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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 Gearéid O Cathain, 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 Tomas O Criomhthain, Peig Sayers, Muiris O
Suileabhdin 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.! 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 Gear6id O Cathdin 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 Gearoid the ‘heir to a civilisation and island home that is dying. He
will be remembered as a last link with the Hidden Ireland.’?® 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’.
Gearoid 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 Geardid. 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
Gear6id, who in time would inherit their property.”> 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, Gear6id 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
Geard6id 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 Fail 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 Eire, 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 Eire 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.’®

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.’Z

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’.2 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.!

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.’? 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, Céras Iompair Eireann, 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.2 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’ 2

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’.2 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.’®

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.’”

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.?

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’.2

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.

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?’! 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.2 An officer
remarked that ‘Perhaps the excitement of the previous day affected him’.22

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’.**
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.2 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.2

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’.Z

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’.t2 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’.2 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 Sean 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 FEuropean
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 Téstal (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.

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
) 21

pipers’.

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.? 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.2



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!’# 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.’®

Another Nobel prize-winner, the German novelist Heinrich B6éll, 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’.%

While Pan Am and An Téstal 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.”* 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.’#

In March 1954, small, enigmatic ads began to appear in the Irish Times.
All they said was Coming — The Vanishing Irish.2 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...’%

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.’®* 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.’3

Around this time, Boll 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”.’# 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...’* 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...’%

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
Eireann, 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 O Farachain, 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. O Farachain 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.2®

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’.%

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.’3

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.2

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’.%
By February 1958, the campaign had already produced new martyrs to add
to the great community of the Republican undead: Fergal O’Hanlon and
Sean 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’.#

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’.%



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
43

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

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 Sean South’s funeral cortege 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.* 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 Sean’s finest dream — an Ireland
free and Gaelic’. %

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’,* 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, ‘Sean
South Of Garryowen’, was composed in his honour within a week of his
death, the words, tellingly, first published in the Irish Catholic.*

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.# The dominant political party, Fianna Fail, 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 Sean 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 Sean 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.®2 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.2? 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’.>! 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 Sean 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 cortege was time and again accorded tributes from workers
returning home’.22 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 Sean 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.>

It would be easy to think that the people who said the Rosary for Liam
Whelan and those who had prayed for Sean 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 — Sean 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’.>* 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.>> 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 Dail 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.’=¢

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.”*~

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.®® 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...’)® 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.’®

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.%

In spite of having huge numbers of dairy cattle, Ireland could barely
make edible cheese. In 1957, Ireland had managed to sell a total of £20,000
worth of cheese abroad — Britain alone imported £25 million worth from



round the world that year.22 Food processing was entirely for the domestic
market. Even commodities like biscuits, where Ireland had once had a
thriving export trade, were now mostly imported. Guinness continued to be
a major exporter, but Irish whiskey had lost out to Scotch and had a
‘trifling’ presence on world markets.

Raising beef on grassland required relatively few skills, so Irish farmers
were poorly educated. ‘Rural science’ had been taught in primary schools
until 1934, but it was dropped in order to devote more time to the teaching
of the Irish language. Agricultural education at second level was
‘negligible’: only 694 of 60,000 students took classes in the subject.® Even
in 1964, 83 per cent of Irish farmers had received only a primary education.
Of the 7,000 farmers’ sons who left school every year to take up farming,
only 200 received any formal instruction in agriculture. Why? Because, in
the 1930s, the Catholic bishops had rejected a proposal to establish 500
agricultural colleges. This was ‘an unnecessary extension of state control
into education’. And, from a moral point of view, ‘there was an inherent
danger in allowing boys and girls between the ages of 12 and 16 to travel
unsupervised to school together’. The plan was abandoned.®

The US Marshall Plan had put up a million pounds to fund the creation
of a National Institute of Agriculture.®® The Catholic bishops and their lay
allies opposed it on the grounds that it would not have a proper basis in
religious doctrine.”Z Eight years after the Institute had been proposed and
funded, it had still not been established. In May 1958, the National
Farmers’ Association noted that the training facilities for agricultural
science were ‘pathetically understaffed’ and the Irish Times lamented the
‘criminal lunacy’ that the few agricultural scientists being produced in
Ireland were ‘being forced to emigrate in search of employment’.%

The result of the abject failure to develop a serious food industry was
that agriculture was largely primitive and utterly colonial. A ‘strong farmer’
like Joe Ward stayed in the fine Gresham Hotel in Dublin whenever he was
in the capital to buy and sell cattle. He had warm and trusting relationships
with the English farmers and dealers he sold to, sending cattle to them in
return for post-dated cheques. His family went to Harrogate to ‘take the
waters’ and visit his business partners.®2 They remained, economically and
to some degree socially, part of a British world. The young growing up in
rural Ireland were destined as a consequence to be part of the British world



in a more direct sense, making their lives in Manchester, Glasgow,
Birmingham and London.

As for manufacturing industry, on the weekend I was born the Institute
for Industrial Research and Standards, founded in the 1940s to try to
encourage innovation in Ireland’s small industrial sector, was complaining
that Irish businesses were not particularly interested in either research or
standards. The Institute itself was tiny — it had thirty-four staff, including
clerks and cleaners — but, even so, it had trouble generating enough work
for its specialists because of a ‘surprising’ reluctance of Irish industrialists
to engage with its work. Part of the problem, it seemed, was ‘a suspicion
that the industrialist might be told to buy new machinery or change to a
more expensive process if he sought scientific help’.22

To define the place I was born into might be to think about what subsets
of countries it belonged to. One, certainly, was Dillon’s descaminados with
Iceland, Greece and Turkey. Another was the tiny group of European
countries that experienced a fall in population during the 1950s. It was an
exclusive couple: Ireland and East Germany.” The East German regime, in
despair at the mass exodus of people to the West, would soon put up a wall
to keep them in. But Ireland already had walls and they were forcing people
out. These imagined walls were those of protectionism — the moral
protectionism of McQuaid’s repression and the economic protectionism of
high tariff barriers instituted by the Fianna Fail government when it came to
power in 1932.

The architect of that policy was the very man who was now going to
Paris to talk about free trade: Lemass. He had believed that ‘economic self-
sufficiency’ and ‘the preservation of our population’ could be achieved only
‘by a courageous application of the methods which Economic Nationalism
has devised and is now being used through Europe’.”2

Almost as soon as Fianna Fail took office, it imposed duties of between
15 and 75 per cent on thirty-eight different kinds of imported products. By
1936, more than a thousand categories of goods were subject to tariffs of 50
to 75 per cent.”2 The holding of shares and voting rights in Irish companies
by foreign nationals was severely restricted.

Protectionism was very much in fashion in the 1930s, and the idea of
allowing Irish industries to establish themselves on the home market
without competition from much bigger international (and especially British)
firms was not innately illogical. But the Irish version of it was extreme,



even by the standards of the 1930s. It was a deliberate disengagement from
world trade: in the decade before the Second World War, Ireland was the
most aggressively protectionist of all the small European countries. Its
imports and exports fell by a combined 64 per cent.

The policy did make an emerging class of Irish businessmen rich.
Between 1932 and 1948, about a hundred new industries were created and a
thousand new factories were built. Eighty thousand industrial jobs were
created.” But there were three obvious problems. First, as the complaints of
the Institute of Industrial Research and Standards suggested, this was a cosy
world with little incentive for innovation. Second, the idea of servicing the
home market required consumers to do something they could not do: stay at
home. Third, the great aim of protectionism was to break Ireland’s
economic dependence on the old colonial master. It failed, not just because
of the dominance of the cattle trade, but because ordinary Irish people were
very well aware that wages were higher in England, even in menial jobs. In
1948, girls working in Denny’s bacon factory in Tralee were reportedly
emigrating to England and taking jobs as domestic servants ‘to better
themselves’.2

A researcher who interviewed seven young women who were
emigrating from Co. Galway discovered the uncensorable power of the
simplest form of private literature: the letter home. They told him that in
Ireland employers subjected them to ‘long hours of duty, bad food, and,
above all, lack of respect. They are treated as inferior human beings who
have very few rights...” But ‘in all cases, friends or sisters had written from
England or talked during the holidays’ of decent wages and better treatment
there.” Rhetorically, tyranny and contempt were inflicted by the English on
the Irish. In the subterranean reality of ordinary lives, England could be a
place to escape tyranny and contempt in Ireland. Aodh de Blacam, a
member of the official Commission on Emigration, dug deep into
xenophobia and anti-Semitism to urge Irish girls to stay at home with lovely
Irish Catholic families: “Would you like to see any girl in whom you had
any interest going into a Jewman’s house in the English slums?’# The silent
answer to that rhetorical question was often yes. Even low-status jobs in
England were better than what Ireland had to offer people who had no
property or connections and only a basic primary education.

Emigrants often left with virtually nothing. The most resonant Irish
object of the time was a small, cheap brown suitcase, often battered and tied



with rope to keep it shut.

Donall MacAmhlaigh recalled the scene at the customs post in
Holyhead when he first arrived in Britain. One of his fellow emigrants put
just such a case on the counter, and when asked what it contained, replied,
“Yerra, nothing at all.” The customs officer insisted nonetheless that he open
it. He took out a penknife and cut the rope. “The lid jumped up like a Jack-
in-the-Box and out leapt an old pair of Wellington boots that had been
twisted up inside it. Devil the thing else was in the case — not even a change
of socks. A melancholy wintry little smile crossed the face of the customs
officer as he motioned to your man to get along with himself.’

There was another strange subset of countries to which Ireland
belonged. If it was demographically twinned with East Germany, in another
important respect — monetary policy — Ireland was part of a group that also
included Burma, Iceland, Irag, Jordan, Kuwait and the Persian Gulf
sheikhdoms, and Libya. These were non-British Commonwealth countries
that were nonetheless members of the Sterling Area. Their currencies were
all pegged to the British pound. In Ireland’s case, the relationship was rigid.
Ireland had issued its own currency since 1927, but it was a kind of fiction:
its exchange value was fixed by law at absolute parity with sterling. It was
backed by reserves that (as well as some gold) consisted of sterling funds
and British government securities. Behind the show of an independent
currency was a very British reality.

This was one of the things we all knew and chose to ignore. We knew it
in the most tangible way: British coins and notes circulated freely in
Ireland. You could buy anything in the shops with them. If you had any
money in your pocket, it was almost certainly a promiscuous mix of British
and Irish currency.

In my earliest memories of having coins, Francis Drake’s Golden Hind
on the British halfpenny jingles along with the pig and her three little
piglets on the Irish version; Britannia ruling the waves on the front of the
British penny rubs against the Irish hen and her five chicks; Queen
Elizabeth occupies the same obverse space as the Celtic harp with Eire
stamped above it. My father would sometimes bring home older coins he
had collected with the bus fares, with the profiles of Victoria and various
Georges, blurred by decades of sweat and chafing, all still paying for bus
rides and sweets, pints and newspapers in Dublin, as if nothing had
happened since they were minted. This should have bothered a population



bred on nationalism, but it didn’t. It was just another example of the
doubleness that characterized the culture, its permanent state of
contradiction, its amphibious ability to live both on the dry land of the
nation and in the aqueous fluidity of mass migration.

Already, by the end of the 1930s, Lemass was well aware that
protectionism was not working. But the policy of neutrality in the Second
World War actually increased Ireland’s isolation. When the war was over,
and the US-led reconstruction of western Europe was under way, the US
authorities believed that ‘Ireland’s main contribution to European recovery
will take place through the production of more food for export’. Ireland’s
future, as seen from the US, lay in helping to ‘fill the tables of western
Europe with eggs, milk and bacon’.”2 To get Marshall Aid, Irish
governments echoed these sentiments back to the Americans. Ireland joined
the Organisation for European Economic Co-operation (OEEC) that
administered the aid programme. Of the $13 billion in Marshall Aid, Ireland
got just $128 million (£41 million) in loans and $18 million (£6.5 million)
in grants. But such crumbs from the table were still important to a country
hungry for cash.22 They represented almost half of all Irish state
investment.2 Tellingly, though, most of it was spent on agricultural projects
— industrial development was not a priority.2

Even this minor part in the great drama of European economic recovery
did not last long. In 1952, after the outbreak of the Korean War and the
deepening of Cold War animosities, Ireland’s refusal to join NATO, on the
grounds that it could not participate in a military alliance with Britain while
that country continued to ‘occupy’ the six counties of Northern Ireland,
made it entirely irrelevant to American interests. Its ambassador to
Washington was abruptly informed that ‘all United States Government
activities in connection with Irish economic assistance have been suspended
as of January 8, 1952’8 Submitting his budget in April, the minister for
finance Sean McEntee admonished, rather comically, that ‘The fevered
spending of the Marshall Aid period is over.’

Two years earlier, the Irish government had put a bizarre proposal to
President Harry Truman: that Ireland and the United States would enter into
a mutual defence pact. Unsurprisingly, the US did not see the advantages of
Irish assistance against its enemies. The gesture, though, was indicative of
an awareness that, as a state, Ireland barely registered in the world. Its
neutrality in the war meant that it was of no account in the post-war



settlement. It was allowed to join the United Nations only in 1955 and the
World Bank and International Monetary Fund in 1957. It would not accede
to the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) until 1967, twenty
years after it was drawn up. Its refusal to join NATO made it a spectator in
the Cold War — no amount of anti-communist rhetoric (and there was
plenty) could convince anyone that Ireland was so much as a useful pawn in
the great game of superpower rivalry.

Even when Ireland did have some kind of international presence, it
tended to use it merely to lament its own post-colonial condition. The state
was a member of the Council of Europe, but its delegates saw it primarily
as a forum for complaints about the evils of partition in Ireland. The
boredom of other members emerged when Paul-Henri Spaak, its president
and a key figure in moves towards European integration, intervened in a
debate to admonish the Irish minister Sean T. O’Kelly: “We must not allow
every debate to become the object of a dispute between the representatives
of Ireland and Great Britain... I beg you to keep to the matter in hand.’®

Irish understanding of what was happening in post-war Europe was
minimal. Until 1956, no officials of the Department of External Affairs
were allowed to travel outside the country for meetings with their
counterparts without prior and explicit approval from the Department of
Finance.22 When Ireland’s parliament, the Dail, came to debate free trade,
the former Taoiseach John A. Costello suggested that ‘I do not think it is a
derogation of Deputies to say that there is not a handful of them who have
the remotest notion as to what the difference is between a Common Market
and the proposed Free Trade Area, not to talk of having an informed view
on what is involved... I am sure 99 per cent of Deputies and Senators are
not properly informed of the issues and arguments involved.”® No one
objected to this assessment.

For many of those who were running the country, the dilemma created
by western Europe’s push towards economic integration seemed insoluble.
On the one side, Ireland could stay out of the process and drift steadily out
into the Atlantic, toward the middle of nowhere. As a memorandum
prepared by a working group of secretaries of government departments put
it in January 1957, ‘If Ireland should decide to remain outside a free trade
area she would be outside this mainstream of Western European
development and her position in the world would become more isolated.’®
Given how isolated Ireland already was, this was quite a prospect.



The alternative to isolation, however, seemed to be devastation.
Entering a free trade area with more developed economies would mean that
Irish industries, deprived of the protection of high tariffs, would disappear.
As the memorandum put it, ‘As regards a large section of existing
industries, the Department of Industry can see no prospect of their survival
even as suppliers of the home market, except with permanent protection.’®
As for exports making up for the loss of domestic sales, there was ‘no
prospect of industrial exports from Ireland’ and ‘little prospect of an
expansion of agricultural exports from Ireland to the continental part of the
free trade area’. No prospect, no prospect, little prospect — the future was
blank and bleak. As the Irish joke had it at the time, the wolf was at the
door, howling to get out.

It may seem ridiculous in retrospect, but the idea of the disappearance
of Ireland still haunted the official imagination. In February 1957, the Irish
ambassador to France, W. P. Fay, addressed the council of the OEEC. It
would be ‘unthinkable’, he said, to apply ‘free trade as understood in the
nineteenth century’. Presumably to the bemusement of many of his
listeners, he said that ‘The rigid application of those principles has left us
terrible memories in Ireland.” Those memories were of the Great Famine of
the 1840s. Fay implied that opening Ireland to free trade now without
protection for its industries would have a ‘catastrophic effect on our
economy... probably precluding any further development’.%

One road led to disaster, catastrophe and the impossibility of any future
development. The other led to a kind of permanent quarantine as an ever
more deeply disconnected outpost, that could only, as Bernard Shaw had
predicted an isolationist Ireland would, ‘turn back and shrink into a little
village community... and do nothing but wonder how much longer the turf
will last in Donegal’.2 Tt did not need to be said — because the continuing
outflow of emigrants, now greater than at any time since the 1890s, was
saying it all too clearly — that such a backwater would not hold on to much
of its population.

The only proposal for how the state might escape from this trap was an
impossible plan. This is what Lemass was laying out on his trip to Paris that
weekend in February 1958. Ireland suggested to the other European states
that it should be allowed to join the planned EFTA — but also to keep in
place for the foreseeable future most of its tariffs to protect indigenous
industry. Ireland should be allowed a ‘transition period’ during which it



would become rich and productive enough to be able to survive without
special protection. How long would this process take? Thirty years. If the
EFTA came into being in 1958, Ireland would accept all of its rules by
1988.%

So, as a child born in 1958, I would celebrate my thirtieth birthday as
Ireland was celebrating its arrival at last into economic modernity. The
proposal was absurd, of course, and the other countries did not take it
seriously. But the absurdity was a product of despair. Some future had to be
imagined that was not either isolation or devastation. It could only be a
future of very slow and careful adjustment during which Ireland was treated
as a special case by its neighbours, presumably on account of the ‘terrible
memories’ that none of them, apparently, had to endure.

The fantasy of boarding this slow boat to modernity was necessary
because it was so difficult to imagine transformation. There was a kind of
unspoken pact: people transformed themselves through emigration so that
the state and society could stay the same. And in any case, Ireland’s
ludicrous demands simply irritated other European countries. Our crushing
irrelevance would become even more starkly obvious when formal
discussions on the establishment of EFTA began in February 1959. Apart
from Britain, most of the countries invited to take part were small nations:
Austria, Denmark, Norway, Portugal, Sweden and Switzerland. There was
no invitation for Ireland.® Later that year, Greece and Turkey sought
association with the Common Market. That left Ireland and Iceland alone
among the seventeen European countries that had been part of the US
Marshall Aid programme for post-war reconstruction who were now cut off
from the move towards the economic integration of western Europe. And
the Icelanders at least had fish.

This lingering dissolution could not last. The six countries that formed
the Common Market had collectively grown their GNP by 42 per cent
between 1949 and 1956. Britain grew by a more sluggish 21 per cent.
Ireland had managed just 8 per cent.? If the rest of the western European
economy continued to integrate while Ireland remained on the margins, it
seemed inevitable, not just that the gap would continue to widen, but that
Irish people would continue to flee towards the places where there was
money and hope and modernity.

Already, even before 1958, almost everyone except de Valera knew that
the dream of frugal self-sufficiency was over. Unless things changed, there



would be no national self, sufficient or otherwise. Fianna Fail still clung to
protectionism as an ideology, but the motley collection of alternative parties
that held power for two periods between 1948 and 1957 had made tentative
but significant moves to attract foreign investment, notably the
establishment of an Industrial Development Authority to do just that by
offering 50 per cent tax relief on export earnings for five years, and of
Coras Trachtala (the Irish Export Board) to try to find new markets for Irish
products. But success had been very limited. In 1958, the Fianna Fail
government expanded the remission of tax for foreign investors from 50 to
100 per cent and the tax exemption from five years to ten. But there were
still few takers, especially among the American companies that Ireland had
vague hopes of attracting. In 1957, the net capital inflow into Ireland was
minus £2.3 million. Just twenty industries with foreign participation were
established between 1955 and 1958, and just one of them was American.
US companies were interested primarily in access to the European market
to which Ireland did not belong.

Yet the idea of American investment was potent. To open the Irish
economy up so that British bosses could employ Irish workers was to admit
defeat. To have American firms in small Irish towns would be to embrace a
thrilling modernity and simultaneously to reconnect with the great Irish-
American diaspora in whom so much hope — from tourist dollars to support
for the national cause of ending partition — had been invested. And within
this hope there was a notion of yet another imagined place in the world.
Ireland did not want to be among the shirtless ones of Turkey, Greece and
Iceland or with Iraq and Burma in the Sterling Area. The place it did want
to be in — western Europe — had no practical interest in including it in its
plans. Where could it be instead? Of all places, Puerto Rico.

In March 1958, Myles na Gopaleen suggested in the Irish Times that the
state should establish a new special commission: ‘The objective should be
to achieve federal status as the 49th state of the Union. (President
Eisenhower will find our golf courses first class.) The preliminary stage
will be to become an American possession ranking with Alaska, Puerto
Rico and the Philippines. That will give us limited rights of US
citizenship.’® He was being facetious but not quite absurd. Six years
previously, the report on economic development commissioned by the Irish
government from the US consultancy firm Stacy May had pointed to the
strategy adopted by Puerto Rico — attracting light industries from the US by



offering them tax incentives. The strategy had allowed the island to achieve
rapid industrialization from a standing start. In 1956, the IDA reported that,
on a visit to the US by its executives, they had been asked whether Ireland
could offer similar incentives.®

It did not seem to bother anyone that Ireland, which defined itself by its
independence from Britain, could take its lead from Puerto Rico, which had
been a literal dependency of the US since 1898. One way out of economic
protectionism might be to become, economically at least, a US protectorate.
But this could not happen without radical change.

In May 1957, Ken Whitaker, a Catholic from Northern Ireland who had
become secretary of the Department of Finance the previous year at the age
of thirty-nine, had begun, quietly and with a small team of officials, to write
a 250-page document mapping out what that change would be. Nobody
asked him to do it, and he and his collaborators worked in their spare time.
Whitaker’s motivation was existential — he believed that ‘Something had to
be done or the achievement of national independence would prove to have
been a futility.’%

In December, Whitaker told the government what he was up to, and was
encouraged to go ahead. By May 1958, a full draft of the document, called
simply Economic Development, was ready and fifty copies were printed for
circulation among the ruling elite. By late July, the government had adopted
it as policy and authorized the drafting (by Whitaker and his allies in the
civil service) of a white paper based on his analysis, the Programme for
Economic Expansion. In November, Economic Development was published
under Whitaker’s own name, priced at seven shillings and sixpence and
wrapped in a cover so bland that it became known in official circles as the
‘Grey Book’, even though Whitaker himself thought it was ‘light green’ —
perhaps an unconscious reflection of its radical watering-down of
nationalist ideology.®2

Grey it certainly was not. Whitaker wrote clearly and intelligibly. His
document dealt with fishmeal and jellied eels, turf, pig breeds, motels,
biscuits and sweets, whiskey and gin. It had tables and statistics. It did not
present itself as a revolution — Whitaker warned that there would not be
‘miracles of progress in a short time’. The only stated economic target was
a possible doubling ‘in time’ of the annual rate of growth. Considering that
growth had been running at just 1 per cent, this was deliberately setting



expectations very low — Whitaker felt the country was so lacking in
confidence that it might have shied at a higher bar.

Lemass had a similar idea. As he later explained: ‘We had apathy in
mind when we set our targets. We announced that we were striving for an
economic growth of two per cent. We knew we could do much better than
that, but we knew, too, that public morale would suffer if we set a higher
target and failed to reach it.”*® The Irish plan for industrialization was the
opposite of Stalin’s Five Year Plans. Instead of setting impossible goals and
urging the workers to Stakhanovite efforts to reach them, it assumed that
Irish confidence was so fragile that it needed the gentle encouragement of
easy wins.

But Whitaker also said things like ‘It would be well to shut the door on
the past’!® — a big statement in a country still led by veterans of the 1916
Rising who maintained that the past, in the form of partition, was very
much unfinished business. He described unblinkingly the ‘vicious circle...
of increasing migration, resulting in a small domestic market depleted of
initiative and skill and a reduced incentive... to undertake and organize the
productive enterprises which alone can provide increased employment
opportunities’. He acknowledged, in plain terms, the sense of despair that
most Irish people were feeling: ‘The common talk among parents in the
towns, as in rural Ireland, is of their children having to emigrate as soon as
their education is completed in order to be sure of a reasonable livelihood.’

But he offered a way out: ‘further industrial development must be
largely on the basis of production for export markets and freer trade in
Europe must be faced in due course, we can no longer rely on extensive
tariff or quota protection... A readiness to welcome foreign capital is a
necessary complement to secure foreign participation in industrial
development.’%

The calm, direct language both spelled out and underplayed the nature
of the transformation. A self-sufficient, protected space was going to open
itself up to economic globalization. Ireland would produce things for
export. It would join in with European economic integration. And it would
learn to love foreigners and their ‘skills, techniques and “know-how”’. The
subtext was obvious enough — if Irish people were to stop leaving the island
for the world, the world would have to come to the island. Irish
globalization had long been about labour going to where the capital was;
now it would be about capital coming to where Irish labour was.



The weird thing is that there was no discussion in the Dail on
Whitaker’s paper and no attack on it by the Opposition or, more
importantly, by the Catholic Church. Eamon de Valera, now seventy-six and
almost blind, was still head of government and could have stopped the plan
in its tracks. In the 1957 general election, the triumphant Fianna Fail leader
had pledged that economic policy would ‘try to continue on the path they
had trodden before’ with the goal of becoming ‘as self-contained as
possible’.1%2 (The irony of the phrase in the context of mass emigration
escaped him.) Yet he chose not to oppose the momentous shift in policy. His
reasons were critical to the whole nature of the revolution that followed.
Meeting Whitaker at a cocktail party a few years later, de Valera
complimented him on his economic plan but added, in Irish, ‘ach ta rudai
eile nios tabhachtai’ — but there are more important things.!* Economics
was only about money, after all — what really mattered were the old
lodestars of the nationalistic constellation: a United Ireland, the revival of
the Irish language and the maintenance of Ireland’s special place in the
world as the exemplary Catholic nation.

De Valera dealt with the great disruption implied by Whitaker’s vision
by simply denying it. He did not confront the failure of his version of the
Irish state. Rather brilliantly, he absorbed the shock of the new by
pretending that nothing new was happening. At a government meeting
shortly before Christmas, he gave his blessing to Economic Development
but suggested that it was merely a continuation of his own long-established
plans. As he told John McCarthy in 1969: ‘We set out those policies in 1926
at the formation of Fianna Fail.”*®

De Valera’s newspaper, the Irish Press, editorialized vapidly that
Economic Development ‘is a most useful addition to the literature on
national economics’ that ‘should help the businessman and the student of
economic affairs to acquire a reasonably comprehensive knowledge of the
needs and potentialities of the Irish economy to-day’.l® It was as if a
worthy but rather dull academic book, of interest only to a small business
and intellectual elite, were being reviewed. The earthquake was just a little
rumble in the distance — nothing to be concerned about. The revolution
would not be televised, not least because Ireland did not yet have a
television station.

Absurd as this was, it hinted at a broader sense of how the future was
seen by those in charge. It is apt that Economic Development was published



at almost the same time as the great novel of conservative transformation,
Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa’s The Leopard. Tancredi, the novel’s
central character, famously explains to his aristocratic uncle why he is
going off to fight with Garibaldi’s rebels: ‘If we want things to stay as they
are, things will have to change.” This could have served as the hidden
epigraph to Whitaker’s ‘Grey Book’. It was a salvage operation. Its primary
aim was not to destroy the Catholic nationalist state, but to keep it afloat.

The idea of protection was crucial. What was I, as a child being born
into this Ireland, to be sheltered from? At the time of my birth, there was a
double layer of defence: the economic and the spiritual. I was to grow up in
an economy protected from foreign competition and in a culture protected
from moral danger. Nine months later, one ring of fortification against the
outside world was being dismantled. The economic ramparts were declared
by Whitaker, and by the government, to be no longer defensible. They had
been irreparably breached from the inside by the pressure of emigrants
trying to get out. But the spiritual bulwarks would, they imagined, stay in
place. The ‘other things’ that de Valera knew to be more important than
economics, would be preserved.

Thus, readers of the Irish Press would have seen, immediately below
the editorial on Economic Development, the paper’s daily homage to the
Catholic saint whose feast it was. It happened to be St Catherine of
Alexandria, Virgin and Martyr, who defeated the Roman Emperor
Maximinus in a theological debate: ‘Furious, the tyrant ordered her to be
tortured on a spiked wheel (whence is derived the name “Catherine
wheel”); but just as it would crush the Saint, it fell asunder.” Irish
Catholicism would surely prove no less resistant to the temptations of
economic modernity.

Whitaker specifically invoked for his work the blessing of a Catholic
bishop, William Philbin, and quoted his suggestion that industry and
commerce presented ‘the widest and most varied field for the play of the
vital force that our religion contains’. In his introduction to Economic
Development, Whitaker wrote that ‘This study is a contribution in the spirit
advocated by the Bishop of Clonfert toward the working out of the national
good in the economic sphere.”’ This might be seen as a strategic
appeasement of the existing gods and the religious powers that be, but there
is in fact no reason to read it as anything other than wholly sincere.



Those looking for reassurance might have found it in one of the few
great Irish commercial successes of 1958. A future Taoiseach, Garret
FitzGerald, was working for the state-owned airline, Aer Lingus. He
realized that 1958 was the centenary of the apparition of the Blessed Virgin
Mary to a young girl in Lourdes in south-west France. The airline had
already opened up a lucrative market in religious tourism, carrying pilgrims
to Lourdes, not just from Dublin, but from Barcelona and even from Rome.
Ireland had its own Marian shrine, at Knock, where Mary had appeared in
1879. But Knock was rather bleakly set in the cold and damp of Co. Mayo,
whereas Lourdes was warm and sunny and exotic.

FitzGerald organized charter flights to Lourdes with two Viscount 700
aircraft from the small Aer Lingus fleet. Their success was overwhelming.
Between May and October, the planes flew back and forth to Lourdes
twenty hours a day, every day. For FitzGerald, who loved numbers with an
obsessive passion, the operation was ‘the most perfect supply-demand
equation ever recorded in air transport’.X®2 The episode showed both that
this language of efficiency and organization could be applied to Catholic
Ireland but also that piety and progress could go hand in hand. This seemed
to be a harbinger of a future in which a rising Catholic middle class with
money to spend and curiosity about the outside world would let its
aspirations flow into approved channels of traditional devotion.

This was the great gamble of 1958: everything would change
economically but everything would stay the same culturally. Suitably to a
fiercely anti-communist country, the Irish future would disprove the
Marxist claim that economic and technological change transforms
ideologies and values. Along with 60,000 other children born in Ireland in
1958, T was to be the tabula rasa on which this great experiment would be
conducted.



2
1959: Modern Family

My parents, Mary and Sammy, didn’t want to live in Aughavannagh
Road. It was my mother’s family home — they wanted a home of their own.
When they were married, they moved into a flat in the old part of Crumlin,
near the village that had been there for centuries. They didn’t like it. But
after five months they escaped to a different world. They got a small flat in
a handsome three-storey red-brick Victorian house in the upper middle-
class suburb of Monkstown, on the south side of Dublin Bay. Like refugees,
my father and his cousin Vincent loaded everything my parents owned onto
a handcart. On a hot June day, they pushed it all the way from Crumlin to
Monkstown, eight miles east towards the Irish Sea through the lovely,
respectable roads of Rathmines, Rathgar and Donnybrook.

The flat was the basement of the house. It was dark and dank, but they
loved being there. It was the place where they were happiest. It was closer
to the bus garage to which my father was attached, but it was near enough
to the bay that they could walk along the seafront. Soon, those walks
included a baby in a pram. My brother Kieran was born four months after
they moved there. Two and a half years later, I was born in that basement.
My parents imagined that we would grow up there, that we would go to
school around the corner, that the quiet propriety of the place would shape
us. Even the address — 4A Eaton Place — mimicked London’s Belgravia,
retaining a flavour of colonial Ireland. The surrounding streets had names
like Trafalgar Terrace and Brighton Vale. It was far above their social
station, but they had impressed the landlady as clean, mannerly, decent
people. Their flat Dublin accents identified their origins, and they had very
little money, but in other respects they could almost pass as middle class.

This was, I suppose, their stab at emigration. They went to a foreign
place, utterly different from the tight, inner-city working-class communities
of City Quay and the Liberties where they had grown up, and from the
unfinished housing estate where my mother had been living. And they left
in the hope of becoming what Irish exiles could be in England or the United
States — modern. Eaton Place may have reeked of old gentility, but the point
of being there was a basic modernity. To be modern was about how you
dressed and what you read, how you danced and what you thought. But it
was most viscerally about something that would later come to seem old-



fashioned: the nuclear family — father at work, mother at home with the
children, a door that could be closed to keep the rest of the world out. If you
were Irish, you could create this structure in London and Birmingham, in
the Bronx or in Boston. Mary and Sammy, with their two little boys, were
trying to create it in Monkstown.

And they couldn’t. Their idyll lasted for three and a half years. In
September 1957, while they were living there, my mother’s mother Frances
died. She was sixty-three. My mother’s father Jack was only sixty-five and
just retired from his job working machinery in Power’s whiskey distillery.
He was in remarkably good health, especially for a man who smoked shag
tobacco and started his morning with a tumbler of his employer’s product.
But he couldn’t be expected to live on his own — who would cook his meals
and wash his clothes? Mary’s newly married young brother Johnny and his
new wife moved in with him for a while, but there was too much tension
and they moved out again.

On their fourth wedding anniversary, 4 January 1959, Mary and Sammy
and me and Kieran left Eaton Place for 93 Aughavannagh Road. My mother
did it out of a sense of duty. My father, I suppose, out of a sense of duty to
her.

There was nothing very dramatic about any of this, but it was, in the
Ireland of 1959, the material for drama. What Mary and Sammy
experienced was, in its own tiny way, a version of the conflict between
ideas of tradition and duty on the one side and modernity and freedom on
the other that could be staged as a family melodrama — or even as a tragedy.
This is what happened that year, just as the state was launching its
economic revolution. And it happened spontaneously, from below.

On St Patrick’s night, 17 March 1959, there was a serious disturbance
outside the Playhouse Theatre in Limerick, where a controversial new play
was being staged. People familiar with the history of twentieth-century Irish
theatre might assume that this was another expression of Catholic
nationalist outrage at the expression of heresies, in the line stretching back
to the riots that greeted John Synge’s great comedy The Playboy of the
Western World in 1907 and Sean O’Casey’s great tragedy The Plough and
the Stars, in 1926, the cradle of genius again being rocked by philistine
uproar. This was, after all, Limerick, the city that had so recently embraced
as its model of Irishness the censorious puritan, Sean South.



In fact, the irate mob was not trying to stop the play. It was trying to get
in to see it.

Hundreds who had travelled long distances from the neighbouring
counties of Kerry, Clare and Limerick found they could not get into the
already packed hall and there were ‘scenes of pushing and general chaos at
the side entrance’. Inside, the production of a play by a young man who ran
a small pub in the north Kerry town of Listowel, John B. Keane’s Sive was
drowned out, not by boos and catcalls, but by ‘bursts of spontaneous
applause and cheering’. Even before it began, they ‘sat and stood in tense
expectancy’.t

Keane was thirty. He had emigrated to England in 1952, but returned
after two years as a navvy. His plan was to marry his girlfriend and, if they
could not make a decent life, to emigrate again for good, this time to
America.? He had hopes of opening a bookshop in Listowel, but eventually
settled for a pub. In 1958, he and his wife went to see a play put on by the
local amateur company, the Listowel Drama Group. That night, after his
wife went to bed, he filled a pint, sat by the fire, took out a copy book and
pencil and began to write. By 6.30 the following morning, he had the first
act of Sive. A fortnight later, he had a complete first draft.

Keane sent the play to the Abbey Theatre in Dublin. After five weeks, it
was returned to him ‘without a word of any kind’.2 This was not surprising.
The Abbey had been run since 1941 by Ernest Blythe, another veteran of
the 1916 generation and a former minister for finance infamous for taking a
shilling off the old-age pension in 1924. He had been an enthusiastic
supporter of fascism in the 1930s. British intelligence had feared he might
be a potential ‘Irish Quisling’ during the Second World War, when he was a
guiding spirit of a small anti-Semitic and ultra-nationalist party called
Ailtiri na hAiséirgh (Architects of the Resurrection), seeking the
establishment of a Gaelic and Christian totalitarian state.*

That Blythe continued to run Ireland’s national theatre said much for the
Irish state’s strange detachment from the intellectual and cultural
consequences of the Holocaust and the defeat of fascism. Blythe’s own
primary concern in running the Abbey was that the theatre should play its
part in the revival of the Irish language. (Peter O’Toole, for example, was
not allowed to study at the Abbey’s acting school because he did not have
Irish.) But he also rejected any play that disturbed his own vision of Ireland.
Brendan Behan’s drama about capital punishment (of which Blythe strongly



approved), The Quare Fellow, had met that common fate in 1954. It later
became an international hit.

But what happened with Sive was much more striking. It became the
vehicle for a revolt from below. The play was put on by the local amateurs
in Walsh’s Ballroom in Listowel in February 1959. It was a sensation there
and at the regional drama festivals around the south of Ireland. By the time
it reached the All-Ireland Amateur Drama Festival in Athlone in May, ‘The
house was packed and there was a great babble of sound that dropped to a
murmur as the lights went out, and utter stillness fell at the first quiver of
the curtain.’®

When the production won the main prize at the festival, it was treated
like a sporting, rather than a merely artistic, triumph. The Evening Herald
reported that the award ‘is being celebrated by Kerry people at home and in
Dublin in a manner reminiscent of Kerry victories in All-Ireland football
competitions... A contingent of 40 Listowelians who had travelled to
Athlone for the final adjudication on Sunday raised a cheer which brought
back memories of Croke Park in the hey-day of Kerry football. Some even
waved flags... Two of the flag-wavers had set out at mid-day on Saturday
to hitch-hike the 120 miles to the festival.®

For the rest of 1959, Sive was the thing that Irish people had to see. The
Crumlin-based novelist Christy Brown later wrote that the play ‘appeared at
a time of theatrical stagnation in Ireland when... the name of the Abbey
Theatre had become a dry, dusty sound in many a throat, rather like a death-
rattle that refused to stop... Into this enclosed arid wilderness Sive roared
like a strange savage incantation, a raw wind from the broader, wilder
spaces of the land, with its terrible immemorial message of love sold for
silver pence, the casual betrayal of principle to the blind dictates of
custom.’Z

What was being summoned up by this savage incantation was what my
parents, in their own much less dramatic way, were experiencing that year:
a deep anxiety about how marriage and the family were supposed to work.
Keane’s play is about a woman, Mena, who is in her early forties and runs a
small farm with her husband. What she wants is a nuclear family. But she
can’t have one. Not only is she childless, but her household is occupied
both by her husband’s mother and by his niece, Sive, born out of wedlock
and orphaned. At the prompting of a matchmaker, Mena sells Sive to a
wealthy but elderly farmer. Sive runs away and is drowned. The play ends



with two nomadic Travellers, the play’s moral chorus, singing a dirge over
her body.

The obvious thing about this plot is that it seems utterly medieval. It
could be a folk tale or a ballad. The evil matchmaker who sells the young
girl to the old farmer is not criticized. He is cursed. One of the Travellers,
Pats Bocock, puts a hex on the grasping, cynical Thomasheen Sean Rua:
“You are the bladder of a pig, the snout of a sow; you are the leavings of a
hound, the sting of a wasp. You will die roaring.’® The feel of the play is
much more pagan than Christian — the forces of darkness and of light are at
war; witches and demons are abroad.

But it is equally obvious that Irish people in 1959 did not think about
Sive as being ancient and exotic. They responded to it as social realism.
Which, albeit in an epically exaggerated way, it was. The basic story was
not fanciful, even in 1950s Ireland. Keane had been inspired by an incident
in his own pub. A haggard old man had ordered a drink and then announced
to the company that a matchmaker had arranged a marriage for him. He
asked Keane to go with him to the nearby jeweller’s shop to buy the ring.
But the playwright had been horrified to discover later that the bride was a
young girl and that, in her grief, she had ended up in a mental hospital.2

Marriage, especially in rural Ireland, could still have this brutal,
medieval character. In a not untypical letter to the Sunday Independent from
these years, a ‘Rathkeale reader’ asks ‘can the present generation be blamed
if they hold on to their holdings and will not give up possession to the eldest
son unless and until that eldest son will marry a girl with a worthy dowry?
Let us assume that the eldest boy casts his affection on a girl possessing no
visible means, would it be right to expect that his parents sacrifice the other
members of the family and throw them on the road or to the emigrant ship
in order that the eldest may marry? Those parents expect certain amenities
from the eldest boy who succeeds them, but if he brings home a girl without
means where are those amenities to come from? Why blame the in-laws for
all the trouble and leave the daughters-in-law go free? I have seen cases
where the daughter-in-law, after a few weeks, cleared the old couple from
the kitchen into the room allotted to them under the marriage settlement.’

This was not the version of marriage Irish people were seeing in the
American movies to which they flocked. Modernity meant falling in love,
courting, getting married and starting a household with Daddy, Mammy and
the kids — not with old grandmothers and orphaned girls. What they were



seeing in Sive was both a ferocious denunciation of the old idea of the
family and a haunting demonstration that it could not be escaped.

The tension between the old and the new was even written into the Irish
Constitution. In the English-language version, it referred to the ‘Family’ as
the fundamental unit of society. But the Irish-language version (which was
regarded as more authoritative) used the term ‘An Teaghlach’, which means
‘the home’ or ‘the household’. It suggested, not the nuclear family but a
larger group with a patriarch and a wife, children, some of their relatives
and perhaps one or more servants.2 And what was happening in the late
1950s was that Ireland was hovering, as my parents did, between these two
conceptions of how one should live.

On the one hand, Irish law continued to say that every ‘legitimate
person’ was ‘liable to maintain his or her father or mother’, while every
‘illegitimate person’ was ‘liable to maintain his or her mother’. And the
most recent census, taken in 1954, defined the ‘family’ as ‘any person or
group of persons living in a single household’.22 On the other hand, one of
the attractions of emigration was precisely that in London or New York one
could do the modern thing: fall in love, get married and have a house
without ‘a group of persons’ other than one’s own kids. And people who
stayed, like my parents, wanted this, too.

There was nothing unusual in this kind of shift. It happened in all
western societies as they moved from agriculture to industry, from
countryside to city. But in Ireland it was happening very quickly: “The Irish
case may well be unique in the history of family studies. Within the space
of a single generation — from the 1950s to the 1980s — the patterns of the
traditional extended family dissolved and were replaced by the norms of the
nuclear unit.’t2 In 1959 this process was still anxious and unsettled. No one
knew which set of values would ultimately become dominant.

Part of the power of Sive for those audiences was that it explicitly
placed itself at a moment of economic change. Money dominates the action
— the £200 the matchmaker promises Mena if she forces the girl to marry
the farmer. And in a chorus, Pats Bocock has a vision of the coming of a
commercial culture: “There is money-making everywhere. The face of the
country is changing... There will be great changes everywhere. The servant
boy is wearing the collar and tie. The servant girl is painting and powdering
and putting silkified stockings on her feet and wearing frilly small clothes
under her dress... The servant will kick off the traces and take to the high



road. Money will be in a-plenty.” His questions to the audience were about
this emerging future: “What way will he rule? What way will he hould up
under the new riches?’%

At the same All-Ireland amateur drama festival in Athlone at which Sive
won the big prize, the Tuam Theatre Guild submitted a manuscript by
another previously unknown writer to the new play category of the
competition. It won the top prize of fifteen guineas. It had been written by
two young men who had been hanging around the Co. Galway town of
Tuam on a Sunday morning, waiting for the pubs to open, when one, Noel
O’Donoghue, asked the fateful question “Why don’t we write a play?’ The
other young man, who ended up writing most of On the Outside, was called
Tom Murphy. As he later explained, he did not think there was anything
odd about O’Donoghue’s question: ‘Everyone in the country in 1959 was
writing a play.’

On the Outside is a short, brutal one-act play that centres on two young
men trying to dodge their way into the dance because they can’t afford
tickets. It is about the class system of small-town Ireland and it is full of
rage. If Sive, who is eighteen, is a body to be sold off, Frank and Joe, a few
years older, see the town as a ‘huge tank with walls running up, straight up.
And we’re at the bottom, splashing around all week in their Friday night
vomit, clawing at the sides all around.’®2 It is clear at the end that they will
leave for England — the last line is ‘Come on out of here to hell.’

Yet while there is no future in Ireland for them, there are hints in the
play of a different, emerging Irish future — an American one. There is
another young man of Frank and Joe’s age, Micky Ford, and he has money.
He has ‘an uncle in America and they get letters home from him’. He wears
a ‘Florida Beach tie’. He ‘affects a slight American accent whenever he
thinks of it’. He drives around the town ‘with one arm sticking out the
window’ like he’s seen guys do in the movies. He says ‘aw’ and ‘gee’.%
And the audience knows that it is Micky who will get the girl Frank was
hoping to hook up with, that the family that will emerge in time from these
courtship rituals will be Irish with a slight American accent.

The feeling that an old world was dying but that the new one had not yet
been born was enhanced by the very sedate pace of change in political
leadership. On 14 January 1959, de Valera announced that, after more than
forty years as a dominant force in Irish politics, he intended to retire as
Taoiseach. But he did not retire immediately and was, moreover, selected as



his party’s candidate for the largely ceremonial but symbolically important
office of President..Z He was going but not going. He lingered in power as a
lame duck leader for a full six months before moving over to the President’s
residence. He was replaced as Taoiseach by Lemass, who had also been
involved in Irish politics since 1916. Lemass was only sixty, and his
identification with economic change added to the sense of optimism
generated by Whitaker’s manifesto of 1958. But it was widely remarked
that he looked older than his years after so many decades in office, and that
he had come too late to the top job.2 No one was really imagining that
change would happen quickly.



3
1960: Comanche Country

Crumlin was often thought of as a Wild West on the frontier of a
nationalist republic. As one of its residents, Kathleen Behan, described the
journey to her new house here from her inner-city home: ‘I thought we were
going to Siberia. Crumlin, you know, is right out of the city, on the slopes of
the Dublin Mountains. It would put your heart crossways, just looking at
miles and miles of new roads. No lights. It was like the Wild West.’! Her
son Brendan, dragged out there from the tight-packed inner-city tenement
he loved, described Crumlin contemptuously as the ‘countryside’,? as if it
were unmapped terrain, beyond the known boundaries of Dublin.

In Holinshed’s Chronicles of 1587, which Shakespeare used as a
primary source for his history plays, Crumlin gets a few lines, explaining
why rents there are twice as high as in the other crown manors around
Dublin. It is a punishment for an assault on the seneschal by the locals: “The
lobbish and desperat clobberiousnesse, taking the matter in dudgeon, made
no more words, but knockt their seneschall on the costard, and left him
there spralling on the ground for dead. For which detestable murther their
rent was inhansed.’? Lobbish is from lob, a country bumpkin or lout; a
clobberiousness is an unwashed rabble.

The idea of developing Crumlin as a suburb went back to an
international competition for an overall urban development plan for Dublin,
launched in 1914. It was won by a Liverpool-based architect, Patrick
Abercrombie, whose proposal was eventually published in 1922, dedicated
to the long-departed Lord Lieutenant and his wife, the marquis and
marchioness of Aberdeen. The frontispiece of the published plan is
strangely gothic, a Harry Clarke drawing, entitled ‘The Last Hour of the
Night’, of a ghoulish spectre, one bony hand pointing towards classical
Dublin landmarks, the GPO, the Custom House and the Four Courts
engulfed in the flames of war, the other to a derelict Georgian slum house,
through whose broken windows we can see miserable people.? This,
presumably, is the dying city from which the poor might gain refuge in the
new suburbs.

It was another ten years after the publication of Abercrombie’s plan
before the development of Crumlin got under way. It was the largest
building project in Ireland in the 1930s and 1940s, eventually totalling



5,500 two-storey houses, most of them more or less identical.2 The scale
was such that central government became directly involved, largely to insist
on lower building standards and a ‘ruthless reduction of the specifications’.®
In 1950, shortly after my mother’s family moved in to Aughavannagh
Road, a government pamphlet, Ireland is Building, boasted that Crumlin’s
population was ‘equal to that of the City of Limerick’.Z But if this was a
new city, the order of its foundational priorities was encoded in the few
public buildings: the big police station was built and opened long before
any secondary school, dispensary or hospital (for the first few years, there
was not even a district nurse). The purpose was obvious: ‘to control the
unruly crowds of workless adolescents for whom there are no factories, no
technical schools, no secondary schools, no football grounds’.2

Just as the pioneers who drove west gave their new-found lands the
names of old world places — Dublin, Ohio; Paris, Texas — in order to
convince themselves that this was still the world they knew, so the planners
who pushed westwards towards the Dublin Mountains named and shaped
the ground in the image of that Ireland they dreamed of. The centre of the
housing estate of Crumlin began to be built in 1934, two years after Dublin
hosted the huge international Catholic festival, the Eucharistic Congress,
and the new Irish state declared to the world its fervent allegiance to Rome.
So they built it in the shape of the Eucharistic Cross badge. The badge was
an exercise in branding, a logo for a specifically Irish Catholicism: the
Cross of Cong, an early medieval crucifix with a chalice imprinted in the
centre, on which is carved a Celtic triskel, surrounded, in the Celtic manner,
by a circle. It was mass-manufactured as a badge, and heavy pressure to
wear it was exerted through advertising and an instruction from on high:
‘The Committee of the 31st International Eucharistic Congress suggests that
a resolution to wear the official Congress Badge would fittingly inaugurate
Congress Year for Catholics. It is earnestly desired that from now onwards
till after the Congress the official Badge should be worn by every Catholic,
young and old.’? Catholics obeyed — as Alice Curtayne reported in 1933, ‘In
Dublin, of course, the unanimity was a sort of miracle... One glimpse of
this was had in the mere manner of wearing the Congress badge, which was
displayed by postmen, tramwaymen, Civic Guards, jarveys, crossing
sweepers, and, in short, everyone imaginable.’2 The badges sold so well
that the Dublin Jewellery Manufacturing Company warned readers of the
Irish Press that the market was ‘at present flooded with all kinds of foreign-



made Souvenir Badges, and the only guarantee which people have who
wish to buy an Irish article is to look for the Irish Trade Mark’.2

So our home terrain was a large-scale reproduction of a piece of
Catholic religious merchandising. The centre of Crumlin is a geoglyph, like
the Nazca Lines of Peru or the white horses and giants cut into the chalk
downs of England. One axis of the cross is Bangor Road, the other
Clonmacnoise Road, and they meet in an inner circle of green space. The
outer circle is formed by the elegant curves of Leighlin Road and Lismore
Road. This badge, this brand, is also a kind of fetish, to ward off evil and
radiate outwards to the whole estate the miraculous unanimity of the Holy
City, the piety shared by ‘everyone imaginable’. It defined an ‘imaginable’
to which every one of us should subscribe.

The thing was, though, that on the ground level, where we were, you
couldn’t see this at all. We were too close to be able to see the intended
pattern. To see the geoglyph, you had to occupy a place above it, a literally
superior position. It was clear in the planners’ maps, and from the air. There
is a photograph called ‘Crumlin from the Air’, published in 1939,
innocently giving a pilot’s eye view in which the Celtic Cross looks like a
bomber’s sight locked on its target. Even without this ominous double
vision, there is no doubt that the point of view implied by the way the estate
is branded is that of the high-level observer, floating above our lives,
somehow controlling them by the magic of Celticism and Catholicism. The
caption on the photograph invites the viewer to indulge in a kind of double
take in which the image looks too ‘perfect’ to be real: ‘Not just a model at a
planning exhibition, but an aerial view of one of our housing schemes at
Crumlin.’$2

Out here it was pioneer territory, a kind of Ireland, suburban and
working class, not known before. It seemed to many a blank space,
physically and emotionally. Behan’s friend, the poet Anthony Cronin,
described his plight around the time I was born there: ‘He lived for the most
part in his parents’ house, out in the grey spaces of Crumlin, a working-
class housing estate dating from the thirties, better than some of the more
recent experiments in ghettoisation, but not a very cheerful place all the
same.’:3

As if to magic away the uncertainty of what might emerge from these
winding rows of pebble-dashed two-up-and-two-downs, the planners gave a
ready-made history to a place that had no history, gave Crumlin the shape



and names of the great guarantors of Irishness: land, nationality and
religion, Wicklow villages, the patriot dead, the one, holy Catholic and
apostolic church. Our roads were named after the ancient dioceses of the
Irish Catholic Church: Leighlin, Clonmacnoise, Ferns, Kells, Bangor,
Lismore, Clogher, Saul, Kildare. When they ran out of antique monasteries
and dioceses, they turned to the patriot dead, to the nineteenth-century
nationalist leader Charles Stewart Parnell and his estates: Aughavannagh,
Glenealy, Rathdrum, the names conjuring up not only Ireland’s most
benevolent landlord, but also the soft, harmless hills and glens of Wicklow.

In such a place there would be happy homes and happy families, with
the huge vaulted church and the granite barracks-like police station to look
down and smile. The nameless planner who named Aughavannagh Road
may have thought of John M. Synge: ‘Here and there in County Wicklow
there are a number of little known places — places with curiously melodious
names such as Aughavanna... where the people have retained a peculiar
simplicity... When they meet a wanderer on foot these old people are glad
to stop and talk to him for hours, telling him stories of the Rebellion, or of
the fallen angels that ride across the hills.” Though perhaps he did not read
on to Synge’s list of the ‘three shadowy countries that are never forgotten
by these simple folk: America (their El Dorado), the Union and the
Madhouse.’*#

The houses themselves were, in the words of the architectural historian
Ellen Rowley, ‘a seemingly naive or childlike cliché of “home” on a mind-
boggling scale, consisting as it did of rectilinear terraces of cubic houses
surmounted by pitched roofs of slate’.’2 Each had a single rectangular
window on both levels, vertically aligned with each other, and a simple
door capped with a concrete canopy. The kitchens had one sink and a single
counter unit, with a tiny larder and a coal bunker. The one really nice thing
in the houses was the high-quality joinery of the skirting boards, doors,
architraves, floorboards, stairs and handrails.

On moving in, families found that other visions of respectability had
come into play: houses specifically designed for very large families had just
two small bedrooms, and yet the designers had seen fit to take up precious
space with that most Victorian of bourgeois domestic ideals — a parlour.
(‘Somewhere’, an old lady told me, ‘to bring the insurance man for a chat
when somebody died.”) Nor could the planners bring themselves to see the
houses as places of work: the kitchens were combined with the main living



area, leaving the working women with no space of their own and large
families under their feet. ‘Somebody told me’, said Dominic Behan, ‘that
the man responsible for their design committed suicide. I'm quite sure his
death, if at all, was accidental, for no man with a mind like his could ever
succeed in anything so calculated as taking a life, even his own.’%

In Brendan Behan’s early story, ‘Moving Out’, a thinly described
autobiographical account of the family’s transplantation to Crumlin, the
father wails ‘what nicer am I nor an orphan, an exile with no place to lay for
my head’. Behan’s younger brother Brian recalled that “We ended up in
Crumlin, which was like Outer Siberia to us at that time... Da called it
Barbarian Land.” Brendan compared the estate to a Soviet prison camp
(‘““Kremlin’s Crumlin”, he called our new abode’) but also ‘referred to
Crumlin as the Wild West’.&Z As if this encompassing of east and west was
not enough, Brian himself recalled that on his first day in Crumlin, ‘It was
like being in a dump on the far side of nowhere. “Fuck this for a game of
cowboys”, Brendan said to me as he looked around him at the desolation.
Maybe he should have put Indians in there as well. I felt we were in
Comanche country.’

The sense of exile was potent. In 1939 Dublin Corporation’s Allocations
Officer, Thomas Bourke, testified that 400 of the 2,000 families placed in
Crumlin by 1938 had applied to be transferred back to the city centre, but
‘we did not grant any at all’. ‘If we were to circularise the Crumlin tenants,
and ask them how many would like to get back to the city, we would get a
thousand applications... They would get the impression that they could get
back, and a regular landslide would take place. For that reason, we avoid
asking if they would like to get back.” The tenants ‘feel out of their element,
and the sooner they get back, they think, the better... we will eventually
have to reach a point where we will have to force these people into these
houses.’&

On this new planet, even the air was different. Bourke said that ‘A lot of
people declare that the air is so strong that the children eat them out of
house and home. They cannot afford to keep the children in food. They
would prefer to go back to any place out of it.” James Larkin, the legendary
leader of the Dublin workers in the great Lockout of 1913, was now
Chairman of the Corporation’s Housing Committee. He claimed that the
new inhabitants of Crumlin were put ‘into areas to which they are not
acclimatised. They are simply dumped down there; they don’t understand



their surrounds. No one ever goes near them except to collect the rent.’
Larkin took up the case of a man who had tuberculosis which, he claimed,
was made worse by the Crumlin air: “The atmosphere there was such that
this man with TB could not stand it.’2

Around the time my mother’s family moved in, an American Jesuit
sociologist, Alexander Humphreys, interviewed some of the inhabitants.
One of the complaints he heard was not just that the terrain was strange — so
were the people. Crumlin had a mix of people moved from the intensely
tight inner-city slums and of migrants from rural Ireland. These rural Irish
people were aliens. ‘People’, as one informant told Humphreys, ‘have come
here from the four quarters of the globe’, as if Mayo and Offaly were
Nigeria and China.®

This created a sense of unknowability. The people from the inner city
were used to living in each other’s shadows. The old world did not
recognize privacy. In Sean O’Casey’s Dublin plays, the domestic space is
continually being invaded by nosy neighbours. Everything is observed;
secrets are all open. But in Crumlin, there was a new idea — the notion of
intrusion. One woman told Humphreys: ‘If one of the neighbours on the
road was having a baby, you might like to do something, but you feel you
would be intruding. She would not want you walking in unless the house
were in great order. She’d be embarrassed and you would feel you were just
in the way, so you don’t do anything.” A man summarized this shift: ‘Here
the people are all Sinn Feiners, all for themselves alone.’2

We were indeed experiencing a revolution in privacy. At its heart was
an element that is abundant in Ireland but then still unusual in the form we
encountered it — water, running through taps into the big Belfast sink in the
kitchen, into the bath, and through the cistern of the lavatory. This, too, was
the flow of modernity. It is almost impossible for a society that takes it for
granted to understand what a marvel it was, and how much it changed the
lives of women.

Since the 1930s, domestic modernity had been gradually working its
way into the Irish countryside in the form of electricity. Rural electrification
had been one of the few real innovations of the independent state — the great
scheme on the River Shannon, largely built by the German company
Siemens, was at the leading edge of global hydroelectric technology. It had

generated, not just vast amounts of electricity, but its own heroic ballad:
If T were Homer, the ancient roamer,
I’d write a poem on a noble theme,



And I’d sing the story and praise the glory
Of that wondrous project, the Shannon Scheme.22

In spite of these Homeric feats, two out of three homes in Ireland still
had no electricity at the end of the Second World War. Throughout the
1950s and 1960s, a million poles were shipped from Finland and erected
across the Irish landscape, and 50,000 miles of wire were strung. By 1965,
80 per cent of rural Ireland would be connected to electricity. The process
transformed the great indoors. The Electricity Supply Board issued detailed
pamphlets on ‘modernising the farm kitchen’, with photographs and plans,
and opened shops in small towns selling appliances.%

This too was, for the older people, a process of estrangement. Vona
Groarke, in her poem ‘The Lighthouse’, contrasted the promises of
modernity with the image of three elderly women suddenly thrown out of

their familiar world:
In the village, a crowd of overcoated men
sent up a cheer for progress and prosperity
forall ...
And in the length of time
it took to turn a switch and to make light
of their house, three women saw themselves
stranded in a room that was nothing like
their own, with pockmarked walls
and ceiling stains, its cobwebs and its grime:
their house undone and silenced

by the clamour of new light.2*

In Crumlin, there had always been electricity. But in my great-
grandmother’s house in Co. Wexford, this clamour of new light was still
novel and loud. She was still there like those old women, ancient and
strange, so strange that the first thing I remember is being taken to see her.
She was ninety-eight. She sat in a dark kitchen on a high-backed chair in
black clothes, long grey hair still thick around her shoulders. My older
brother Kieran took fright at the sight of her and hid behind my mother’s
skirts. I was too young to be scared. I gave her a daisy I had picked in the
garden on the way and sat up on her lap. She pointed a bony finger at my
brother: ‘That fellow will come to no good’, she sa