireland, sure, but I’m not going to tell you any of that Angela’s Ashes crap to try to gain your sympathy. We might not have had many good clothes but Ma washed them every day. There was always good food. In fact, Ma never let my brothers and I go to bed hungry. And I remember falling asleep every night to a penetrating fire that burned until early morning.

Our people came from Rosmuc, a tiny village on the coast road northwest of Galway City, in the west of Ireland. We spoke Gaelic and we were separated by clans. Our people were called “Black Legs,” because we had no shoes and our feet were always dirty. Back then people knew who you were by the clan you’d come from. My mother, Julia Grehlish, was from the Jude clan. My dad, Paddy Nee, came from the Padda clan. The clan name wasn’t a name you’d use in marriage or in any other legal sense. It was just a way of distinguishing and recognizing families in Ireland.

My dad worked as a laborer in a cement factory just outside Galway City. Although he was only 5′10″ with a medium build, he was rugged and his forearms were like sledgehammers. Dad had been in the Irish Free State Army—the army formed after the Irish Free State Agreement of 1922 partitioned Ireland into Northern Ireland and what would later become the Republic of Ireland—before I was born. He was a nationalist to the very core.

In Rosmuc we lived in a white stone cottage with a thatched roof. Every night our entire family would sit together around the fire. My grandmother and grandfather, my six uncles, and Ma and Dad would tell story after story about Ireland’s fight for freedom. I remember the fresh smell of burning turf filling my nostrils as my younger brothers—Peter, Sean, and Michael—slept sideways across one narrow bed. I’d watch the dark blue and orange flames dance into the darkness as the heat warmed my cheeks.

“There’ll never be peace in Ireland until the English leave,” Dad would say.

“For sure we’ll get it back,” Ma would reply.

As a kid growing up in Ireland I took for granted the fact that the British had stolen a piece of our country. Most of the songs my mother and father sang had something to do with getting our piece of land back from the British. But at eight years old I wasn’t too sure what “getting it back” really meant.

Ma, the youngest of the Jude clan, was born in 1916. Everybody called her Baby Jude. One thing my mother never did was hold back a word she thought should be spoken. But it was not only her words that were strong; her presence cast a long shadow. She was statuesque—tall and dark with chocolate-brown eyes and pitch-black hair. The muscles in her back were thick and powerful from all the chores she’d done as a girl. The one thing I’ll never forget about my mother was the size of her hands. She’d only have to make a fist and the thickness of it, with the protruding knuckles, would make you give a second thought to continuing your mischief.

When I was seven we moved to a row house on Courthouse Lane in Galway City. Dad told me years later that the economic conditions in Ireland were beginning to worsen then. Plants were closing down and new jobs were harder to come by. I guess it was at that time that Dad and Ma decided it was time to begin saving money for the boat ride to America. My father and mother wanted the very best for us kids and, sadly enough, it was becoming harder and harder to raise a family in Ireland.

The row houses in Ireland are the equivalent of what we in America call housing projects. Back then, most everybody in Ireland lived in row houses. If you live in a housing project in America you’re labeled as poor and often feel humiliated. But the majority of people in Ireland were poor during the time I lived there. I never felt I was any different from anybody else. Nobody had more than we did and some had less. I had no idea what it meant to be poor.

There were no sidewalks in the section of Galway City we moved into. On Courthouse Lane, where we lived, the street ran right to the edge of the row houses. I remember the entire length of Courthouse Lane—identical stone houses painted white with dark brown ceramic roofs. The bottom floor of our house had a kitchen with a sink, running water, and a fireplace. There was no icebox. There was no toilet either; the outhouse was only a few steps outside the back door in our small, perfectly square backyard.

On the ceiling in the rear of the kitchen was a trap door that took you upstairs to a large loft. A thick green curtain divided the loft into two sleeping areas: Ma and Dad slept on one side while Peter, Michael, Sean, and I slept quietly on the other. Ma always opened the door early in the evening so the heat from the fireplace could warm the loft.

I have two vivid memories from our last months in Galway City, right before we emigrated to America. When it was time for me to begin school, Ma dressed me in the traditional Irish school uniform—a white shirt, knickers, and black shoes. I’d been to school in Rosmuc. Back there all the children were together in the same schoolhouse; my brothers and I studied Gaelic and English together. But here in Galway most of the schools were parochial—which meant, of course, that the teachers were nuns and brothers. I was in trouble in the Galway school before I ever sat down in my chair. And I think that was before I even opened my mouth.

You see, I am left-handed. I’ll never forget one mean, ugly brother. He had to be six feet tall. His face was square, like a mailbox on an old country road. “I’ll teach you to write with your left hand,” he’d scream, as he pounded a wooden rod against the backside of my knuckles.

I think it took a week of Ma seeing my bloody knuckles at supper to change everything. At first she played it off; maybe she thought it would pass and that old Mailbox Head would stop his abuse. But each beating caused more bleeding and swelling. After five days I couldn’t even clench a fist to do my chores. I wasn’t able to carry turf into the
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