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            Some day men will understand what it was that made this great artist so great,1 the fact, namely, that he was a worker who desired nothing but to participate with all his powers in the humble and difficult existence of his medium. This implied a certain renunciation of life; but just by the patience of such renunciation did he win life.

            rainer maria rilke, The Rodin Bookviii

         

         
            415notes 

            1 Some day men: Rainer Maria Rilke, ‘The Rodin Book: First Part’, Where Silence Reigns: Selected Prose, trans. G. Craig Houston (New York: New Directions, 1978), p. 129.
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            Prologue

            A Match

         

         
            What part does luck play in the whole shemozzle?1

            john mcgahern, ‘The Creamery Manager’

         

         Back then, George Best was John’s favourite player. How could he not be? A fellow Irishman with dazzling ball-control skills, film-star good looks and hair so thick and dark that John christened him Blackie. He would recall the Belfast man for a French newspaper on the eve of Ireland’s encounter with England in Stuttgart at Euro 88: ‘Black haired young devil, he had the genius for transforming a simple move into pure grace.’ John’s exile to London in the wake of being dismissed from his Dublin teaching job for publishing The Dark in 1965, while painful, carried some advantages, not least the chance to see in the flesh one of the greatest footballers ever to have played the game.

         
            I especially remember one late game at White Hart Lane,2 under persistent drizzle that misted the spotlights. Best was closely followed by two defenders and managed, thanks to a startling act of dribbling with his back to the goal, to keep control of the ball. Then, with the tip of his boots, he chipped it over his opponents, caught it himself behind their back and in front of the public who could barely believe it, the ball went like a thunderbolt into the net. Such magic gave you wings.

         

         Whenever Best travelled to the capital, John tried to be there, so to have Manchester United playing West Ham on his East End home patch this early in the season was an occasion not to be missed. That Saturday, as London’s summer tailed off unremarked, the weather slightly colder than normal, match day brought enough sunshine to keep the crowds xvicheerful as they poured out of Tube stations, past pubs and onward to football grounds across the city.

         The date was 2 September 1967. Through the spine of the West Ham team ran those Englishmen who had achieved sporting immortality the previous year in winning the World Cup across town at Wembley, a victory made sweeter by beating their German foes in the final. Just twenty-five years earlier, the Luftwaffe had been raining high explosives down on London, a post-war city, with bomb sites and dereliction still in evidence, especially across the East End and the neighbourhoods around West Ham’s Upton Park.

         Hammers fans, as they made their way into the stadium, did so with a trepidation unusual for such an accomplished club, captained by England’s blond hero Bobby Moore. The previous Tuesday night, they had conceded 3 at Burnley’s Turf Moor, and today they were facing the league champions, Manchester United, who, four months earlier, had humiliated them 6–1 in this very stadium, one of the club’s worst ever home defeats. Revenge would have to be extracted, and club authorities were keen to keep any sense of grievance on the pitch and out of the stands. Those compiling the match programme felt it necessary to fire a warning shot inside the back cover under the title ‘Soccer Hooliganism’: ‘We have signified3 our intentions to back prosecution whenever the police consider it justified, and would mention that following our match v Sheffield Wednesday three local youths were fined £30 at East Ham Court for using threatening behaviour and insulting words.’

         Michael Green, in his Sunday Times column the next day, bemoaned the increasing violence around England’s football grounds. There had been trouble at Elland Road after the Leeds captain, Billy Bremner, was sent off; at Bramall Lane, in the Sheffield derby, managers and players shook hands ‘to show everyone4 what great pals they were … The result’, remarked Green: ‘five people were taken to hospital, and dozens more thrown out of the ground.’ At Upton Park, twenty youths were removed. ‘I find all this a bit pathetic’, concluded Green, ‘in a nation supposed to be famous for its pipe sucking calmness.’xvii

         Among West Ham’s players that day alongside captain Moore were his international teammates Martin Peters and Geoff Hurst, as well as a new generation of exciting youngsters who would soon become household names: Billy Bonds, Trevor Brooking, Harry Redknapp. A potent mix of proven winners and new talent, the Hammers dominated the opening half, denying the visitors even a single shot on goal.

         Manchester United had been transformed into the best team in the country under the managership of Matt Busby, who had done an extraordinary job of rebuilding the club after his so-called ‘Busby Babes’ had been wiped out in an air crash on a freezing February night in Munich nine years earlier. Though having got off to a shaky start, the season would end in glory, with United becoming the first English side to lift the European Cup, with a squad full of stars like Bobby Charlton, George Best and Denis Law.

         Within the first minute, West Ham had United on the back foot, their stocky striker Brian Dear briefly knocking out Manchester’s keeper Alex Stepney in a robust challenge. George Best, United’s twenty-one-year-old star number 7, seemed anonymous, uninterested. Nobby Stiles and Bobby Charlton worked hard just to stem the West Ham tide, the best they could do to shoot occasionally from long range. The afternoon looked very much like being the London club’s day: a free kick got spilled by Stepney, with the ball rolling free towards the line, but Bill Foulkes intercepted at the last moment. Then Dear rattled the crossbar. United had been overrun and were fortunate to be still in contention when the halftime whistle blew. Fans left their seats, scuffles and fights broke out, Mancunians seething with frustration, Hammers with their tails up. Police, primed for trouble, weighed in as the British Legion Band played on.

         The second half began with West Ham in the same dominant form. Twenty-year-old Harry Redknapp ran straight through on goal, ball at his feet, only to be denied by a great save from Stepney. Fans of the claret and blues were becoming increasingly nervous, knowing that the longer their dominance lasted without a goal the more likely they were to be caught on the break. United had not buckled, and, worse still for West xviiiHam, Best had woken up, swinging a pass to Brian Kidd, who spurned Manchester’s first real chance of the game.

         After the breakdown of yet another Hammers attack, United full back Tony Dunne countered and crossed into the box, where Charlton touched it down to Kidd, who, with Bobby Moore bearing down on him, let loose with United’s first shot on target of the game. Entirely against the run of play, United had taken a 1–0 lead. Within five minutes, Charlton again unpicked West Ham’s defence, holding the ball up before releasing an inch-perfect pass to David Sadler, who had looped around to his left. Sadler fired his shot past Bobby Ferguson into the opposite corner of the goal: two shots, two goals, the game turned on its head.

         The Londoners’ hard work eventually paid off when Martin Peters converted from a Harry Redknapp corner. But the score felt like a consolation as United had the momentum. George Best, now energised, was slashing through the heart of West Ham’s midfield. The brittle right side of the home team’s defence opened up again to Pat Crerand, who, wrote one journalist, ‘sauntered through it,5 tacked round Ferguson like a yacht around a buoy, and laid on the third goal for Ryan’.

         Just like that, it was 3–1 to United in what was West Ham’s game in every way except for the final score on the board. ‘How do you begin6 to explain the inexplicable?’ asked Brian James’s ‘Diary of a Strange Match’ in Monday’s Daily Mail.

         The result was of little concern to one couple who walked out of the ground. For Madeline Green, a tall, graceful, thirty-two-year-old American, it was an interesting cultural experience, an entertainment, the first football match she had ever attended. A strong swimmer and enthusiastic table-tennis player, she generally disdained team games. For John McGahern, intense, preoccupied and two weeks Madeline’s junior, it was sport, a distraction from his daily life as a struggling and unhappy substitute teacher in a large Chingford primary school, part of the ever-burgeoning London-Irish community. For both of them, it was an unorthodox date that would change the course of their lives as unpredictably as those Manchester goals had settled the day in Upton Park.xix

         As the pair left the stadium that September afternoon, almost two hours of silence behind them, such was John’s concentration on the football, their interest in each other was reaching a peak of intensity. They walked together for hours through London without thought of time or destination, eventually crossing the Isle of Dogs and then strolling beneath the Thames through the Greenwich foot tunnel, emerging at the splendour of the Cutty Sark. Along the eastern horizon, darkness was settling; upstream London’s lights pierced the dusk.

         John had been frank on the long evening walk about the mess that was his life: a failing marriage, grinding disappointment at work, a lack of time to write. As the pair leant over the Thames balustrade, John commented regretfully that it was a pity they could not be together, to which Madeline – herself now certain that something fortuitous and real was within their grasp – replied that she saw no reason why not.

         Luck had entered their world unannounced and would have to be seized.xx

         
            notes 

            1 What part does: John McGahern, ‘The Creamery Manager’, in Creatures of the Earth: New and Selected Stories (London: Faber & Faber, 2006), pp. 228–36, at p. 236.

            2 I especially remember: John McGahern, ‘Souveniers d’une Irlande en rouge et vert’, trans. Florence Benoist, Libération, 11 and 12 June 1988. Translated back into English by Anne-Claire Leydier.

            3 We have signified: West Ham United v. Manchester United, Football League Division 1 match programme, 2 September 1967.

            4 to show everyone: Michael Green, ‘And Go to Church on the Saturday, I Presume?’, Sunday Times, 3 September 1967.

            5 sauntered through it: Brian Glanville, ‘Diligent Charlton Is Still the Hero’, Sunday Times, 3 September 1967.

            6 How do you begin: Brian James, ‘Diary of a Strange Match’, Daily Mail, 4 September 1967.

         

      
   


   
      
         1
            Introduction

            To Write a Life

         

         
            I think it is very strange that I am a writer at all.1

            john mcgahern

         

         The Pornographer is the only one of John McGahern’s works to give us a lecture on the art of composing biography. Standing at the bar of the Elbow Inn, the unnamed pornographer at the heart of the novel receives feedback from his eccentric editor, Maloney, about a piece he has submitted describing the sexual adventures of the Colonel and Mavis on a Shannon cruise.

         Maloney starts to generalise:

         
            I can see how2 you’ve fallen between two schools. You should have written it as plain biography, with copious, boring footnotes. That way no one would doubt you. No one has the faintest idea as to why we exist but everybody is mad for every sort of info about other existences. That way they can enjoy their own – safely. You can’t beat life for that sort of thing.

         

         As so often with this writer, levity becomes the gateway to high seriousness. John McGahern thought such questions had to be faced. How can one map the life of any other individual, never mind try to construct an accurate biography of a quiet, private man who spent so much of his writing life avoiding the literary world?

         John’s preferred place to write for most of that life was a small room in his Foxfield, County Leitrim, home: ‘a monk’s cell of two by four metres’,3 as the French man of letters Michel Déon remembers this space. John was candid about certain convictions during an interview given to Ciaran Carty, then a Sunday Independent arts journalist, in 1978. As his 2interviewer discerned, this writer did not believe external environment guarantees artistic merit:

         
            ‘Where anyone lives is an accident.’4

            ‘If you happen to live on the moon, you’ll learn to love it. It’s the quality of the love of the place and not the place itself that matters.’

            ‘I’d be against the idea that it is better to live in one place rather than another. I don’t think it matters. You don’t change your life by changing the externals of it.’

            ‘The world that you write of is inside your head and you can take that anywhere.’

         

         Carty drew out John on this theme:

         
            Of course he doesn’t think in terms of having come home. He would consider it an insult to be called an Irish writer.

            ‘I know that the colours, the sky, the particular qualities that I inherit are naturally Irish, but I feel that if one doesn’t belong to the human kind first, one would be a very poor writer indeed.’

         

         This particular artist believed not only in the desirability of a private life but also in the inevitability, the Proustian inevitability, of a secret life.

         His personal library was kept on plain, unvarnished shelving at one end of his study. At the other end was a small window overlooking the beautiful and ever-changing waters of Laura Lake. When I first stood in this room, some eight years after John’s death, I asked Madeline, rather naively, if he looked out of that window as he wrote. She smiled at this idea and pointed to the bare plaster to her left: ‘He closed the curtains and wrote at a plain desk facing that wall.’

         John carried this preference wherever he went. As was likewise stated to Carty in that 1978 interview: ‘All a writer needs is a cell,5 to face a wall. You create your own country, your own weather in front of a blank wall and the wall has always been the same, whether in Paris, Spain, London or here.’

         Two photographs made up the only decoration in the room. The first was a small black-and-white card of the Marx Brothers in all their 3zany pomp, a welcome gift to John from Paul Bailey, the English novelist and biographer who had been his predecessor as the Northern Arts Fellow in Newcastle upon Tyne, where John spent two happy years in the mid-1970s.

         The second one formed6 part of a newspaper article that appeared in the Irish Times of 25 March 2000 and features a smiling handshake between two men, Thomas Whelan and Patrick Moran. Despite having pleaded innocent, the two of them know they are shortly to be executed for their part in the events of November 1920’s Bloody Sunday. Behind and between the two men stands a grinning auxiliary cadet, Lester Collins from New Zealand. Whelan, a twenty-two-year-old from Clifden, was hanged alongside Moran, a Roscommon man who turned thirty-three on 14 March 1921, their execution day.

         For a period in the 1940s, John would attend Knockvicar National School with Moran’s nephew Tommy. He subsequently borrowed the name ‘Patrick Moran’ for the central protagonist of his third novel, The Leavetaking, and referred to Moran’s heroism in his 1987 screenplay, The Rockingham Shoot. John is thinking of this local legend when using a wartime execution to introduce a note of fear and violence into ‘Korea’, his early story about the poisonous relationship between a father and a son. Rather than hanging the two IRA (Irish Republican Army) men, he has them face a firing squad: ‘The officer dispatched7 the boy with one shot from the revolver as he lay face downward, but he pumped five bullets in rapid succession into the man, as if to pay him back for not coming to attention.’

         The condition of waiting for our end is not restricted to historical circumstance. This factor is a universal human bind, as the narrator of ‘Sierra Leone’ realises at the height of the Cuban missile crisis, as Soviet vessels steam towards their Caribbean destination: ‘It was the stillness that was unreal,8 the comfortable sitting in chairs with drinks in our hands, the ships leaving a white wake behind them on the screen. We were in the condemned cell waiting for reprieve or execution, except that this time the whole world was the cell.’4

         John’s decision to keep these two photographs around him as he wrote in the intense silence of that small room tells us a good deal about the man and his wry, stoical personality. They are small clues to a writer’s life, the sort of hints that John himself was wary of interpreting when entering into the realms of the creative imagination. Writing to a newfound friend, the writer Mary Lavin, from his sister Rosaleen’s terraced Leytonstone home in the late summer of 1960, John turns with frustration to a particular form’s shortcomings:

         
            There is a definite9 and growing movement to upset the critical pretentions of our age. Especially the authoritative biography lark. Marie Nordlinger has shown up inaccuracies in Painter’s Proust. Ellmann too. ‘How little do we know about ourselves. How little do our friends know. Who has the right to say or judge.’

         

         Manchester-born Nordlinger (Madame Riefstahl) was a friend and a correspondent of Marcel Proust, whom she first met in Paris in 1896. She assisted him with his translation into French of John Ruskin’s essays ‘The Bible of Amiens’ and ‘Sesame and Lilies’. Both of these works became, for John, an artistic touchstone. The first volume of George D. Painter’s Marcel Proust: A Biography and Richard Ellmann’s magisterial James Joyce had both been published the previous year to widespread critical acclaim. But John had his doubts and was impressed by Riefstahl-Nordlinger’s critique of Painter. Her essay ‘On Reading “Marcel Proust: A Biography”’ appeared in the June 1960 issue of X: A Quarterly Review. This smart London magazine would go on the following spring to publish John’s first work. Riefstahl-Nordlinger condemns Painter’s descriptions of the part she played in Proust’s Ruskin translations as ‘inexact, misinterpreted or wholly fictitious’,10 thereby adding grist to John’s mill of scepticism.

         Returning to this topic thirty years later, John retains his doubts: ‘Even Ellmann’s life11 of Joyce can be profoundly depressing. One admired the scholarship and the detail, but it didn’t illuminate the work for me. One felt one was being dragged through a thousand newspapers.’ His recurrent suspicion of the form as a valid means for understanding any writer’s 5work was guided by Proust, consistently one of his greatest influences. Reviewing John Halperin’s Novelists in Their Youth, John summoned this exemplar:

         
            In the great12 critical fragments that make up Contre Sainte-Beuve Proust states clearly that he sees the biographical method as essentially idle, since the recognizable, everyday personality of the artist bears, at best, an uncertain relationship to the inner spirit that creates what he calls le moi profond, which operates according to its own mysterious laws, a variant of Flaubert’s ‘God in Nature’: and he asserts that to argue from the former to the latter is foolish. In fact, in the short, brilliant essay On Reading, Proust goes further and dismisses the biographical method as one of the many pleasant forms of moral idleness.

            The modern fashion for biography has overtaken Proust’s position, but it hardly invalidates it.

         

         John did not relent in this review’s conclusion, insisting as so often on the alchemical nature of art, on its secrecy and unknowability:

         
            Thinking of the enormous publishing and academic industries that now surround true original work – the Collected Letters in several volumes, the Biographies, the Studies – I wonder if the overall result is not to turn those works back into the confusion and trivia and brittleness out of which they somehow contrived, magically, to emerge. We do not need knowledge of Shakespeare’s ‘obscure hurt’ to enjoy or suffer with Falstaff or Ophelia or Hamlet or Lear.

         

         On Reading, John’s favourite of Proust’s essays, is ever the pivot for a generalised dismissal.

         There were exceptions to this critical inclination. Fred Kaplan’s Henry James: The Imagination of Genius was admired, as was Hermione Lee’s Virginia Woolf. And such an exception could also be made in personal terms. John’s advice, when Kate O’Brien’s biographer Eibhear Walshe asked for help, was direct:6

         
            I have read the biography13 and feel it would be a mistake to publish it as it stands. It seems to me that it falls uncertainly between biography and criticism. I think the long accounts of the novels should go, and be only referred to in passing to illuminate something in the life. And the life should be much more fleshed out, the places she lived in, the people she knew … For instance, how did she go through all that money? We can suspect but there are too few details.

         

         This perspective is all somewhat more nuanced than the public position of the man who disliked Ellmann’s James Joyce for its overly literal and newsprint-focused bent. John suggested that he meet Walshe in the Central Hotel, Dublin, where he went through the entire draft over three hours and provided a close reading, saying there were too many shades of the lecture hall. Walshe recalled the encounter in warm terms: ‘generous, thorough and a lesson in how to create character in a biography’.14 He revised extensively, leading to the production of a tighter, more finished book.

         Four years after John’s death, one commentator made some preliminary notes on what would be needed should an account of the writer’s life be undertaken:

         
            The way one views15 the legitimacy of a biographical approach to John McGahern’s fiction should depend on more precise attention to the facts than has been commonly practised thus far in the related criticism and popular reception. While it was inevitable that John’s own experience would have been to the forefront of his mind when writing The Barracks and Amongst Women and other related narratives, the potential parallels with Frank’s life must be viewed cautiously. Memoir has naturally initiated a whole new set of temptations to see the life through the prism of the work and vice versa.

         

         A particular question should be posed. Since John had gone to the trouble of publishing an account of his own life through the 2005 Memoir, do we really need a biography? He does go into some detail, notably enough, 7about his family life, his father’s absences, his move from school to school as a boy as his mother sought to continue her life as a primary-school teacher at a time when married women remaining in the profession was becoming increasingly unusual. Readers and reviewers, when the book appeared, tended to admire most the affectionate accounts of precious times spent alone with his mother walking the Leitrim lanes.

         John always maintained that he conceived the work, for all the attention given to the mother–son relationship, in an attempt to understand his mercurial father. But Memoir, for all its emotional power, leaves the reader wishing to know more. Most of John’s adult life – his emergence as a major talent, his successes and his failures – gets skipped over, as though these events were of little consequence. The man remains hidden.

         Given the near total lack of books, and of an intellectual tradition, in his upbringing, John often wondered about how and why his creative life had unfolded. He said in a 1985 interview: ‘I think it16 is very strange that I am a writer at all.’ This biography’s purpose is to explain how an Irish country boy, growing up in such a world, became one of the great fiction masters and prose stylists of the twentieth century.

         On the appearance of Amongst Women in 1990, an English journalist summarised:

         
            His reputation is a puzzle.17 In Ireland he is still notorious as a banned writer, and treated with wary respect by the literary world. In France he is revered, all his books available in translation. On the international academic circuit he is a ubiquitous and controversial speaker: unselfconsciously he namedrops a breakfast with Susan Sontag, a conference platform shared with Salman Rushdie and Bruce Chatwin during their legendary convergence in the Australian outback. But in England he is virtually unknown.

         

         Twenty years after his death, John McGahern remains a treasured figure in his homeland but is still not read as widely as he ought to be in Britain, America and beyond. Even in Ireland he tends to be misunderstood, remembered either as a pioneering truth-teller, a breaker of sullen, 8post-Independence censorship culture, or as a kindly farmer, a country man who happened to have a talent for writing.

         But John McGahern, first and last, was actually a great artist in the high European tradition of Stendhal, Flaubert, Yeats, Pirandello, Proust, Rilke, Joyce, Beckett, Camus.

         
            notes 

            1 I think it is very: Typed-up answers to unknown interview (1985), John McGahern Papers, University of Galway, P71/1205 (1).

            2 I can see how: John McGahern, The Pornographer (London: Faber & Faber, 1979), p. 163.

            3 a monk’s cell: Michel Déon, Horseman, Pass By! Irish Pages, trans. Clíona Ní Ríordáin (Dublin: Lilliput Press, 2017), p. 138.

            4 Where anyone lives: Ciaran Carty, ‘John McGahern: “It Would Be an Insult to Be Called an Irish Writer”’, Sunday Independent, 11 June 1978.

            5 All a writer: Carty, ‘John McGahern’.

            6 The second one formed: For more on the provenance of this photograph, see Pádraig Óg Ó Ruairc, Revolution: A Photographic History of Revolutionary Ireland 1913–1923 (Cork: Mercier Press, 2011), p. 151.

            7 The officer dispatched: John McGahern, ‘Korea’, in Creatures of the Earth: New and Selected Stories (London: Faber & Faber, 2006), pp. 45–50, at p. 45.

            8 It was the stillness: John McGahern, ‘Sierra Leone’, in Creatures of the Earth: New and Selected Stories (London: Faber & Faber, 2006), pp. 211–27, at p. 213.416

            9 There is a definite: Undated letter from John McGahern to Mary Lavin (August 1960), Mary Lavin Papers, UCD.

            10 inexact, misinterpreted: Marie Nordlinger, ‘On Reading Marcel Proust: A Biography’, X: A Quarterly Review, 1 (3) (1960): 203–9, at p. 204.

            11 Even Ellmann’s life: Quoted in Joseph O’Neill, ‘A Heartening Way with the Big Things’, Sunday Correspondent, 6 May 1990.

            12 In the great: John McGahern, ‘The Life, the Work and the Hurt’, in Love of the World: Essays, edited by Stanley van der Ziel, with an introduction by Declan Kiberd (London: Faber & Faber, 2009), pp. 351–3, at pp. 352–3.
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            To grow up1 is to come to the realisation that you have no mother, but lie there alone, unsleeping.

            halldór laxness, Salka Valka

         

         The worst was over now. Standing there, in the cold Donegal morning, a breeze coming off the lake, arms outstretched in memory of her crucified Lord, Sue McManus had come through the long, sleepless night of penance, rounding the Lough Derg basilica, repeating the Hail Mary, Our Father and Creed so many times that they became indistinguishable one from the other and from the hum of hundreds of prayers caught in the flickering candlelight.

         She had decided to make the three-day pilgrimage in preparation for her marriage later that summer. The following day, she would catch the boat back to the shore, having endured sleeplessness, starvation and the pain of nine barefoot stations around the island’s monastic ruins and inside the still-new octagonal basilica, so thick with pilgrims that penitents, in the moist warmth of their mingled breath, fainted but did not fall.

         Summer 1932. The pilgrimage was at the height of its popularity. In June, Dublin had hosted the Eucharistic Congress to commemorate the coming of Saint Patrick and 1,500 years of Christianity in Ireland. The country would not see such crowds again until the papal visit of 1979, the year in which Sue’s soon-to-be-firstborn child would publish his fourth novel, The Pornographer.

         For this devout young Leitrim woman, wanting to mark the times with a visit to Saint Patrick’s Purgatory was a natural impulse, especially now that her life was at a crossroads, her single days drawing to a close. 10On this morning, escaped now from the stifling foetid air of the church, she could pray purely and with intensity. She had confessed her sins, moving from exhaustion to elation, a lightness of head brought about by fasting and sleeplessness. And here she looked straight ahead, repeating the central prayer, her back to the cold grey stone of Saint Bridget’s Cross: ‘I renounce the world, the flesh and the Devil. I renounce the world, the flesh and the Devil. I renounce the world, the flesh and the Devil.’

         
            * * *

         

         Asked once to recall the overriding impressions of his childhood, John McGahern provided a memorably sensuous portrait: ‘A lurid light,2 always. Especially the red light burning in front of the picture of the Sacred Heart. A smell of sour potatoes – whole cargoes of them would be boiled, and the leftovers kept for the pigs and hens.’ This Ireland had changed little in a century: a poor, rural country of limited opportunities.

         
            There were very few luxuries of any sort; Ireland in the 1930s was essentially a nineteenth-century nation, with nineteenth-century sights: horses and carts on the road; people cutting their own turf for fuel. Cousins of mine would have a dirt floor, even in the 1940s; I remember trying to play marbles on it. There was no electricity, it was all candles and oil lamps. We were unusual in having a radio. No-one was well-off except the priest and the doctor and the wealthier merchants. Ninety per cent of people lived in appalling poverty. But it didn’t feel poor. The most attractive thing about Irish society then and now is its lack of class consciousness, everybody was equally badly off.

         

         While there is no doubting the primitive living conditions of most rural Irish people at this time, it is not quite true that deprivation was equally spread. The McGahern parents, for instance, both held a pensionable state position and never had to consider emigration as did so many of their peers in the early decades of post-Independence Ireland. In the first eighty years after British withdrawal, over two million left the country. 11These figures peaked in John’s childhood and youth, the fifteen years after the end of the Second World War, with over half a million of his countrymen taking the boat.

         John’s father, Francis ‘Frank’ McGahern, was a Cavan man, a native of Gowna. The McGaherns were, recalls John, people who ‘set great store3 on looks and maleness and position’. Born in 1901, Frank was the only child of John McGahern and Brigid Leddy and was brought up almost solely by his mother, attending national school and also receiving some secondary education at the Latin School in Moyne, County Longford. ‘“I was in the eighth class in Moyne,”’4 the IRA veteran Moran tells his daughters in Amongst Women. ‘“You couldn’t go further than the eighth class without going on to be a priest.”’ Such a possibility5 never arose for a poor boy like Frank, and soon there were more pressing matters to consider than life as a cleric.

         Frank was born into the revolutionary generation and could not but have been influenced by events in Dublin of Easter 1916. When war broke out early in 1919, Frank had just turned seventeen. He was quick to join the IRA, having already been a member of Sinn Féin, serving in one of the country’s most active flying columns under another past pupil of Moyne, the fabled ‘Blacksmith of Ballinalee’, Seán Mac Eoin, in later years chief of staff of the Defence Forces, government minister and presidential candidate. Thanks largely to Mac Eoin’s organisational skills,6 Longford had a higher proportion of IRA members than any other Irish county. John would tell friends in later years that he was named Seán in homage to this local hero.

         At the conclusion of war, Frank joined the new police force, An Garda Síochána, along with many other pro-Treaty IRA volunteers. He formally signed up on 27 October 1922, aged twenty. The initial batch of recruits had begun training in February, the month after British troops left Dublin Castle, making Frank among the first guards to serve the country. The ledger detailing7 the particulars of these men tells us that Frank was then living in the townland of Corratober, Gowna, County Cavan, was 5 feet 9½ inches tall, with a 37-inch chest. He had no medical 12problems, was literate and had served as a private in the IRA. Almost every man to join up that October had also fought as a Volunteer, with a handful of others either in the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) or in various British regiments through the Great War.

         Despite ever-present tension (‘a gnawing resentment8 of each other’s lonely and passing world’), the guards who populate John’s first published novel remember these days of revolution as among the best of their lives. Their night-time chats about the new Ireland and the part they played bring them back to a source: ‘the six months they spent training in the Depot when they were nineteen or twenty, in the first days of the Irish Free State’. But these memories of youth quickly sour in the face of a colder political reality:

         
            The British had withdrawn. The Capital was in a fever of excitement and change. New classes were forming, blacksmiths and clerks filling the highest offices in the turn of an hour. Some who had worried how their next loaf or day might come were attending ceremonial functions. There was a brand new tricolour to wave high; a language of their own to learn; new anthems of faith-and-fatherland to beat on the drum of the multitude; but most of all, unseen and savage behind these floral screens, was the struggle for the numbered seats of power.

         

         The following decades have wrought disenchantment: ‘Now they sat and remembered, thirty years later, waiting to go to their homes in the rain.’

         Frank McGahern, on whom Sergeant Reegan of The Barracks is largely modelled, graduated from the Phoenix Park Training Depot. Posted initially to the large Edward Street garda station in Limerick, he was quickly transferred to County Leitrim. Within six months of graduating, he had been promoted to the rank of sergeant and was patrolling the highways and the byways of Ballinamore, a not unusual rise in these early days of the state for a garda recruit with military experience.

         He had a reputation as a severe upholder of the law and made enemies. On one occasion,9 his bicycle was stolen from the Kelly house in Aughawillan, where he was courting John’s mother, never to be 13recovered and likely thrown into a local lake. While there is a certain comic tinge to the story, this event was a serious loss.

         John recounts one notable moment of regret from the Sergeant’s Ballinamore career: ‘During my father’s10 stay of duty, the bank in Ballinamore was robbed at gunpoint by the Doherty brothers who had been in the IRA and fought on the Republican side in the Civil War.’ Frank McGahern was in no doubt about the appropriate response to such behaviour: ‘I heard him remark casually while speaking about the Dohertys that if he had been armed on the day of the bank robbery not one of them would have left Ballinamore alive. I believed him.’

         After three years in Ballinamore, Frank was transferred to County Donegal, a move likely prompted in part by his developing courtship with a local Leitrim girl, Susan McManus. Born on 3 May 1902, Sue was one of a family of three girls and two boys from a mountain farm in the townland of Drumderg, five miles north of Ballinamore and almost in County Cavan.

         John remembers the holding that sustained the McManus family: ‘The small fields11 they had wrested a living from on the Iron Mountains above Corleehan Church were worse than poor.’ To survive there, one had to be ‘resourceful, thrifty, careful’. This world had been born out of violent necessity:

         
            A few boggy meadows below the house gave them potatoes, turnips, cabbage and the winter’s fodder. All the names on that part of the mountain were northern – McManus, McGovern, McGirl, Maguire – many of them related. Generations earlier, some had been weavers in the north who were undercutting the established Protestant weavers. In organised violence, their looms were broken, their houses burned, and they fled west and south.

         

         This part of the country possessed a long memory that would see generation after generation rise up against their British rulers. Those weaver refugees – known by the Leitrim locals as Ultachs – brought with them a vengeful determination that would not soon be quenched. In 14August 1796, Lord Lieutenant Camden reported how the Ulstermen brought about a particular reaction: ‘related their suffering12 and I fear excited a spirit of revenge among their Catholic Bretheren’. John’s maternal grandmother,13 Rose Anne O’Donnell, was a first cousin of Philip Meehan, the first tenant farmer casualty of the Land War, shot by Henry Acheson on 14 June 1880, near Ballinamore. Meehan’s grandfather, also Philip, had joined General Humbert’s army in 1798 and was killed at nearby Ballinamuck in the final showdown of the United Irishmen rebellion.

         Sue McManus was a clever girl who won the prestigious King’s Scholarship, which provided funding to help with her studies as a national-school teacher at Dublin’s teacher-training college for Catholic women: Our Lady of Mercy, Carysfort, Blackrock. She had previously excelled as a boarder under the Marist Sisters in Carrick-on-Shannon, a difficult period in her life when ‘she was uprooted14 from her own class’ and made to feel separate.

         The Carysfort register15 of students for 1922–24 sees her scoring 82 per cent in Doctrine and Scripture History, a well-above-average mark reflecting a lifelong interest in the Church and a devotion to her faith that she would pass on to her children. John writes repeatedly of his mother’s wish for him to become a priest, and the shadow of a religious vocation explored and discarded haunts both The Dark and The Leavetaking. The latter novel sees Patrick Moran, much like Stephen Dedalus of Ulysses, carry with him a gnawing guilt about his mother’s final days and his failure to redeem himself in the wake of her death:

         
            Through the sacrifice16 of my life to the priesthood I’d redeem the betrayal of her in that upstairs room. For years I promised it to her memory that, ‘One day I’d say Mass for her.’ I’d lift the chalice in anointed hands on the altar and in the lonely rooms of presbyteries I’d be faithful to her, but when the time arrived for me to make that sacrifice I failed her once again. I wasn’t able to renounce the longing to enter the mystery of the lovely and living flesh of woman, and out 15of guilt I chose second best. I followed her footsteps to the Training College.

         

         As a boy, growing up with his mother and sisters in Aughawillan, John would serve Mass in St Patrick’s Church, in whose grounds one day mother and son would lie beside each other in death. ‘I have nothing17 but gratitude for the spiritual remnants of that upbringing’, he reflects, late in life, ‘the sense of our origins beyond the bounds of sense, an awareness of mystery and wonderment, grace and sacrament, and the absolute equality of all women and men underneath the sun of heaven.’

         Love of God, coupled with an unbreakable faith in the Catholic Church, helped sustain Sue McManus through her all-too-brief life, and she brought the best aspects of this faith to her chosen profession. She began her teaching career in Ballinamore and went on to work later in a series of small Leitrim schools, finishing in Aughawillan. Memories of her, both as a teacher and as a woman, are invariably warm. Fr Peter Dolan, now in his nineties and living in Florida, recalls with great affection his time in her Lisacarn classroom:

         
            My memories of her18 are truly delightful and grateful, easy to recall because of the joyous delight that they provide. Naturally and good-naturedly motherly is what I best remember about her. Her appearance was always genteel, personality amiable, attitude helpful, and welcome genuinely cordial and always of assistance. One wanted to learn by reason of her pleasing and inviting personality that never displayed even a hint of impatience or anger and always displayed a ready willingness to be of help and a delight to be asked. The ‘rod’, then very much misused as an educational motivator, was never on display in her classroom. I do not think that she even had one or ever used one.

         

         Fr Dolan and his brothers, though born and bred in Aughawillan, had been moved out of the school there by their father after the master had inflicted a particularly severe beating on one of the boys.16

         Unlike most teachers of the time, Sue eschewed corporal punishment. She had a deep love of the natural world, sincerely believing that its splendour was evidence of divine creation, a belief that informed her life and work from first to last. One remarkable document19 sheds light on this aspect of her character: among the McGahern Papers in the University of Galway lies a notebook titled ‘The Nature Study Record Book’ compiled by Sue in her final year with the Marist sisters in Carrick and containing page after page of immaculately detailed, copperplate notes on various aspects of the natural world. These notes are frequently followed by delicate pencil drawings that run the gamut from tadpole development to swallows in flight to the movement of a frog’s tongue. In these lovingly composed notes one sees the sensibility of a young woman that could not but impact one day on her students and on her own children. The book was treasured by John, who signed it while a student with the Presentation Brothers in Carrick in the late 1940s and early 1950s and again while training to be a teacher at St Patrick’s Training College, Drumcondra from 1953 to 1955.

         His happiest childhood memories are of walking the Leitrim lanes with his mother, her acting as his instructor and guide. These memories eventually become those images with which he ends his writing life in a note of memorable lyrical sweetness:

         
            If we could walk together through those summer lanes,20 with their banks of wild flowers that ‘cast a spell,’ we probably would not be able to speak, though I would want to tell her all the local news.

            We would leave the lanes and I would take her by the beaten path the otter takes under the thick hedges between the lakes. At the lake’s edge I would show her the green lawns speckled with fish bones and blue crayfish shells where the otter feeds and trains her young.

         

         This shared love of nature between mother and son seeps into great swathes of John’s fiction, coming to a peak in the late work, whether via Jamesie’s boasting about being the first to hear that harbinger of spring, the cuckoo, in That They May Face the Rising Sun or via the 17heartbreaking rumination on life’s fragility after Kate Ruttledge is murdered by her husband in ‘Love of the World’:

         
            A silence came21 down around all that happened. Nobody complained about the normal quiet. Bird cries were sweet. The wing-beat of the swan crossing the house gave strength. The long light of day crossing the lake steeped us in privilege and mystery and infinite reflections that nobody wanted to break or question.

         

         Like Kate Ruttledge, Sue McManus was a local girl attracted to a young garda outsider, Sergeant McGahern from neighbouring County Cavan, a handsome man of military bearing, respected and feared in equal part by the small Ballinamore community. Before Frank left for his Donegal postings in 1927, he proposed marriage, and the couple were engaged.

         The Sergeant served variously for five years in Buncrana, Burtonport, Doochary, Ardara and Bundoran. While McGahern was serving in Burtonport, he got some unwelcome publicity as the arresting sergeant at a disturbance during the wake of a Mr McAuley. Depending on whom one believed, this event may have involved attempts by a rowdy group of young men to rouse the corpse from his eternal rest and have him smoke a pipe. The story was so scandalous that its nature made not just the Derry Journal but also London’s Daily Mail and several Scottish newspapers.

         When the four accused appeared before the court charged with riotous assembly, the judge was more concerned with saving the reputation of Donegal than with the mischief that had almost certainly occurred on the night. Justice O’Halloran wondered, ‘What would the people22 in Scotland think from that report of the savages that were living down in Burtonport?’ concluding, ‘Although these defendants have been guilty of most discreditable and reprehensible conduct, I wish to say with the fullest deliberation that the statements regarding it which I read in the Press myself are a gross and malicious libel on the people of this country.’

         This devilment, if about as exciting as life got for a country guard, suited Frank just fine. He had a sweetheart back in Leitrim and could 18continue to live the life of a single young man. John tells us in Memoir that his father ‘had dalliances with many women’23 (though how he knows this detail is a puzzle given how taciturn and unforthcoming the Sergeant normally was).

         Whether Frank was gallivanting24 or not, Sue was disturbed by the increasingly embarrassing endurance of the engagement, and in May 1932, she posted the engagement ring to him in Shanaglish, County Galway, where he was briefly posted after the Donegal years. This dramatic act achieved its purpose. The Sergeant appeared in Ballinamore the next day, and preparations were put in place for an August wedding. Angered by having had his hand forced, he wrote to Sue on his return to Shanaglish, keen to return the engagement ring and regain some ground. Sue’s response was characteristically firm: ‘“No need to talk25 of returning your ring. With God’s help we will be married in August and then you will be giving me the one – just a plain gold band.”’

         The wedding took place on 10 August, not in Sue’s home church of Coraleehan as one might expect but in Ballinamore, where she was living with her sister Maggie, who ran a shop at the top of the town on Railway Road. By marrying in August 1932, Sue became one of the last female primary-school teachers to escape the ban brought in by the government that year which meant that women in her position were expected to resign on marriage, a piece of legislation that lasted until 1958 and is frequently cited as evidence of an increasingly unhealthy and patriarchal turn in the young state.

         One story of his father’s behaviour in the period before the wedding, which John recounts in Memoir, bears retelling. While Sue headed for the penitential beds of Lough Derg, Frank, far from renouncing the world, wished to hold it tighter. Knowing that the end of his single days was now in sight, and fearful of the impoverished future that marriage and a traditional large family would bring, in the weeks before the big day he headed into Galway and bought himself two dozen oranges, then still very much considered an exotic treat. In one last great non serviam before entering into this new world, alone on a park bench he devoured 19the oranges one after another. The high days of the flying column were over. He would no longer be master of his own destiny.

         Within six months of being married, Sue was pregnant, and on 12 November 1934, her first child, Seán (the name by which he would always be known by family, childhood friends and neighbours), was born in Mrs Dalton’s Ballsbridge nursing home at 33 Percy Place. This contingency of birth allowed dust jackets in years to come to state correctly, if puzzlingly, that John McGahern was a native of Dublin. A week later, mother and child were gone home to join the Sergeant in Clontibret, County Monaghan, where he had been stationed since October the previous year. Six more children would follow. The twins, Rosaleen and Breedge, were born in Clontibret in January 1936. In May 1937, Frank was transferred again, this time to Cootehall, County Roscommon, where he spent the rest of his garda career. He would have been relieved to get a barracks closer to Sue and the children, who had returned to Leitrim as Sue taught in various schools around Ballinamore. There followed the births of Margaret (1937), Monica (1939), Dympna (1942) and Frankie (1943).

         Sue spent almost her entire married life either pregnant or nursing toddlers and babies. She died as a result of breast cancer on 28 June 1944, married not quite a dozen years. Perhaps the saddest sentence in the whole of McGahern is written almost in passing, the truth of it too much to dwell over: ‘She had seven children in nine years, and then she died.’26

         For much of the twelve years of marriage, Frank and Sue lived apart. Today, one might assume that this arrangement could be explained by poor marital relations. But the matter was not necessarily that simple. Guards were not permitted to serve in their spouses’ home county, and, as long as Sue wished to work near her family, and in particular near her sister Maggie, with whom she was especially close, she would remain in Leitrim while Frank endeavoured to get stationed in a neighbouring county.

         After John McGahern’s death in 2006, one letter-writer to the Sunday Independent sought to set the record straight. ‘No human being27 could have done more to be with his family’, argued the letter.20

         
            Everyone knows that at the time a Garda would not be appointed or left in a station where a relative of his or his spouse resided. His wife was a teacher, living among relatives. He was based in a local station but on getting married, was powerless to prevent his transfer to a station in County Monaghan.

         

         The impression one gets of Frank and Sue’s marriage from John’s fiction and from his Memoir is one of darkness and unease, a couple who do not live together, meet irregularly and fail to understand one another. Sue was pregnant for most of their years as man and wife but reared the children alone in various Leitrim addresses connected to whatever school she happened to be attached at the time: Lisacarn, Cloone, Beaghmore, Aughawillan. John recalls those times when his father would visit as fractious: ‘There was always28 tension when he was in the house, scolding about how money was being wasted, or the poor way the house was being run, or my mother’s relatives.’

         The Leavetaking offers an especially bleak fictionalised summation of the relationship, describing a night of lovemaking in the period after the narrator’s mother has had a breast removed: ‘she’d been warned29 that under no circumstances must she get pregnant. There was a risk that if any of the cancer still remained in the opening of the ductal glands it would pour into the whole bloodstream.’ But on the night in question, the narrator’s father, having cycled the long miles through the rain and ‘starved for sexuality’, cannot restrain himself: ‘He meant to be careful, but moving in the warm dark flesh of the woman the male urge to inflict the seed deep within her grew and it was too late when he pulled free.’ The night’s events end in pregnancy and, not long after, in death, with the resultant progeny described only as ‘the cancer child’.30 Afraid of this strange man who would make these irregular visits, the narrator inevitably made a choice: ‘I started to move deeper into the shelter of my mother,31 away from the cold shadow my father cast.’

         The depressing portrait of a sex-hungry husband determined to impose himself on his wife was not John’s fixed view of the marriage. 21One early, undated piece of writing in the archive titled ‘The Going’ paints the Sergeant in an altogether more sympathetic light:

         
            That their father32 had to push a bicycle thirty miles through the evening to light a stove and get his own supper in the married quarters of the great barracks in Galway never entered their heads, that he’d have no one to talk to when he came in off his patrol at night but the barrack orderly already crazed by the day of newspapers and boredom, nothing to look forward to but sleep in the iron bed upstairs till it was time to rise to get ready for roll call and inspection at nine.

            Their mother had never lived with their father for any length of time. She would not give up her teaching. She didn’t refuse outright to go with him to Donegal when he was ordered there a few months after the marriage, but she found several excuses for staying. That first summer, she spent the long school holiday with him but came away in spite of him in September, and it set the pattern of their marriage. Each summer she went to him wherever he happened to be stationed, and at Christmas and Easter until the second child came; while he spread out his month’s annual leave to come to her often as he could at first, and out of this compromise six children were born. But as the years went, he grew more and more embittered, full of recrimination as he began to envy the home comforts of the married men and the excitement of the younger ones going off duty to meet their girls or away on a night’s adventure, while he had neither one life nor the other, just loneliness without freedom. She in her turn sought her life in the children, centring it about Jim, who had been the first child, and the only boy. So, after twelve years nothing held the marriage together but the iron chains of Catholic morality, and the responsibility of children. She was ill, too, and growing worse.

         

         We find that same, slightly softer, viewpoint taken up at moments in The Barracks in descriptions of the relationship between Sergeant Reegan and Elizabeth: ‘She watched him with tenderness.33 He was a strange person, she knew hardly anything about him, beyond the mere physical acts of 22intimacy. There had never been any real understanding between them: but was there ever such between people?’

         After five years stationed in Clontibret, Frank managed to get a move back closer to Sue’s home county, to the pretty riverside village of Cootehall in north Roscommon. This place would become the cornerstone of John’s imaginative world for a substantial portion of his writing life. The village today is radically changed from the place in which the Sergeant held sway for the last twenty years of his career. Back then, Cootehall was a sleepy, beautiful riverbank enclave: ‘There was a church,34 a post office, the barracks, a presbytery, two shops, three bars, a few houses.’

         Asked by his German translator in the 1970s for some context on his fictional settings, John replied:

         
            My backgrounds are35 obvious enough, mostly the upper reaches of the Shannon, the river probably the central image. There’s Dublin, London, Spain. While it’s not Wonderland, neither is it Geography. I know you know this, but many do not and even at the risk of pedantry I think it cannot be insisted on enough. It is a landscape of the heart and the imagination, as different and as similar to the world it grew out of as we are to our parents.

         

         Shortly before Sue McGahern died, in her simple two-storey house in a field in Aughawillan, the McGahern children were moved to live with the Sergeant in the stone barracks of Cootehall, and a ‘shadow was to fall36 forever on the self’ of John’s life. That illness, the hope given to young Seán by his mother’s initial return from hospital and short remission and then the final leavetaking and moving of the children and furniture from Aughawillan to Cootehall, are all heartbreakingly recounted in Memoir.

         Susan McCaffrey37 of Clooncose, a young nurse home from war-torn London, was hired to comfort Sue in her dying days. So traumatised was John by these events that he would kick Nurse McCaffrey under the table at mealtimes when nobody else could see. Aged nine, this sensitive, 23intelligent boy was not permitted to attend his mother’s funeral on what was to be the most significant day of his life, a moment into which, and from which, all his fiction flows:

         
            I watched the hands38 of the clock jerk to two, an hour before three, as long as the hour I had lost on the cinders, trying to keep pictures of her in the days of her life as the minutes remaining to her above clay beat away. At ten to three I was frantic. I looked that no one was looking and took the blue clock from the sideboard and weeping stole with it out to the avenue to move in the shade of the evergreens, the flat and fragrant elder blossom at the gap that she’d never watch turn to clusters of small grapes again, and close to the great oak I hid in the deeps of Lenehan’s laurels to hold the cold glass of the clock to my face as it beat out the last minutes to three.

         

         John’s ‘beloved’, as he calls her in The Leavetaking, was gone. For years to come, he would seek, and often painfully fail, to replace his mother’s lost love in the dream of another woman. The loss of his mother, of her quiet kindness, of her generous intelligence, was an insurmountable tragedy for her eldest child.

         Life in the barracks would be cruelly different from John’s Aughawillan arcadia. ‘A child’,39 he comments, ‘can become infected with unhappiness.’ That virus took hold in Cootehall. But without the nine years lived there, John would hardly have become a writer. As always emphasised in his non-fictional writings, he would gladly have swapped artistic success for a contented childhood and insisted that writing was an activity best avoided unless one felt compelled: ‘I write because I need to write.40 I write to see.’

         There was an inevitability that John’s debut novel should be called after this building, that The Barracks described in minute, loving detail the daily life of a garda sergeant, his terminally ill second wife and their children. But what sort of place was the barracks, and why did it exist? That the building was even called a barracks hints at a paramilitary past when such buildings were manned by the RIC, the armed, imperial 24police force that kept a lid on agrarian outrage and nationalist disquiet across the country for the century from 1822 to Independence.

         The RIC’s eventual replacement, south of the newly imposed border, was An Garda Síochána. An admirable degree of courage and optimism went into the decision that this new force would be unarmed – much to Frank’s chagrin when he missed the opportunity to gun down the Doherty brothers on Ballinamore’s main street. The force was full of men like Frank, former IRA volunteers who would have been more than happy to pull the trigger on local miscreants. The decision to not have these new keepers of the peace carrying guns was an enlightened one.

         There were other, less insightful aspects of the young state that John could observe ab ovo in Cootehall and among the lanes of north Roscommon. ‘The barracks itself was a strange place’,41 he writes of his years there, ‘like most of the country at the time.’ His reflection continues:

         
            Though the Free State had been wrested in armed conflict from Britain, it was like an inheritance that nobody quite understood or knew how to manage. The Catholic Church was dominant and in control of almost everything, directly or indirectly. In a climate of suppression and poverty and fear, there was hardly any crime and little need of a barracks in a place like Cootehall, other than as a symbol.

         

         The frankly comic nature of having four policemen stationed in a district in which almost no crime of any significance took place was not lost on more insightful citizens and is brought to memorably hilarious life in Flann O’Brien’s novel from this period, The Third Policeman. For John, too, this recognition gave rise to what he recalls as his first efforts at writing fiction when he would assist guards with inventing minor crimes or misdemeanours to report in what were known as ‘Patrols of the Imagination’.

         A glance through the Sergeant’s final notebook before retirement confirms the mind-numbingly banal nature of the work involved. But the roster, on another level, is as funny as any Myles na gCopaleen column:25

         
            10/6/58:42 While driving my car across the bridge at Cootehall Pat Moore was standing with his bicycle. He was talking to Mr and Mrs McCabe. I blew the horn and he would not leave. I stopped & blew the horn. He moved in to his own side of the road.

            7/9/58: Cautioned Michael McDonnell, Hillstreet for parking at bend his lorry ID4356. Documents relating in order.

            14/9/58: Inspected Regans public house at 4pm. Tom Boland & Pat Golden in it. Both bonafide. I had suspicions F. Higgins, Cloonacarron got out the back as I saw in a field at rear of houses.

         

         These events – or non-events, rather – were also in a sense part of the young John’s experience.

         That Frank had made sergeant within a year of joining the force was both a blessing and a curse. Although his rank meant a certain prestige within a small community, the quick rise also made further promotion – especially once marriage and fatherhood kept him in one place – an unlikely occurrence. The quotidian drudgery of barracks life, so ably painted by John throughout his debut novel, took its toll. The excitement of his days as a guerrilla fighter could never be reproduced or matched. Now he found himself serving
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