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DEDICATION

To my wonderful wife, Janet, who encouraged me to indulge my interests instead of vegetating after retirement.

To my daughters, Kathi and Shauna. Kathi is the artist who introduced me to writing when she invited me to collaborate with her in the wonderful Irelandopedia and in all the other books that came from that. Shauna is the teacher in the family. She is a fount of knowledge and is a reminder to me of why I love my profession.




INTRODUCTION

I have been a teacher my whole adult life.

My training began in 1966, and it was while on probation in De La Salle Primary School, Rathfarnham that I knew that teaching was for me. At 22 years of age, the prospect of 49 children in a prefab was nothing more than a wonderful challenge.

I had always enjoyed collecting knowledge; I’d loved learning during my own schooldays, and here was the chance to share the joy of knowledge with others. Seeing hands go up, curious faces or the penny drop, never got old. And whether it was Irish, trigonometry or poetry, the magic of sharing knowledge for the sake of it never left me.

Us young teachers were encouraged to round out a child’s education beyond the curriculum, and so most of the staff were heavily engaged in providing sporting and musical opportunities. I opted to start a chess club. By the end of that year, some of the senior pupils had already begun to beat me in challenge games. They tried to console me by suggesting that I had taught them too well.

That same year, the film Oliver! arrived in the Ambassador Cinema at the top of O’Connell Street. When I saw it, I knew that my Second Standard children should see it as well. On Saturdays, I was permitted to take the children by bus in groups of six at a time. They loved it. When I turned up the second Saturday with another group of seven-to eight-year-old boys, the people at the ticket office gave us excellent seats and let me in for free. It took two months before they had all been brought and I bought the LP record. As part of our music lessons the children could be heard singing ‘Consider Yourself at Home’, ‘Food, Glorious Food’, and especially ‘You’ve Got to Pick a Pocket or Two’.

My next teaching position was in a more traditional country school of four classrooms in Macroom. My classes were third and fourth. There was a beautiful calm and friendly atmosphere in the school. With four teachers you got to know everyone quickly and we had a strong team spirit. Gaelic football was the predominant sport and this was well organised by others on the staff.

My own niche became nature study, and as well as identifying flowers, birds and trees, we also had some nature walks in the beautiful country lanes and down by the banks of the River Sullane (An Sulán), which is a tributary of the River Lee. It was by that river that we spotted blackcaps and grey wagtails and I saw my first dipper. By this time, I had managed to acquire two canary birds, one yellow and one orange. From time to time, I would bring them in their cage into school. As a special treat, I sometimes allowed them loose in the classroom. Was there an educational purpose? I felt it was important to demonstrate how other creatures respond to calmness and kindness. Then, one morning, a pupil brought an injured jackdaw into class. We nursed it back to fitness. A few days later, another jackdaw arrived and then another. Eventually, I had to put a stop to the ‘Doctor Dolittle’ episode when I suspected that they were catching the birds.

By 1970, I was fortunate to be appointed to the staff of Passage East National School in County Waterford, my own home parish. Here I stayed until my retirement in 2009. It was another four-teacher school, much the same as Macroom except the school building was brand new.

It was here that I became involved in the hurling club, working with young players up to Minor (under 18) grade. The school participated in competitions conducted by Bord na mBunscoileanna. The club games were organised by Bord na nÓg. For a relatively small school, we were very competitive and won our share of trophies. At this time, hurling helmets were not available. Often, I had to make a detour on the way home to have some unlucky child receive stitches at the hospital. The parents never reprimanded me when I brought their little hero home: ‘Don’t worry, he’ll get plenty of those before he’s finished,’ was the usual response!

There was a wonderful branch of Comhaltas Ceoltóirí Éireann at the far end of the parish and I was delighted when I was asked to bring some of my interested pupils along to their Friday night sessions. I had a loaded car every week, and as well as learning the usual céilí dances, they got involved in set dancing. Ours was of the polka-set/Sliabh Luachra variety.

The GAA’s Scór na nÓg competition gave an outlet to our singers and dancers. We won the Munster Final and were runners-up in the All-Ireland with a novelty sketch in Scór 1977.

I bought a bicycle in 1971 and each year I spent my summer holidays determined to cycle in every one of the 26 counties. The children loved to hear all about my trips, and when they were old enough, some teenage past pupils asked if they could accompany me. So, for the next ten years I had the pleasure of showing varying numbers of past pupils (between 5 and 12 at a time) the Rock of Cashel, the Cliffs of Moher, the Shannon Pot, the Ring of Kerry, Glendalough, and so on. Many of those summers were idyllic, and past pupils still mention those times to me when I bump into them.

It has been a joy to relive my schooldays in writing this book and I hope you will enjoy the lessons you thought you’d forgotten too.




ONE
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DO YOU REMEMBER?
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STARTING SCHOOL

In my day, you started school as soon as you were four years of age (although some schools allowed three-year-olds to attend for short periods to help with the transition). This was before crèches or playschools were available. Therefore, the first day at school was usually the child’s first day away from home and into the company of strangers. Needless to say, there were tears … and not only from the children.

The educational toys were not as sophisticated as today’s equipment, but we still had hours of fun working with slates and chalk, and with plasticine (known as marla) with which we made boats, houses and animals. We also made castles with building blocks and played with the classroom abacus. Before long, we were singing songs, learning tables and dancing around the classroom.

Infants were permitted to leave school earlier than the older classes, but that was only if you were in the care of an adult. Otherwise, we all went home together and looked out for each other. On those rare days when the weather was very bad, a mother who was fortunate enough to have a car would pack as many of us as she could into her Volkswagen Beetle, Ford Prefect or Morris Minor and drop us home. This was very welcome and our parents appreciated it. However, under normal circumstances, we much preferred to run or walk home on our own.

Coming home was wonderful because everyone wanted to listen to us and to find out what we had learned in school that day. I remember handing over my schoolbag and coat, sitting down to a hot cup of cocoa and some Marietta biscuits, while I told anyone who would listen about my day and the things that happened. My aunt Kathleen once said to me, ‘Do you do anything else up at that school except tell jokes?’ I was reminded of that comment years later when I studied Oliver Goldsmith’s poem ‘The Deserted Village’: in the section dealing with the village school he wrote ‘Full well they laugh’d with counterfeited glee / At all his jokes, for many a joke had he.’





SCHOOL IN THE 1950S

LIFE IN THE CLASSROOM

In my day, the obligatory subjects taught in primary schools were: mathematics, Irish, English, geography, history, religion, rural science (nature study), domestic science (for the girls), music and art.

There were also some optional subjects: drawing, physical training, cookery and laundry (for the girls) and manual instruction (for the boys). Most schools did not have the space or the facilities to teach many of these during class time, but some managed to organise after-hours classes.

In the 1950s and 1960s, the majority of schools (70 per cent) in Ireland were one-, two- or three-teacher schools. The exceptions were the city schools, which were generally much larger.

I went to a two-roomed, two-teacher school with four classes in each room, which was fairly typical at that time. This might seem to be almost unmanageable, but in fact the number of children in each class was quite small. The average number in each class group was about six.

The desks were long, with room for four children, and were fitted with four inkwells. There were no backs to the seats, but you could lean back against the desk behind you. The children at the back desk had to sit up straight or risk falling over. Some girls told me that they hated wearing pigtails because the children sitting behind them would sometimes dip the pigtails into the ink well. During the school day, some of the children stood while the others sat at the desks for writing and maths, and every half hour they changed places.

In the old school buildings, patterns were made on the floor using shiny brass screws. These screws had large heads but were only about three centimetres long and were set in straight and curved lines of varying lengths. They were used to mark out and organise the use of space. How else could one teacher manage four classes, in a two-teacher school? Some lines were used for children who were reading aloud, others for comhrá (Irish conversation or recitation). A curved line was always for mental arithmetic or for question-and-answer exercises. The children knew where they were to go and stand for each classroom activity. They were expected to leave their desk and ‘toe the line’ in a quiet and orderly fashion. The line we preferred was the straight line closest to the fire. This was where we lined up for comhrá. I can still feel the lovely warmth on my bare legs (we boys all wore short trousers) as the teacher encouraged us to speak about a given subject and respond to questions.

To do any writing or drawing you needed to sit. Younger children wrote with chalk on slates in infant class and progressed to pencil for first and second class. From third class onwards, the children wrote with wooden pens that had replaceable metal nibs and blue or black ink. The first job to be done in the classroom each morning was to fill the inkwells. The ink came in powdered form and was stored in a tin kept in the teacher’s cófra.

Our infant teacher had a large sea chest in a corner of the classroom. Her husband had been a sailor in the days of the Tall Ships. Her sea chest was the only cófra that she had and when she went to it and opened the heavy lid, we were never too sure what wonderful object was going to be taken out. Usually it was just slates, chalk, books or colours but she made it seem mysterious and never allowed us to look inside.

By the time I began to teach, in the late sixties, the ink came in liquid concentrate form. To save money, some teachers would water down the ink and it became a dull-grey colour. Writing with the peann agus dubhach (pen and ink) required skill and concentration. The children also needed blotting paper to dry their writing before closing their Vere Foster copy books – workbooks for handwriting and penmanship – and their copies of Golden Treasury – an anthology of classic poetry. The writing copies would be collected and kept in the teacher’s cófra, along with the roll book and the register. Sixth-class children, as they reached the end of the year, were allowed to bring in their fancy new fountain pens (these were popular presents from the day of their Confirmation).

[image: image]
The standard of penmanship varied but was very good overall. Those that mastered this skill were rightly proud when people in later life complimented them on their penmanship. Handwriting was and still is an important part of the curriculum. Children typically began by printing their letters and words in the infant classes, and by second class were doing joined-up (cursive) handwriting. The object was to train the children to become confident writers who could do their work neatly and legibly in both English and Irish. Of course, in those days, we had a completely different script for Irish writing: An Cló Gaelach. This is a beautiful font, and as it is our own very distinctive form of writing, we were very proud to use it when writing in Irish. However, in time, it was felt to be more practical to use the Roman script (the script in our newspapers and on our computers).

Physical training – later to be called physical education – was a voluntary subject because of the differences between schools with regard to facilities and space. Large schools often had school halls that doubled as a gymnasium, while some schools, even small country schools, might have a playing field, or access to a playing field thanks to the generosity of the local sports club. Those with little space apart from a small schoolyard had to be more inventive. This led to drilling and marching. School drills and marches combined physical exercise with discipline. It featured running or marching on the spot, squatting, arm swinging and other exercises, such as marching forward, backward, turning, and side-stepping right and left. These drills aimed to improve coordination and health, and were also used to promote teamwork and orderly movement. Some schools brought this a step further by using flags to demonstrate colourful coordination that parents could come and admire on special occasions.

CITY VS COUNTRY

Primary schools in the cities were mostly run by religious orders such as the Presentation Sisters, Sisters of Mercy, Loreto Sisters, Ursuline Sisters, Sisters of Charity and Sisters of St Louis, among others. They catered for girls’ education while the boys were taught by the Irish Christian Brothers, Marist Brothers, De La Salle Brothers, Presentation Brothers, Jesuits, Vincentians, Salesians and other orders.

While the Catholic Church dominated, and still does dominate, school patronage here, there were other religious bodies that operated schools. These included the Church of Ireland (Anglican), Presbyterian, Methodist and Quaker (Society of Friends) churches, Jewish communities and others. The Church of Ireland was the second-largest provider of schools with a specific religious ethos.

Nowadays there are, of course, many more faith schools as well as many multi-denominational schools managed by Educate Together and by Education and Training Boards. The newest school patron is An Foras Pátrúnachta, which was founded in 1993 and is the largest patron body of Gaelscoileanna.

In the 1950s and 1960s, the big difference between the city schools and the rural ‘National Schools’ was, therefore, that of patronage. The religious orders were paid for their work, and because of their vocation and vows of poverty, and also due to bequests by generous supporters, they were able to invest all of their salaries into the school buildings, educational equipment and grounds.

By contrast, most of the rural National Schools were state-run, so the facilities available to them were much more limited. They had multiple classes in each room, with one fireplace for heating and ‘dry toilets’ at the bottom of the small yard with no running water. These toilets were very basic and made for quite a culture shock for new pupils in my day. The walk from the classroom, out to the schoolyard and down to the end of the playground was daunting enough for a four-year-old, but the real shock was the small building that contained two dry toilets with no running water. If you needed to use it during class time, an older child would accompany you, to make sure you didn’t panic. The loo paper (as in domestic toilets) consisted of multiple sheets of torn-up newspaper on a string. (Although it was an excellent newspaper, I disliked the Irish Press because the ink ran and stained your hands!) One of the many jobs that a teacher had was to organise the newspaper and to splash Jeyes Fluid all over the place each day. The loo itself had to be cleared out a few times each year.

There was no running water in our school so during warm weather, two of the children would be selected to take the school’s enamel bucket down the road to the local water-pump and fill it to the brim. This was placed in the hallway of the school where we took turns drinking the pure cold water from the school’s enamel mug.

Religious-run schools in the cities on the other hand had classrooms for single classes with central heating radiators, washrooms with flush toilets and large playing fields. In fact, at that time, many children in the cities had better conditions at school than they had in their own homes, whereas children in rural National Schools had small class groups with the advantage of individual attention and a homely and less stressful atmosphere.





LUNCHTIME

PACKED LUNCHES

In my day, most children brought a packed lunch and a drink to school. Children could go home for lunch if they lived close by, but my school was a mile outside the village.

Sandwiches were the mainstay of the lunch. We seldom had meat in the sandwiches, and even then it was likely to be meat-paste (but of course not on a Friday as it was a day of abstinence). It was more usual to have cheese or jam and sometimes just sugar. The bread that we ate wasn’t in thin slices. Rather it was thick, fresh local bread or home-made soda bread with thick yellow butter. A scone or bun or a biscuit or two was a treat.

The drinks varied a lot but were usually bottles of sweetened tea, cocoa, Bovril or milk. These bottles had to have a securely fitted cork to avoid the drinks spilling in our schoolbags over the books and copies; it became very common to see Irel coffee bottles or sauce bottles being used because these had screw-tops that didn’t leak. In the cold winter months, our teacher would put the bottles in a semicircle in front of the fire. At lunchtime we washed our sandwiches down with our delicious warm, or sometimes hot, drink. Of course, there were little accidents where the bottles had been too close to the fire, or the fire was too hot (not very often), and we would hear the dreaded cracking sound as a bottle broke and the contents ran across the school floor. In fairness, the teacher would send someone across to his house nearby and the drink would be replaced.

GAMES AND SWEETS

If the weather permitted, we would take our lunch out to the playground and eat it as far away as possible from the toilet area. Otherwise, we ate inside. Play outside consisted usually of tig, skipping, marbles, Blind Man’s Buff, leap frog, Piggy in the Middle or Queenie.

The schoolyard was too small for football or hurling. The big fear for the teacher was that a window would be broken. I remember one occasion when a window was smashed by a snowball. The teacher stuffed the hole with cardboard and it remained like that for the remainder of the year. There was no money for maintenance so a jumble sale or some other fundraising venture had to be undertaken if even minor works were to be performed.

Another interesting job was that of going to the siopa. A short distance from my school was a small sweetshop connected to the local pub. Only one child was allowed to go to the siopa for milseáin and it was a voluntary position. A few of the older children would have money with them, so they gave their orders to the appointed shopper. That child didn’t write anything down but was expected to remember every item that was ordered. The others handed over their pennies. When the shopper came back to school with a brown paper bag, a queue was formed as the bulls eyes, aniseed balls (known by some as Nancy balls), gobstoppers, liquorice laces, satin pillows, sherbet lemons, sherbet fountains, money balls, Peggy’s legs and Black Jacks were distributed. It was a great test of memory and mental arithmetic. I’m not sure if the dentist was too pleased however.

Money balls were popular because there was a threepenny bit hidden in one or two of the balls in each box (not very hygienic). The shopkeeper would hope you didn’t tell anyone if you got one containing the money, because then the other children would know that they were unlikely to win a threepenny bit until a new box was opened. The old box would remain unsold until the balls went soft. Then the shopkeeper would give them out free, to good customers.

Talking about sweets: if you had money to waste, you could also buy a Lucky Bag. They contained a selection of sweets, a ring that you couldn’t remove from your finger, rock-hard iced biscuits, a really cheap plastic toy, a red fortune-telling fish that curled up on your palm and perhaps a crayon. Sometimes you could be lucky by getting a bag that was worth the money (threepence).




THE SCHOOL HEALTH SERVICE

HEALTH IN THE CLASSROOM

There were regular visits to the school by the health board officials. With our parents’ knowledge, we were given hearing and sight tests. The eye tests were particularly important as parents didn’t always spot that their child couldn’t read from a distance, which was a real disadvantage at a time when the blackboard was so widely used. Once the teacher knew of the condition, the child would sit in the front row, closest to the blackboard.

Almost every year during the 1950s, there was an epidemic of some kind in Ireland, and these affected thousands of people. There was a major flu epidemic in 1951 when I was in senior infants. Many schools throughout the country had to close for lengthy periods to reduce the spread. Almost all of the schools in County Cork were closed at one point. This outbreak of influenza caused the deaths of 2,399 people, mostly the elderly.

It was common for children to catch measles, mumps and whooping cough in those days. We were treated at home by our parents, with visits from the local district (jubilee) nurse and the local doctor. But in 1952/53 a combined DTP vaccine was introduced and administered as an injection. This was to combat diphtheria (a highly contagious infection that causes breathing difficulties), tetanus and whooping cough. A doctor would come to the school to give vaccinations to targeted groups for these infections and also for polio. (In later years, because it was so vital to ensure that children were protected, the polio vaccination was administered in a sugar lump.) Another important vaccination was the BCG, developed to combat tuberculosis. Every child reacted to the painful ordeal in their own way and the teacher did his/her best to comfort those who were upset.

In rural areas, ringworm was not uncommon and the parents were urged to keep their child at home until the treatment was complete. Headlice were an annual scourge and the girls with long hair were at a disadvantage because most boys’ hair was kept very short and the problem was easier for them to manage. The fine-tooth comb was the usual treatment.

THE SCHOOL DENTIST

The dentist also visited the school annually. We all lined up with our mouths opened wide while the dentist carried out a speedy examination of each child’s teeth, using a flat stick to move the tongue out of the way. Careful note was taken of how many extractions were required and the parents were informed. The extractions were carried out a few weeks later but, usually, not in the school.

As time went on, the service improved and the emphasis moved to repair and prevention. But in my time it was all about avoiding toothache. I have a clear memory of sitting with some friends on a wall outside a private house where the dentist had rented the front room for the purpose of extractions. He put a 2lb jam-pot on the windowsill, which he half filled with water. We gazed in horror as he began dropping bloody teeth into the jar. By the time he was finished, the jar was almost full.





THE SCHOOL TOUR

THE TOURS WE REMEMBER

School tours varied a lot from place to place. In some rural areas, if there was a well-known historical site such as a ring fort, castle, ruined monastery or museum within walking distance (less than 10 miles) then the older children and their teacher would take their packed lunches and raincoats with them on the long hike. It was an exciting change from the schoolroom, and the children saw their teacher and their classmates in a new light. However, in most cases, a school tour involved a long bus trip. The object of the exercise was to expose the children to places of interest either historical, cultural or religious.

Every part of the country has its own major attraction. When you ask people about the tours they remember, the names that keep cropping up are Newgrange, the Giant’s Causeway, Bunratty Castle, Muckross House, the Rock of Cashel, Ardmore Monastery, Kilkenny Castle, Waterford Glass Factory, the Cliffs of Moher, Aillwee Cave, the Burren, Glendalough, Croke Park, Powerscourt, the Hill of Tara, Clonmacnoise, Blarney Castle and Cork City Gaol. The airports in Shannon or Dublin were also visited at a time when children were allowed to just stand and watch and there was time and room to enjoy the experience.

We are spoiled for choice nowadays when it comes to wildlife parks like Fota Wildlife and adventure places like Emerald Park, but in my time, the big adventure was the trip to Dublin.

A TRIP TO DUBLIN

Most schools at one time made the long trip to Dublin Zoo. We did that once in my time at school. I know I should remember all the wonderful animals and birds, the seals and the snake house, but my memory of the trip was our lunch.

Our teacher told us a week before the tour that we were going to have a sit-down meal as soon as we reached Dublin. He cleverly devised a lesson that stayed with us for life. We didn’t want to ‘make a show of ourselves’ in Dublin by not having table manners, so we were to do an enactment of a pretend posh meal in the classroom. We were instructed to bring a plate, cup and saucer, knife, fork, teaspoon and dessertspoon to school the following day. It was very stressful.

Our mothers would not allow us to bring just any old things to school. It had to be the best china and the best silverware. We were instructed to be very, very careful of them and not to ‘break or lose anything’. While walking to school, we could see that everyone else was just as nervous about the precious load in their schoolbags. We sat at the desks as best we could and arranged the items while we were told about table etiquette, such as keeping elbows off the table and placing the napkin on our lap and not around our neck. We must eat our soup, not drink it, and we should
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