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Prelude The Loneliest Boy in the World

At Christmas 1948, ten years before my own birth, two wise men came bearing gifts for a child born in a humble cabin. Yet this child was seen as a harbinger, not of the birth of a new world, but of the death of an old one. He was called Gearóid Ó Catháin, and he was the only child left on the Blasket Islands, off the coast of Co. Kerry. The Blaskets were famous as a remnant of an old Gaelic world, a vestige of an ancient way of life. The community had a remarkable late flourishing of literary self-expression in the autobiographical books of Tomás Ó Criomhthain, Peig Sayers, Muiris Ó Súileabháin and other islanders. For Irish nationalists, it was a microcosm of the distinctive culture they had promised to revive – hardy, simple, pious, but rich in memories and dense with stories and songs in the Irish language.

Now, though, it was a microcosm of something else: the disappearance of the Irish world. The life blood of the islands was draining away westward, as the people emigrated, in particular to Springfield, Massachusetts, where they found work in the blast furnaces and cloth mills. The ‘names of places spoken of by those who went and returned’ were now American addresses: Van Horn Park and Chicopee, Indian Orchard and Watershops Pond.1 This seemed to be, not just their specific fate, but that of Ireland as a whole. The writer Honor Tracy, visiting the Great Blasket round this time, called its ruined cottages ‘miniatures of the ruins lying about all over Ireland’.2

The wise men who came with gifts for Gearóid Ó Catháin were a reporter, Liam Robinson, and a photographer from the Irish Press, the newspaper owned by the man who had dominated Irish politics for thirty years, Eamon de Valera, who was Taoiseach (prime minister) for most of the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s. Robinson framed his story as the swansong, not just of an offshore village, but of an epoch spanning millennia, making little Gearóid the ‘heir to a civilisation and island home that is dying. He will be remembered as a last link with the Hidden Ireland.’3 Later, as the child acquired an almost mythic status, the Irish Press would call him, ‘the last child… on a dying island that is the last outpost of the Celtic Empire’.4 Gearóid was the Last of the Mohicans.

On that first pre-Christmas trip, the reporter laid at his feet toys, ‘bootees and things on wheels’ and recorded the sounds, in his infant’s Irish, that expressed his wonderment.

Robinson’s story was taken up by international newspapers, often under the headline ‘The Loneliest Boy in the World’. Readers moved by his plight sent gifts for Gearóid. As he told Bob Quinn in 1993, ‘I got parcels from Australia and from New Zealand and from America’. In 1949 he got ‘trains, cars, trucks, every sort of book… clothes and shoes. There was no stop to them. In the middle of that year my name was on everyone’s lips as if I were a film star.’ Patrick Fitzgerald, a rancher in Minnesota who read the story in a local paper, wrote to his parents. ‘He told them he had lost two children in their tender years and that he and his wife would like to adopt Gearóid, who in time would inherit their property.’5 When the parents declined the offer, Fitzgerald offered to take the whole family to Minnesota. The Irish Press reported in 1951 that ‘On the wall of the cottage where he was born hangs a big framed picture of New York’. Asked in 1951 what would become of him, Gearóid replied, ‘raghad go ’Merica’ – I will go to America.

When the islands were finally abandoned by their dwindling population in November 1953, there were reasons to fear what their fate might portend for the wider project of Irish independence. Thirty years earlier, after a decade of turbulence and violence, the Irish Free State had emerged in twenty-six of the island’s thirty-two counties, the other six north-eastern counties formed into the new entity of Northern Ireland, dominated by its Protestant majority and still part of the United Kingdom. In 1948, when Gearóid became famous, the Free State officially declared itself a republic and cut its last formal times with Britain. It was unquestionably now a sovereign state, with its destiny in its own hands.

It was ruled by two virtually identical nationalist political parties that emerged from the civil war of 1923, Fine Gael and – by far the most successful – the Fianna Fáil party of de Valera, last surviving commandant of the Easter Rising of 1916 that ignited the revolutionary movement. Both parties were fervently Catholic, deeply respectful of the right of the church hierarchy to make binding rulings on all questions of morality, especially those relating to reproduction and sexuality. Both claimed as a priority the revival of the Irish language as the vernacular of the people – and both equally did nothing to stop the death of Irish-speaking communities like that on the Blaskets. Both saw the Irish economy as essentially agrarian and Irish society as properly rural. Both insisted that partition was a great sin and that the lost six counties must be restored to make Ireland whole again. Neither did very much thinking about how this might happen.

This apparent unanimity of purpose concealed, however, a much deeper contradiction. The state was supposed to be autonomous and sharply defined and the longer it was established the more so it ought to have become. In truth, it felt ever more powerless and increasingly blurry. Ireland remained neutral in the Second World War and emerged into the world of the post-war boom as a backwater and an irrelevance. Its economic backwardness meant that it could not contain itself – its people, like those of the Blaskets, were leaving for the very thing a holy and romantic Ireland could not provide: ordinary urban, industrial modernity. Given a choice between being the Last of the Mohicans or living in Indian Orchard, Springfield, they were voting with their feet.

In 1959, the year after I was born, and the first year of a radical programme to try to save Ireland by modernizing its economy, the British astronomer Fred Hoyle published Ossian’s Ride. The novel is a strange mixture of science fiction and John Buchan-style adventure story. In it, it is now 1970. The narrator Thomas Sherwood, a young English mathematician, is summoned by British intelligence and sent on a mission to penetrate the headquarters of ICE, the Industrial Corporation of Éire, a fictionalized version of the actual IDA, the Industrial Development Authority which was given the task of attracting foreign investment to Ireland. The nature of ICE is explained to Sherwood: ‘ICE came into being some twelve years ago. A small group of very able scientists approached the government of Éire with what seemed an entirely straightforward proposition. The proposal was to establish an industry for the extraction of a range of chemicals from the organic material in peat – turf as the Irish call it… Within a short time, ICE was producing an amazing range of valuable chemicals ostensibly from turf as raw material, although whether this was really so is open to doubt.’6

ICE, like the companies attracted by the real IDA, has been given a ten-year tax holiday by the Irish government. After its fourth year, however, it makes an immensely profitable breakthrough. It invents a contraceptive pill which it apparently manufactures from turf. After this ICE switches from chemistry to physics, and Ireland becomes an industrial, and potentially a military, superpower. The old world powers need to know what is going on and Sherwood is sent as a spy.

When he asks why the Catholic Church didn’t stop the creation of the Pill, his handler replies, ‘Ridicule, my boy. If I may parody the poet Schiller: “Against laughter even the Hierarchy fights in vain.” Think of it, contraceptives from turf! For decades the church had fulminated against their use while all the time outside every cottage there’d been piled a whole mountain of the stuff.’7

Sherwood, on his trip to the future Ireland sees, in Dublin, a city that is being ‘systematically demolished and rebuilt’. He witnesses the arrival of television and summarizes remarkably well the impact that it would actually have in Ireland a few years after Hoyle’s book was published: ‘It seemed as if two different worlds had come into sharp conflict.’

Sherwood discovers that ICE has sealed off the south-west corner of Ireland – Kerry, West Cork and Limerick – as its own territory. Its holy of holies, the inner sanctum where the head scientists are based and from which they have organized their futuristic enterprise to make Ireland the centre of the modern world, is the Blasket island of Inishvicillaun. In 1959, when Hoyle was writing his fantasia, it was uninhabited, but later it was occupied as a holiday home by Charles Haughey, the corrupt Taoiseach of the 1980s and early 1990s, who saw himself as the great leader of Irish industrial modernity and father of the Celtic Tiger boom that followed him.

The architects of ICE are, of course, aliens. Having taken human form, they came to the Blasket Islands from a distant imploding planet, bringing with them the knowledge accumulated by their vastly more advanced civilization. For Hoyle’s original British readers there may have been a certain reassurance in knowing that the charming Irish scatterbrains Sherwood encounters couldn’t really work out all that complicated mathematics and technology on their own. Yet here too there was a metaphorical ring of truth. The transformation of Ireland over the last sixty years has sometimes felt as if a new world had landed from outer space on top of an old one.

In 2004, the release of state papers from 1973 revealed that in that year an American rocket scientist, Gary Hudson, approached the Irish consul in Chicago with a detailed plan to build a space station on another of the Blaskets, Inishnabro. He intended to use it for the launching of a commercial space shuttle. He claimed to represent a group of scientists and investors, including an astronaut ‘who walked on the moon’ and ‘British astronomer Sir Frederick Hoyle’. Civil servants in Dublin dismissed the idea as possibly ‘a gigantic leg-pull’.8 In fact Hudson was a genuine pioneer in commercial space flight. And by the time his proposal was revealed in 2004, stranger things had happened in Ireland.




1 1958: On Noah’s Ark

My parents’ wedding photographs always remind me of a frontier town in an old Western. To prise open the mock mother-of-pearl covers of the wedding album is to enter a world of strange contrasts. There they are, elegant and radiant, wrapped in the proud formality of the 1950s, my mother’s elaborate white dress and veil, the clean lines of my father’s bespoke suit. They are emblems of a great continuity, of a seriousness and respectability forged over generations of struggle against squalor and despair, against poverty and violence. Their adamant dignity sparkles like a diamond hard-won from the dirt.

What gives the pictures their air of High Noon, though, of a respectable wedding threatened by the dangers of a frontier town, is the setting. The Catholic church that forms the background to the photographs should be dark with gothic curves, or bright with baroque tracery, but is merely dull with the blank stare of unadorned concrete blocks. It is not really a chapel at all, but a temporary shed slapped up to serve a raw new suburb while the proper church is being built. It may have been consecrated by the wave of a bishop’s hand, but it is unconsecrated by those holier things, by the skill of craftsmen or by the hopes and aspirations, the dreads and supplications, of dead generations. The place looks like what it is: transitional. It has been there for eleven years, a dreary substitute for the real thing, which was being built up the road at enormous cost, with seating for 1,700 worshippers at a time.1

There is no history here. Some kind of displacement is happening, but no new place has yet come into being. It is not just that those rough walls look unfinished. It is that they will never be finished. They merely await their inevitable demolition. Just as they have no past, they are not intended to have a future. They make my parents seem like settlers in an unmapped territory, their wedding staking a claim in land for which there are as yet no title deeds.

And yet the strange thing about them is that they were not emigrants, merely colonists in a new kind of Irish landscape. The temporary church was a few minutes’ walk from the house on Aughavannagh Road into which my mother had moved with her family seven years previously, in 1948. It was part of the Crumlin housing estate, a big web of narrow roads, lined by largely identical two-storey working-class dwellings, spun out of the countryside south-west of Dublin city. They were not planning to live there at first. But they were also not planning to live in the place to which so many Irish people of their age were looking – elsewhere, abroad, away.

In September 1957, when my mother was four months pregnant with me, the satirical magazine Dublin Opinion ran a cartoon on its cover. A young woman identified as Ireland is speaking urgently to a fortune teller: ‘Get to work! They’re saying I’ve no future.’2 The future, as it might be lived out on the island, seemed to very many people a void, a nullity. Yet, my father at twenty-five and my mother at twenty-seven, planted a foot in it by getting married. They must have been able to look into that fortune teller’s crystal ball and see something worthwhile. Or maybe, as I always suspected, my mother saw it and my father, who couldn’t quite believe that she was marrying him, just saw her.

My father had a job as a bus conductor, taking fares and keeping order on his routes from the southern suburbs into Dublin city. He had a dark blue uniform and a cap with an oddly boat-shaped badge in regal purple trimmed with silver that said CIE, Córas Iompair Éireann, which meant Irish Transport System in the indigenous language he did not speak and that Irish governments had been trying without success to revive as the vernacular for thirty years. But before he met my mother, he had filled out the papers for emigration to Canada. He had cousins there. Most of his brothers and sisters were in England. My mother, who worked in the Player Wills cigarette factory half a mile away from Aughavannagh Road, didn’t want to leave. Except for a sister who was a nun in India, and her youngest brother, who settled in Manchester, her family tended to stay in Ireland.

So, she and my father did not emigrate. They got married. And both of these things, in the Ireland of the mid-1950s, were unusual. A few years later, my father wrote down the addresses of his siblings. Eileen and Paddy were in Dublin. The rest were – Kevin: Bicknor Road, Maidstone, Kent, England; Rita: Ruddington Way, Newtown, Birmingham, England; Jean: ‘somewhere in London’; Seamus: Ossington Buildings, Mescon Street, London, England; Mary: ‘somewhere in Australia!’; Carmel: Glenthorne Street, Hammersmith, London, England. He added the first cousin to whom he had been very close – Vincent: Fircroft College, Selly Oak, Birmingham, England.

As for marriage, it was more unusual in Ireland than anywhere else in the world. Ireland was one of the most Catholic countries on earth, and the church preached that the family based on marriage between a man and a woman was a sacred thing, an earthly reflection of the Holy Family. But in reality Ireland had a ‘shockingly low’ marriage rate – statisticians could not find a comparable country. It also had Europe’s lowest proportion of women in the population, because women got out in even larger numbers than men did.3 Census figures published two years before my parents’ wedding showed that ‘the percentages unmarried of all age groups were still the highest in the world’.4

This was just about beginning to change. On the day before my parents’ wedding the front page of the Irish Times carried the headline: ‘Slight Increase in Marriage Rates’.5 The rate had risen from 7.4 per 1,000 people to 7.5. It was not the kind of statistical blip most people noticed. The mood was too bleak. Dublin Opinion had created a visual image of it on its cover in July 1956: the island with nothing on it except a sign saying ‘Shortly Available: Undeveloped Country, Unrivalled Opportunities, Magnificent Views, Political and Otherwise, Owners Going Abroad’. One of those most struck by it was the recently appointed secretary of the Department of Finance, T. K. Whitaker, who began work on a document that would shape my life. He later recalled: ‘As far as I remember, the immediate stimulus was seeing a cover of Dublin Opinion.’6

The image may have been powerful enough to have momentous effects, but it was wrong in one respect. It was not the owners who were going abroad. Ireland was owned very securely and very comfortably by a post-revolutionary political elite, by a well-heeled professional class, by big cattle ranchers, and above all by the hierarchy of the Catholic Church. The state founded in revolution and civil war had become remarkably stable. But it was a stability sustained by radical instability – to keep it as it was, huge parts of the population had to emigrate, for otherwise the sheer weight of their discontented numbers would drag it down.

This created a surreal disjunction. ‘Ireland’, as a notion, was almost suffocatingly coherent and fixed: Catholic, nationalist, rural. This was the Platonic form of the place. But Ireland as a lived experience was incoherent and unfixed. The first Ireland was bounded, protected, shielded from the unsavoury influence of the outside world. The second was unbounded, shifting, physically on the move to that outside world. In the space between these two Irelands, there was a haunted emptiness, a sense of something so unreal that it might disappear completely.

I was born on Sunday, 16 February 1958. Three events of that weekend can serve as portholes into this strangeness. Two days before I arrived, the committee of the Dublin Theatre Festival, which was due to be staged in May, decided to drop Bloomsday, a planned adaptation of James Joyce’s Ulysses, from its programme. ‘The board, it is understood, felt that recent “adverse publicity” which had followed the expression of disapproval by the Most Rev. Dr. McQuaid, Archbishop of Dublin, made the production of Bloomsday inadvisable.’ McQuaid, one of the most powerful figures in Ireland, had made his displeasure known by refusing a request from the organizers to have the opening of the festival marked by the celebration of a special votive Mass.

The author of the adaptation, Alan MacClelland, was particularly disappointed because ‘I had the play vetted by an authority on moral dogma and I was advised on any blasphemous passages, which I naturally agreed to cut.’ Hilton Edwards, who had been due to direct the staging at the Gate Theatre, said that he was ‘not surprised’ because ‘as always there has been a rigid censorship of plays, as of everything else’. He accepted the decision with resignation – ‘All right. I am no rebel. If the people of this city think it is not for them, I am not upset.’ He added that the festival would now ‘end up in the kind of silly joke for the rest of the world that most things have that happened here. Everyone will feel very smug and very pure here, and they will be wrong as usual.’7

Sean O’Casey, whose new play The Drums of Father Ned had also been dropped because he refused to make alterations, had a similar response: ‘The dropping of the plays will be a subject of ridicule all over the world.’ (O’Casey subsequently banned the production of all of his plays in Ireland during his lifetime.) Over the weekend, Samuel Beckett withdrew three mime plays and a reading of his radio play All That Fall from the festival in protest at the Archbishop’s interventions against O’Casey and Joyce. Within a few days, the entire festival would be ‘postponed’ – in effect abandoned.8

There was, though, one deliciously farcical little afterpiece. It emerged that the Lord Mayor of Dublin had been advised by his (Catholic) chaplain that there was nothing objectionable about staging Ulysses, since it was ‘a story known to everybody’. This was taken to suggest that there might, after all, be some little tinge of liberalism within the church. But ‘it didn’t become clear until much later that he was confusing Homer’s Ulysses with that of James Joyce’.9

While my mother was in labour, five or six masked men from the clandestine Irish Republican Army (IRA) that claimed descent from the rebels of 1916 raided a British army training camp in Blandford, Dorset, brandishing revolvers. They shot the sentry in the stomach and bound and gagged ten young soldiers, all of them raw conscripts, in the guardroom. It was very easy: the guards’ rifles were not loaded. But the men then drove off in a rented Hillman Hunter without taking any weapons or doing any damage. One of the raiders muttered to a soldier he was tying up, ‘This is with the compliments of the IRA’. Another was strangely dressed in an army greatcoat and blue trousers, with a red stripe down the seam, like part of an archaic dress uniform from an earlier time, as if he were playing a soldier in an old melodrama.10

The raid would be treated with great jollity when it was discussed in the House of Commons a few days later, with the veteran Labour politician Manny Shinwell teasing the newly appointed secretary of state for war Christopher Soames, amid general laughter, that this was ‘the first battle in which he has been engaged’ and asking, ‘Do you regard this as a success for the War Office?’11 But it had a haunting coda. The next day, some of his fellow soldiers at the Blandford camp teased Corporal William Courtney – ‘You’re Irish, better give yourself up.’ Courtney, who was fifty-one and a trainer with the Corps of Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers, was from the Moy in Co. Tyrone. A few minutes later, Courtney was walking past his company’s office when he dropped stone dead.12 An officer remarked that ‘Perhaps the excitement of the previous day affected him’.13

There was just one person involved in the raid whose identity was known and who could, apparently, make sense of the event. A soldier at the camp, Corporal Frank Skuse, mysteriously disappeared the night before the raid. Police launched a large-scale hunt for Skuse and described him in breathlessly admiring terms as a handsome man with ‘a smart military bearing… a pleasant manner, a very clear voice, and athletic physique’.14 They made him sound like the hero of an action movie.

He was found three months later, however, not in England, but in Ireland and not as Frank Skuse. He had been imprisoned for the unlawful possession of arms and for refusing to account for his movements, but under a different identity, that of an Irishman, Paul Murphy.15 As the Irish newspapers would report in May, ‘Red haired, six-foot tall British Army Corporal Frank Skuse, wanted by police in England since the raid on the Army camp at Blandford, Dorset, last February, has been located in the most unlikely of places − as a political prisoner in Mountjoy Jail’ in Dublin.16

Skuse’s double identity came to light when he became involved in a confrontation with prison warders while an attempt at a mass breakout by IRA prisoners was under way. ‘While he was being forced to his cell, he began shouting, displaying traces of an English accent. When calm had settled once again within the prison walls the warders reported what they had heard. Inquiries were made by the authorities, thus solving the mystery of the whereabouts and the history of the man.’ Yet in the descriptions of Skuse issued by the English police after the Blandford raid, it was made clear that he ‘speaks with a Cork accent’.17

The story made no sense – was Skuse really Murphy or Murphy really Skuse and which accent, the English one or the Irish one, betrayed his real self? Intriguingly, when an attempt was made to spring Skuse/Murphy from St Bricin’s Military Hospital in May, the IRA denied having any part in it and alleged that ‘if such an attempt was, in fact, made, it was the work of British secret agents’.18 But the mystery added to the surreal feeling of the event, the sense of an old history replaying itself as performance. Skuse later revealed that he had escaped from England by disguising himself in ‘a conservative suit with a copy of the Financial Times sticking out of his pocket’.19 Perhaps a theatre festival was not necessary after all.

While I was being born, the Irish government’s leading modernizer, the minister for industry and commerce Seán Lemass, left Dublin Airport for Paris to take part in two days of discussions about whether Ireland would or could join a proposed European Free Trade Area (EFTA). The previous year, the Treaty of Rome, signed by six countries – Germany, France, Italy, Holland, Belgium and Luxembourg – had established the European Communities, also known as the Common Market. Britain had stood aside but was now pushing for the creation of a wider zone of economic co-operation between the Six and the other European countries that were outside the Soviet-dominated Warsaw Pact bloc. If EFTA were established, Ireland would have to make momentous decisions about its future: to open itself to free trade or remain as a protected but even more isolated space.

Each of these three events encapsulated one or other of the great tensions of the place I was born into. The abandoned theatre festival was supposed to be part of An Tóstal (The Gathering), a much larger series of events that had been organized at Easter each year since 1953. Its origins lay in a memorandum submitted to Lemass by the president of Pan American Airlines in 1951. He suggested that in order to boost tourism, the country should market to Irish-Americans a festival called Ireland at Home. It should include a ‘world cup’ of the native Irish sports, hurling and Gaelic football; a contest in Ireland and Irish-America for the perfect Irish colleen, to be judged by the Hollywood stars Maureen O’Hara and Maureen O’Sullivan (Jane to Johnny Weissmuller’s Tarzan); a season of classic Irish plays at the Abbey Theatre; and the creation near Shannon Airport of a theme park to be called Valley of the Fairies or Home of the Leprechauns.20

Such was the strange state of Ireland that many of Pan Am’s proposals were in fact adopted, albeit in toned-down versions. The Irish colleen competition became The Rose of Tralee festival. The theme park near Shannon became Bunratty folk park. The Abbey season became the Dublin Theatre Festival. There were also attractions like the Golden Golf Ball competition and a pageant characterized by the great satirist Flann O’Brien (writing in the Irish Times as its columnist Myles na Gopaleen) as a ‘military tattoo with banshees, pookas in nightshirts, leprechauns and lady pipers’.21

All of this was supposed to connect Ireland with its diaspora in America, usually said to number twenty million people – and, more importantly, with its dollars. It failed: Irish-Americans did not answer the call of ‘home’ in significant numbers. But if Boston and New York were among Ireland’s Elsewheres, there were many others. Three out of five children growing up in Ireland in the 1950s were destined to leave at some point in their lives, mostly for the shelter of the old colonial power, England. In 1957, the year before I was born, almost 60,000 people emigrated.22 This was the latest episode in a slow, relentless demographic disaster. In 1841, the population of what became the twenty-six-county Irish state was 6.5 million. In 1961, it would hit its lowest ever total of 2.8 million. By that year, a scarcely imaginable 45 per cent of all those born in Ireland between 1931 and 1936 and 40 per cent of those born between 1936 and 1941 had left.23

The idea of disappearance hung over the place. A biblical image of post-war Ireland as an island submerged beneath the Atlantic occurred to very different people. John McGahern, working on a London building site, sat over lunch with a young Co. Clare man reading in his newspaper of another wet Irish summer. Prayers were being offered at Masses for the rains to cease but the young emigrant added his own supplication: ‘May it never stop. May they all have to climb trees. May it rise higher than it did for fukken Noah!’24 He was unknowingly echoing an earlier exile, Bernard Shaw, who, when the Republic of Ireland was officially inaugurated at Easter 1949, was asked by the Irish Times to comment on whether it was a step forward or backwards for Ireland’s development. He replied: ‘Ask me five years hence. If our terrible vital statistics improve to a civilized level then our steps will have been steps forward. If not, then there will be nothing for us but the ancient prescription of the submergence of the island for ten minutes in the Irish sea.’25

Another Nobel prize-winner, the German novelist Heinrich Böll, sat by the fire in Achill, on the outer edge of Co. Mayo, and mused that ‘the Atlantic persistently carries away piece by piece the Western bastion of Europe; rocks fall into the sea, soundlessly the bog streams carry the dark European soil out into the Atlantic; over the years, gently plashing, they smuggle whole fields out to the open sea, crumb by crumb’.26

While Pan Am and An Tóstal were trying to attract tourists from the US, dispatches from American reporters did not make the place sound like anyone’s idea of fun. Arthur Vesey of the Chicago Tribune conjured scenes of both rural and urban desolation for his readers: ‘All is so still among the piles of stone which were once the cottages of the Irish who have gone away… Walk the back streets of Limerick, of Galway or other important centres and you see whole buildings abandoned. Some villages of the west are also half derelict.’27 The American-based theatre critic and director Eric Bentley compared Dublin unfavourably to the bombed-out cities of post-war Europe: ‘Few of the ruined cities of the Continent seem anything like as far gone as Dublin. Any who look beyond the elegant eighteenth-century squares and the lovely rural environs are bound to find it the drabbest capital in Europe.’28

In March 1954, small, enigmatic ads began to appear in the Irish Times. All they said was Coming – The Vanishing Irish.29 These cryptic messages, like the sandwich boards of apocalyptic preachers, seemed to be a warning to the Irish to prepare to meet their doom. In fact they were trailers for the serialization of a book edited under that title by an American Catholic priest, John O’Brien. Its tenor was indicated in O’Brien’s opening essay: ‘If the past century’s rate of decline continues, the Irish will virtually disappear as a nation, and will be found only as an enervated remnant in a land occupied by foreigners… Today Ireland is teetering perilously on the brink of near extinction…’30

Asked about the book by an American journalist, the Taoiseach Eamon de Valera laughed and assured him, as if he were talking about a strain of breeding cattle, that ‘The Irish are not a vanishing people. There is quite good stock here who will take care of that.’31 Nonetheless, the phrase ‘The Vanishing Irish’ acquired a kind of vogue. The Sunday Independent used it again for another series of articles in May 1957. The Irish Times ran an editorial in 1956, full of dark intimations that the Irish would become like other indigenous peoples who had lost out in the Darwinian struggle for survival: ‘What matters is that we will disappear as a composite race. We will add our name or names to those of the races that assimilate us; but as an entity, we will cease to exist.’32

Around this time, Böll had a dream about a nun finding a dead American Indian in Duke Street in the centre of Dublin. She told him: ‘no one ever found out where he came from, who he belonged to, no poison was found in him nor any violence on him: he was clutching his tomahawk, he was in war paint and all his war finery, and since he had to have a name… we called him “our dear red brother from the air”.’33 But in fact it is obvious enough where the dead Indian came from: the fevered images of the Irish as a moribund tribe.

There was something very Beckettian about all of this. In the wake of the controversy over O’Brien’s book, the Irish Times published a cartoon linking it to the news that the Abbey Theatre had declined to name a winner of its competition to find a distinguished new play. It shows two bearded men in a pub, one of them reading a newspaper with the headline ‘No Awards in Abbey Play Competition’. In the caption, he is telling his companion: ‘I suppose my dramatization of The Vanishing Irish was considered a bit avant garde. Just a set – no actors…’34 The cancellation of the Dublin Theatre Festival in 1958 could perhaps be seen as the real fulfilment of this avant-garde minimalism: the feast of drama with no actors, no sets, no plays and indeed no audiences.

In one of the plays that Beckett withdrew from the festival, All That Fall, the central character Mrs Rooney ruminates on the alternatives of staying and going: ‘It is suicide to be abroad. But what is to be at home, Mr Tyler? What is to be at home? A lingering dissolution.’ Flann O’Brien/Myles na Gopaleen was an embodiment of lingering dissolution, slowly drinking himself to death. Most writers lived in Ireland’s intellectual and artistic capital, Elsewhere. Even the playwrights who were to be absent from the now non-existent Dublin Theatre Festival were not present anyway: Beckett was in Paris, O’Casey in Torquay, Alan MacClelland in London. Joyce had died in Zurich.

Giving one of his impromptu rhetorical performances in McDaid’s pub in Dublin around this time, Brendan Behan informed his listeners that ‘Ireland is a village in Trieste with James Joyce; Devon with Sean O’Casey; Paris with Sam Beckett and all tied together… to an elderly degenerate proselytising umbilical lasso known as the Archbishop of Dublin. Ireland is a figment of the Anglo-Saxon imagination, her vices extolled as virtues and her glorious memory perpetuated by Boss Croker and Tammany Hall. Ireland is a lie, a state or place non-existent…’35

Behan’s surreal image of Archbishop John Charles McQuaid as both a lasso that captured and tied Ireland together and an umbilical cord to which it was attached had a kind of truth to it. McQuaid, a small man whose piercing eyes radiated power and perception, had been the Catholic Archbishop for eighteen years already. He embodied the authority of the church in a country in which 95 per cent of men and 94.8 per cent of women were Catholic. The nature of that authority was expressed perfectly in the Dublin Theatre Festival fiasco. There was in fact no official censorship of plays (unlike books and films) in Ireland. But McQuaid’s writ ran so strongly that it did not need mere state law to impose it.

The extent of McQuaid’s obsessive monitoring of Irish cultural life for occasions of sin was as remarkable as his ability to enforce his will. Not long before I was born, the one and only national radio station, Radio Éireann, had played, on its popular and innocuous music programme, Hospitals Requests, Cole Porter’s ‘Always True To You’:


But I’m always true to you, darling, in my fashion

Yes I’m always true to you, darling, in my way.



The presenter, Tom Cox, was summoned by the controller of programmes, Roibéard Ó Faracháin, a poet and playwright associated with the Abbey Theatre. He heard the most dreaded words in Ireland: ‘The Palace has been on.’ The Palace was McQuaid’s Archbishop’s mansion in Drumcondra – it is striking that the metonymy evoked a feudal aristocrat or even a monarch. Ó Faracháin told Cox that ‘His Grace is concerned at the somewhat, eh, circumscribed morality of the song. Indeed he believes that it advocates the proposition that a limited form of fidelity is somehow acceptable.’ The next time ‘Always True To You’ was requested by a listener, Cox played an instrumental version by Victor Sylvester and his Ballroom Orchestra.36

It was not for those listeners to understand how McQuaid’s limits on what could be sung or said or written or read were enforced. O’Casey and Beckett cannot have known precisely how it worked in the case of the Dublin Theatre Festival. The church literally owned the space where Beckett’s plays were to be staged, the St Francis Xavier Hall. In January, the provincial of the Jesuit order had called McQuaid to let him know that, in compliance with his wishes, he had directed that permission for the use of the hall be refused. This and the cancellation of the Mass that was meant to open the festival were sufficient to signal the unacceptability of Joyce, O’Casey and Beckett in their own native city. The lord mayor phoned McQuaid to express his loyal support. Dublin Corporation threatened to withdraw its grant for street decorations if the plays were staged. Even the secretary of the Dublin Council of Trade Unions protested to the festival’s council against the ‘objectionable plays’.37

In a neat twist, given that the purpose of the festival was supposed to be the attraction of Irish-American tourists to the ancestral homeland, two of McQuaid’s fellow bishops sent a letter to the American Catholic hierarchy explaining why McQuaid had ‘felt compelled’ to act against Joyce and O’Casey. No such explanation was necessary in Ireland. This was real authority: McQuaid never even made a public statement, yet he effectively forced the abandonment of what was supposed to be an international showcase for Irish theatre.

Perhaps an even greater tribute to this power was the acceptance by the victims of their own impotence. It is striking that the main objection of the adaptor of Ulysses, MacClelland, was not that Joyce was being censored but that he himself had not been given credit for his diligent efforts to identify objectionable blasphemies which he ‘naturally agreed to cut’. That ‘naturally’ spoke volumes. It was taken for granted that anti-Catholic sentiments should not be spoken aloud on stage. And there were no serious protests from Ireland’s small core of artists and intellectuals. Indeed, perhaps the greatest writer still living in the country, Flann O’Brien, wrote in his Myles na Gopaleen persona: ‘On the whole I approve of the withdrawal of these two ill-advised pieces. The total closing of all theatres for a couple of months is another notion I commend. The male actors will get healthy employment snagging turnips or footing turf, and many of the actresses would be better off down the country where they came from, making nourishing soup for their grannies in big iron skillets.’38

Yet McQuaid’s umbilical lasso did not just capture and confine Ireland. It also held it together. Behan’s flight of oratorical fancy in McDaid’s suggested that Ireland was an insubstantial place, a fanciful notion upheld only by the Archbishop’s iron grip, or perhaps more accurately sustained in existence only by his baleful stare. It was Ireland’s greatest philosopher, George Berkeley, who suggested that ‘to be is to be perceived’. McQuaid’s eye was like the eye of God: all-seeing, unblinking. McQuaid had a telescope in the bell-tower of his residence – the rumour was that he used it to spy, not on the heavens, but on courting couples. He also had a magnifying glass. He once informed a director of the Irish Press, Eamon de Valera’s son Vivion, that when he used it to scrutinize the drawings of women in ads for underwear, it was possible to see the outline of a mons veneris.39

This voyeurism may have been terrifying, but it was also consoling. Beckett’s Vladimir in Waiting for Godot finds some fleeting comfort in the thought that ‘At me too someone is looking’. The idea that McQuaid and his vast network of lay and clerical informants were always looking meant that Ireland had not yet succumbed to non-existence. It could not vanish so long as it was under his all-seeing eye. He fixed it with his glare – and in that minutely attentive gaze, it continued to be. Even in the emptiness of the ruins, the watchman was awake.

There was, though, a whole other level on which Ireland could be thought of as non-existent. The state that had come into being in 1922 consisted of twenty-six of Ireland’s thirty-two counties. In the ideology of militant nationalists, that meant it had not come into being at all. It was illegitimate – as of course was its evil twin, the Protestant-dominated statelet of Northern Ireland. The IRA maintained as a matter of vital principle a ‘refusal to recognize’ the state.

That state was ambivalent about its own existence. The Taoiseach, de Valera, was the sole surviving commandant of the Republican rebels in the 1916 Rising. But he was also titular leader of the forces that opposed the creation of the southern state in 1922 in an abortive civil war. Seven members of his government were fellow veterans of this conflict. They had taken power in the 1930s, in a state whose existence they had violently opposed, with the aid of some impressive mental gymnastics.

The Constitution created by de Valera in 1937 (with help from McQuaid) distinguished between the de facto and de jure Irelands – the actual one they ruled and the one that should exist as a thirty-two-county entity. The first was explicitly temporary. It subsisted, as the Constitution had it, ‘pending the reintegration of the national territory’. The main difference between the Dublin government and the IRA on this score was one of degree. For the former, the Ireland it ruled was a liminal state, hovering between the colonial past and the future of full freedom. For the latter, the existence of this ghostly entity could not be acknowledged at all.

The IRA men who raided Blandford camp on the weekend of my birth were devotees of this faith. In 1956, the IRA had begun the ‘Border Campaign’ of armed raids into Northern Ireland, attacking military and police installations, communications facilities and public property. The aim was to ‘fight until the invader is driven from our soil and victory is ours’.40 By February 1958, the campaign had already produced new martyrs to add to the great community of the Republican undead: Fergal O’Hanlon and Seán South (also known by the Gaelicized form he often used, Sabhat), the latter a far-right Catholic activist who wrote to the newspapers about the need to control ‘bad films’, asking rhetorically, ‘How can this be done with Jewish and Masonic executive [sic] dictating to the Communist rank and file’ in Hollywood? He suggested that the answer was to consider ‘whether or not pictures should be shown at all’.41

In McQuaid’s ideal Ireland, there would have been no plays, in South’s new republic, there would have been no movies either. The IRA to which he belonged worried about emigration mainly because it exposed Irish youth to the ‘irreligious completely materialistic atmosphere of England’. In a country with brutal censorship of books already in place, it had launched a campaign to ‘Stop Foreign Publications’, and further censor material that was ‘not merely anti-Catholic or anti-Christian but definitely and deliberately Pagan’.42

For Seamus Heaney, a teenage boarder in St Columb’s College, Derry, the impact of the IRA’s new Border campaign – and specifically of a bomb attack on the courthouse in Magherafelt in his native terrain – was visceral:


Soot-streaks down the courthouse wall, a hole

Smashed in the roof, the rafters in the rain

Still smouldering: when I heard the word ‘attack’…

It left me winded, left nothing between me

And the sky that moved beyond my boarder’s dormer.43



This violence was strangely weightless. As the laughter in the House of Commons when the Blandford raid was discussed so clearly indicated, the British ‘invader’ was not particularly anxious about it. The Unionist government in Northern Ireland was not shaken – if anything the IRA’s aggression helped to sustain its insistence that Catholics were inherently treacherous and deserved the second-class status imposed on them.

The Blandford escapade was emblematic of both the futility and the histrionic nature of the whole campaign. Nothing was actually achieved, except the shooting of one young English conscript with no bullets in his gun, who soon recovered, and perhaps the frightening to death of an unfortunate middle-aged Irish corporal. The weird way its apparent protagonist, Skuse/Murphy, hovered between existence and non-existence, captured something of the state of militant Irish nationalism. It was replaying its own history, if not quite as farce, then as surreal psychodrama.

But the psychodrama still had an audience. One thing for which the IRA had not lost its capacity was the production of martyrs, and martyrdom had a powerful emotional radiance in a culture shaped by the fusion of political myths of blood sacrifice (especially those of the 1916 Rising) with the religious drama of Christ’s death and resurrection. Dying for Ireland imposed on the survivors a moral obligation to mourn. Large crowds had lined the route of Seán South’s funeral cortège as it drove all the way from Monaghan near the Border to Dublin and south-west to his native Limerick, where 20,000 men, women and children, including the city’s mayor, waited in pouring rain to receive his body at midnight and 50,000 accompanied it to the cemetery next day. The men who turned out in their uniforms were not just members of the IRA in black berets and armbands, but busmen and railway ticket inspectors.44 In Dublin and in Limerick, and at various stops in between, crowds recited the Rosary, a long litany of Catholic prayers, in honour of the martyr. Hagiographic tributes hailed him as ‘an exemplary and very fine type of young Irishman’ whose ‘blood will fire us to a renewed enthusiasm to bring to fruition Seán’s finest dream – an Ireland free and Gaelic’.45

But what did this mean? If South was exemplary in his religious devotion, desire to shut down cinemas and determination as one tribute put it to ‘meet his death where Irish land is still held by foreign soldiery’,46 the moral duty of every young person was to engage in holy war against both the Protestants of Northern Ireland and the Masonic−Jewish−Communist forces of Hollywood. And any outsider looking at the official reactions to his death would have been sure that this was indeed what Catholic Ireland intended to do. Almost all local government councils in the twenty-six counties voted to express their profound sympathy for South. Gaelic football and hurling teams were called after him. A popular ballad, ‘Seán South Of Garryowen’, was composed in his honour within a week of his death, the words, tellingly, first published in the Irish Catholic.47

But all of this was steeped in an exquisitely refined ambivalence. The Catholic hierarchy declared it a mortal sin to ‘co-operate with or express approval of’ any organization that ‘arrogates to itself the right to bear arms or to use them against its own or another state’, but South and other martyrs were given huge public Catholic funerals that were attended, as well as celebrated, by the clergy.48 The dominant political party, Fianna Fáil, and its leader de Valera, maintained that militant operations by the IRA would merely cause further suffering without weakening partition, but its representatives, including its rising star in Limerick, Donogh O’Malley, made sure to be seen among the mourners. The very appeal to the young to be fired by the blood of the martyrs with ‘renewed enthusiasm’ for the cause implicitly conceded that enthusiasm was waning. Militant nationalism needed regular transfusions of young blood to keep it alive, because it led a kind of vampiric half-life, imaginatively and emotionally draining but not visible in any mirror held up to contemporary Irish reality.

This was nothing as simple, or as stable, as mere hypocrisy. There were people – a small but potent minority – who fully shared the belief that the purpose of life was to free Ireland, speak Irish and be a pious and puritanical Catholic. There were people – a larger but more tacit minority – who thought all of this to be obscurantist nonsense. But most people were capable of living simultaneously in the dreamworlds of Catholic nationalism and of modern material aspirations. It was quite possible to shed a tear for Seán South and sing the ballad of his heroic deeds in the pub on a Saturday night in London or Birmingham or Glasgow or New York. It was quite possible to think that South was a mad zealot and also that he was an exemplary Irishman.

This was another kind of performance. There was a modest surge of recruits to the IRA, whose membership reached around 1,000. Support for its political wing Sinn Féin rose to 5 per cent nationally in the general election of 1957 (an average of 11 per cent in the constituencies it contested), and it won four parliamentary seats, which it refused to occupy because, of course, it did not recognize the state. But people did not stop speaking English and start speaking Gaelic. The cinemas remained full. Young men and women continued to emigrate to English cities in search of a life better than the one they had in Catholic nationalist Ireland. In 1957 alone, an astonishing 1.8 per cent of the entire population left the country.

The same annual meetings of the Gaelic Athletic Asocation (GAA, the body that organized the native games of hurling and football) that held a minute’s silence and said a decade of the Rosary for Seán South and Fergal O’Hanlon also heard reports on the ‘disastrous’ effects of emigration on their ability to continue to field teams of young men.49 At the time of the Blandford raid, the Border Campaign was already faltering, and many in the IRA were beginning to feel it should be abandoned. By the middle of 1958, 500 of them were in prison or interned without trial on both sides of the Border.50 By the end of the year, confident that the campaign was petering out, the government began releasing prisoners. While the IRA’s crusade to drive out the ‘invader’ maintained a desultory existence, it would, in 1962, call the whole thing off and blame its failure on ‘the attitude of the general public whose minds have been deliberately distracted from the supreme issue facing the Irish people – the unity and freedom of Ireland’.51 In this at least the IRA showed some glimmer of realism: the Irish people were indeed in a state of long-term distraction, radically uncertain about how to define themselves.

Four days before I was born, there was a public funeral in Dublin for another fallen young hero, on the same scale as Seán South’s. The body of Liam Whelan, the brilliant twenty-two-year-old Manchester United inside-forward who had been killed in the Munich air disaster that took a terrible toll of the youthful side known as the Busby Babes, was flown home on an Aer Lingus freight plane and accompanied by large crowds on a five-mile route from the airport to the Church of Christ the King in Cabra, with thousands more lining the route. Traffic was repeatedly stopped along the way as ‘the cortège was time and again accorded tributes from workers returning home’.52 At the funeral, the coffin was covered with a floral arrangement sent by the club showing its Old Trafford ground and soccer pitch, complete with a ball, goals and red corner flags. The dense rows of people who stood outside the church, whose doors had to be closed to prevent overcrowding, recited the Rosary, the same litany of prayers that had been intoned for the soul of Seán South. The Mass was celebrated by Revd Charles Mulholland, a friend of Whelan’s who had been due to preside at his wedding. No one seems to have taken issue with Father Mulholland’s day job, which was as Catholic chaplain at the Royal Air Force base near Weston-super-Mare in Somerset.53

It would be easy to think that the people who said the Rosary for Liam Whelan and those who had prayed for Seán South the previous year belonged to mutually hostile and exclusive tribes: one that hankered after a pure, Gaelic and Catholic Ireland to which Whelan and his priest were traitors and another that shared at least part of its identity with working-class people in Manchester, Liverpool and Birmingham. But it is a reasonable bet that many had stood in both crowds, reciting the same litanies. Especially in urban Ireland, it was easy enough to slip between different modes of feeling, to share on Wednesday a very public mourning with the people of Manchester and on Sunday to cheer on the IRA men who raided Blandford. In the mental universe of mass migration, one could be neither here nor there, but also, sometimes, both here and there.

In the shadows of the high drama of the IRA raid and the lurid scandal of the collapse of the theatre festival, the third event on the weekend I was born – Seán Lemass’s departure to Paris for talks on European free trade – was scarcely visible, a boring non-story. Lemass himself called the negotiating session ‘important but of small general interest’.54 Yet even if most people were not interested, his trip to Paris was an episode in the creation of the Ireland I would grow up in. While nationalism and religion sucked up almost all the oxygen, those dull, technical talks were exposing the existential dilemma of the project of Irish independence. What Lemass was grappling with was whether, as western Europe continued to move inexorably towards the creation of a zone of free trade, Ireland could continue to exist as an economic entity.

The question Lemass was forced to pose was whether Ireland could even be thought of as part of western Europe. It had always imagined itself to be so, to belong in some profound way, in particular to the Catholic Europe of Italy and France and Spain. But there was a rough awakening to Ireland’s marginal place in Europe. In the tentative negotiations for the formation of EFTA, Ireland found itself in a group of four countries explicitly pleading that they would need very special arrangements because they were too underdeveloped to cope with the rigours of free trade. The other countries were Greece, Turkey and Iceland.55 Irish officialdom accepted that this was indeed the constellation in which Ireland was located: ‘some points of fundamental importance have emerged as common to all.’ Ireland accepted its designation alongside the other three as ‘less developed countries’. This was what Lemass was going to Paris to talk about – how would this strange group of four be treated in EFTA?

This cluster was not quite what Irish nationalists from Robert Emmet onwards had meant by their country ‘taking its place among the nations of the earth’. Without being disrespectful to Turkey or Iceland, they were not the nations the patriots had in mind. James Dillon, a leading member of Fine Gael whose family’s political roots were deep in nineteenth-century Irish nationalism, wailed in the Dáil that ‘we are with the descaminados − Iceland, Turkey, Greece and Ireland, the shirt-less ones of Europe. We have elected to take our place with them. It was at our request that we were enumerated in that company, the ones who had nothing to offer anyone except outstretched hands. We do not belong in that company.’56

But the company of the shirtless ones was the only economic coterie in which Ireland did belong. Ireland had been an independent state for thirty-five years but it now seemed more peripheral, both literally and imaginatively, than it had ever been. It had left the British Commonwealth in 1949, cutting its formal ties to the other ex-colonies. But this departure had not ended in any arrival. Ireland was not British – but it was not really anything else either.

There is a reason why American Westerns were vastly popular in Ireland – they probably seemed like social realism. In economic terms, Ireland was a vast cattle ranch with a few cities and a lot of small provincial towns attached. When the Irish government commissioned a study on economic development from the New York consultancy firm Stacy May, its report, published in 1952, opened with the line: ‘In the Irish economy, cattle is king.’57

Of the country’s total exports of all products to all overseas markets, a scarcely credible one-third was accounted for by live cattle and almost half consisted of beef and cattle products.58 And almost all of this went to the United Kingdom.

Even in Dublin, it was common for traffic to be held up by cattle being driven along the roads. In my childhood, it was not unusual to wake up and find a stray bullock grazing in the back garden. On the north side of the city, there was a sixty-acre cattle market on the North Circular Road that could hold six thousand beasts and was reputed to be the largest of its kind in Europe. (The beasts had religious identities: the beef farmer and cattle dealer Joe Ward recalled that ‘A number of the cattle stands were owned by Protestants, who sold practically all Protestant cattle. The Catholics sold practically all Catholic cattle…’)59 From there, the drovers herded them down to the North Wall to the boats that took them to the North of England and Scotland. Sheep were also driven through the city streets. Ward remembered: ‘At the end of the summer, when the lambs were being herded down to the boats, one or two of them would get underneath a tram and get entangled.’60

The animals may well have become entangled with the other herd making its way to the port: the trail of emigrants heading for English and Scottish cities. Often, they travelled on the very same boats as the cattle did, an image whose aptness was not lost on them. The export of live people and live animals in the same vessels epitomized the economic backwardness of the country.

In a bitter paradox, Ireland was an agrarian economy that was actually not much good at producing food. Where were the great fishing fleets of this Atlantic island? On the weekend of my birth, the minister for lands, Erskine Childers, was lamenting the fact that ‘Ireland was the only maritime country in Europe without middle-water trawlers and without a substantial export trade in wet fish’. With some of the richest fishing grounds in Europe, Ireland had managed in the previous year to export a grand total of £799,000 worth of fresh fish.61

In spite of having huge numbers of dairy cattle, Ireland could barely make edible cheese. In 1957, Ireland
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