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The most abiding characteristic of Dublin’s citizens is the intense hum of conversation. For whatever else has altered in recent years, Dubliners’ love of talk remains the same. One aspect that even Joyce would recognize as unchanged, and very likely unchangeable – the talk, the talk, the talk. Like the wash of the Liffey, it runs through Dublin in a ceaseless flow. (Robert O’Byrne, New York Times)

He that has trod our city’s streets
And has heard the tales of old …
Who but he has heard so much
That has so well been told?
(Vincent Caprani)


INTRODUCTION

Narrative is ageless. The impulse to tell a story and the need to listen to it have made narrative the natural companion of men throughout the history of civilization. (Linda Degh)

Oral historians are modern muses armed with tape recorders in quest of first-hand knowledge that would otherwise decay. (Louis Starr)

Life is a series of vignettes. (Tamara Pearson)

Dubliners are renowned connoisseurs of savoury narrative. They are addicted to talk, gifted at storytelling, always appreciative of a lively or fascinating tale. Indeed, there is a long tradition of rich verbal expression and oral history in Dublin in which people, before the hearth, in the local pub, on a street corner, pass along stories and life experiences.

In the age before radio, films, television, Ireland’s narrators and storytellers – ordinary folk ‒ provided entertainment and historical knowledge. In his autobiography, W.B. Yeats recalls the “poignant memory” of his mother passing down stories and oral family history to him and his sisters – “She would spend hours telling stories ... she had a great depth of feeling.”

This rich tradition of sharing oral history survived vibrantly into the first half of the twentieth century, not only in rural Ireland but among city folk in Dublin. These personal narratives, life stories, of common people constitute a vast repository of oral history from the likes of street traders, dockers, publicans, jarveys and tram drivers. In the early 1990s, Bertie Ahern TD proclaimed the importance of this urban oral history, stating that Dublin was a “store-house of history and lore” from “ordinary people” and expressed the hope that it could be preserved before it “vanishes”.
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Oral history may be defined as “a process of collecting, usually by means of a tape-recorded interview, the reminiscences, accounts and interpretations” of people, events, past conditions and personal experiences of historical interest. Like archival data, it is a primary source of information. Through such recollection and verbal sharing, “memory becomes history”.1

Oral histories possess a unique directness and spontaneity, revealing personal details of daily life not usually recorded in written form, and thus capturing and preserving the life experiences of individuals who typically lack the time or literary capability to record their own memories, their own history. It thereby creates a “new kind of history”, not a history of prime ministers, presidents, politicians, business barons, but of plain people; a “grass roots” or “real world” history. This democratises history by giving expression to those generally forgotten people.

The importance of urban oral history, as opposed to rural “folklore”, was recognised in the 1940s in the United States when some university historians began to record it in a special archive. Columbia University made urban oral history part of its history department’s programme. In Ireland, however, traditional university historians paid scant attention to the concept of urban oral history. While they may have had some political interest in unions and labourers, they saw no historical value in their daily lives. Factory workers, firefighters, shopkeepers, women market traders held no academic allure. Conversely, for urban oral historians they were a goldmine. As the publication Living in the City declared in 1992, “Oral history and folklore are the very roots of Dublin’s historical, geographical and social identity.” As Paul Thompson succinctly puts it, “the old survivors are walking books”.2
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Eliciting oral history from an informant is a delicate, exploratory process. Carried to its highest form by a skilled practitioner it becomes the “art of oral history”. Probing the mind and heart of an interviewee is similar to an archaeologist uncovering a dig site ‒ there is always the element of expectation and uncertainty. Promising prospects can prove to be rich discoveries or disappointing vacuums.

The invention in the 1950s of the small portable tape recorder was a marvel for oral historians carrying out their research. Compared with the old large, cumbersome machines they were a godsend, allowing researchers to cast a wider net without being noticed while interviewing a subject in a public setting. My small (about four inches by five), unobtrusive Sony recorders could be hand-held anywhere, placed on my lap or a table or pub counter without being noticed or drawing unwanted attention.

Many factors determine the success or failure of an oral historian’s efforts. None is more important than the quality of the relationship between interviewer and respondent over the course of hours. As Gluck emphasises, close collaboration depends in great measure on what she terms the “cultural likeness” identity, or sense of shared “kinship”.3 This creates an atmosphere of trust and candour. The concept has special validity in a small, socially cohesive country like Ireland.

This element of “cultural likeness” worked favourably in my case. I am an Irish-American with an unmistakably Irish name (Kevin Corrigan Kearns), a Roman Catholic, educated by nuns, brothers and Jesuit priests; I possess a keen awareness of my Irish roots, and had visited Ireland previously. All of which helped to create an immediate atmosphere of shared identity, ease, openness. How often I heard straightaway upon meeting a prospective informant, “Ah, Kevin, is it? Now that’s a fine Irish name.” Welcoming smiles, a relaxed feeling on both sides.
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In 1966, at age twenty-six, I graduated from St Louis University, a fine Jesuit institution, with a PhD in history. After I settled in as an assistant professor at the University of Northern Colorado, Ireland became the focus of my scholarly research and writing. This was a period when Pulitzer Prize-winning Studs Terkel, America’s foremost oral historian, published his classic book, Working, which reached the top-seller list. It was a collection of oral histories recorded from ordinary Americans ‒ taxi drivers, hairdressers, police officers, shop workers. This fascinating new genre of history book sparked an energised oral history movement in America. The work of Studs Terkel had a profound influence on me at a formative period in my early academic career.

I began my field research in Ireland thanks to a grant from my university. Over the following fifty years I would make some forty-two summer research trips to Ireland, with grants from the National Science Foundation and National Geographic Society as well as other funding institutions. During this period I would publish fourteen books on Ireland, primarily Dublin, most being imprints from Gill & Macmillan, one of the country’s premier publishers.

[image: image]

Between 1969 and 2019 I conducted hundreds of oral history recording sessions. As one of Starr’s “modern muses armed with tape recorders”, my fifty-year quest began with being properly outfitted: a sturdy Colorado mountain backpack stuffed with two small Sony tape recorders, extra batteries and cassettes, Pentax 35mm camera and film, writing notebook, pens, detailed Dublin city street map, collapsible umbrella ‒ and a package of McVitie’s biscuits. I wore jeans, casual shirt and comfortable canvas walking shoes so as not to be mistaken for another “lost Yank” tourist wandering the cityscape.

My explorations extended roughly from the Liberties‒Coombe area to the northside inner city, to Stoneybatter’s maze. It was entirely a hiking expedition (countless thousands of miles) along streets, down alleys and mews seeking informants, through neighbourhoods with all types of dwelling ‒ flat complexes, tenement rows, artisans’ cottages, Victorian and Georgian buildings in varying condition. Along the way I’d make contacts in shops, pubs, street markets, churches, newsstands, bus queues – wherever people lived or gathered. Meetings were mostly welcoming, co-operative and only rarely curt.

Back in the 1960s and 1970s there were some inner-city neighbourhoods designated by the press as “no-go” zones, areas troubled by crime, juvenile gangs, robberies. But I could not allow this to deter me in my work since most all of these were high-density areas rich in elderly folk of the sort I was seeking. I gratefully accepted the good advice from some local gardaí, priests and social workers, then proceeded to continue seeking informants. In one particularly memorable case, the legendary garda from Store Street Garda Station, the hulking Tom Troy, befriended me and spent days with me walking beside him on his beat, dispensing advice about the rough-and-tumble areas while introducing me to dozens of people of all ages he thought I should meet. And how right he was! A wonderfully kind, gentle – and tough ‒ man.

Over my many years of rambling through high-risk neighbourhoods, my worst experiences were getting some pails of dirty washing water dumped on me from balconies above, and a few stones and jeers hurled in my direction. Mostly, I felt, a “testing” gesture. The vast majority of my thousands of contacts were gracious and generous. Indeed, a good many lasting friendships were made.
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Most of my informants were in their 70s, 80s and 90s. Some were born as far back as 1895‒1900, others early in the twentieth century and into the 1930s. Their recollections are treasures to oral historians. They had vivid memories and descriptions of the great events of their lifetime: living under British rule with the fear of the dreaded Black and Tans, the sinking of the Titanic, the 1916 Rising, the First World War, independence, the Civil War, the Great Depression, the scourge of TB; and the invention of the motor car, aeroplane, wireless, gramophone, motion pictures (silent and “talkies”), the Jazz Age ‒ and much more.

However, I was primarily seeking their own personal life stories, which were often as fascinating, dramatic and exciting as the “great” events in the newspapers. Indeed, as I found, “In each of us is a small piece of history” (Svetlana Alexievich).

Since many informants are of an advanced age, oral historians often face a race against time to find them, record their words, preserve their recollections before ill health or death arrives, always bringing to mind the old adage, “Oral historians are haunted by the obituary page. Every death represents the loss of a potential narrator ... and society’s collective historical memory.”4

Thus, the stakes are sometimes high in terms of trying to track down an informant of special importance possessing invaluable memories. In each quest, luck can play a fickle role. In every oral historian’s career, rare opportunities are barely missed by only a few weeks, or days. In other cases, sheer good luck prevails and oral history narratives are captured securely on tape ‒ just in the nick of time. This author was blessed with extraordinary good fortune over the span of fifty years. A good example is the lucid and lively three-hour recording session with Paddy O’Brien, the legendary barman at McDaid’s pub for nearly forty years during the halcyon days of the galaxy of great writers, poets and artists who daily gathered there. As it turned out, I got his story only a few months before he passed away.
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Interviews typically lasted from one to three hours, though some went beyond. Taping was normally conducted on the informant’s own turf, where they were most comfortable: at home, in the local pub or workplace, or on a park bench. Home taping sessions usually began with a gracious offer of tea and biscuits. In pubs, informants had a pint or whiskey while the interviewer, being a teetotaller, had a Club Lemon. I never relied on notes but arranged mentally in advance the natural series of questions I intended to probe so that conversation would flow naturally. It had the feeling of a casual, congenial chat, not a formal interview. When respondents drifted away from the subject at hand, they were gently corralled back to the topic.

Nonetheless, an oral historian never knows what a person might say, or how they might react emotionally. Thus, a full range of human emotions could be experienced: sorrow, anger, joy, resentment, fear, piety, deep introspection and nostalgia, covering life’s joys, losses, abuses. As John Simon puts it: “With oral history you don’t know where the interviews will take you ... and you’re apt to get surprises.”
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Considering the fifty-year span of oral history recording and the great spectrum of types of informants interviewed, it was hardly surprising to get unexpected, sometimes shocking, responses. A sample of the immense variety of long-lived Dubliners puts the project into perspective:

Dockers, jarveys, firefighters, coffin makers, tram drivers, publicans, coopers, bus conductors, seamen, concierges, soldiers, midwives, preservationists, stevedores, priests, butchers, housewives, cinema ushers, undertakers, hatters, booksellers, draymen, minstrels, Trinity’s porters, market dealers, grande dames, boxers, signwriters, bakers, poets, newspaper sellers, prisoners, musicians, shop clerks, factory workers, horse dealers, “hoggers”, tailors, “pirate” bus drivers, gardaí, grannies, buskers, railway drivers, grocers, shoemakers, fortune tellers, bird fanciers, muses and mystics.

Among others.
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There are over 450 vignettes in this book selected from a fifty-year archive of oral histories. They portray an image, tell a story, create a scene, describe an event or life experience. Evoke an emotion. Make a vivid impression.

While some are illuminating, joyful, poignant, others are dramatic, reflective or sorrowful, perhaps recalling anguish or struggle during days of British rule, poverty, loss of loved ones to TB; or childhood glee over the memory of a first tram ride, gramophone, going to the “talkies” at the local picture house. A vignette of only a few brief sentences can depict as much meaningful imagery and emotional impact as a full paragraph. As Tamara Pearson explains, “A vignette is short ‒ often one to four paragraphs ‒ and is about communicating meaning ... to give a sharp impression about a thing, person, event or issue. Others are short, thoughtful. Every word counts in shorter vignettes.”5
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A fine example of “painting a picture” is Moira Lysaght’s memoir entitled “My Dublin” in the 1977 Dublin Historical Record. She recalls how common it was back in the 1920s and 1930s to see some of Ireland’s most illustrious figures ambling casually along Grafton Street:

Maud Gonne McBride with the off-the-face veil falling from the head to below the knee and clothed in black, ground length, flowing garments, was to be seen gliding by with the walk of a queen.

William Butler Yeats of whom I have special recollections ... as I saw him moving majestically down Grafton Street with his hands clasped behind his back, a large loose bow-tie at his neck and a wide black ribbon falling from his pince-nez. From head held high and dreamy gaze.

Vivid, colourful, flowing, leaving a lasting impression in one’s mind. A picture perfectly framed.
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The vignettes culled for this book are rich in detail and description, each a unique, small story in itself. As Thompson affirms: “A human voice, fresh, personal, always brings the past into the present with extraordinary immediacy. The words breathe life into history.”

The voices in these vignettes tell of Dublin’s bygone days ‒ as they were lived. The days before the modern age of television, jet planes, space travel, computers. These voices were fortunately captured on tape towards the end of their lives and chronicled for future generations, to whom their stories may one day seem like Dickensian tales and characters. Which makes them all the more treasured. Voices now silenced ... having passed away into the mists of history.

“We cannot, alas, interview tombstones.”6


Chapter 1 [image: image]

YOUTH AND INNOCENCE

MAY HANAPHY, b. 1907

Born and reared in the poorest of the old Liberties. In 1921 she was employed by Jacob’s biscuit factory, where she worked for over fifty years.

“Jacob’s always took on girls at fourteen. At Whitefriar Street School we were taught how to write an application and we all applied: ‘Dear Sir or Madam, I am fourteen years of age. I am leaving school. I would be very pleased if you would accept me to give me a trial.’ And I always remember my teacher, Mrs Simpson, saying, ‘now always make it short because they don’t be bothered going into details’. And at the end, ‘awaiting the courtesy of your reply’, I thought that was beautiful.

“Then they sent you a card for an interview. So you lined up and you’d be all excited ... a kind of excited fear. Now, the interview was a wee bit personal, the lady supervisor would look at your head to see was your head clean. They went through your hair with a pencil, they wouldn’t touch you. And they looked at your nails and at your feet and made you walk across the room and back. And they had a doctor and a nurse on the premises and the doctor’d examine your chest and your ears and your eyes. And they had their own dentist and he went through your teeth. And he’d say, ‘Oh, you have to have that tooth out!’ ‒ and you had to do it ... if you wanted to work there. Oh, you were just like little animals ... and we were called ‘Jacob’s mice’.

“After the doctor examined you, you were told to start on Monday morning. And you got your little card and your name and address on it. Oh, I was delighted! And I went home and said, ‘Oh, Ma, look!’”

MARY DOOLAN, b. 1915

One of thirteen children including three sets of twins.

“As kids we could stand on the wall outside Francis Street Chapel ’cause our tenement was next to the church. The girl and fella got married and come out of the chapel and, oh, you’d see them skipping rope on the street. Married ‒ but skipping rope! They were so innocent! And the groom would throw out a few coppers in a brown bag to the kids. Ha’pennies and pennies. Oh, yeah, that was called the ‘grushie’. Ah, the kids’d kill one another for it!”

VINCENT MULDOON, b. 1910

Fishmonger on Manor Street.

“We were in the fish business since 1904. Mother run the shop. At fourteen I delivered the milk on a horse and cart, two pence a pint. I started at half four in the morning. I’d make the rounds to the fish market that opened at five so they could get a cup of tea with milk in it. Then on to the men who worked at Guinness’s and the Post Office because they had to be in terribly early.

“Then I’d go around with twenty-gallon churns on the cart. They were silver and you’d have to have them shined to look clean. I could go to two hundred and fifty [tenement] rooms in a day. Up five flights of stairs with the loose milk in a can and a pint and a half measure. I was terribly active and I flew up and down the stairs. And there’d be about ten cats smelling the milk and you’d nearly fall over them!”

MARO WYNN, b. 1932

Lived on the northside in Avondale House flats, where women were forced by husbands to have large families.

“I had to leave school to look after my [sick] mother at ten years old. When she died I just took care of me brothers. I grew up very young. But I had to be the mother ... you know, I just had to be the mother!”

HUGH MAGUIRE, b. 1927

Tram and bus conductor.

“I started off in 1942 as what they called a ‘ticket boy’. I was fourteen. I’d get onto the trams at Nelson’s Pillar and pick up all the tickets on the floor. In those days there was gross unemployment and I was very proud that I had a job. I had a uniform and I was very proud! My wages were eleven shillings and sixpence. Nine shillings went to my mother and father and two and sixpence for myself.

“Then when I was seventeen I got a job as a messenger on Aston Quay. CIÉ buses had depots around the country and on the buses they’d bring in correspondence and money in black boxes. Oh, they would be heavy black metal boxes about eighteen inches long by about twelve wide. It was my job to bring these to the head office. I had a little handcart and I wheeled it up along O’Connell Street every morning at nine.”

MARY O’NEILL, b. 1907

Lived on Chamber Street in the Liberties.

“We had a great landlord, Mr O’Leary was his name. Every New Year’s Day we’d [children] all stand outside the doors waiting for our pennies. And we’d get brand new pennies! Every one of us, all the kids in the street.”

CHRISTY MURRAY, b. 1910

One of the storied barefoot newsboys of the 1920s.

“At age eight I was selling papers outside of Bewley’s in Westmoreland Street. Oh, I sold in the snow in me bare feet when I was small. Sure, I don’t think I wore boots till I was fourteen. And often I was very cold ... very cold. Your fingers would be freezing. You had to get a half crown licence at the police station, like a piece of tin and a strap and it had a number, to wear on your wrist. And at the time of the Troubles that was a bad time here with the Tans here ... prisoners and murderers and robbers out of prisons in England, sent over here. The Tans often bought papers off me.

“Then I sold the evening papers, the Mail and Herald and the Telegraph. I used to go up to the Nelson’s Pillar and I’d jump up onto the trams, dash upstairs to sell the papers, then hop off. It was a poor life ... but there was eight of us [children] in the house and we had bread and potatoes for dinner ... you were very poor.”

BERNADETTE PIERCE, b. 1933

Director of Lourdes Day Care Centre.

“Diphtheria was very much around at that time and I always suffered from my throat. And I could never speak loud in school. And this nun would humiliate me and make me shout until she could hear me. And I had nice curls in my hair, Granny’d give it a curl. So I’d go to school and I’d think it’d be lovely. And I remember this nun once put me under the tap, put the tap on my curls. ‘Vanity!’, she said. But I didn’t tell granny. I was afraid.”

PADDY FOGARTY, b. 1925

Pageboy, porter and concierge at the Gresham Hotel.

“A friend of the family was the head porter and he got me in as a pageboy, I was fourteen. There was about ten pageboys then on different shifts. We wore the jacket with twenty-eight brass buttons down the front. Oh, I was proud of that! And always a little pillbox on our heads. And white gloves ... give the person a letter on a silver tray. The Shelbourne went in mostly for the English people, but we went for Americans and the home market. Americans were the best tippers.

“When I came in it was all horse cabs at the door and only a few taxis. A big open fire in the residents’ lounge with mostly turf during the war. And big drays going out to the Phoenix Park races ‒ oh, it was more romantic then, all right.”

ANTOINETTE COOPER, b. 1939

Member of Dublin’s most famous horse dealer family, the Coopers of Queen Street.

“From the time I was knee-high I remember nothing else but going around all over Ireland, buying horses, selling horses. It was just in the blood. I was the youngest of eleven children and I was born with horses. I took as many horses down to the North Wall for export as a man would take. I took four on my own. I did that as a young girl, at about eleven. Leading our horses down to the docks you started at three in the morning walking down the back streets. You always had a stick, an ash-plant, when you were driving horses. To wave and check them back and keep them in line. And I could handle the horses as well as a man could!”

NELLIE McCANN, b. 1910

Native of City Quay and dockland.

“I was born in number twenty-five City Quay, a tenement. City Quay was a great place, beautiful, and beautiful people lived in it. A busy place ... boats and horses and carts. I loved it. And my father was a sea captain and he went all over the world. There was twelve of us children and he loved City Quay ... ‘the salt of the earth!’.

“My father drowned in England. He was coming home and he fell between the ship and the quay wall. My father used to say to me mother, ‘Susan, when I die I’ll come back as a seagull.’ And after he died, for years after, this seagull used to come and knock on the window ‒ and she used to say to me, ‘That’s your father knocking.’”

JIMMY McLOUGHLIN, b. 1942

Grew up on Marlborough Place; his mother worked as a washer-woman and charwoman to feed her family.

“There was a bakery on North Earl Street and me mother’d give me a pillow case and a shilling and I’d go down and ask for the stale bread. And I remember going to the [charity] stew house in Seán McDermott Street. You’d bring a galvanised pot and ask them to fill it up and you’d bring it home in the pram. Oh, it’d be warm and by the time you got back you might have spilled half of it.”

CATHLEEN CANNON, b. 1915

As a child she was sure that her father had answers to all her questions in life.

“Daddy always explained things to us and I believed what he said. One day we [Cathleen and her friend Eileen] looked in a window and discovered a lady breastfeeding a baby. And we couldn’t get over it! We kept looking. We had never even seen pups being fed. Dumbfounded! ‘How did that woman get that baby?’ I said they just opened the woman’s breast bones and lifted out the heart while they lifted out the baby. That was it! My daddy said …”

PADDY WHELAN, b. 1908

Railway engine driver for over fifty years.

“My father was an engine driver on the railways. Now, at that time the railway was a family job. Nobody could get into it except if you were a railwayman’s son, or if some railway official recommended you. So I came out of school at fourteen and the minute I left school me father says to me, ‘Now – what do you want to do?’ Says I, ‘I want to go on the railway and be an engine driver!’ So, says he, ‘Righto!’ So I started on the railway in Kingsbridge at age fifteen. First I was a messenger in the office, then I was oiling cattle wagons and railway cars. I was mad for railway knowledge. After about seven or eight years of cleaning engines a man would go to fireman – drivers had one fireman with them to fire the engine. And then on to engine driver!”

JOSIE O’LOUGHLIN, b. 1923

Like many children years ago, her life was profoundly shaped by her loving grandmother’s influence.

“My grandmother was very gentle, very kind. And genteel. I loved her. Always someone you could depend on. She was a very strong character ... a very, very proud person. Very independent. She had great pride and great sayings, like ‘always hold your head high ... always put a value on yourself ... be assertive ... be independent!’ You know? ‘You’re as good as anybody – and better than some,’ she used to say. That was the type of grounding she gave me. Only for that grounding could I have managed [in life] the way I did.”

JIMMY OWENS, b. 1919

One of the last dealers along Thomas Street.

“I was born in sixteen Coombe and my father was a stoker on a boat around the time of the Titanic, and me mother was a fruit dealer on Thomas Street. Very hard times, all poverty then. And there was a penny bank ’cause it was poverty-stricken. I was on the street since I was eight years old and I was often half hungry going to school. The Christian Brothers were hard, if you were a minute late on a cold morning you got a few leathers. So I was a little boy and sold women’s hairnets on the street for a penny each. Out in the freezing cold and snow. I had to come out of school when I was thirteen ’cause me father died. Then I sold cabbage and potatoes in the 1930s ... very hard times.”

WILLIE MURPHY, b. 1912

Spent his entire life as a tough Dublin docker, one of the last of a dying breed.

“The docks in my young days ... it was magic! My father was a docker and me great-grandfather was a sea-going captain. And I loved being around the docks. In them days there’d be hundreds of horses going in all directions. Fantastic activity!

“My father died when I was fourteen. My father’s brother was a stevedore on the docks, a rough, tough kind of guy. I had just gone fourteen years of age and he said to me, ‘You’d better get yourself over there!’ And I was still in short trousers and still wearing my confirmation suit! So I got a pair of dungareens and heavy boots. Most of my uncle’s work was with these small hand trucks they used in the warehouse. He discharged all the fruit coming from Spain – apples, oranges, onions, melons – all in cases. You put one on your truck and went running with it. They called us ‘greyhounds’ ... always running. That was my first job.”

MARGARET O’CONNELL, b. 1917

One of the last dealers at the Daisy Market.

“My mother was a dealer and her mother again. They sold everything – vegetables, fruit, fish, geese, rabbits. They used to do cockles and mussels and winkles. Winkles was a penny a cup. They called it the Daisy Market because daisies grew on the ground here ... it’s part of old Dublin.

“We used to come as little girls and helped our mothers. And my mother used to buy a few hundred rabbits and I used to skin rabbits for her with just an ordinary knife. Just chop the paws, skin the rabbit ... and the head. And we had sticks, a ‘skiver’ [skewer] it was called, to display the rabbit properly, to decorate them all up. Oh, rabbits was the best dinner of the lot.”

JOE MURPHY, b. 1918

A Ringsend native and master shipwright.

“I lost my father when I was four years old, I believe he drowned out in the bay here. My grandparents reared me and I think that was a bonus ’cause my grandfather was a boat builder and a shipwright. And what he gave me you couldn’t buy it or teach it!

“And my grandmother, she used to send me over to ‘Baldy Fagan’s’ pub for her gill. Now, a gill was an enamel jug that held about a half a gallon and you went over and put this thing, and sixpence, on the counter. And carried the gill back and she’d have the fire roaring and she’d take this poker about two foot long and it’d be red with flying sparks and she’d stick it into this jug and it mulled it. And then she drank it lukewarm. And the smell off it – I used to run out the door!”

MARY CORBALLY, b. 1918

One of fifteen children, she went on to give birth to twenty-one of her own. A legendary figure. “I don’t feel any shame in coming from the Monto,” she confides. From her window on Corporation Street, she “had a ringside seat” on all the notorious activity below.

“Christmas when I was young ... ah, it was grand. We hadn’t much but, oh God, it was lovely. Christmas morning you were up at six and the beds all decorated. They used to have a white honeycomb quilt for the bed but it’d be taken off and pawned till the next holiday. And the brass beds, they’d be shined up for Christmas! My father always washed the bed down first with paraffin oil and then he’d use Brasso. Oh, it gleamed for Christmas!

“And we used to hang up the stockings on the bed rail and there’d be chains, not glittery ones like now, just paper chains. And always a big red candle. Everyone’d go mad for a red candle. I still do myself. And me mother’d put a big red paper bell in the middle of the curtains ... so that people passing by could see the bell.

“At Christmas when we were waking up you’d be sitting on the [tenement] landing, or stairs, with whatever toys you had, Woolworth’s toys for maybe sixpence. Nearly always a little doll for young ones and for boys a little car. And a few sweets. And the little ones would all be out in Talbot Street singing Christmas carols. I can cry when I think of them years ... happy years.”

NANCY CULLEN, b. 1918

Recalling a popular young woman on Cook Street back in the 1920s who would assist children who injured themselves playing on the cobblestones.

“Children used to go around in their bare feet, no shoes, and have stone bruises. And if a kid fell and hurt himself and was badly cut they’d shove him into a pram – no matter how big he was – and push him to the hospital. They were the old-fashioned prams. There was one lady, a youngish woman, named Kitty Gorman on the street and when a child was hurt she was the one that’d just throw him into the pram and run to the Adelaide Hospital.”

MARY DOOLAN, b. 1915

On the shame of having to wear “police clothing”.

“I was born and reared on Francis Street ... they were brutal days. Police clothing, I got them meself. They’d be inhuman!

“They’d hand you an old shirt and jumper ... horrible dirt, filth. You wouldn’t want to put them on, but you had to. And a little stamp ‘PC’ on them and all the kids would know you got them off the police and they’d jeer you.”

PAT MOYLETT, b. 1939

Sweetshop proprietor on Manor Street.

“This shop has been in the family since 1940. It was my aunt and uncle’s shop. When I was about four or five years old I would come in here with my father and it was a wonderland, an Aladdin’s Cave for a small boy. Nice mahogany wood and two scales for weighing out the sweets. And probably twenty different drawers and we had everything – pencils, nibs, jam pot jars, school supplies ... holy pictures, a wide range of stuff. We prided ourselves for having the most oddish things. And we sold milk, tea, sugar, bread, butter.

“And on the back shelves there used to be nearly a hundred different jars of sweets! Sold a lot of penny sweets. In those days people would buy only two ounces of weighed sweets. You could get six sweets for a penny! You had Honeybee Sweets, Circus Toffee, Sailor’s Chew, Gifty’s Toffee, Cough-No-More, a black toffee with liquorice through it. And you had a two-penny bar known locally as the ‘Two Penny Honey Cap’, a bar covered in chocolate and wrapped in silver paper. Now, that was a luxury – if you had two pence for that! See, the main thing for children back then was how long they’d last! And Sundays used to be good for business because children would have three pence when their grandparents came to visit them.”

CHRISTY “DILLER” DELANEY, b. 1923

Drover and horse dealer.

“I was born in Blackhall Street and me father was a drover at the cattle market. My mother fed pigs and sold vegetables up around Oxmantown [Road]. Drovers’ families was all born in one room, like meself ... ten of us. As a boy at age eleven I’d go out in the fields with me father in the night time, in the dark. I was reared up to it. We walked three miles in the darkness, I’d have me leggins and hobnail boots on. You’d have maybe three hundred to four hundred cattle in the field and five hundred sheep. You brought the sheep in first and then back out for the cattle. We used dogs for both ... it was a difficult life.”

RICHARD GERSTER, b. 1930

Pensioner.

“We used to skate on the ponds in the Green [St Stephen’s Green] ’cause if you fell through it wouldn’t matter because it’s only about two feet deep. But the Liffey was frozen [in 1947] – and you could walk across it! It was that cold. You wouldn’t think the Liffey would freeze – but it did! I wouldn’t have been brave enough to walk on it ... ’cause if you went through the ice ... And it happened to a few of them and they were drowned.”

MAISIE DALY, b. 1906

Fruit and vegetable shopkeeper.

“Maisie, that’s a pet name. I was really christened Ann Margaret. But my aunt said, ‘Oh, that’s very straight-laced, I’m going to call her Maisie!’ Oh, dear, oh, dear.

“My father came out of the British Army and got this little vegetable shop. In the Troubles of the twenties my mother was worried to let me go far in case of the sniping and firing. So I went to a little private school in Manor Street. We were taught beautifully by two ladies, two sisters. Only ten or twelve of us in the drawing room and out in the garden. It was a beautiful education ... about books and old histories and autobiographies. And about nature, flowers, plants and birds. I was a great reader. I love old history books. And we were taught refinement and manners and music, and a great love for older people. It was a beautiful education.”

TOMMY HOBAN, b. 1924

Coffin maker.

“I started out when I was sixteen, about three months before the outbreak of the Second World War, in 1939. I’d guess that there was about thirty coffin makers in Dublin at that time. I worked in the back of an undertaker’s premises, my apprenticeship was five years. Men wore bibs and aprons, kind of a hard canvas cloth, and dungarees. Oh, and people used to say, ‘Stay away from me!’ See, the elm used to smell. It’d get into your clothes. Like me aunt used to say, ‘Get away from me – I can smell coffins on you!’”

JIMMY McLOUGHLIN, b. 1942

Recalling costly childhood devilment.

“One day I was scutting – we always done this when they’d [horse-drawn vehicles] come into the street, jump on it – and my leg went through the wheel, the spokes. Oh, I remember it! A multiple break. They brought me to Jervis Street Hospital. Oh, I was screaming … screaming!

“And for devilment there was this man, ‘Hopalong Cassidy’, a local man, and we used to jeer him ... so we’d get the chase. He ran after us and we’d try to lose him. And he hit me with a belt, a buckle, and it knocked the pupil right across. I nearly lost the sight of my eye over a small prank like that. They sent me just old wire glasses but they would jeer you, call you ‘four eyes’. So I never wore the glasses and today I’m half blind.”

ANASTASIA BARRY, b. 1898

Born in 1898, she became an orphan and faced a hard life, what she calls “a sad one”. Being only four feet eight inches in stature made it all the more difficult.

“My father was killed when I was only about three. He was on a scaffolding and fell ... I don’t remember him. In them days [circa 1901] there was no such thing as help for mothers left without a husband, and she had three children. Our mother had to go out and look for work and we had to be put into orphanages. We were just like waifs.

“All three of us were separated. I was put into the Sacred Heart Home in Drumcondra. They were extremely kind and good to us all. I knew no other home and was very happy in it. In 1912 I was sent to the New Ross Convent with the Good Shepherd Nuns – and that was very different. Now, I was very small and no matter what your health you had to do the laundry work and cooking and milking the cows and baking the bread. The baking of the bread was really beyond all human nature for young children. There was a great big table the length of this room [20‒25 feet] and we had the flour from one end to the other and it’d be wet with yeast. And we had to mix it all up and try to get the dough heaved up – it didn’t matter if you were able or not! We had to do it! Our systems wouldn’t stand up to that treatment – but this was never known outside! I strained me insides, severely at them stages ... lifting, heaving the dough. Ah, I’ll never forget it!”

HARRY DIXON, b. 1913

Famous pigeon racer in Ireland for nearly sixty years, from the 1920s.

“I was reared with pigeons. My grandfather was a great pigeon man. When I was five I’d clean out the cages for him. And when he’d be training young ones we’d go on a tram up to the Phoenix Park, bring them up in a basket and let them out and they’d fly back to the loft. Pigeon racing goes back in families, it’s just bred in you. And if you won a race there was a hooley in the house. Ah, banjo players and fiddle players. And you got medals and silver watches. Oh, there used to be plenty of medals in our house.

“And me father had a pigeon and we had a wireless and he [the pigeon] loved the Irish music! And he’d come up on me father’s shoulder and fan his tail and you’d think he was dancing!”

JOHN BOYNE, b. 1932

One of the last two farriers in Dublin. His forge was on the corner of Pearse Street and Macken Street.

“My first recollections go back to the time I was about seven years old. My grandparents had a forge along Pearse Street and lived over it. It was fascinating to see him putting a hot shoe to the horse’s foot ... frightening in a way at that time. My father and grandfather were big, strong men. They were so powerful and when you were young and seen them standing up over the anvils with the big hammers and sweat coming out of them they kind of frightened you. I used to think that farriers were giants of men ... they seemed like giants!”

MAUREEN GRANT, b. 1923

Legendary barmaid at the Olympia Theatre.

“I was born on Arran Quay but we moved to Queen Street when I was twelve months old. My mother came from England when she was a girl and went into domestic work. She met my father who was forty-two and they were married within a year. She was sixteen! He was an invalid, his hip was blown away in the Boer War. He went up the aisle on crutches. People thought it was his little daughter!

“They had eleven children, ten girls and I’ve one brother. I was the eldest. Thirteen of us lived in one room. Seven of us used to have to pile into one bed – and armchairs at night. No privacy whatsoever. I don’t know how they managed to have such big families. We were innocent ... and never noticed anything!”

MAUREEN LYNCH, b. 1923

Lived in a stone cottage by the Royal Canal.

“Going back now into the 1920s when we came here the cottage would be over two hundred years old. Seven of us reared here. It was lovely here. We used to have cabbage and rhubarb and potatoes on the canal bank. And there were swans and geese in the canal. And we had a nanny goat and a pony ... Molly. It was nice ... and you could make your tea out of water from the canal – it was that clean! And the bargemen would pull in for the night, the real bargers! They were history. The real thing in that generation. Gentlemen! You’d never get the likes of them again.

“Ah, it was lovely here …”

PADDY MOONEY, b. 1918

All the kids he grew up with along Whitefriar Street liked to play in the canals on a hot summer day. But Paddy and a pal discovered a unique way to enjoy it.

“See, we used to go swimming in the canals and I had this friend, Freddy, and he was a Protestant and when he became fourteen he got a job in Christ Church Cathedral. So Freddy says to me, ‘There’s an awful lot of olive oil there in the church, I’ll get a bottle.’ He stole the oil. And we’d go to the canal and smear ourselves all over with olive oil and dive into the canal. And get out and we didn’t have to dry ourselves, didn’t have to have a towel, ’cause we were oily all over!”

MARGARET BYRNE, b. 1909

Born and reared on Sarsfield Quay early in the century when the area was thriving with people and farmers’ markets.

“Benburb was a very lively street, a complete market street, and the country people’d come in with their horses and carts and go into Smithfield and Haymarket. And the kids looked forward to getting up on the hay and all. And we’d be swinging around the lampposts.

“And we went up to the Phoenix Park where the chestnuts would be growing on the tree and the boys would be throwing sticks and knocking them down. Boys would have a chestnut with a hole in the middle of it and put a string through it and you’d hold it up and someone’d hit it three times and if you broke the chestnut you won. It was called conkers. Oh, there was all kinds of ways of making conkers hard, to see which one would break last. It was a great sport and cost nothing.”

BERNIE SHEA, b. 1936

A Moore Street dealer for over fifty years. As a child the street was a playground for her.

“This pub [beside her stall] about forty years ago was Leahy’s pub. When I was young the pub was spotless clean and you could go in there and Mr Leahy would make us a cup of Bovril, which was great. Ah, he was a nice gentleman, he really was. And he’d boil a kettle of water and you could go in with your old billy can and make tea and stand out here drinking it. So as children we’d go into the pub. But then you had to go to confession and you’d say, ‘Bless me, Father, I’ve gone into a pub.’ And he’d say, ‘You have no authority, do you know it’s not a nice thing to do? Do you want to make Our Lady happy? Keep out of the pub! You’re only a child.’ That’s the gospel truth.”

ALICE CAULFIELD, b. 1924

Born and reared on Newfoundland Street by the docks. She and her young pals were always active – and hungry.

“There was a lot of hardship. Like food ... we didn’t get enough food. Sometimes we’d go mitching down to where the banana boats would come in and take a few bananas. Bring them home and shove them under the mattress to ripen. Take about two days.

“Now, we also used to go to a shop and I’d take a banana and someone else would take a carrot, someone else would take a leaf of cabbage. We took it off the stall outside the shop. Never got caught. We were about seven or eight. And we’d put that in a big tin and we’d light a fire up on a hill called Condry’s Hill. And we’d throw it all in together – wouldn’t wash it. Put everything in it, potato, cabbage, maybe an onion or even an apple we’d throw in ... without peeling it. We used to stir our dinner with a bit of stick in just a plain tin can.

“And when it was done about four or five of us would eat the lot. Get a bit of glass to cut it and a bit of cardboard off the ground and put it on the cardboard and eat it. I remember one time we lit a fire and we seen a policeman and we hid. And after a while he called us out and he said, ‘You shouldn’t run away because you’re burning your dinner!’ And he was stirring our dinner with a bit of stick.”

When she was a few years older, Alice and her pals were up to other tricks.

“We’d go to the picture house and, oh, we’d get excited! I liked Roy Rogers and Gene Autry and Tom Mix. We used to go to the Elec, that’s under the arch there on Amiens Street. At the Elec this woman would be selling apples outside and we’d try and get up near her and push her and say ‘Hurry up!’ – and we’d take an apple off her. Then sometimes we’d go to the Rotunda and you got tins, like a washer with a hole in it, to show you paid. Maybe four of us would go together and we’d only give [the usher] two, and we’d hide the other two in our hand going in. And the rest of our gang would be outside and they’d go around outside the back. And we’d open the toilet window and hand them the two tins and they’d get in!”

THOMAS MACKEY, b. 1905

He spent his life in different types of domestic service and never married. All of which made his childhood memories all the sweeter.

“My first memories were happy memories. Now, the children of today [1970s], the present day, they’ll never know the happiness we had ... even though we lived in great poverty. On Sunday afternoons in the summertime the old women would sit on the steps by the hall door and the children would be playing ball in the streets. There’d be a football match going on – and it would be a rag ball. And we used to play ‘Relieve-ee-o’ and there could be an unlimited number of boys.

“Little girls would amuse themselves playing shop. Pieces of little broken teapots was called chocolate and bits of glass supposed to be mixed sweets. For money they’d use the gold rim of an old broken saucer. It was all pretend ... their imagination, you know.”

ANNIE MULDOON, b. 1905

Fishmonger on North King Street.

“This was me father and mother’s shop, it must be over two hundred years old [in the 1970s]. We were all reared here, all eleven of us. Six or seven of us in one bed.

“We were all wild when we were young, running into the church and up the lamps. ‘Ah, Mrs Muldoon’, they’d say, ‘you have a very wild bunch.’ But I’ll always remember my mother said, ‘The wild flower is beautiful but the hothouse one is of no use.’ I was a devil. I had plenty of fellas in me time ... going out to the road houses and all. The fellas, put your arms around them and give them a kiss. I could have got married, I’d plenty of opportunities when I was young. I’ve no regrets.”


Chapter 2 [image: image]

WORKING AND LEARNING

MICHAEL HAWKINS, b. 1911

One of the last of the real old-time bespoke tailors in Dublin.

“In the old days it used to be a more formal affair.

“The relationship between tailor and customer begins as a business transaction but develops into a lifelong relationship. And the top tailoring shops had an ambience of exclusivity. A man could not strut unknown into a shop and expect to have a suit made. If you wanted to go to a prestigious firm in Dublin like Scott’s or Phillip’s you didn’t just walk in and say ‘I want two suits’! They would reply, ‘Who are you? Have you references?’ This was done to establish your identity and creditworthiness. Not only was the reputation of the establishment important, but that of the customer too! They’d ask you for references. Nor was cash offered as a deposit.

“And it wasn’t a question of coming in and getting your suit and putting it under your arm. It was sent out, or a chauffeur or coachman was sent for it. It was an abiding relationship based on trust, loyalty and longevity.”

HERBERT PEMBREY, b. 1908

Bookseller; proprietor of Greene’s Bookshop.

“My father was English, he came from Oxford, the university town. He came to Dublin as manager of a bookshop called Cambridge’s. In 1912 he bought Greene’s in partnership with a lady, Mrs Fotrell. Now, John Greene started this shop in 1843, in July we think. But we’d never change the name of Greene’s. Trams stopped directly outside the door and the conductor would say ‘Greene’s!’ – it wasn’t ‘Clare Street!’

“I came in here on 12 March 1928 and I’ve been coming in ever since. My father showed me everything. Now, in those days we were mostly a lending library. Oh, yes, a lending library, and stationery and printing. With our printing we had an ordinary hand press. The lending library was by yearly subscription, about twenty-five shillings for a whole year. We had a stock of two or three thousand books – and he told me that I should read these books!”

CATHERINE CORBALLY, b. 1914

Born and reared on Clanbrassil Street, one of thirteen children. She loved tailoring and was a whizz at it.

“I left school on a Friday, and Monday morning I went to work in a sewing factory. It was Baker’s on the Quay, a Jewish factory. I was four or five months at it and then Polycroft’s, a big factory, was built in Rialto and a good few of us packed it up and went up on our bikes and he took us in immediately. A big factory to do dresses, ordinary everyday suits for all the big shops in town.

“I went in for full coat-making. And we were on piecework and I remember for a gent’s military trench coat we got a half a crown, from beginning to end. I made the whole thing, with a machine. And I was a very good sewer! I loved piecework ’cause the more you worked the more you earned. I was a flyer! So I was left on me own and the first week I come home with me pay packet and my mother was a very holy and honest person and I said, ‘Ma, look at me wages this week!’ – and she looked at it and there was twenty-seven shillings. It was fantastic! And she was a real lady, like a saint, and on Monday she went up to the factory to the office to know if that was correct. Was there a mistake? And they said, ‘No, she’s on piecework and it’s entirely up to herself to earn what she liked.’ She was a very honest lady.”

TOMMY BASSETT, b. 1908

Lifelong Dublin docker, a tough man but a gentle man, who saw his trade doomed by mechanisation in his later years.

“We lived on Newfoundland Street and ninety per cent of the families there was dockers. When I went down to the docks the first time, I was nineteen and the docks was open to anyone. You just stood in a read [when stevedores would call out the names of those selected for work that day] and if you got a job, you got a job. There was plenty of poverty at that time and men were looking for jobs.

“The stevedore got up into empty wagons and there’d be a reading. There’d be businessmen, teachers, professors, if they’d lost their old jobs. They could come down ... there was a place for everyone. I worked with professors meself out on the boats. And if you didn’t get a job the only thing you could do was walk home with your tail between your legs.”

JOHN O’DONOGHUE, b. 1908

Mount Jerome cemetery stone carver.

“Just the movement of your hands was the only activity you had. The tools were steel, the stones were cold, and with the east wind blowing you would freeze inside! You couldn’t wear gloves because in freehand work there’s sensitivity in your hands. How we survived it, I don’t know!”

LESLIE TAYLOR, b. 1944

Attended the Christ Church Cathedral grammar school from the age of nine, and grew up to become master ringer of the church bells.

“I had a real affection for this cathedral from my years as a choir-boy. An excitement and pride in the sound of the bells. I was gently coaxed into ringing ... to get new blood into the belfry. They put a rope in your hand the first day, and the first thing you were told was that there was an element of danger! That if it ever happened that your feet left the floor you were to let go! And this is so. Never let your feet leave the floor ... when the bell ceases to be controlled by you, it is controlled by itself – and the rope will go up. And it’s quite easy to lose control. And you’re taught to step back, a flying rope can do severe damage – like a bucking horse!”

THOMAS LYNG, b. 1924

Pawnbroker on Marlborough Street.

“In 1938 when I came into the business I was just fourteen and in short pants. The place was like going into hell, really, packed from morning to night with women. All wearing their shawls and their petticoats. Very rare to see a man in the place. We had queues going out into the street. And the pawnbroker would take in anything ... dependent on the interest.

“Most people were living in the tenements, and they were pawning all kinds of sheets, bedclothing, old suits and shoes. All kinds of ladies’ underwear – unmentionables. All that was taken in was old and smelled and the sheets and clothes would have fleas and everything in them. See, most were looking for the last penny. Just threw their old clothes on the counter – everything would be in chaos. I remember a man pawning his shoes and walking out into the street in bare feet.

“We started taking in all kinds of crutches, false teeth, walking sticks, spectacles. Tailors used to pawn their scissors and barbers pawned their open razors and shavers. Skeletons were brought in by medical students! A woman used to bring in a bird in a cage on a weekend and leave it here for a shilling. And a ventriloquist used to pawn his dolls here. He’d bring them in in his suitcase ... used to call them his ‘family’.”

JOHN BOYNE, b. 1932

One of the last two farriers to work in Dublin.

“During periods of frost and snow when city streets were slippery, horses had to get fitted with frost nails. It was a kind of harvest time for farriers. It was our best time to make money – and a very panicky time! If we got frost for a week we’d work for a week, night and day. Because we had to put the frost nails on the horses to get them out to work! No time for dilly-dallying! A very busy time ... you’d get sleep the best way you could.”

JACK MITCHELL, b. 1928

Glasnevin Cemetery gravedigger.

“Now, the cemetery was opened in 1832 and there’s a terrific history in this place. But when I came here I knew nothing whatsoever about gravedigging. I only came up here as a young boy when my grandparents died.

“When I came here you were given a barrow, a shovel and a pickaxe and a spade. We wore brown uniform moleskin trousers and overcoats and boots. In the summertime our old boss would not allow you to work without your shirt, because in them days the public gave out. That was taboo!

“And when I came here everything was dug by hand and graves were nine feet deep and seven foot long. Oh, there’s an art to it. And it’s a danger! Oh, I had a grave cave in on me. I was buried up to me chest ... it’s frightening at the time. So then the lads come across and dig you out ... so we always keep an eye on each other.

“And we used to have a trolley, a big long trolley, just like a small horse cart – and we were the horse! You’d put the remains into the trolley and have to pull it off to the grave with the people walking behind. And it was difficult. In my day you’d fill the grave with the people standing over you. And on top of the coffin as you filled it you’d hear thud, thud, thud! A dull sound. But you’d try to be dignified, not upset the chief mourners ... sad.”

HARRY BRIERTON, b. 1906

Went to work at Jacob’s biscuit factory aged 14 and remained there for his entire working life.

“I was fourteen when I went into Jacob’s [1920]. There was over three thousand at the time. As a boy you got a khaki blouse and trousers and a red canvas belt. The girls had blue smocks. You brought your own shoes. In the bake house it was hard to put up with the heat because of all the steel floors. And after the war sandals with open straps became very popular. So one man, he come up and says, ‘I was down at the bake house and they’re going around like San Francisco monks!’ – like them sandals the monks wore.”

LIZZY BYRNE, b. 1905

Legendary Moore Street trader.

“There was only about twenty traders when I started, it’s over eighty now [1979]. The thirties were hard times. One trader here had twenty-one children! Me own mother had fifteen! Ah, we never gave up ... came out in hail, rain and snow. Oh God, when it was cold we’d put on three coats maybe. And covered the babies in the baskets. We’d have rugs [blankets] over them – they were all right, don’t you worry! And long ago they were fine, big women here, hefty big women, maybe fifteen and sixteen stone. And women were tough! And their hearts were as big as themselves! We all helped one another and nobody went hungry ... we’re all like one big family here.”

JIMMY BYRNE, b. 1918

Scrap dealer on North King Street.

“We got everything in here! See, people wanting a cup of tea, they’d gather up rags in their house, sell furniture and everything to get money. And we always had a good horse and cart. And then people used to go around collecting with these big basket prams made out of cane with a wooden handle and two wheels and a wheel in front. And we got everything ... they’d bring in old sacks of rags and old doors and bottles, washbasins, copper. And I used to break up lovely brass beds [for scrap]! Ah, today [1991] you could get five hundred quid for a brass bed! Even old postcards is now valuable. Ah, often I think back and say, ‘Jesus, if I had them now I’d be a millionaire!’”

PETER COMISKEY, b. 1915

Barber and proprietor of Waldorf Adare barber’s shop on Westmoreland Street.

“At that time you had hand clippers, no electric clippers. And we’d be going all day shaving, face massaging and mud packs. We’d boil the water all day. Back then we done mud packs and you’d put hot towels on him and what was called Boncila – it was kind of a paste in a very large tube. And you smeared it all over the customer, every part of his face. It was greyish and it’d get real stiff. And you’d leave that on for a short time and it’d harden and then you’d get more hot towels to put on him, over the Boncila. And then it’d come soft again ... and get a couple more towels and clean it off.

“And after that you got cream and creamed his face – and then got another hot towel and cleaned that off ... and then a cold towel. Ah, it felt very good for their skin. And if they’d been on the booze the previous night and he wasn’t feeling so good in the morning that’d pep him up a bit!”

JOHN REARDEN, b. 1905

A jarvey for many years who became a “pioneer cabbie” when horse-drawn vehicles began declining in the early 1930s.

“In the late twenties the horses started to fall away and then the taxi came in. The older jarveys worried about it but I saw there was a life with the taxi. So I went to the taxi and had to get a licence. Just filled in the form – no driving test! My first taxi was an old Unic, a French car. I paid ninety quid for it. It had a crank ... get it going yourself. Oh, no self-starter in them times. Wound it up in front. Carried four passengers sitting face to face. And no electric lights! There was two oil lamps and a tail light and an acetylene headlamp you filled up with a mixture of carbide and water. The tail light worked with paraffin oil. And there was no door on the left side – you got the weather. It had a half windscreen and no windscreen wipers. Some days you’d be sitting drenching wet.”

JOE O’NEILL, b. 1918

Postman.

“I went in on the ninth of October 1932, and the GPO was only after being reopened after the Troubles. The Inspector brought you in and gave you a bicycle and you mounted and rode up the street and back, to test if you could ride – and that was it! See, I was only fourteen. So I made an application for boy messenger. There were fifteen vacancies and three hundred and fifty sat for it. See, it was a permanent job! And I came in thirteenth – I was elated, to say the least. But I wasn’t as elated as my mother was! My pay starting out was ten shillings and seven pence – oh, it seemed like a lot back then. Back then a postman was better paid than a policeman and you were well clothed. A uniform and boots twice a year. And you were somebody when you worked in the Post Office – you were somebody!

“Now, when you were given a telegram to deliver you had no map with you. You’d say to one of the supervisors, ‘I don’t know where that is’ – and you’d be told, ‘Well, you’ll know when you come back!’”

CON MURRAY, b. 1926

Publican. Did his apprenticeship at his father’s pub on Seán McDermott Street.

“When I started pulling pints you had to learn how to blow the froth off it. The sign of a good pint was that it hung to the sides of the glass. And by counting, the rings on the glass you’d see whether he was drinking fast or sipping the pint.”

WILLIAM COYLE, b. 1925

Hatter and owner of Dublin’s last real hatters.

“My father was a hatter ... I’m going back four or five generations. This shop goes back to 1936. It’s the last hatter’s shop in Dublin. In Ireland, up to 1936 or 1939, nobody went without a hat! Everyone wore a hat! Hats were very personal to people. Older people loved their old hat ... it was part of them.

“I started at age fifteen. I was apprenticed to Pim Brothers, a three-year apprenticeship. A hatter was a man steeped in hats, who knew how to roll brims, how to stretch hard hats. And I was taught how to make hats. Hatters were very precise people ... a person very proud of his knowledge. The old hatters were very secretive ... wouldn’t divulge things. Perfectionists with a critical eye. There are things I can do with a hat that nobody else would know about. It’s part of the trade and it’ll die with me.”

COLLETTE MEEHAN, b. 1954

Authentic pavement artist.

“Out on the street you meet a lot of different kinds of people ... so many people passing your drawing. Somebody will say, ‘Oh, that’s not the way the Holy Family should be presented!’, criticising your interpretation of it. But somebody will come up and say ‘Oh, that’s beautiful!’

“People have given me money, flowers, pizza, ice cream, everything. And a whole cake! And sometimes you get the odd crazy. Pavement drawing gives you enough to live on ... bread and butter money. There’s respect for it. Yes, I can say I contribute beautiful things, on the street. There’s even a pavement artist in Mary Poppins!”

TOMMY BASSETT, b. 1908

One of the toughest breed of docker in Dublin.

“My first day was a big boat from Australia with all timber and canned fruit. And you had to stack it in sheds – it was hard work. It was harder for the men inside the lower holes. Outside work was a sort of easy job. We imported a lot of brown raw sugar and there was twenty-one stone in a bag and two men would lift that – tough men!

“The hardest of the lot was a pitch boat. This pitch stuff, it was real hot, like slacky coal – like tar! You used to have to go down and shovel it into tubs. The air would burn the eyes out of you! And your nose burned. You had to wear a girl’s stocking mask over your head.

“And the grain boats was hard because there was pollen off the grain, the dust. Used to bushel it into bags and you inhaled the dust, powder. It’d gather in your chest, you’d think someone was after beating you with a hammer. The old grain porters, they died worse than the miners with lung disease. Ah, sure, they all died around their forties.

“Oh, Christ, tough men ... very tough. Toughest men in Ireland they were. It was cruel, hard work. It was no place for a clergyman’s son, I can tell you that!”

IDA LAHIFFE, b. 1925

Dealer at old Iveagh Market.

“It was great here in the old days. About seventy or eighty dealers here. Every stall was full ... the market would be packed. There was great variety, mostly clothing and footwear, hardware, pots and pans, toys, ornaments for Christmas. And second-hand furniture down at the end. And my father used to sell brilliantine and olive oil and buttons, loads of loose buttons. Maggie was very old, she sold medals and rosaries. Mary Warren, an old woman, had loads of hats, all tied up in that corner. You could find almost anything you wanted here.”

LESLIE FOY, b. 1925

Master handcraft signwriter.

“I started my seven-year apprenticeship as a boy, about sixteen. There weren’t many really good signwriters in Dublin, an elite group of no more than twenty men. As a young man you were sent out on jobs with a highly skilled craftsman and asked a lot of questions, learned the tricks of the trade. But some of the old signwriters were very secretive about sharing their knowledge ... the masters held their cards very close to their chest. See, you were a threat to their jobs!

“There was what they called the letter writers and sign painters and signwriters. A signwriter was the highest form of the art. The signwriter was artistic! He could do all styles of lettering – Roman, Old English, Gothic, Germanic, even Egyptian. And I could do gold gilding on glass or wood and imitate wood graining and marble. Lettering should have an artistic flow about it. So it has life ... instead of looking stamped, rigid. Some is very elaborate three-dimensional work with highlights and shadows ... great skill. And signwriters never advertised – just lived by reputation ... word of mouth.”

WILLIE MURPHY, b. 1912

Indomitable Dublin docker.

“At readings if men didn’t get a job they’d run from one read to another ’cause there’d be readings for other ships. As soon as one read was over you could see them ... flash! They were gone. Some of them we’d call cross-country runners they could run so fast. And if they didn’t get a job that just put them down in the dumps. Many a time my name didn’t get called and I really felt down in the dumps ... a life of up and downs. Good times and bad. It was a way of life. And that was it. If men didn’t get a job it was heart-breaking ... you could see the tears in their eyes.”

BILL CREGAN, b. circa 1925

Renowned newspaper seller on O’Connell Street.

“Donkey’s years ago this was a great street. Old trams going up and down. The bread men and milk and coal men, they all had horses. And the old horse-drawn cabs, the hacks. And everybody had a bike. The tram was better than the buses ... when the tram went, ah, the city changed. The Metropole was there and plenty of cinemas ... and you’d stay out late and nobody’d bother you. Everybody lived in the city – see, it was no outskirts then. And you had plenty of work in the city then, all dockers and factories. I could sell five hundred papers, just evening papers! You have to put your heart into it, love what you’re doing. And always have a smile! I’m well known, like a landmark.”

ROBERT DUNNE, b. 1912

Cooper with a cooperage in Smithfield.

“The jam factories at William & Woods and Scott’s would use forty-gallon barrels for the storing of jam. They’d purchase apples, oranges, strawberries, raspberries and put them in barrels and add additives and leave the barrels there with the fruit in it. The cooper would seal the end tightly and it would be left there out in the field or shed until such time they wanted to make jam. It would more or less rot the fruit and it would become mushy and then the cooper would take the end out of the barrel. And they would take in maybe three hundred or four hundred of these barrels and empty them.

“When you opened up one of the barrels it was a lovely smell. But I didn’t like it myself because I dreaded – hated – my hands being sticky, and the handle of my hammer would become sticky. And you couldn’t keep your hands and tools clean. And another thing I didn’t like about it was there would always be swarms of wasps around you for the juice of the fruit!”

HARRY BRIERTON, b. 1906

Had to pass an “intelligence test” to be accepted into the job at Jacob’s biscuit factory.

“Now, when I started here [1920] Charles Jacob was the small man with the big white beard and George Jacob was real tall. They’d come around and pay their visit around the place – and if you saw the older crowd in there, they’d be bowing to them! Oh, it was awful! And they used to refer to them as ‘Master’ Charles and ‘Master’ George! They used to make terrible little of themselves, the older people.

“But with the younger crowd there was no bowing and scraping to them. You were there to make them rich, that’s all. And when you applied for a job they’d ask you what religion you were. It didn’t stop you from getting into the factory but it stopped you from getting promotions. In my time a Catholic wouldn’t get a job in the office. You just accepted it, you were glad to have a job and that’s that!”

JEREMIAH CREAN, b. 1921

Postman.

“At eighteen you went to postman, carrying a bag that weighed about thirty-five pounds. It was a terrible drain on you. If you were on walking duty you could have up to five hundred houses! For instance, I done Fairview and I’d know them all. Then I had a delivery on Parnell Street and that was all tenements ... they got it rough. People were very, very poor. Oh, in the mornings you needed a lamp because tenement halls were in pitch darkness. You’d call out so they’d hear you on the top flight. I had to shout out ‘Postman!’, and then I’d call out the surnames and they’d come down. I’ve been in every dump and dive in Dublin and I’ve never come to any harm!”

CHARLIE DILLON, b. 1915

Widely known bicycle and car minder since the 1920s.

“Oh, I seen the street life! I’m fifty-seven years at it. My father was unemployed and started going to the matches parking bikes. I was about ten and I used to go along with him. When I was about eighteen there was a big match this Sunday in Dollymount and I went up and made a pitch there, asked a woman at a house, ‘Can I park the bikes, along the railings?’ I’d put them up against the railings three deep.

“See, it was nearly all bicycles at that time. Ah, thousands of bikes! You couldn’t cross the road with the bicycles! At a Cup Final match you had hundreds of bikes and it was three-pence a bike, three old pennies – and that was great money at the time – it was only seven pence a pint! Then I started doing cars when the bikes was slackening off, that was after the Congress [Eucharistic Congress, 1932]. I done the middle of O’Connell Street where there used to be the Metropole. Oh, but you couldn’t cross the road with the bicycles and cars ... it was a disaster. No traffic lights at all! It was ‘go!’ all the time. With the cinema crowd you’d be there till half ten or eleven at night. Oh, I respected me clients, I’d look after their property ... and they’d know that. I have a great reputation.”

ANNIE RYAN, b. 1917

Daisy Market dealer, having first been taken to the market as a child and immediately loving the clamour, crowds and fun.

“Now, the clothing here, they were second-hand, and often had to be taken to the Iveagh to disinfect it. But some very good clothes they sold then. Clothes perfectly clean. See, the tuggers would go from house to house – very well-off ladies’ houses – and buy what the wife had [to discard]. Oh, there was some lovely clothes sold out there ... no fitting rooms. You’d guess the sizes and there was a looking glass. See, people weren’t ashamed at that time, they’d try it on over their frock. They’d even get fur coats in here, muskrat coats, a beige and brown. Even black clothes, black dresses and coats – they were second-hand but you’d be dressed up for a funeral!”

GEORGE DORAN, b. 1897

After working as a jarvey, he became a pioneer charabanc driver.

“I was a jarvey but when I was twenty-one I went on charabanc work. That was a single-decker open bus, with no roof. No top, but if it rained you could pull up the hood. There was about twenty-five or thirty of them around Dublin. They were Leylands, had four cylinders and up to forty horsepower. And solid rubber tyres. Ah, they’d last a long time. No punctures ... but you’d get all the bumps, bad bumps. Oh, the roads were very bad! Cobblestones and potholes everywhere. And, ah, you’d smother in dust on a fine day!”

HARRY MUSHATT, b. 1908

Legendary chemist at number 3 Francis Street in the Liberties.

“We established our shop in 1922. I was there as a young boy of fifteen, I served my apprenticeship under my brother. Our customers were tenement people. And I was known as the fellow with all the cures! We made our own medicines, forty-four different preparations. And they’d come in for a penny’s worth! Bring their own baby Power’s bottle and want a pence or tuppence worth. Camphorated oil for their child that was coughing, tincture of iodine if they had a cut. The big part of the business was people coming in complaining they had stomach trouble or a skin rash or a toothache or scabies.

“All different things. Preparations for calluses and warts and kidneys and headaches ... we had a stomach bottle for flatulence, acidity. And we had an iron blood mixture for anybody that was kind of bloodless, let’s put it that way. And there was Hippo Wine and Squills for a cough ... and we made our own teething powders and worm powders for children. And if anybody came in with a cut finger or met with an accident, we’d dress the cut or burn. Oh, yes, we were that way ...”

ANTOINETTE COOPER, b. 1939

Member of the famous Coopers, a horse-dealing family on Queen Street in Dublin.

“During the war years, the 1940s, our business was really at its peak. There was no petrol! And horses came back into vogue more than ever. You had to have a horse then. People who had lorries and tractors, there was nothing to run them on! When the petrol shortage came everybody was looking for horses. There was a horse revival!

“The demand just skyrocketed at that stage. And it was cheaper then to keep a horse than it was to keep a car. Easy to stable because you had the back lanes in Dublin and you had the Haymarket in Smithfield and all these factors who sold oats and bran cheap. And you didn’t need a mechanic!”

JOHN O’DONOGHUE, b. 1908

Master handcraft stone carver.

“In 1932 I got a job at Harrison’s on Pearse Street. They got a contract for a lot of war headstones, to be done for Flanders. Thousands for the British Army ... for all the victims of the war who had died and been buried in England. It took all these years since the First World War to get around to providing headstones for them, a British War Office contract. And Harrison’s got a contract for five hundred and sixty-five headstones – and a cross had to be cut on each and the cap badge put on it. I worked there ... and then the headstones got spent [used up].”

GERALD DEVEREUX, b. 1918

Master bespoke tailor.

“In the top-class tailor shops in Dublin there would be roughly seven men. While in the cheaper sweatshops there would be about thirty. Some could have fifty or sixty on the premises. I can remember along Dame Street around half five you could see hundreds of coat makers coming down.

“In the sweatshops at the cheaper end of the trade conditions were terrible. It was slave labour in a sense. The sweatshops existed up to the forties. They were crammed, with poor lighting, and there were only two places that you would find their tailor’s shop – either in the cellar or at the top of the house, because that was the cheapest space. And you could have fifty or sixty tailors sitting cross-legged on a bench. The reason for that is that the tailors took up less space. In fact, you had them working under tables! You would sew on your knee and the old tailors pressed on their knees with a lap board ... slave labour. It was the ambition of every tailor to rise above the ‘sweating’ level.”

WILLIE ROBINSON, b. 1904

Doyen of Dublin master handcraft sign writers.

“We used pigment for making our colours. If we were going to use maybe a pound of Van Dyke brown or orange-red, red, yellow or black, it was all in powder form. We’d put the ground powder into a tin at night time and pour turps on it and that’s what we call ‘mulling it’. Then we got a palette knife the following morning and we’d grind it on a slate or glass bed until it became cream, like a paste. Then thinned it out as we needed it. All those pigments used to give us brilliant colours.”

WINIFRED KEOGH, b. 1922

Housewife.

“My mother was a midwife in the Manor Place area, our home. There was a brass plate on our door and it said ‘Midwife’. I think it was about three pounds at that time. They’d come at all hours of the night and she’d walk everywhere at night and nobody would ever touch her. She’d be out winter nights, on foot, to houses, some a mile and a half away. Take a little bag with her with all the different instruments. She’d be going to their home for maybe six or seven days after birth. And if the baby was very small, premature, she’d have to go back maybe three or four times a day ... the baby fed with a little tube. But those babies survived! My mother always maintained that she never lost a baby – and she was twenty-five years at midwifing. She boasted about that!”

DAVID O’DONNELL, b. 1913

Followed in his father’s footsteps to become a cooper at Guinness’s.

“My father was a cooper and when he died very young, I did my apprenticeship at Guinness’s. There were nearly three hundred coopers at that time. Your master was responsible for you and paid me eleven shillings a week the first year. After five years you came out of your time and had your test, making a barrel. You always wanted to make a good cask, the pride out of it ... reputations were important.

“The thing I noticed from the first day was the smell of the oak timber, the pleasant smell that’d hit you. And the tremendous noise of the banging of the hoops ... a lot of the men would go deaf in one ear. And, ah, your hands would crack like a horse’s foot. And at the end of the day there’ d be just solid welts. Usually in the wintertime I’d get a crack that was quite deep. I often stitched it up with a piece of thread when it would become really open. It was like leather. You wouldn’t feel a thing. And I’d put tallow or goose grease on my hands, I’d do it in front of the fire ... because that’s what my father used to do.”

MARY KINANE, b. 1911

She grew up in the family’s quarters above her father’s popular barber shop on Stoneybatter Street hear the cattle market.

“Country people came in here from all parts of Ireland because you had the cattle market. And come in to shop with their horse and gig. Cattle men would be knocking on the door of the shop at seven in the morning! And my father would be working at night until nine or ten. And we had the army barracks up here on Arbour Hill and an awful lot of British Army, they were customers in the shop. The ‘Tommies’ we called them. My father got on all right with them – but the Black and Tans, they were a different type altogether!

“There used to be a big, long striped pole outside and gas lighting in the shop at that time. My father had five men working here, three chairs in front and three chairs in the back. Some of the men lived here in rooms. There was a housekeeper who would have breakfast for them. People had to wait their turn and I think it was tuppence for a haircut and a penny for a shave – just the standard cut ... short back and sides. A lot of shaving went on and men had their mugs with ‘Pat’ or ‘Jack’ on them. I can remember easily seeing seventy or eighty mugs with names on them. And put brilliantine on the hair at that time. And you had the open razor and I’d be told as a child not to go near them ... but you would. And I got cut on my hand and had to go to the Richmond Hospital.”

MARTIN MITTEN, b. 1914

One of Dublin’s storied “coalie” dockers.

“Mostly I was connected with coal work ... a ‘coalie’. We’d all be digging down and putting it into wooden tubs. Ah, there was accidents. I was knocked out five times meself by the handle of the tubs ’cause you swing them. And I lost the top of my finger on a cargo ship. And ropes was running and burning your hands. You were told to just put your urine on your hands, and that hardened them up. It got your hands hard – oh, that’s true! It got your hands hard and afterwards nothing would bother your hands because they’d be solid welts.

“And the coal dust was a way of life. Oh, and when coalies would come out of a boat you’d be filthy dirty! And shirt and trousers, and boots. I never took off me shirt. Filthy dirty ... and you’d go home sweaty and take off your trousers and it’d nearly stand on its own with the sweat and dirt!”

ROBERT PAYNE, b. 1917

Pork butcher and sausage maker at a shop on Stoneybatter Street.

“Around the turn of the century all this pork business was run by Germans here in Dublin, and any native people who picked it up from the Germans. My father was one of those. When the war started in 1914 they interned all the Germans or they had to leave the country and sell their businesses. And that’s how my father bought this shop. The German’s name was ‘Anger’ and my father’s name was ‘Payne’ – so around here they used to say, ‘First there was Anger and then there was Payne!’

“When my father took over this shop it was a little poky place, very antiquated. We used to live upstairs and had a pony and cart for deliveries. All up around Prussia Street there were cattle and pig yards. You could buy your pigs from these dealers live and drive them up to the abattoir and kill them. That’s what we used to do. We never done anything else here. My father used to say you could sell pork on the top of a mountain!”


Chapter 3 [image: image]

TRADITIONS AND LEGENDS

JOHN CLARKE, b. 1929

Bird Market devotee since the 1930s.

“It was a Sunday morning ritual. I went with my father as a boy of five or six. It was just around the corner in Bride Street. The Bird Market originated with the Huguenots in the middle of the seventeenth century. As far back as I can remember it’s been a part of my life. Oh, we’re at least three generations! When my mother and father were married in Dublin things weren’t good here. But me grandfather gave them as a wedding present two larks in cages. That’s all he had to give. And even that – to give away two good singing larks – that meant something!

“So always on Sunday mornings from half ten till the pubs opened people from all around the Liberties would come – and beyond. You’d go to church and then go to the Bird Market – a ritual! Then the men used to gather at Cole’s public house and it’s unbelievable how they could talk birds. For hours!”

THOMAS O’DOWD, b. 1925

Publican at O’Dowd’s pub on the northside.

“It’s just one of those things that’s been accepted over the generations – that a wife doesn’t call her husband out of a pub. She can do what she likes with him when she gets him home, she can hammer hell out of him but she doesn’t let him down in a pub. She won’t cross that threshold and make a fool out of him in front of his mates. It’s just one of those taboos!”

RICHARD PENDER, b. 1920

Master bespoke tailor on the northside.

“In our craft you could talk and work. In weaving there was the noise, and they mouthed it across the looms. We could talk to one another in the old workshops. And the young lad had to be in early in the morning to get the boiler going, put in the smoothing iron – and another job was to read the newspaper to the staff. And in those days the easiest thing to create an argument was to mention de Valera. But we had a code of decency among us to respect each other. Bad language would not be tolerated. You wouldn’t speak ill of anybody ... respectability at all costs!

“And you never drank with your tailor. Oh, tut, tut no! A tailor was not good enough to drink with customers! The attitude of the customers was that he’s my employee – he makes my clothes!”

LESLIE TAYLOR, b. 1944

Once fearful of the belfry stairs, he was “coaxed” into becoming a ringer after a rope was first placed in his hand.

“The methods that we ring, it’s tradition. Like the Grandsire, which is an old method invented in the 1670s – all very mathematical – and they’ve got complexities. And, you know, mentally ringers were grappling for two hundred or three hundred years with these same things ... this is the tradition.

“The art is hard, [it’s] extremely difficult to ring well ... striking at the right time, the precise time or you will cause a bad bound or a gap or clip, breaking the rhythm of all the ringing. This is mathematical precision! Mistiming will have a devastating effect on ringing, one person’s error running like a cancer through the ringing.

“It can take only one person to cause bad ringing, a ripple of defect through the whole thing – a domino effect ... and a catastrophe! Now, some discrepancies the public wouldn’t notice. But then it is possible to be so gigantic that nobody but a deaf person wouldn’t notice that a disaster had occurred there!”

PADDY O’BRIEN, b. 1919

Legendary barman at McDaid’s pub.

“John Ryan is a founder member of McDaid’s. He’s the man who made it a literary pub. He had this thing called Envoy [magazine] going and he’d come over to McDaid’s and have a drink. And then, bit by bit, it all came into a circle ... it just happened! All types of literary people, poets and story writers and you name it. From that on it mushroomed! Then McDaid’s became the ‘in place’ if you wanted to find somebody.

“When the literary people took over there was always something happening! You had Behan, Paddy Kavanagh, Brian O’Nolan, and Gainor Crist ... there was a great blend. They all seemed to live in the one time. And the conversation at McDaid’s ... great! To know them ... they were lovely people. I loved my life at that stage.”

ANNIE RYAN, b. 1917

Daisy Market dealer.

“The dealers here were always very soft – it was just a tradition. They had time for everybody, especially the down-and-outs or knockabouts, or a poor ‘unfortunate’, that was what we called them. ‘Unfortunate girls’ were prostitutes but they’d be very decent girls, mostly from the country but a few from Dublin. Always very sad ... they had a hard life. I always remember me aunt one day here taking off her cardigan and giving it to this poor girl ... a winter’s day and she was nearly naked. Penny, they used to call her. Wrapped her up ’cause she’d hardly nothing on her. And after that she’d always come in and say, ‘How are you, mother?’”

PETER CASEY, b. 1924

Phoenix Park gatekeeper.

“My father was a resident gatekeeper here, he died at fifty-three and I got the position at age twenty-one on compassionate grounds. The vast majority of employees in the park were ex-British Army veterans. There was up to a thousand cattle grazing and that kept the grass down. We didn’t have a lot of motor traffic, crowds came up on the bus and jarveys used to stand just outside the gate and pick people up.

“People used the park more then. The park is nearly the lung of the city. And people used the park more for walking ... and couples strolled! It was just part of Dublin life. And you’d see grandparents taking grandchildren ... a closely knit community around here. The People’s Gardens used to be packed! And the Army Band used to play every Sunday in the summertime and that would bring crowds. The regulars had their own time coming up and had their own seats ... I could set my watch by some. For years and years ... a lot of those old fellas ... but there are not many of those left now.”

MARY CORBALLY, b. 1918

Born and reared on Corporation Street.

“The banshee was always filthy dirty and these long clothes on her. She had long grey hair, not washed or combed, kind of dirty grey ... wild! And she had a wrinkled face and a big hook nose – like a dirty witch. You used to say that if you met the banshee she’d throw her comb at you and if the comb struck you you’d die. Oh, we took that seriously!”

GERALD DEVEREUX, b. 1918

Master bespoke tailor.

“Now, ‘collecting cabbage’ was a tradition. ‘Cabbage’ was the material left over from jobs. And it was a tradition that tailors had the right to collect such scraps for their own purpose. See, they might not have been able to clothe themselves and their families. It was a sort of entitlement and colour and material made little difference. If a man was able to, he would save pieces of cloth from his work and make items for his family. This cabbage would be accepted as his property – it wasn’t considered pilfering. Whatever he had left over was legally his. But if you skimped on garments to get this cabbage, that was robbery!”

DAVID McGRANE, b. 1949

Tobacconist and cigar merchant at Fox’s on Grafton Street.

“This shop goes back to 1880. I think we’re the last real gentleman’s cigar merchants in Dublin. When I started here we blended our own tobaccos. Customers have their own mixtures and we’ve known our customers for years.

“Cigar smoking and pipe smoking, it’s completely different from cigarette smoking. Cigar smoking isn’t really a habit – it’s a thing you’ll do because you like it ... feel it’s good for you. It’s hard to define what a cigar smoker is ... certainly a lot of businessmen smoke cigars. There’s a sense of power with cigars – an aura that ‘you’ve made it’. It’s the ‘done thing’ to smoke them, the same way they’ll drive big cars. Some chaps, they might pay for one cigar in a week ... enjoy their treat of a smoke on a Friday or Saturday night.

“Now, pipe smoking ... there was more pipe smoking years ago. And it was more of an art than it is today. And pipe smokers have their little idiosyncrasies. People who smoke pipes always seem to be relaxed. A great aura about them that they’re relaxed and capable of dealing with situations. Like the poster with ‘A Thinking Man Smokes a Pipe’. There’s nothing nicer!

“Even an old man, though he mightn’t be able to get around much, if he’s able to sit and you see him smoking his pipe there’s a friend with him! It is like that! And when they give up a pipe they feel they’ve lost a friend.”

MICHAEL GILL, b. 1928

Publican at Gill’s pub on North Circular Road.

“We got these old fellas and they were really illiterate and they’d get a pint on the slate. And these old chaps, they’d just have this string on their belt and every time they got a pint on the slate they’d put a knot on the string to keep track.”

CHARLES WEBB, b. 1928

Head porter, Trinity College.

“We used to wear hats and tails and the buttons would come down and clip in. And we used to wear these black huntsman’s hats. My title was Court Porter because you had to patrol around the courts. Back then the gates closed at nine o’clock in the winter – but they’d come in over the walls! Oh, that was a regular thing – just climb up over the wall or railings along Pearse Street. Ah, but you’d never catch them because they were all very fit.

“Back then some students were very privileged and cheeky, but some were very nice and very respectful to me.”

HUGH MAGUIRE, b. 1927

CIÉ bus conductor.

“You went around on the bus to collect fares. We had a bell punch in those days for putting in the ticket. You pulled the little thing and the bell rang and there was a little hole in the ticket. And our shoes were polished and you were shaved and [wore] a clean shirt.

“And there was a great relationship between conductors and passengers, a great relationship built up. And if a man was sitting down and an old lady got on he would stand up straightaway and give her his seat. And on Sunday mornings they’d put on early Mass buses. I worked the Mass bus in Clontarf. Now, breakfast in Dublin on Sunday morning was a big thing! And in every area where a Mass bus operated there was always a lady who’d come out for the bus crew with tea in a can and maybe some sausages on bread as well. A great amount of respect ... I’m delighted that I was alive at that time.”

MÁIRÍN JOHNSTON, b. 1931

Native of the old Liberties.

“They’d all go into the pub the night of the funeral and there’d be a whip-around for the wife and kids, a collection. Whip-around means you’d go around with a cap, pass it around.”

DAVID O’DONNELL, b. 1913

Became a master cooper at Guinness. Master coopers had real status back then, wearing bowler hats and fine polished shoes.

“Guinness was a good employer. You could have breakfast there in the morning, a full breakfast, for nine pence. You could have a wash, a shower and shave. Your lunch there and your tea. We had our beer every day, porter. Our allowance was one in the morning and one in the afternoon ... but you could get as many as you liked because you’d be perspiring all the time.

“And you could go there in the evening if you wanted, they had newspapers and books in their library, billiards and card tables. Guinness’s even had this burial society where you’d put in so much into it – the fellas nicknamed it the ‘Bury Yourself Society’!”

MARY DOOLAN, b. 1915

Born and reared on Francis Street.

“My mother was always in the diddly. It was for saving money, before credit unions. Me aunt run one. A didley starts with a ha’penny a week, to a penny, to three, and up to about five shillings – from January to December. And you wouldn’t get it till Christmas. She wouldn’t give it to you early! And then they’d all get a few pounds. And you might give her two shillings back for running it ... from the goodness of your heart.”

CATHERINE CORBALLY, b. 1914

Worked in sewing factories all her life.

“Now, from our door down it was all Jews on both sides and that was called ‘Little Jerusalem’. There was a good few hundred Jews, could have been thousands. They were great ... and I always worked for the Jewish people at sewing. And they used to lend money. If you were stuck you’d go to them, to Wolfson’s or Goldwater’s. And you had to pay five shillings [interest] on the pound. And there was a synagogue on St Kevin’s Parade, a little old synagogue, very small, like an ordinary house. And when the Jews would be going to church they dressed beautiful, first-class style, like Paris fashions! It was a sight for your eyes! ’Cause they were all at the sewing factories and they had beautiful clothes. But now, the Jewish ladies, they were the bosses, really. The Jewish men were terrified of their wives. Oh, yes! The wife was the boss!”

JOHN RYAN, b. 1916

Writer, editor of Envoy magazine and central figure in literary Dublin in the 1930s and 1940s.

“McDaid’s was a dowdy little pub [in the late 1930s]. Oh, the plainest possible pub, that was one of the things I liked about it! And ninety per cent of the people were working class.”

WILLIAM COYLE, b. 1925

Hatter; owner of the last old-time hatter’s shop in Dublin.

“Years ago civil servants here wore bowler hats and all coopers wore bowler hats. But, now, a labourer wore a cap, always a cap, made out of basically Irish tweed. A tweed with little flecks in it, a salt and pepper mixture. That was a style of cap. The top of the crown of the cap floated from left to right. They wore them from ten- to twelve-inch crowns, mostly twelve. And they were big and hung down. That’s where the Dublin gurrier got his name, from the cap. Oh, yes, the cap was slung down over the head and pulled to the one side ... he was a ‘gurrier’. You’ll see it in Brendan Behan’s plays. A gurrier means a fella that was rough and tough and his language wasn’t the best. And the cap was heavier and the tweed we used then was coarse. But it was hard-wearing! And the caps, they’d be worn until they fell asunder.

“Caps stayed basically the same until about 1942 or 1943 when they had what they called the country-style cap and you got more sophistication. Now, they were talking about England ... it came about from the English gentry who had big farms down in Sussex and places like that. So this was adopted here and made of Donegal tweed.”

UNA SHAW, b. 1933

Northside native who lived on Rutland Street all her life.

“You could go along Summerhill and see the mothers at their windows. They’d shout out the whole day’s events, to this person here [at the next window] or somebody down on the footpath. The ‘bush telegraph’ – shout it out the window and the whole street would know then! You’d hear the whole story ... and they didn’t hide anything!”

JOHN McCORMACK, b. 1943

Son of legendary street fighter and boxing champion “Spike” McCormack, and himself an Irish and British lightweight boxing champion.

“I was born on Seán McDermott Street in a tenement. I have five brothers and eight sisters and we lived in this one bedroom and a very small scullery. And I was always known as ‘young Spike’. He [John’s father] became a legend in the inner city! He was a great street fighter and was the professional middleweight champion of Ireland from the late thirties to 1948.

“He was bred to fight! The man was a pit bull! It was amazing the way he’d throw a punch, he had a great left hook. He was unbelievable ... and his constitution! And Spike knew everyone – and everyone knew Spike! To anyone who met him Spike was God!

“And I’d say, ‘Spike McCormack is my dad!’”

LIZZY BYRNE, b. 1905

One of the last old-time Moore Street dealers.

“All of us here on this street were reared in a basket ... or a banana box. My mother was a trader before me, and me grandmother ... we all followed in the trade. That’s the way it used to be years ago. Oh, it’s in the blood, definitely.”

JOHN BOYNE, b. 1932

One of the two last traditional Dublin farriers.

“The forge was always a meeting place for people, a great attraction. You see men hammering with a sledge and hot sparks flying and a lot of smoke ... it drew people in. They were always welcome. Just make their way in and gather, for the chat and craic and the fun. At the forge you’d always have people telling a few stories – even if they were lies! We used to have drums cut out with coals and a big roaring fire, particularly if it was a wet day. And we always had these big teapots, as black as soot from the lack of a feminine touch. There was always tea in a forge! Even poor unfortunates would come in off the road on a wet day and ask if they could dry their clothes ... and they would always have a cup of tea in a forge.”

NANCY CULLEN, b. 1918

Grew up on Cook Street beside coffin makers. In the 1920s children thrived on “scary” stories.

“Now, there was a house [tenement] next to ours and it always had the name of being haunted ... always. And we used to go there on a winter’s evening and bring a candle and sit on the stairs and tell haunted stories ... and everyone was afraid to move! There was people and they’d say, ‘Oh, I heard the banshee last night, there’s going to be a death.’ And surely there would be! Or somebody’d say, ‘I heard three knocks’ – see, three knocks, that was a sign of death. Or a black dog symbolised the devil. We always used to be afraid of a black dog ... these were superstitions.

“So we’d tell these stories and then everybody’d scramble down the stairs! Everybody’d run together. And we’d stand at the door and say ‘Watch out for the banshee’ ... frightening! But that was the fun of it.”

LUKE NUGENT, b. 1905

Cattle man at Dublin cattle market.

“Now, the pubs [at the market] opened at six in the morning. But to get a drink you had to be a cattle drover or a buyer or a butcher. You could even have a woman coming in herself selling pigs or a couple of sheep. She was allowed to come into the pub – only until ten o’clock, when there was a proper opening.

“The floor was all sawdust and there were spittoons you could spit into. And there’d be ten or twelve dogs in the pub, they were acceptable. The men, they all drank whiskey or brandy. On a cold morning you’d get a hot whiskey and a few cloves and that would warm you up ... burning like pepper! And that would warm you up – it would heat up your whole inside!”

BETTY MULGREW, b. 1948

Grew up in the “Buildings” by Corporation Street.

“Every Monday at the Tara Street wash house they’d talk about whoever they wanted. And there was a saying when they’d be talking about someone – ‘Oh, she’s the talk of the wash house!’”

NELLIE CASSIDY, b. 1925

Recalls her early life on City Quay.

“We had all the beautiful ships coming up the river. You name them, every nationality! And I seen every colour of men, from every part of the world. And we used to go dancing with them – and you’d have to be in by twelve. On New Year’s Eve bells would be ringing and the boats would be blowing. Oh, the foreign sailors would bring over plum pudding. And they’d divide it among all of us and we’d have a singsong till two in the morning. Oh, it was a lovely place to live!”

JACK CUSACK, b. 1919

Publican on The Coombe in the Liberties.

“It takes years to make a reputation for a public house – and it’ll take one month to destroy it! The police used to come in to see if you might be hiding people after hours, illegal trading. And huge big men they were at that time. Oh, big six-footers, fourteen, fifteen stone – and no education at all!

“Back then [1930s and 1940s] the bye-laws of the city of Dublin said you must have your premises swept in the morning before nine o’clock – and swept into the [street] channel. After nine you could be prosecuted! And the clock facing the public must be correct! Because it can be misleading if it’s not correct.”

NOEL LYNCH, b. 1930

Small grocer on Stoneybatter Street.

“In a way, a shopkeeper would be looked on as a kind of doctor or priest. Maybe not quite as important, but somebody they’ve seen there for years and know they can confide in. They’ve seen you and your father before you, and maybe grandfather as well. They come in and have a chat and know that what they tell you won’t go any further than that.”

HERBERT PEMBREY, b. 1908

Proprietor of Greene’s Bookshop.

“I’ve reached my age of eighty-seven and my son would now be the third generation, and his son the fourth. Oh, I take very much pride in that. And I thank God every day that I’m able to come in three days a week at my age. I feel that coming in here three days a week and meeting people and having a chat, it keeps my mind clear.

“People have said, and written, that Greene’s is an institution. People have written even from America saying that they heard about Greene’s from their parents and they’re glad to hear that we are still here.”

JOSEPH FANAGAN, b. 1925

His undertaker’s establishment on Aungier Street dates back to 1853.

“With hearse drivers one of the traditions was when the man got to the house he coffined the body and left the lid off. Then the family came in and said their rosary and farewells. They’d bring the hearse driver into a side room and a bottle of whiskey would be put there – that was the tradition. Ah, the drivers were hard men and they’d drink it straight! Then with the funerals they would go by their house and go by the pubs he drank in. Oh, yes, go by several times ... that still goes on – traditions die hard.”

MARY KILMARTIN, b. 1918

Her flower shop on Stoneybatter Street dates back to 1897, when it was her father’s business. She was born upstairs from the shop. She smiles when she tells how an old Dublin tradition has changed.

“Thirty years ago [in the 1940s and 1950s] a man wouldn’t carry a bunch of flowers. You’d have to wrap them up to look like a sweeping brush or something like that, cover them completely. They were just embarrassed to be seen carrying flowers. The Irish men are very bad that way. They’d actually say to me, ‘Would you cover them up? I don’t want anyone to see me carrying flowers.’

“But now, I have them coming in for flowers for their mother on Mother’s Day and on Valentine’s Day they’re all in for roses. Today I have some men who come in and arrange their own flowers – and they’re twice as fussy as women!”

JOHN READ COWLE, b. 1905

Proprietor of the legendary Read’s cutlery shop, dating back to 1670, and famous for their swords, cutlery, surgical instruments, barbers’ scissors and razors, among a host of other fine cutlery items. Yet in the 1980s the little shop still harboured its secrets.

“Now, all these instruments were made with tortoiseshell handles, ivory handles, horn handles. All made here. There were some wonderful handles of ivory and old horn, stag horn, buffalo horn. And another thing I should tell you, they had a secret here for staining ivory green. And green ivory became a speciality of this house.

“Now the ivory was originally white and they stained it green – and we don’t know how they used to stain [it] ... the recipe could be somewhere in the house, we don’t know. The stain went well in, it wasn’t just superficial. We tried all sorts of things [to duplicate it], like copper verdigris and all sorts of things that would turn green. And if you’ll excuse an indelicacy, they even tried urine! They thought it might sort of be how it was done. But they never found out! We do not know how this was done.”

THOMAS O’DOWD, b. 1925

O’Dowd’s pub on Grangegorman Street is a classic old neighbourhood pub. About 85 per cent of the customers are hard-core regulars, mostly ordinary working-class, grass-roots Dubliners who make no social or economic distinctions. But when Tom had a pub over on the southside of Dublin he saw the tradition of treating different people quite differently – on the basis of social status, occupation, money. A tradition he very much disliked – and did not respect.

“For a while I had another pub, on the southside. People there weren’t as friendly as people around here. They had more money than people around here ... and I didn’t like their attitude of looking down on other people. I don’t believe in class at all. I meet a man and make my own judgements. Over here no one gives a damn who you are! I’ve seen judges, labourers, doctors, every profession, mixing at the counter and no one minds who everyone else is.

“But in the other pub if a doctor or a solicitor came in everyone looked up to them – I didn’t like that. There are publicans who won’t serve working-class people if they’re in working clothes! I don’t go for that myself at all. I don’t give a damn as long as they behave themselves and have a few jars and enjoy themselves. Who they are, what they are, makes no difference to me. There is no class distinction whatsoever here.”

MAUREEN BOYD, b. 1913

Recalls a happy tradition in her soap factory job.

“When I was fourteen I went to work in Lever Brothers’ soap factory. You had to work very hard, eight till half past five. The bosses were all English, Protestants, and we always had a Founder’s Day, for the founding of the factory. We used to get a lovely outing, to Belfast and to Cork. Oh, yes, by train. You were brought to a hotel for lunch and could go around with your friends sightseeing and that. And you got your tea coming back, a great day and they provided everything.

“And at the Christmas party you got a tea and there was dancing among the workers. There’ d be decorations and people, if they were game enough, could sing and dress up and do their party piece. But there was no drink! Many of the women met their husbands in the factory. Oh, yes. But women didn’t work after they were married.

“No, never. And if you were getting married Lever Brothers always gave you a clock. For a wedding gift. It was like Westminster chime clock, lovely ... and every quarter hour it’d strike. And if you were widowed you were taken back ... it was a good factory to work for.”

CHARLES WEBB, b. 1928

He began as a raw recruit porter at Trinity College and by the time he retired he was head porter. But when he was hired at the young age of only twenty there were a few duties and traditions he wasn’t told about.

“Oh, being a porter here was a tradition ... some of the old porters when I came here were ex-army [British Army] men. Now, when I came here I was told that I had to come in the evening time at a quarter past five to work on Commons in the dining hall – now this was a thing I didn’t even know about! I didn’t know what ‘commons’ meant. Commons was a dinner in the evening. And I had a white coat with my name on it and I had to wait on tables. So I had twelve students to look after and set up at the big long table. Twelve dinner plates, twelve side plates and twelve dessert plates. Polish them up and set the table with your box of silver. And everything had to be right. It was part of your duty to do this Commons.

“Now, it was compulsory for students in residence to dine on Commons. They had to! The reason why was the college authorities were sure they’d have one meal a day. See, students would starve themselves in those days. They would get their money and spend it on drink, gambling or whatever they’d like – they wouldn’t have any money for food. So they had to pay for this one good meal with their dues. And they were fined if they didn’t go to Commons. And they had to dress with a tie on and their gowns on. Have you even seen students in Oxford and Cambridge?

“But they had a great social life here and I thought it was very jovial ... then this all went out round about the sixties.”


Chapter 4 [image: image]

RELIGION AND MORALS

JOHN KELLY, b. 1925

Grew up on Great Longford Street, one of ten children whom his mother, a street dealer, struggled to rear.

“For everything, my mother would just say ‘Leave it in God’s hands.’ It was just a way of life.”

JOSEPH COX, b. 1919

Truck driver for BSB.

“In them days it was religion first and everything else second. You went to retreats every year, to clean your soul. There were missionaries, Jesuits and all – and these were hard men! On the pulpit they were laying down the law – and no questions! What they said was the Lord’s Word, and that was it!

“About the evils of drinking too much or long courtships, they said it was wrong, that it would lead to getting too familiar. It led to sin. They’d lay down the law and if you broke them you burned in hell!”

MARY BOLTON, b. 1905

Housewife living in artisans’ dwellings.

“When you were courting you’d stand for hours talking and chatting and there wasn’t a bit of harm. Coming out of the Manor Picture House we’d walk and stand at the wall talking. And you didn’t hold hands then, you linked arms. Morals were very high. And we always went window shopping on O’Connell Street and Grafton Street. When I think of how harmless we were ... pure innocence at seventeen and eighteen.

“My father was very strict and if you weren’t in by half ten me poor mother would have to leave the bedroom window open. Me poor mother would be hiding us, saying, ‘They’re in bed.’”

NOEL HUGHES, b. 1930

Born and reared on North King Street.

“We were innocent, we hadn’t a clue [about sex]. Oh, that was taboo! You couldn’t talk about sex, that was a mortal sin. Nobody talked about it! You wouldn’t be allowed.”

FATHER BRENDAN LAWLESS, b. circa 1922

Parish priest in Stoneybatter.

“The faith they had, the love for the Church ... an unquestioned faith! You were born with it. You can sense it. A faith with which they accepted everything they were told by the Church.”

GARDA O’MALLEY, b. 1925

Garda around Lourdes flats in northside Dublin.

“They were an exceptional, God-fearing breed. They looked to God for guidance ... showed exceptional devotion. You could see it in them. You’d visit a church and see a little mother there, and she’d be praying diligently for God to give her the grace and the strength ... to overcome some problem they had. You could see it, actually feel it in the church, the intensity of their devotion.

“I went to a little flat in the Lourdes flats and this lady was inside with her friend saying the rosary. So I said the last decade with them. And then she quoted the litany of the saints. And then her and her friend would go down to the Blue Lion [pub] and have a couple glasses of stout ... and go back home and have a cup of tea.”

UNA SHAW, b. 1933

Lived her entire life on North Rutland Street.

“An awful lot of infant mortality in those days ... the child just didn’t survive. But they accepted it all – ‘Oh, it’s God’s will!’ That’s the way they’d say it. Religion was their mainstay. That was the only thing they had when they were down and out. Just to sit in a quiet church can take an awful lot off your mind.”

JOSIE O’LOUGHLIN, b. 1923

Used to hide under the blankets as a child when her father beat her mother in their tenement.

“They called it ‘Mother Church’, and nobody had the courage then to stand up and contradict the priest, or what he was saying. You wouldn’t dare!”

FATHER BRENDAN LAWLESS, b. circa 1922

Parish priest in Stoneybatter.

“In the old days there was not just reverence for the priest, there was a certain fear of him!”

THOMAS MACKEY, b. 1905

Lifelong bachelor.

“In those days if a child was naughty they’d threaten to ‘bring Father so-and-so over to you’. Mortal fear of the priest! Confession was a terrifying experience, regarding going with a girl ... keeping company. I always remember at a retreat the Missioner saying, ‘A close embrace, that’s a dreadful occasion of sin.’

“Now, I knew a girl and in confession I asked the priest if there’d be any harm in putting me hand on the girl’s knee. ‘OH, NO WAY,’ says he. ‘No way you should ever touch the girl at all – that would be an occasion for sin!’ So when you met the girl you kept your hand in your pockets.”

MARGARET BYRNE, b. 1920

Lived on St Augustine Street in the Liberties.

“Now, courting, you didn’t know anything. I remember one time a fella come down on me chest, with his hand, and I thought I was supposed to have a baby! And I beat the hand off him! And I was in an awful state – you were very ignorant.”

MARY DOOLAN, b. 1915

Born and reared in Francis Street tenements.

“Now, growing up you knew nothing about sex. Didn’t know where the baby was coming from, or how it got there. In a doctor’s black bag ... we thought that! And, God Almighty, I remember this day in school and there was five of us girls and we were playing with this little doll on the table and one girl said, ‘You’re the doctor and you must bring me the baby’ and all, you know? Innocent as can be!

“And there was an old bitch, a teacher, and ‘What are you doing?’ And one girl says, ‘We were having a baby.’ Well, she took out her cane and kept walloping us all! She made an awful lot out of nothing ... she was an old bitch! And we did not know a thing about a baby or sex. Innocent as can be! Got her cane and gave us five [slaps] there [on the hand], five each. As hard as she could with the cane.

“Then she had the five of us sent over to Father Hayden to be forgiven – and he was worse! And we still didn’t know! As true as God, we knew nothing.”

MAY COTTER, b. 1918

Recalls men’s dominance in Church and marriage.

“In confession you were told by the priest that your husband was your lord and master. You must obey him! No sort of give and take. Obey your husband – and that’s it!”

MARO WYNN, b. 1932

Lived in Avondale House flats on northside.

“Mothers then, they were always having children. If you told the priest in confession, ‘I don’t want to have any more children, I’ve had enough,’ you could hear him shouting at her ‘Get out!’ Oh, yes, that was your duty ... to have children, whether you had ten or twenty. Whether you could afford them or not. You had to have the children!”

MATT LARKIN, b. 1923

Survived a three-year battle with TB.

“By the Church, women were regarded as baby machines! Quite simply that. It was all right to have twelve or thirteen children – but there was nobody going to ask how you were going to feed them! Or look after them.”

MICKEY GUY, b. 1919

As a youth, he feared the priests in the Liberties.

“When I was growing up you were afraid of your life of the priest. Father Hayden had a blackthorn stick and if he caught you as a young fella taking a shortcut from the front of the chapel out to the back you were dirtying the churchyard. And you’d get the blackthorn on your legs. Oh, I got it meself. Oh, he’d frighten the life out of you!

“And priests would get up on the pulpit about gambling and bookie shops. Now, there’d be four or five of us tossing a ha’penny up against the nearest wall. And Father Pickett and Father Donoghue would be coming from the park [Phoenix Park] after riding horses and they’d have their whip – and they’d jump off their bike and lash the legs off you with the whip! ’Cause you were gambling. They were worse than the police. And they were the biggest gamblers when they’d go to the races ... the biggest gamblers of the whole lot!”

PADDY FOGARTY, b. 1925

Pageboy and later concierge at the Gresham Hotel.

“At that time [in the 1940s] we got an awful lot of Americans. And a lot of American soldiers. And I’ll tell you, years ago if a girl and a fella checked into the hotel and they were single – it was two separate rooms! And if the man was caught in the lady’s room, he’d be thrown out the following morning. Oh, the reputation of the hotel was a very great thing in those days.”

ANN LEONARD, b. 1925

Nurse on scene of 1941 German bombing of the North Strand area which killed many and caused massive destruction.

“Some people forgot about God after that bombing. You know, ‘There couldn’t be a God!’ When carnage like that was allowed! There was people who said that – I heard it myself ... ‘There’s no God’! To let that happen! Oh, I thought that was a horrible thing to say. We had to trust in God.”

PADDY HUGHES, b. 1915

Felt sympathy for unmarried pregnant girls.

“In the country, when young women got ‘in a family way’ they’d be put on a train and sent to Dublin. The parish priest in the village – ‘Get her on the train!’ They crucified these young women. And, God love them, they’d end up in the wash houses in convents. Slaves. Young girls ... beautiful young girls. Sure, half of them ended up on the streets, to survive.”

MARY CORBALLY, b. 1918

Reared in the Monto area, she saw all aspects of life.

“The ‘girls’ here [Monto] had madams. Now, we didn’t call them madams, we called them ‘kip-keepers’. See, ‘kip’ meant going for a sleep, or a rest. Very rarely you’d hear of a ‘brothel’. The girls were very generous, but the madams, you very rarely would hear of them being generous. But one kip-keeper, in her latter years, started giving money to the Church! And there was one priest refused to take the money – because he knew where it came from! That was the only priest I ever heard of refusing money!”

SARAH HARTNEY, b. 1918

Domestic maid in Dublin’s northside.

“When I was growing up there was no one to tell you the facts of life. We were going six years married when our son [her first child] was born. I was so innocent. And when I was expecting the baby, I remember saying, ‘Do you have to tell the priest in confession that you’re expecting a baby?’ And I was told, ‘Sure, it’s only a sin if you’re not married.’”

JOHN-JOE KENNEDY, b. 1916

A real “Liberties lad”, member of the local “animal gang” and prone to devilment in his youth.

“For courting you’d maybe go into Mulligan’s Lane, but the priests around here were very tough on drinking and sexual and all this game. Like, ‘Court a girl openly and don’t go into dark places!’ Oh, terrific sermons reprimanding you ... terrific sermons! Especially the Passionate Fathers, and the Jesuits. I used to go to them. They’d frighten the life out of you, they would.

“Now, there was a man here and he had a girl that was crackers about him. And they used to roll around all in the streets, the pair of them hugging and kissing ... do it for devilment – to torment old people! And you’d hear the old people ... ‘Them dirty pair of sods ... ought to be ashamed of yourself!’”

VINCENT MULDOON, b. 1910

Fishmonger on the northside.

“Down around the fish market, all the couples there used to do a bit of courting, congregate in the archway and no one saw you. Well, Father O’Farrell used to go down there at night time with a black tarred stick, and he beat the hell out of you! He’d strike her as well! Oh, it was considered sinful.”

NOEL HUGHES, b. 1930

Reared on North King Street.

“If a mother refused her husband, that was classed a grievous sin. A mortal sin! She had to go and tell that in the confession box. And that mother was afraid. There were mothers with their hands clenched together before they went in ... and you would see them, shaking. Nervous. And he’d keep her in a bit more in the box, lecturing her, tormenting her.”

BETTY MULGREW, b. 1948

Grew up in poverty in the Corporation Buildings.

“I got pregnant before I got married. My poor mother was sick [over it] ... ’cause she was so upset. ‘Oh, what’s your Da going to say?’ And I was hiding in the bedroom, waiting for the big shout!

“And did I hear a shout! ‘I don’t believe it ... I really don’t believe this! Her name’s going to be dragged through the gutter!’ And I was crying, ‘I’m sorry, Da!’ It was the shame! I had let the family down ... God, I was such a disgrace. I might as well have been a prostitute. Oh, my Da was so upset ... ‘I can’t believe you’re after letting me down!’ I mean, if I had committed a murder he would have accepted it better!”

MAUREEN GRANT, b. 1923

Felt like she was treated like a “baby machine” after she was married.

“I was twenty-four, I had eight children. Then I decided – no more! So I went off and told the priest. So he says, ‘Well, I won’t give you absolution!’ ‘Well,’ I said, ‘I don’t care, Father, if you give me absolution! I’d like to see you now go into the hospital and be wired up with thirty or forty stitches, come home and have to go back to work when the baby is only one week old.’ Because I don’t believe God expects that of anybody.”

MARGARET BYRNE, b. 1920

Lived in St Augustine Street in the Liberties.

“I remember in our [tenement] house this girl had a baby out of wedlock. And her stepfather put that girl out – out of shame and embarrassment. And she used to sleep on the landing with that baby in her arms. And you were afraid to interfere, to take her in, do you know what I mean? But you’d take her a cup of tea and you took her porridge.

“But then, my mother used to take the little girl in. Oh, she did. My mother’d sneak her and the baby in at night time and sneak her out in the morning. And her mother didn’t know that she was after being in our house. There could have been terrible trouble ...”

MARY DOOLAN, b. 1915

Lived in Francis Street in the Liberties.

“Now, on me first baby I was peeling potatoes and me aunt says to me mother, ‘Did Mary get churched yet?’ and me mother says, ‘No, but she’s getting it done tomorrow.’ See, the baby was christened but I wasn’t ‘churched’. Now, I didn’t know what ‘churching’ was! And me aunt looked at me and says, ‘Leave that down, you’re tainted! You’re tainted in the eyes of God.’ She nearly killed me with fright! The way it was, you were a fallen woman. Like a man and a woman [together] ... and I was a dirty woman ’cause I had the child ... tainted. She more or less said I was with the devil – that was the belief, it was a living disgrace! Truthfully! You were tainted unless you got this candle and ... [renounced] the devil and all his works. And it made you a Catholic again.”

BETTY MULGREW, b. 1948

Found Church teachings on “purity” archaic.

“Nobody knew why somebody got ‘churched’. It was a kind of black thing, that after having a baby there was something wrong, and you had to be cleansed. We never questioned it ... you just went along and done it.”

CATHERINE CLARKE, b. 1960

Liberated thanks to her granny.

“My granny, she encouraged me to go on the pill – before my mother would even think about it. My mother probably didn’t even know about it! Granny would say, ‘Yes, go and take that – there’s no point in killing yourself rearing kids, and all!’”

VINCENT MULDOON, b. 1910

Fishmonger on the northside. An independent and outspoken man on politics and religion.

“Now, if I went to confession and said I was courting and put my hand on her leg, do you know what the priest would want to know? ‘How far up’ did I put me hand. He’d ask me that. Well, what did he expect? You put it up as far as you possibly could! But, Jesus, no way you’d say that to him – because he wouldn’t give you absolution. He’d put you out of the confession box!”

MÁIRÍN JOHNSTON, b. 1931

She grew up in the poverty of Pimlico in the 1930s and would write two memoirs about her childhood. Unable to attend college, she drew upon her mother’s wisdom, philosophy and morals, dispensed freely about the two most powerful figures in the local community – publicans and priests.

“Publicans had a better lifestyle and they had a prominent place in the Church, and they were also well in with the priests. Because they contributed a lot of money to the Church. So they were looked upon as pillars of the community. And the funny thing about publicans is that they always had sons who were priests or bishops.

“And my mother always used to say, ‘How could they equate this with sending unfortunate men out stoned, blind drunk, who would go home and beat their wives, or their children would be starving?’ My mother always said that ‘the road to hell is paved with priests and bishops’ because they always drank and they always bet on horses. Oh, the priests drank! Yes! They did. They might go to a hotel to drink, that was a very respectable place, and they’d sit in the foyer and be having their whiskey. But numerous priests were drunkards. And my mother’d say, ‘Sure, why wouldn’t they be – didn’t they come out of a publican’s house? Wasn’t their father a publican?’”

NELLIE KENT, b. 1919

Religion always played a major role in her life, but years ago she worried about women being treated poorly by the Church.

“It used to worry me very much, it worried lots of women because they felt they were being left out. It was the men, as priests, who, I’m sorry to say, discriminated. I don’t think they meant to, but it happened just the same ... that they felt second all the time. Like nuns, being recognised more. Back when the Mass was in Latin there’d have to be a server, a lad. Well, weekdays the lads would be at school and a nun would answer, kneeling outside the altar railing. She’d leave the bread and wine in a convenient place for the priest. She was actually barred from going inside the altar ... only priests were allowed. Like it reminded you of the ‘Holy of Holies’ in the days of the bible. People were unimportant because the priests were everything! They had no humility – it was wrong! I mean, Our Lord said that he came to serve the people – and that’s what the priests and clergy were to do as well.

“Now, the nuns were women and dedicated their lives to God, really giving up everything, especially our Sisters of Charity. But old people, no matter what happens to them, they’re always ready to say, ‘Well, God knows best and God is in heaven so all’s right with the world.’”

CHRIS CARR, b. 1896

She can remember the poorest of times, when even the priests and the Church suffered hardship.

“In those times poverty was there all the time. There was no charity of any kind. I saw children in my school in the depths of winter in barefoot. The teacher used to have them warm their feet before the fire. And people weren’t getting proper nourishment ... we were under British rule.

“And the Church was very poor because the people hadn’t the money to give to the Church. It was two pence a week the men would throw in when the plate would go around. That’s all they could afford. And people used to repair the priests’ vestments because they couldn’t afford to buy them.”

CHRISSIE McADAM, b. 1919

Religion thwarted her courting during the war years.

“When I come out of school at fourteen I went straight into Mitchell’s rosary bead factory. We could chat and we all sang while working. And a crowd of us used to go dancing. We had a great time. At that time the Americans, the Yanks, were over and I was going with one of them. I met him up at one of the dance halls – and he was coloured ... not really dark now. I remember his name, Vincent West. And he come down to me mother, and I was going with him, and me Ma was very strict about religion at that time. And she’d say, ‘Ah, no, she’s Catholic and that wouldn’t work out!’ ’Cause in those days all the people around Seán McDermott Street married one another.

“And he went away then and wrote to me and then I stopped ... and that was the end of that.”

THOMAS O’DOWD, b. 1925

Publican on Grangegorman Street.

“Conversation in a pub ... religion is one thing I’m nervous about. It can be very hot-headed ... gets into a big argument and spreads around the pub, especially about religion ... I try to hold it back. Religion is too personal ... it can get sticky with religion. It’s something you can argue over for years and find no solution to! I mean, being a Catholic country we’re based on mysteries – and how can you prove anything if you believe in mysteries?

“In the last ten or twelve years [the 1970s] priests come in and they can stand at the counter, have a pint and tell a joke and I like to see that. Now, ten years ago that would have been unheard of!”

MAISIE DALY, b. 1906

Her little corner fruit and vegetable shop in Stoneybatter was a real landmark in the community and she became beloved by all. At 77 years of age, the shop closed and decrepit, she liked to ruminate about life ... and God and Heaven.

“I’ve no regrets, thank God. None in the world. I had none of the world’s riches but I had something that you just couldn’t explain. A sad life, a lonely life after my father’s death, but a nice life, I still have a few good friends, thank God. God has been very good to me.

“I’ve got the greatest faith.

“The smaller things in life have given me great joy. For instance, if I go out there in the garden now and see a flower growing, a rose or another that I’ve planted, to me that’s heaven! And the other night I looked out there and saw that sky and it was beautiful! It was amethyst, silver, gold. And I said, ‘Thank you, God, no artist will ever capture that.’ I can’t explain it, but that’s the way I am.”


Chapter 5 [image: image]

PRIDE AND PASSIONS

CATHLEEN O’NEILL, b. 1939

Believes that motherhood was the “greatest affirmation” in a woman’s life in the inner city years ago.

“Poor as you were, all you had was your pride. It held everything together.”

MATT LARKIN, b. 1923

His mother shaped his life of pride and confidence.

“What I remember about my mother was the sense of pride. And not feeling deprived. There was thirteen children in my family, my mother had it very rough. But pride ... that may sound like a paradox, but she felt as if she were somebody. Whether you had money or hadn’t got money – you were somebody! And she made us feel like we were somebody!”

TOM FLANAGAN, b. 1907

One of the last two old-time lamplighters in Dublin.

“My father was a lamplighter before me in 1894 doing hand lighting all around the Phoenix Park ... walking. No bicycles at that time. Now, I was taken on as a helper for my father. I was seventeen. I got one pound fifteen [shillings] a week and I was doing immense! And I got a blaze-red bicycle, a Raleigh bike. I had no uniform but I always wore a coat and tie. Oh, there’s no doubt about it, I was the proudest man in the world when I started!”

MARY WALDRON, b. 1913

Lived a lively childhood on Gloucester Street.

“People were very particular about their windows. Oh, very! Clean their windows with soap and water, and polish them off with the soft paper that’d be on apples. And some used newspapers. They always believed in their windows. And they had flower boxes on their sills. Beautiful flowers, different kinds and colours, like pansies and buttercups.

“Very particular about their curtains and laces, all scalloped at the sides. And creepers growing around railings at the windows. And bird cages outside the window ... put a nail in the wall. And the birds would be chirping. And they’d talk to their birds. Oh, yes!”

JIMMY MEZZETTI, b. 1909

A master handcraft signwriter proud of his specialised skills.

“A good signwriter could do gold gilding. It involves a hell of a lot of skill. The method of beating and applying gold hasn’t changed since the days of the Pharaohs. If it’s put on right, gold will outlast man!”

DAVID NORRIS, b. 1944

Professor of Literature, Trinity College, James Joyce scholar, Irish senator – and proud pioneer Georgian restorationist on North Great George’s Street.

“I recall being immediately attracted to the house and determined to buy it – by hook or by crook. I was incredulous at the stupidity of others for not snapping it up, amazed that the opportunity had been left. But it takes the capacity to live in the future ... somebody who lives in the present would be driven to despair. It takes the ability to sit in the middle of a room surrounded by dust and rubble and look up at the (unrestored) plasterwork on the ceiling and say, ‘God, isn’t it going to be lovely at Christmas!’

“There is something refining about living in beautiful surroundings, something immensely satisfying. On a winter’s eve, with a good fire roaring in the drawing room, I lie back on my sofa and look up at the ceiling and get a thrill when looking up at the ceiling, the delicacy of the plasterwork, and thinking of the craftsmanship that went into it. One becomes addicted to life in spatial elegance.

“The Provost of Trinity has a magnificent eighteenth-century house, but even he is only a tenant – I actually own mine!”

PADDY WHELAN, b. 1908

Railway steam engine driver.

“Oh, the old railwaymen, they were a special breed, a great breed. Oh, a tough crowd of men, but very good men – and very honest and decent men. There was a terrible bond between the railway-men. And railway men always went to their own pubs. There was one in Kingsbridge, the Royal Oak. That was a railwayman’s pub. If you were in there with them it was nothing only railway talk! Their whole life!”

MICK RAFFERTY, b. 1943

Grew up in Sheriff Street.

“I have a distinct memory of [my mother] going to the penny dinner – and she was too proud to ever go back again! She did that once – and that was it. She just couldn’t go back ... she’d prefer to go into debt.”

JOSEPH TREACY, b. 1921

Proud proprietor of old-time decorating shop on Stoneybatter Street.

“We’re a village kind of shop. I was born above the shop. When my mother came here in 1916 the British garrisons left a lot of money here. We used to supply all the stuff to the officers’ quarters, good-quality wallpaper and paint.

“Now, the old stock of people kept their houses up, saved up to do their houses – it was their pride and joy! We’ve a damp climate and in three or four years paint would be breaking down. There are doors up there in the [Artisan’s] buildings that were never stripped ... could have thirty or forty layers of paint. Even a man’s pipe smoking for a year can do dreadful damage.

“So people feel that by decorating their room it gives them a new lease on life. A cheerful paper does wonders! A woman with maybe a husband who used to drink a lot and a crowd of little children around ... and no holidays. To have her walls papered, it did her good ... it was like a holiday! And it’s their pride!”

MICK O’BRIEN, b. 1925

Lived on Seán McDermott Street.

“I found a big cake in an ash bin one day. And I bring her [his mother] home this cake, for me mother. And she says, ‘Where’d you get that?’ And I said, ‘Up in Drumcondra, in an ash bin.’ And she hit me in the back of the head with it! The idea of me bringing home a cake from a middle-class home to her ... Proudness! Her pride wouldn’t let her accept it.”

SAM GREER, b. circa 1925

One of the last two saddlemakers in Dublin, based in a quaint workshop on Poolbeg Street.

“During the war years when I came into the trade, there was plenty of work and my father had five men here. Today it’s amazing the number of people you hear speaking, going by the door, saying, ‘I didn’t think that there were any saddlers left in the city!’ It must be the most photographed shop in Ireland!”

JIMMY OWENS, b. 1919

Born in the Coombe into poverty and struggle. Survived by street trading on Thomas Street.

“I love going to Thomas Street, love trading. Every customer on Thomas Street, they all know me. We’re a special breed ... it’s a gift. I think you have to be born into it. I took it up from me mother and grandmother. It’ll never leave me – I love it! If I won the lottery I’d still go out on the street!”

DESIREE SHORTT, b. 1930s

A china restorer whose passion in life became restoring a Georgian house on Great North George’s Street.

“A twenty-two-room house for a single woman – no way! Yet I thought, ‘I must have that house.’ And I went out and bought it the next day! I bought it on a dream.

“Everything went by the board – social life, clothes, hair, nails, food, holidays, car, petrol. I’m an extremist. I would work myself into the ground, becoming so tired that I could not even get off the ladder. Then go to bed totally exhilarated, collapse immediately, get up the next morning and do china – and then back to work on the ladder ... I nearly broke my health. There were times when I simply could not stand it ... in floods of tears ... sixteen hours working on the ceiling and I’m so tired that I can’t stand it!

“I just happen to be Irish and a female and strong! Tenacity ... a dream. I love the house. I sit here at night and say, ‘God, this is so gorgeous!’ The house has done more for me than anything else could have. I draw from it and enjoy it ... it has become a surrogate husband.”

BRIAN HUDSON, b. 1960

One of Dublin’s authentic traditional pavement artists who actually works on the surface of the pavement.

“We’re called ‘chalkies’ in Dublin. I put colour and an image on just a grey ground and that’s a contribution. Dubliners appreciate it. The lovely thing is that there isn’t a brush between you and your picture – it’s your fingers. But blending the chalks with my fingers I’m rubbing the skin away. And on pavement it’s your knees that hurt the most. It’s the motivation to create something, a way of expression. Thousands of people might see it ... and people come up and say, ‘You’re a very talented artist’.”

CATHLEEN O’NEILL, b. 1939

Grew up caring for her mother.

“I used to go to the pawnshop for her, before I was seven. And there was a dinner house where you could get potatoes and vegetables, a charity dinner house. My mother never did it – pride! I did it, with an aluminium pot with a wire across. My mam would not go there – she couldn’t! She had her pride!”

PEGGY PIGOTT, b. 1927

Teacher at Rutland Street School recalling her students and their parents around the northside.

“They had a dignity and a pride ... they knew they were disadvantaged, that they were underprivileged. But they had their own fashion of pride.”

HERBIE DONNELLY, b. 1924

Dublin cinema usher.

“I started out in August of 1939 as a pageboy in the Grand Central Cinema at the lower end of O’Connell Street. Cinemas were graded at that time, and it was an A-2 cinema. The likes of the Savoy, the Adelphi, the Metropole, first-run theatres, were class A-1. And to be an usher in a city centre house you had to be five foot ten in height – because it was impressive. And it was the style of uniform you wore at that time. You wore a uniform cap and a frock coat and brass buttons down the centre and patent leather belt and yellow gloves. You were more like the guardsmen outside Buckingham Palace! Oh, you were turned out ... very, very impressive.”

DERMOT BROE, b. 1932

One of the last handcraft stone carvers in Dublin exhibiting pride and passion in his dying craft.

“I love stone. It must be something in the genes. You’d be mad to work at [it] ... you’re just existing, really, pay was bad, conditions were always bad. They’re all slightly mad ... but it’s in the blood ... it must be true! I love working with my hands, love the stone ... love to get into the yard. The yard is the only place I’m happy in – if I had a bar here now I’d be in heaven!”

NANCY CULLEN, b. 1918

Born and reared in a close community on Cook Street.

“Oh, the women were very proud of their washing, and it was always lovely and clean. They’d have a line stick, a pole, shoved out through the tenement window to hang their washing on. And very critical of one another in them years. If they put out anything that wasn’t washed well, they’d say, ‘Oooh, look at her wash!’”

TONY KIELY, b. 1918

Pigeon fancier on the pride and passion of the hobby.

“Ah, pigeon racing has been a great part of the history of Dublin. You’d hear them talking about pigeons in tenement houses and in pubs. They could talk about nothing else! That was their life! See, pigeon racing was actually known as the poor man’s race-horse. The pigeon fancier, that was his hobby ... and he would deny himself his pint or his cigarettes to buy something for his pigeon loft. Dream and talk of pigeons. That was his religion!”

MAY HANAPHY, b. 1907

Worked at Jacob’s biscuit factory for over fifty years. She recalls the famous exquisite “cake room” of the pre-war years, in which all factory staff took great pride.

“There was the cake room and the icing room. We used to make lovely cakes ... exquisite hand decorations. All done by hand. There was a Madeira cake and an Oxford Lunch cake – oh, that was the cake! It was sophisticated, it had the richest materials. Beautiful cakes ... I’ve never seen anything like them ... the Madeira, Chateau, Plum, Chocolate Walnut. Gorgeous.

“The Chateau cakes were all iced all around like crystal glass and it was absolutely out of this world! It was pillared icing. You’d think it was crystal glass, so beautiful. And then there was the King’s Own department and the Fairy Cakes department. And Maggie Davis had beautiful hands and she made some cakes and I’ve never seen anything like them! And her jam puffs were lovely, fluffy ... like they’d fly away in your hand. And Maggie made special wedding cakes for some of the big shops in England. Oh, and the girls would sing at their work ... the old songs.

“Then in 1939 war broke out and that ended the cake room, it had to be abolished. The troops had to be supplied with ordinary little hard, round biscuits. So, in 1939 war finished all the cakes.”

WILLIAM COYLE, b. 1925

Proprietor of the last traditional gentlemen’s hat shop in Dublin.

“Oh, the linings in hats and caps years ago, it was a very [big] thing. They were silk – and their initials, that was the most important. Initials were put into the leather. Oh, a person wouldn’t buy a hat years ago unless he had his initials in it. It was a snob thing. I think it was psychological, a personal identity thing. Hats, were very personal ... just part of them.”

LESLIE TAYLOR, b. 1944

Dreamed of ringing the mighty bells of Christ Church since he was a boy. The dream came true.

“We ringers of Christ Church are the upholders of an ancient and beautiful tradition of ringing great and noble bells, bells whose sound can send ripples up the spine. We follow from the men of 1675, we salute their memory every time we ring ... and we remember them when we are nostalgic. These bells are well known and loved. I’m part of the bells, absolutely part of them. I’d quite like to die in the belfry ... when you’re ringing.”

SEAN LICKEN, b. 1929

One of the last handcraft shoemakers in Dublin.

“That hammer there goes back to the early part of the [twentieth] century. It was my father’s hammer. It was part and parcel of my father. The hammer, above all tools, is a very personal thing. Now my father, over the past year his mind was beginning to slip and he is not really mentally well ... and can’t do work in the shop anymore. But he will pick up his hammer and bring it home with him at night ... when he has his hammer he’s all right, you know?

“I have the notion to have his hammer buried with him. I think that would be a beautiful tribute to him. But I don’t know if the clergy would have any objections to it.”

PETER CROWE, b. 1935

Traditional handcraft stone carver on Oxmantown Road.

“I’m very proud of being a craftsman. I love to walk around old churchyard cemeteries and look at crosses and think of the men who did that work. It’s quite nostalgic really to think that I’m part of that tradition. I recognise my own handcraft in a cemetery. The other day I was in Glasnevin and I looked at a small stone with hand-carving that I did. And I thought, ‘God, I’d love to have the time to get a block of stone in the rough, square it and chisel it, rub it down with carborundum, carve it and get great satisfaction’ ... I would like to never lose the touch.”

URSULA MEEHAN, b. 1956

Traditional pavement artist in Dublin working on the pavement surface.

“I try to do ‘Irishy’ work – Oscar Wilde, Beckett, Joyce, Yeats. And to write a poem underneath, they were popular. I do a lot at Christmas and I put candles around the pictures at night ... it’s lovely. I love seeing the colour I’m doing on the street. That attracts people and for the moment they enjoy it, and the way they react to it. In Dublin people do appreciate it ... it can be good for your ego. And you have to be a free spirit ... you’ve made something beautiful!”

TOM FLANAGAN, b. 1907

Last traditional lamplighter in the Phoenix Park.

“It was a pleasure on a good summer’s morning and you’re going down the road and a couple of buses laden with tourists are coming along and the driver’d pull up and the next thing out come the cameras! Right and left taking pictures of me. And the bus driver saying, ‘This is the last lamplighter in the country.’ Oh, I was more flattered than anything. I enjoyed every hour of it ... it was the best job in the world!”

JOHN READ COWLE, b. 1905

Proprietor of Read’s cutlery shop on Parliament Street. It is the oldest surviving shop in Dublin, dating back to 1670. Originally, its speciality was making fine swords, and several of 1600s vintage still hang on the rear wall. At the age of ninety, he still exuded immense pride in the shop and its history.

“I was born in 1905, in this house. My family lived above the shop. We started in 1670 on the quays, it was called Blind Quay, a cul-de-sac. In 1750 we moved here. I was always in the shop, I loved it ... I loved it. My father died when he was fifty-seven and I was fourteen. And I came in here and have been here ever since ... I love it.

“Now, when the firm started, we were sword cutlers. Now, sword cutlers were very important people! After a long time, they drifted into making cutlery and surgical instruments. I found this old ledger up there [on a shelf] one day and it was beautifully written in copperplate. And all these very eminent men were in this book ... ‘Dr Reilly called and collected his lances.’ And there was little sketches in the margins. And we did a lot of business with Guinness. We sold them whistles. They always had whistles on the boats and trains and cranes.

“Now, I want to show you this, a street directory for 1778 and it’s an almanac ... it has all sorts of things. Now, we were in this book, of course. See, the Reads, they were a very eminent family. There were trade guilds and they were masters of the Guild of St Luke, the cutlers’ guild. And this fella, Thomas Read, he was a very stuck-up fella and he used to advertise in newspapers and say, ‘Of course, if you buy anything anywhere else – you’re mad!’ That was the tone he had ... ‘We’re the only ones!’”

TOMMY MALONE, b. 1918

One of the last handcraft shoemakers in Dublin. After nearly fifty years at the craft, he sadly saw its end looming.

“We’re definitely the last ... the end of the clan. We’ll disappear. Shoemakers will disappear completely. I see myself as part of history. I have always felt pride and satisfaction ... love for the work.

“Somebody said that work is prayer and if work is prayer I’ll go straight to heaven! Simple as that, because I have worked so hard all my life. I’ve worked every day of my life; I’ve never been idle a day. I’ll work at the craft till I die, I suppose.”

STEPHEN BRACKEN, b. 1919

One of Dublin’s last surviving handcraft stone carvers, still able to create elegant carved Celtic crosses. Nearing age seventy, he was asked to clean a small special cross he had carved many years ago ... and it revived poignant memories.

“I did Celtic crosses, in granite and in limestone. Oh, I still do a number every year ... with interlacing. And if I’m asked to clean a stone [headstone], if it’s small I can bring it back into the workshop.

“And last winter I brought back one of my first jobs and it was a young couple that got it made when they had a little child who died, about five or six. And they asked me could I do something in the way of carving an angel. So I came across a beautiful book with paintings from the bible and there was a painting of an angel. So I decided to do that, the angel with the arms outstretched with the flowing robes and the clouds underneath. I don’t know, maybe it’s corny ... but it’s just what they wanted.

“Well, I brought that stone back and had a good look at it ... and, my God, I was very proud! Even with the wear on it. Years ago I carved that ... it’s lovely!”

JOHN CLARKE, b. 1929

From the age of five he went to the old Liberties Bird Market with his father, later becoming a local historian on its past. He took great pride in sharing his knowledge about its history.

“The Bird Market originated with the Huguenots in the middle of the seventeenth century. My father and grandfather were in it. Years ago this market would be packed. And some of the old lads were very secretive ... they never gave out any information to anyone, or interviews. They’ve always been secretive.

“I realised when I was about twenty-five that the Bird Market is going to die out eventually. And the old fellas are dying. And there was nothing written about it. I realised that I’d have to get whatever information I could. So I talked to the old fellas. Some of them just didn’t realise that when it’s gone, it’s gone! It’s the end of it.

“Now, with you [the author] I know it’s going to be recorded somewhere so that someone will know something about it. I want to let someone know about it ... so that if I’m gone tomorrow at least somebody knows about it!”

MICKEY SHERIDAN, b. 1924

When his father, a popular jarvey, died at a young age, leaving behind a large family, young Mickey was “adopted” by all the other jarveys, who loved his father. But the old jarveys cleverly fiddled his documents to get him an official jarvey’s licence at a young age. A wonderful story as he retells it, bursting with pride!

“When my father died in 1938 when I was fourteen there was ten boys and two girls. Now, you had to be sixteen to get a licence, but me mother appealed for me in the Carriage Office on account of me being the old jarvey’s son ... and they fiddled my certificate! And I was the youngest among them.

“Many jarveys went off the road before the war, and some jarveys died out. In 1945, after the war, taxis started getting the petrol. Then it started to die out – too much competition. But I still held on to the horse cab. I loved the job! I stopped full-time about 1947, but I stuck at it into the sixties part-time.

“I’m very, very proud of being a jarvey. And I was often lying on the bed at night and your mind starts going back and I could shut me eyes and see all these old lads – I know they’re all dead and gone – and before I go to sleep I say to myself, ‘I hope to God youse are all in heaven’ and I says few prayers in me own mind for them ... because they were gentlemen to me. I lost me father when I was fourteen and me mother died three years after me father. Had one father and lost him when I was fourteen, but I had a hundred after him because me father was very well liked and them men treated me as if I was their own son ... they looked after me.”


Chapter 6 [image: image]

ADVENTURES AND EXPERIENCES

THOMAS BARRY, b. 1906

In 1922, he lied about his age – he was only fifteen – so that he could join the new Irish Army.

“I was born in County Cork and came to Dublin in 1922 when we started the new army. Of course, it was the ‘in thing’, Ireland had its own army. We were proud of our green uniforms. We were known as the Green Linnets at that time. Oh, you’d be proud as a peacock to wear the new uniform on the street. I was a corporal at sixteen years of age, but I was supposed to be eighteen.

“Ah, it was tough going. I can compare it to the Foreign Legion because we had a lot of ex-British Army men at the top, from the First World War. They were all eliminated shortly afterwards. Discipline was hard, but it was very exciting. All types of drills and we used the Enfield rifle with a big long bayonet, and the Webley revolver. We were young and tough and got up at six to do an hour’s drill before your breakfast – and then you’d eat the leg off the table! The food was ‘rough and ready’, but plenty of it.

“The best part of our time at night was cleaning all the brass and equipment. Brass buttons and buckles, and fellas would spend hours at the boots, getting a sheen. If a man didn’t pass inspection, he’d get seven days confined maybe in the kitchen peeling potatoes. And if a man would be drinking on duty he’d be brought out into the square and a real ‘jildy’ – that’s a strict sergeant – would have him loaded down with his pack and rifle which would weigh about fifty pounds. And he’d be marching for an hour in a space of a few feet. There were some naughty boys. ... but they were quieted very fast.”

EDDIE McGRANE, b. 1927

An Óige hiker in a group caught unprepared in the treacherous blizzard of 1947.

“We were walking, about eight miles – and we walked through the blizzard! Snowing and snowing! We had some food with us but we hadn’t got the proper equipment. Wearing light boots and we didn’t have pull-ups. Some had short pants! And scarves around our face. Going into snowdrifts – and the snow was up to your chest! Oh, it was! I can see it now. Oh, we were foolish ... we were stupid! There was danger – absolutely!”

WILLIAM CONDON, b. 1898

Tram driver.

“I was born in 1898 and me father died when I was only six years old. I joined the British Army in 1917 during the First World War. After coming out of the army in 1922 I come to Dublin and got on the trams. Conducting and then driving the old electric trams.

“At that time you had ‘pirate buses’ – independents. Tram men hated them. They went where they liked. They’d get in front of trams and take your passengers, pick them up. See, the pirate buses would try to undercut the trams, dash in and out if there was a queue – and off they went! The pirate drivers, a lot of them were gurriers, a rough bunch. Oh, they were a dangerous gang! They’d blow their horns at one another and hurling words and shaking their fists. They wore no uniforms, their own clothes, and were reckless. A lot of tram passengers got afraid of them.

“But the public in those days had respect for the tram men. Oh, the politeness ... respectful! See, they knew one another by name ... people were different in those days.”

SENAN FINUCANE, b. 1919

Garda on duty in 1941 when the German bomb fell on the North Strand.

“It was rumoured all the time that the Germans might invade here. Like an invasion up the Liffey. So I had to go down on the quays and keep an eye out for any boats coming up. They might as well give us a revolver and a candle – for what good it would be to anybody if they came upon a German boat! I was never afraid.”

MARY WALDRON, b. 1913

Recalling the excitement around Gloucester Street during the period of the Rising in 1916.

“On Gloucester Street the Black and Tans used to be flying up and down in cars. During the Rising they barricaded the streets and we’d [children] be hopping in and out. We thought it was great, you know – we could have been blew up! But we hadn’t got the sense to be frightened. It was really dangerous.

“People were looting stuff in shops like tea and sugar and bringing it home. I saw a woman dragging a sack of sugar and another dragging tea to their homes. It was mostly food. Oh, everyone was looting ... because they were poor and never had anything. I’d a brother and he was knocking off whiskey, and another brother who was knocking off chocolate. Oh, we ate it ... we enjoyed it!”

CHRISTY “DILLER” DELANEY, b. 1923

Drover at the cattle market. He had to drive the beasts through the streets to the docks.

“The cattle, when they’d get going from the market down to the boats, you went in batches of fifty. You knew your job. And you’d have to let them run to loosen themself out. But some cattle were so wild that they’d run hammers out of hell down the street! Breaking up shops and bicycles ... and a bike, it’d be in bits. And some would run and come on the quays with a woman or a man on their head! Killed! Dead! Ah, it happened many times. I remember this one occasion we turned down Queen Street and this old woman was crossing and this heifer collided with her and she was up on his head. She was dead.”

GEORGE DORAN, b. 1897

Jarvey, pioneer busman and cabbie.

“I was driving a charabanc for four years and I enjoyed every second of it. We used to go on a day’s outing to Glendalough on a Sunday. They paid me fifteen shillings for the day. They’d ramble around the lakes and had their lunch. Oh, they’d be singing and dancing ... a great outing. And you used to do your driving at around fifteen miles an hour and you had a horn with a rubber end on it to blow at a crossroads. You carried tools with you and sparking plugs – and always a fanbelt.

“Coming home we’d always stop in Bray and get a drink. And you’d be there until maybe three in the morning. Oh, and you’d [the driver] get as much drink as you wanted. And tipping, they used to go around with a cap and maybe you’d get thirty bob at the end of the day. Enjoyed every second of it.”

PADDY “LYRICS” MURPHY, b. 1911

Ringsend docker and a regular pubgoer.

“Now, we had skip pubs down here and each pub had their own rowing crew. Maybe seven or eight pubs would be rowing against one another. It was a public house race. I rowed for Fitzharris’s – and we won it! And there was a hooley going on for a whole week! Drink on the house for a whole week!”

SALLY BURKE, b. 1918

Portland Row resident during the 1941 bombing.

“People were just sleeping, and the next thing there was a BOOM! Everybody got out on the street ... didn’t know what to think! Oh, we all ran up to Summerhill and there was a barber’s shop and that door was open and it was full of people, sitting on the floor and lying on the floor. All squeezed in – and kneeling and saying the rosary. Oh, God, yes, they were frightened! So many people crammed in that I couldn’t get into the bloody thing!”

MICKEY SHERIDAN, b. 1924

Jarvey during the Second World War years.

“During the war we found it very hard to get frost nails for the horses ’cause they were from England. So we were buying size eight nails and beating them out with a hammer until you put an edge on them and we’d put them on the horse if it was frosty. Anyway, one night I was in the bad weather outside the Gresham Hotel on O’Connell Street and there was about three hundred and fifty people at this dance. And all the boys [jarveys], we were outside putting the nails into the horses, beating out the nails on the tram tracks! And Joe the night porter come out and says, ‘You’ll have to stop the noise, the guests in the hotel is ringing down to me.’ He got no satisfaction ’cause we kept working away. So he went for the police and the sergeant says, ‘This’ll have to stop, there’s a big lot of guests in the hotel!’

“And an old jarvey, Mickey Dribbles, says, ‘Sergeant, the people that’s making the complaints is in their bed – but there’s three hundred and fifty people in at that dance and they have to go home to their beds!’ And the police got back in their car and drove off – they could say no more.”

BILLY ENNIS, b. 1907

Born on Stoneybatter Street in the days of cobblestones and the cattle market.

“I very seldom went to school. I took a chance mitching. Me parents didn’t know. I’d go up to a little pond in Cabra and do a bit of fishing, catch little pinkeens. I’d been mitching for eighteen months before they summonsed me, brought up to the court on Parliament Street for non-attendance at school. The court nearly sent me away for five years to Artane. Oh, thank Our Lord of Mercy that me mother was alive to plead for me. I got a few clappers, all right, from me mother. Me father’d just look at me. She was the boss.”

PADDY CASEY, b. 1926

Garda at Bridewell Station.

“When I came to Dublin it was a shock to me. I was eighteen years old and went to the Bridewell. It was an extraordinary experience for me, coming from the country with green grass and country air. We’d plenty of space and food, home-grown. But when I came to Dublin it was a shock, exactly like O’Casey’s plays – old Georgian tenements, maybe ten children sleeping in one room. Just one toilet down in the rear of the yard which could serve forty people. People were terribly poor ... around Queen Street, North King Street, the quays, I saw some savage hardship.

“There was a mixture of smells ... stale urine, both human and cat, the smell of damp on the wall, paraffin oil, stale cigarette smoke, the smell of BO ... every smell! Another smell that was awful was the Jeyes’ Fluid, a disinfectant used for the hallways and stairs – an abominable smell.”

MATT LARKIN, b. 1923

Survived the agony and primitive treatment for TB in the early 1940s.

“I had TB for three and a half years. I was nineteen. The sanatorium was in Arklow, County Wicklow, overlooking the sea. And I was on a ‘Robert Jones frame’, it was a primitive contraption. It was made of very solid leather shaped like your body from the neck down, including your two legs. And sort of iron things where your feet rested, and they were bandaged very tightly on them. You had iron bars and a strap across. And you had to lie that way for three and a half years!

“My mother’s first visit was one of disbelief – she was in denial. Denial. ‘You haven’t got tuberculosis ... you had a fall ... you got a belt with a hurling stick,’ you know. But I convinced her I had it. ‘I’m in a sanatorium, mother, and I have tuberculosis – and all the other patients on the veranda have tuberculosis!’ I suppose I had to be cruel, or blunt.”

JEREMIAH CREAN, b. 1921

Postman doing fascinating deliveries on large tricycle in the late 1930s.

“In those days you did the tricycle delivery with the basket on front. It was to deliver parcels. The basket was about three and a half or four feet long and three feet high. Oh, the basket was larger than the cycle ... the balance wasn’t so good!

“And a great thing in those days were the egg parcels, from people in the country to be delivered to ordinary individuals. Their relatives in the country sent eggs up to them in Dublin! Packed in a cardboard box. And we had fowl at Christmas! And fish! The fowl still had feathers on them and a label around the neck and around the leg. And a lot of fish were sent parcel post ... wrapped in rushes and reeds, salmon would be. You couldn’t do that today [1970s]!”

FATHER PETER LAVELLE, b. circa 1935

Northside inner-city priest.

“Mothers, they were very confined, they didn’t go on holidays, didn’t go on trips. Maybe to a funeral, a wedding. Their world was very small. I remember driving four women from Seán McDermott Street through the Phoenix Park – and this was in the seventies – and halfway through they said, ‘Where are we?’ And I said, ‘We’re in the Phoenix Park, this is where the Pope said Mass’ – and then it clicked!”

DEIRDRE KELLY, b. 1947

Urban preservationist and activist.

“In my mid-twenties I got involved in politics, in housing issues and actions in Dublin. There was the ESB building which I felt very strongly about. I can remember Fitzwilliam Street on a Christmas and it was just full of life! And now there’s no lights, it’s like a tunnel of darkness. It’s dead as can be!

“Then in 1969 the Hume Street battle started, and I was very much involved in the occupation. We were there for six months – a perfect Georgian streetscape. And developers applied for demolition permission for both sides of the street – and got it! The next thing, just before Christmas we were passing by and realised there were demolition men knocking down the building from inside. Then myself and a couple of students got in and stopped the workmen. They had a scaffolding and we sat along the boards. See, they were working like lightning inside ... got axes and chopped the floor and joints, ripped out the staircases. So, we took over the houses for six months ... with a swelling of people coming in. It’s a long story in itself ... full of drama and scares.”

PEGGY PIGOTT, b. 1927

Teacher at Rutland Street School.

“I started in Rutland out of Trinity College. And I was only nineteen! And they depended on teachers so much ... looked on you as a surrogate parent really. I taught children from about eight to fourteen and they were so poor. They hadn’t had a new teacher for years – and they queued up to look at me. And one child said, ‘Ah, you could be our sister!’”

JOHN MAHER, b. 1919

Old-time busker.

“There was a load of travelling musicians at that time [1930s] and in the old days I used to bicycle and I played the tin whistle and the box and the mouth organ. For years I had a beard real long and hair real long and big rough boots and an old coat, like a tramp. And I called meself ‘Rambling John’. People used to stop and look ... bring me bread and sandwiches, a big pot of tea ... mittens.

“In the winter time with the ice and snow you can’t travel. So I said, ‘The hell with it, I’ll settle down in Dublin ... get off the road.’ I did Grafton Street, but it didn’t have the atmosphere. But on Henry Street it’s real ... for the average, normal person. And I got great crowds. And I’m playing the ballads, all Irish songs. They’ll come along and say, ‘Oh, that’s lovely.’ One day I played ‘Danny Boy’ and this old man, a pensioner, comes over to me and he gave me a pound – and he says, ‘Could you play that again?’ So I did. And the next minute he was busting up crying!”

FRANK LAWLOR, b. 1928

Member of the St Vincent de Paul Society in the Liberties.

“I was attached to Moira House on Francis Street. In the forties conditions were very, very poor. The poor applied for aid and we’d give them vouchers for food and clothing, not cash. You aimed to give the poor dignity. At Christmas time we’d give a double voucher. And a food parcel with tea, sugar, cake and maybe a roast chicken!

“And then when you called the week after Christmas invariably pudding was handed to you. Oh, lovely pudding. Now, ‘you don’t accept anything from the poor!’ But you had to take it ... you wouldn’t insult them. So, there was house number one, and house number two and house number three and ...! So, you’d say, ‘Would you mind very much if I took the pudding from you and wrapped it up?’”

CHRISTY DONOGHUE, b. 1914

Dublin drover in the 1920s and 1930s.

“Me father worked at the cattle all his life. We’d nothing else. I was about twelve when I started at it, mitching from school and going out at the night and get the cattle from the fields all around Cabra and Finglas. And it was mostly bad weather all the time. In summer it was hot ... cruel. Then in winter you were drowned between snow and ice and whatever.

“The cattle market opened at three in the morning and that’s the best place I ever heard curses – there were curses invented up there in the market!”

MARY DOOLAN, b. 1915

Born and reared on Francis Street.

“My mother had no [social] life, I’m telling you! Never had a holiday! But she used to go to the Moira Hall, that was the Christian Mothers’ Club and they got a cup of tea and a biscuit. And a rosary. Every Tuesday. And they used to run an outing every year for a half a crown. And that’s all she got. Maybe to Skerries or Howth, and a bit of dinner they’d get ... and a singsong and have balloons and all. Going for the day. And come home that night at eight.

“And she’d be getting ready with things like little bits of velvet on her hat and a little scarf ... live for that ... live the whole year for that!”

NANNY FARRELL, b. 1902

Doyenne of the Daisy Market dealers.

“Now, I have a bad arm, you see, and I got that when I was crossing Grafton Street during the Rebellion and was knocked down by a car. Oh, hundreds of people was there, all coming up along from Capel Street Bridge from the Castle there. Oh, people had to lie on the ground, very frightened they were. People lifted me up. I wasn’t taken to a hospital ... brought back home I was, on Church Street. Now I’ve no elbow bone.”

HENRY “GINGER” KELLY, b. 1910

Dublin car and bicycle minder, and soldier.

“I started minding cars in 1927 at Wynn’s Hotel for tuppence and thruppence ... they’d give me anything ... apples, a packet of fags, an orange. And bicycles used to be parked all in the middle of O’Connell and Abbey Street and any bloke could mind bicycles. I could watch forty or fifty. I got married in 1930 and it got stew for the kids.

“Now, I was getting fed up with minding cars and bicycles for tuppence out in rain, hail and snow, standing seven hours. And I said to the wife, ‘Well, Hitler is started!’ I remember it very well – and the wife says, ‘You’re going to join the [British] army!’ So I went to Belfast and joined up, was dressed out, sworn in, moved over to England. After a month we were shipped over to France, went up to Belgium riding in cattle trucks. We had no rifles! And the commanding officer says, ‘Hitler is about three miles away with about five hundred tanks! Get back on the trucks.’ All the way back to Dunkirk this time!”

HARRY BARNWELL, b. 1905

Last of the old shoemakers in the Liberties.

“Shoemakers and tailors in the Liberties were the biggest drinkers and we used to intermix. Maybe we were so close because we used our hands so much, and we respected each other so much. But we were always mixers.

“So the shoemaker and the tailor would get a hackney car and go off to the Strawberry Beds and drink there for the rest of the day. And they’d be just singing and discussing their trade. No trouble, no arguing, no fighting. Just down there drinking ... singing.”

HUGH MAGUIRE, b. 1927

Tram conductor who later switched to buses.

“In 1949 when the trams came off Dalkey they put people [conductors] on the buses. Many of them didn’t like that ... it was an emotional break. When I was transferred to the city buses they had a double-decker, a fifty-seater. They weren’t heated and the platform on the rear was open. See, they got on and off at the back. So the conductor had to stand at the back and in the winter time the rain would be pelting in on top of you ... and the snow. And kids would be throwing snowballs at you!”

TOMMY WALSH, b. 1918

A docker whose local pub was Walsh’s on City Quay, where you were “real family”.

“The Walsh brothers were good publicans; they were part and parcel of the community. Now, at Walsh’s we used to have what was called a ‘buck excursion’ on the first Sunday in every August. To Arklow. Twenty-five to thirty men. And Mr Walsh, he’d supply all the free beer! And you’d want to see the beer that was going! Ah, he always had a bus and there’d be up to twenty-eight cases of beer. And you’d be drinking your pints going down on the bus.

“Then you got outside the city and stopped and went into a field and took out the cases of stout and sat down and had your drinks. And there was nothing, only drink. And you could be out there for four or five hours drinking beer. And then you’d drink it coming home on the bus.

“And then you’d come home about three in the morning – after stopping for a while to finish it off – and you always had a cure for the morning. ’Cause you’d have about four or five bottles in your pocket. We did that every August... a ‘buck excursion’.”

LIZZY BYRNE, b. 1905

Moore Street dealer caught up in the 1916 Rebellion.

“I was born in 1905. My mother was a trader before me and me grandmother. All of us on this street were reared in a basket ... or a banana box. And we all followed the trade ... oh, it’s in the blood. It was all baskets then, wouldn’t be a stall. The street was all cobblestones and the old lamplighter used to come around. All the deliveries was by horse and cart.

“And I remember the Rebellion ... 1916. I was playing on Henry Street when that happened, beside the Post Office. We didn’t know what it was, we were too young. We heard shouting and people got all excited. They were afraid for their life! We locked ourselves up for nearly a week ... you’d be afraid to come out.”

GEORGE DORAN, b. 1897

Former jarvey, pioneer busman and cabbie.

“When the motor cars come out the horse men felt very sick about it, especially the old horse cab men. Then some learned to drive and they’d switch over. But some of the old jarveys couldn’t take up taxis ... just couldn’t. Their heart wasn’t in it ... no, it was with the horse. One fella, when he was in a motor car learning he’d be saying, ‘C’mon ... yup yup! ... whoa, whoa!’ Oh, it was no use with him.”

PADDY FINLAY, b. 1909

Member of the Dublin Fire Brigade and involved in some daring rescues.

“Now, once there was a fire in Cuffe Street. And on arrival I saw a lady hanging out the window. And there was a big fire inside. There was an iron bar across the bottom section of the window to prevent children from falling out. Now, she was a large woman and her big breasts were out over it – but you couldn’t get her out!

“So I took an axe and hacked the bolt that was securing the bar and I dragged her out and placed her on the ladder. But as soon as I got her out her clothing ignited and burned like a torch! But I still held on to her ... and my forehead was burned, and my hands. She had become unconscious. And by the time I got her down to the ground her clothes were only in tatters. But the extension ladder moved and caught my foot – I could have severed my foot.

“They took me to the hospital and I was laid out and when I come to, those who died were laid out on the floor beside me! Can you imagine waking up and seeing the dead? To this day it upsets me.”

TOM REDMOND, b. 1915

Driver of the famous Hill of Howth tram.

“Now, that electrical storm in 1949, my God, I won’t forget that, believe you me! This particular Sunday afternoon a terrible electrical storm come along. I had a full tram and a sheet of lightning came along the trolley and glued me to the controller ... for a split second. I got the shock of me life! Oh, I thought it was my end, no doubt in the world about it.

“The passengers panicked with the lightning. All came below. Now, I proceeded on because the last thing I should do was to make panic. And as I was coming in there was a tram just ahead of me by about two hundred yards. I can see it as clear today as I did then. He had just thrown his power off to cruise in and apply his brakes to stop – and a flash of lightning came right along the trolley wire and cut the back completely out of that tram in front of me. Just cut the back completely out of it! Just the same as you got an acetylene burner and burned it right off! But there was no one injured!”

PADDY LAUNDERS, b. 1921

As a Dublin teenager he was trapped in the worst of tenements and fantasised about escaping and seeking adventure. And in 1942, with the war on, he joined the British Merchant Navy and found more adventure than he could ever have imagined.

“I remember in 1932 when I was ten years of age I’m walking down there on the docks with my father and there was a sea of ships. And the cook on a ship, a coloured man from Senegal, speaks to my father and he goes and brings me out a piece of plum pudding. And it was the sweetest thing I ever tasted. And now that set me off thinking, ‘That’s the kind of life I want, if you can get things like that!’

“Anyway, after the outbreak of war I went over on the B&I [British and Irish] boat and arrived in Liverpool at three in the morning, and I fell asleep in the park out of fatigue. So I went and applied to join the Merchant Navy – this would be 1942. And I went away on a deep-water tramp steamer doing the run to Malta – during the siege of Malta. And ninety-nine per cent of my cargo was high-octane, high-explosive petroleum for aircraft! We carried thousands upon thousands of jerrycans. Tin cans of about five gallons. And this ship I was on was a coal-burning vessel! And I was a fireman.

“Then there was trips around the Cape of Africa, then I went to Bombay, and I done four trips to the relief of Tripoli. And on the next ship I went into the war zone to the Suez Canal – seven or eight trips completely surrounded by belligerent Germans and U-boats. There were about twelve ships in our convoy. And we had four ships and eleven destroyers and a battle cruiser as an escort. We had the fastest destroyers in the British Navy ... but we were carrying explosives ... I seen older men panicking. But, see, I was young and my mother’s prayers were with me.

“But one time we were around Gibraltar and we were heading home, and we thought, ‘Thank God, now we’re heading home!’ And this was the month of July ... a day like you were sailing on your millionaire’s yacht, lying back ... a beautiful Mediterranean day. And this British assault craft packed with men was coming towards us, as close as could be. And we done the usual sailor’s thing which was calling out to them, ‘Anyone from Dublin? How’s Liverpool playing?’ And I’m standing over the railing as the ship goes by, we’re just looking at it. And it goes just a thousand yards or so by, no great distance. And I had a great feeling of peace – and the shock! That ship went into oblivion! A torpedo ... a U‒boat. A tremendous explosion! I saw our friends lost ... even now I remember the shock ...

“Now, my father asked me, ‘There’s two things I want you to bring back, Paddy. Number one is you – and number two is some tea.’ And I bought this beautiful five-pound packet of tea in India. But it was stolen! Well, you talk about being disappointed! That broke my heart. But my shipmates, Lord rest them, dipped into theirs and made up about two pounds of tea for me. I’m an Irish national through and through, I love this country. But I sailed with Englishmen and they’re as good as any in the world ... the same as us Irish is good!”

HENRY “GINGER” KELLY, b. 1910

Having decided to join the British Army at the outset of the Second World War, he was promptly shipped over to France, without proper training or weapons to face Hitler’s forces head on. Then, almost immediately, his troops were ordered to urgently retreat to Dunkirk.

“Hitler is about three miles away with about five hundred tanks – ‘Get back on the cattle trucks’ – all the way to Dunkirk. This was in the summer of 1940. Now, there’s a road outside Dunkirk and there were refugees with beds and horses and bicycles and women and children ... and the Jerries [German pilots] are coming over and the planes so low they’re looking at me with their goggles on and they mow down the people. Mow them all down! Anyway, we buried a lot of the dead. Eighty, ninety or a hundred and fifty in a grave ... a few prayers and slop them in. This is true! Kids, girls and boys, only twelve and fourteen ... war is a cruel thing ... a very cruel thing.

“Anyway, then we went down to the beach and, honest to God, they levelled out Dunkirk – as flat as that floor. I got to the beach and there was about a quarter of a million on it. And no uniforms, some in their bare feet, beards, not shaved ... all sorts, Poles, British, French, and they’re all pushing on this pier. Ah, for God’s sake, there was chaos! They were waiting for ships to take them over [to Britain] ... but these bombers were coming over every half-hour, looking out, they were that low! I couldn’t run quick enough ... I was scared, I’m no hero. There were hospital ships in the harbour and wounded on them and they were in half with the decks on fire. And I was out in the water up to there [indicating his chin]. So there was two or three days waiting, for rowing boats, motor boats, yachts, muck boats, dredgers. It was chaos ...

“But I didn’t get a scratch. I was lucky. I got on a bloody big old boat like a dredger for muck and mud and nothing in it. You had to go down a rope to get into it. We should have got to Dover but we got to Ramsgate ... and I hadn’t got a smoke. And the English people were all waiting there and do you know that about sixty cigarettes were put into me hand, and about a tenner. And tea waiting, and sandwiches, a train waiting, all the lot, Ah, fair play to them, they were doing that for us.

“Anyway, fifteen of my company was all I could see come back, out of eighty-seven. Fifteen of us come back. Now, I don’t know where the others were. Anyway, I got a pension out of it – £14 a week.”

PADDY WHELAN, b. 1908

Born and reared in Dublin, he became a railwayman and steam engine driver. Between the ages of fourteen and sixty-five he had numerous memorable experiences with his railway mates.

“One time we were going down to Kilkenny and there was this old fella, a terrible character altogether. He was the ugliest man in Ireland I’d say, but a born wit. Anyway, on this train there was a wagonload of boots. Now, there was little lead seals used on the wagon. So me man got out a long nail he had and he put it up through the seal and opened it. And he went into the wagon and lifted a box of new tan boots, beautiful boots. Came back out, pulled the seal down, picked up a stone and hit the seal back on perfectly. You’d never know the seal was opened.

“So he comes in and there’s five of us in the van sitting around chatting. And he took off his old boots and went to the end of the van and he flung them away. There was holes in them and they were no good. So he then puts on the first one and it was a beautiful fit. And he goes to put on the other and what was it? Two left boots! See, they always sent a consignment of left boots one week and the right boots the next week – so they couldn’t be pillaged. Of course, all the [other] fellas knew.

“So now he was in a terrible way. So he had one boot on him, a new boot, and the other one he cut in two and he was walking like this (hobbling) ... and here he was saying, ‘Oh, it’s me bloody old gout!’”

CHARLES WEBB, b. 1928

As head porter at Trinity College, he saw some unusual misbehaviour that had to be reported to the Junior Dean.

“We had a postman here that looked after the post. He brought the letters all around the colleges. Now, he’d go around Commons at night time and he wore this blue gown – it was called the bluebottle – and part of his job was to give out these letters from the Junior Dean to students for misbehaving, like being out late at night or if you had a disorderly party.

“And then there was rows between students. Like this one fella got sour milk thrown all over him and he lost his temper, and he went out to a shop and bought an axe and he comes down and chopped down the door to get at your man! But your man was a mountaineer and he’d plenty of ropes and so he tied the rope and jumped out the window, climbed down the wall and got away. So, he’d get a letter from the Junior Dean for misbehaving – ‘The Junior Dean presents his compliments to [student’s name] and reminds him that this is against the rules.’ And then he might have to go and see him in his chambers.”

TOM REDMOND, b. 1915

The “captain” of the famous Hill of Howth tram – and a member of the elite “Black Gestapo”.

“We knew our passengers so well – everybody knew everybody. And everybody knew everything about everybody. There were no secrets. See, the Great Northern Railway owned the trams and paid the staffing their wages, but we were more or less governed and controlled by the residents of the Hill of Howth. What they said was law to the railway.

“It was mainly what we called the gentry of this country – the Jamesons, the whiskey people, and Guinnesses and all the various big people. They classified us and brought us to their level. There was no class distinction. They all had their cars, Rolls-Royces and everything, but they travelled by tram. Conor Cruise O’Brien lived up here and took the tram and he christened us the ‘Black Gestapo’! With our dark blue uniforms and polished shoes and polished buttons.

“And Mr Jameson would get on the tram in the morning and say, ‘Good morning, Redmond, there’s a little power, Redmond, to keep her going until I’m coming home.’ And he’d hand you a bottle of whiskey. And coming home in the evening time he’d hand you another one!”


Chapter 7 [image: image]

STRUGGLE AND CONFLICT

HARRY JOHNSON, b. 1901

Dublin labourer on the northside.

“The Black and Tans were the worst curse on the earth! Oh, Jesus, I ran into them! They were stationed at the North Dublin Union. If you were on the street after ten, you’d see the point of a rifle. They might say, ‘Bring him up!’, and you’d get a boxing. We could do nothing because they had the guns. We had nothing. Couldn’t even use our hands because they’d pull the trigger and you were gone! Some were brutal.

“They’d get into Mulligan’s pub down there, maybe twenty or thirty of them. And you were ‘bloody Irish pigs’, they used to call us. The Black and Tans were scurrilous. Men my age [83 in 1984], we still have that little stigma against the British Crown. I still have it. It’ll only leave you when you die ... it’ll die with you.”

TIMMY KIRWAN, b. 1931

Docker from Corporation Street.

“There was evictions at that time – there was loads of people put out. I seen it hundreds of times. They couldn’t pay their rent and they were taking gas money out of the meters. Things was that bad. Anything to live, you know?

“Well, the sheriff ’d come along and throw you out into the street, in the snow and everything. That was the way it was. And the Corporation didn’t care! Throw bedclothes and all out into the street. Ice and snow coming down ... and them poor people sitting out in the street in the chairs. And maybe they lived there for twenty years before that ... and reared a family there.”

SENAN FINUCANE, b. 1919

Garda in the Liberties during the Second World War years.

“Now, when the war was on we had blackouts. They had to have a curtain there and gas lighting was only on certain times of the night. Rations for an ounce or two of tea per week and sugar and all those items that were a scarce commodity. And, of course, petrol was rationed and paraffin oil for a lamp. No oranges or bananas or grapes because of the war, all those luxuries disappeared. You were lucky if you got a few candles or tyres for bikes from the black market ... people were in dire straits.”

BILLY SULLIVAN, b. 1914

Worked as an MC at some of the rougher Dublin singing houses in the 1940s and 1950s.

“Now, some singing houses were rough. I used to do the MC in one and you’d name a fella to come up to sing. Then a fella might give you a pint for to let him sing. But maybe there’d be three or four fellas and they’d say, ‘I’m next, or else!’ And you had better call them up next or they’d give you a bang with a bottle on their way out!

“There’d be murder ’cause you’d get different types and a fella’d get a few drinks on him and he’d want to sing ... and then there’d be some other fella coming up and he’d want to sing! They were messers. I seen a pub wrecked from fighting. It was a singing house on the quay. The fight come up and must have been sixty or eighty fighting. Could have been a hundred in it! Oh, everything was flying! The whole place was wrecked!”

DINAH COLE KING, b. 1929

Resident of Waterford Street.

“My mother, she had to pay our rent. So she’d be borrowing and paying back. But you never paid them back [fully] because you had to give them interest on it. Which meant you owed money-lenders for ever! And that’s the way it was with my mother. She often cried ... because she got into a lot of debt ... it was the most distressing thing. And she never told my father because she never wanted to worry him.”

CHRISTY “DILLER” DELANEY, b. 1923

Drover and horse dealer.

“I lived in Smithfield and we had great horse fairs and pony fairs. And the tinkers was great donkey dealers. Now, the Joyces were tinkers, chimney sweeps and tinsmiths and all. And they would fight the Wards – every Thursday. Both tinker families. They fought after the horse fair every Thursday. Real anger! Seen it meself. They’d start off drinking at Daddy Egan’s pub – he was the only one that’d serve them. And they’d fight with fists. Big crowds!

“And when the fighting got really rough they’d draw their big long sally sticks roughly ten feet long, they used them for chimney sweeping. Both the Joyces and the Wards used them, had them on their flat carts. And they’d end up then with their sally sticks and there’d be ten, twelve, fifteen of them all lying around in Smithfield in bits! Bleeding bits! And up Red Cow Lane. And with any type of carts you’d have to take them up there to the old Richmond Hospital. Just throw them on the steps and the nurses and doctors would carry them up ... every Thursday!”

ARTHUR MURPHY, b. 1907

Worked in Winstanley’s shoe factory in Dublin for over fifty years.

“We had a big strike in Winstanley’s in 1934. The attitude of the large percentage of workers was ‘They’re screwing us, exploiting us ... we’re just getting the minimum of we’re entitled to.’ But people were afraid to express it, fear of being sacked or sanctions against them. Now, I was the chairman of the factory committee and so we went to see Jim Larkin and asked him what to do. And he says, ‘Do what you think is right!’ You have the conscience, you have the ability. I’m not going to tell you what to do – it’s up to yourselves.’

“Oh, we done negotiating ... but then we were out for twenty-seven weeks. We had a big strike. Very bitter. We all received letters to our homes telling us if we didn’t resume work the following Monday at eight o’clock we could come up at nine for our cards – we were sacked!

“So we had a huge picket on the factory, about a hundred of our people on it. And in the morning the bell rang (as usual) about five minutes to eight – and half the picket line disappeared – in the gate! Rang it again at eight and another half of the picket line went in – fear! So we were left with twenty-eight men and we were told to go up and get our cards. Oh, and then the unity broke. Oh, there was murder over it! A couple of them was roughed up. Workmates.

“All this started in August. Come Christmas these people had nothing ... it was a hard time. Then the famous Jim Larkin went around the whole city walking, begging the butchers and got about twenty-three shoulders of bacon to give to the men on picket, the married men. That was their Christmas dinner. And on that Christmas Eve, Jim Larkin didn’t even have the price of the tram for himself ... and he walked home. He was a huge man in spirit. That made an indelible impression on my mind. And later on I read about him.”

CHARLIE DILLON, b. 1915

Northside car and bicycle minder.

“If the women dealers went on the beer there might be jealousy and then there’d be a row between them. Oh there was always a row on a Saturday night. Me mother was a dealer, and she’d be fighting two or three of them. Pulling hair out of one another! Women’d get a grip, like a dead person’s grip, and it was very hard to get out of it. And kicking and all. The women was better than the men. Oh, the language!”

FRANK WEAREN, b. 1902

Political activist and one of the last two old-time lamplighters in Dublin.

“When I was eighteen I was active in the Movement and I got a Mauser rifle. And I’d a .38 [revolver] in my pocket.

“I seen a few actions when we done raids on the North Wall and Shell-Mex. In any case, I was arrested and interrogated and brought up to Mountjoy in a horse caravan. We were political prisoners.

“And after Easter it was announced to a big meeting, ‘There’s a general strike on ... we’re going on hunger strike in Mountjoy!’ All we drank every day was salt and water. But that kept the bowel free, kept your kidneys flushed and kept the stomach expanded. The first three or four days was dreadful! One fella, Jesus, so thin and the colour of that quilt – yellow. He got yellow. I had headaches, dreadful headaches. And if you had bad teeth that was the first thing that deteriorated. You got no end of pain. Get up in the middle of the night roaring and bawling ... ‘Oh, doctor, get a pair of pliers and pull it out!’ You’d be that frantic. Our own doctor, Dr Jim Ryan, a prisoner there, used to tell them, ‘If you can’t stick it, give it up!’ Some of them did. But I was determined either to come out on me feet or come out dead.

“I’ll tell you what was terrible ... you were dreaming every night only of fancy food ... cake shops, ice cream, fish and chip shops, meals you were having at home. You’d wake up roaring and bawling. It was pandemonium ... Jesus, it was dreadful. A hell it was ... a hell on earth! And there was big strong men there that lost their mind, one was called Hobo Kavanagh and another fella was a blacksmith by trade.

“So, I finished there on hunger strike and got out in November 1923 after doing twenty-seven days’ hunger strike. And I tumbled out of bed and they put me on a stretcher ... handed me over to my own confederacy. I got a glass of lukewarm milk. Then, ‘Drink that, Frank’ and they took out a bottle of whiskey and poured a drop. ‘It’ll put some life into you’ – and it did and I sat up!”

AGNES DALY, b. 1928

A survivor of the 1941 German bombing of the North Strand recalls the scene the following morning.

“In the morning people all assembled out in the streets, waiting for the churches to open ... everyone wanted to go to confession that next day.”

TISH MARTIN, b. 1920s

Survivor of the German bombing of the North Strand.

“Even the hard men who were supposed to be afraid of no one, they were all there for confession – it took the German bombs to get them to go!”

NANCY CULLEN, b. 1918

Grew up in poverty on Cook Street.

“When we were kids there was an awful lot of poverty on the street. I remember there’d be men sitting playing cards and they’d be playing for buttons. And they might have one or two cigarettes and one’d be handing it around to the other to take a smoke out of it. You’d see a man puffing at a cigarette and he’d put the cigarette behind his ear. Take a puff and put it back. Light it again in an hour or two. So they’d be there playing for buttons for ages. And then they might get up to play a game of football and it would be just a roll of paper put in an old sock ... that was the football.”

DIXIE O’BRIEN, b. 1915

Reared on Oxmantown Road, where he had to deal with the Black and Tans – and Christian Brothers!

“At the convent school the nuns were kind. Lay teachers were nice enough, too. But the Christian Brothers, they were ignorant ... they taught you to be afraid of them! See, they were too small for the guards and too lazy to work on a farm – so they were made Christian Brothers!

“They needed only the smallest excuse to hit a kid. They’d pick kids up by their ear and kick them or punch them. Very sadistic! I saw one kid, he was picked up by the ears, off the ground. That’s the truth! And the Brothers had leathers in their pocket and a stick. They’d hit you on the hands and on the wrists and on the tops of your fingers. They didn’t have the Christian attitude ... now you never heard of Christ hurting a child, did you?”

MARTIN MITTEN, b. 1914

Dublin docker all his life.

“Now, the 1925 strike, that was a bitter strike. That caused terrible trouble among traditional docking families. Ah, brothers split over that. The old dockers mostly went with Larkin, but the bosses recognised the Transport Union – and they wouldn’t hire Larkin’s men! They brought up men from Wicklow and employed them on the docks and they was called ‘scabs’.

“And I seen me mother and all the women in the tenement houses throwing scalding water down on top of the scabs! And some of the older men was running with whips. And then detectives out of the Pearse Street station come down firing in the air to try and stop people attacking the scabs. They had guns. To stop the scabs from getting bashed ... murdered. Oh, and that went on for years afterwards, that bitterness in families. Afterwards, sons would say in arguments, ‘My father never scabbed it like yours!’ You never forgot about it.”

CHRIS CARR, b. 1896

Grew up in the midst of poverty under the oppressive British rule.

“There were no handouts in those days. People were poor and hungry. You could die of hunger. Only a neighbour would share with you, that’s all. We used to buy oxtails down at the butcher ... and cabbage and potatoes. On a big oval pot on the big fire. See, we were under the British rule and their idea was ‘Let them die!’ The more Irish that died the better.”

MAGGIE MURRAY, b. 1913

Born and reared in a tenement in Queen’s Terrace.

“Up to the time me daddy died he drank and gambled and me mother wasn’t getting any money in. He’d come in locked drunk and she’d be beaten. Brutally beaten. All her life beaten. He was a docker ... and a boxer. He beat up everyone on the quays. .They were all terrified of him – we were all terrified of him! I had four brothers and three sisters. Ah, we got a boot in the face when we were small. He lashed one of me brothers with a strap and he went away. And me mother had black eyes every day. We had a terrible life. She’d have to run out. Her father wanted her to leave him, but she wouldn’t. So we said, ‘Wouldn’t that be grand, Mother, if he died.’”

NELLIE CASSIDY, b. 1925

Grew up on City Quay where her father was a docker and her mother slaved in a sack factory.

“During the war it was dangerous ’cause the bullets was flying around everywhere. And you’d never know when the Black and Tans would arrive. I was only seven at the time but I remember it. They used to frighten people terrible. They came into everybody’s house ... to see if there was documents or anything. Sure, me daddy was taken down by the Black and Tans, him and another man. See, there was two chaps belonged to the IRA that lived in the tenement house with us – and it was them they must have been searching for. But they took me daddy down in his bare feet and just trousers and put him up against the wall. And said they were going to shoot him.

“And this was Christmas time and I remember there was a pudding on the table. Now, I was young but I can remember we were sitting up in bed this night and one of the Black and Tans saying to us, ‘Could you give me a piece of your pudding?’ And I said, ‘If you give me back me daddy!’

“So we were praying and praying and praying that we’d see me daddy come back. So after a while the [other] two fellas was caught, and they let me daddy and the other man free.”

SARAH HARTNEY, b. 1918

Most of her life was one of struggle and suffering. When her mother died young she was taken in by a wealthy family to be their maid – or “slave”.

“I was very young, about sixteen. The wife was a redheaded person from Donegal and she got to dislike me. I was frightened by her. I’d never refuse because I’d get a box in the ear from her.

“Now, I was the poor unfortunate kitchen maid ... and a maid was terrible low – she wasn’t equal to anybody. It was cruel to have to wash and try to get dishes clean, greasy dishes, and your hands would get chapped. And I had to scrub a white and blue lino floor in the kitchen. It was black soap and you had to scrub ... and the hands used to get chapped and dirt would get into them and you couldn’t get the dirt out. I often cried from the pain of them. But I never complained ... you weren’t allowed to speak to your superiors in that way.”

PADDY MOONEY, b. 1918

Born and reared on Whitefriar Street, a scrappy and resourceful lad.

“Back then every second street had a boxing club and fights were very fair. All the fellas would stand around and nobody’d interrupt them. And if a fella fell on the ground he’d be let get up before you’d hit him again.

“I remember a most unusual fight with the Murphys, a father and son, along Pimlico. Well, this father and son, they came out of a public house and I don’t know what sort of argument they had, but they fought – and they fought for a long time. And the father was a hard man! Anyhow, the son eventually beat the father. Well, the father was going around boasting for months, bragging and boasting, ‘Only me own son could beat me! There isn’t a man around here could beat me, only me son!’”

NOEL HUGHES, b. 1930

Reared on North King Street in 1930s.

“Oh, I seen evictions! A family that lived in that house, all their children and their granny ... and they were all getting put out. And other people out crying.

“Now, there was a woman going to be evicted [on Queen Street] and the woman was crying. And she was told [by a neighbouring woman], ‘You remain where you are!’ And those people attacked the city sheriff and his posse. Mostly women attacked them! They all went up on the roof and when the posse came they got a shower of bricks and the devil knows what else flew down on them! The women attacked those big old policemen – and they run out of the street. We won the battle that day, I remember distinctly.”

JOHNNY CAMPBELL, b. 1926

From Corporation Street. He had to go to Mountjoy Prison for three years for breaking into a public house.

“The police was tougher then, they had their batons. Oh, they used them in a melee. All the toughest guards was at Store Street, all fighting men and boxers. Oh, they got a man down and hands behind him and they could drag him along so he couldn’t kick. Sometimes they’d drag him by his feet. And if you were aggressive they’d beat you. Ah, they would. Oh, I got beatings myself, I got a hiding. Next morning I had black eyes in court and they’d say, ‘That’s the way he was when we arrested him.’”

ALEC KING, b. 1917

One of the first rescuers at the site of the German bombing in 1941.

“We were faced by a hellish scene ... nothing left. Devastation! Poor unfortunate people blown to blazes. It was if we were in a different world.”

DEIRDRE KELLY, b. 1947

Preservation activist saving Georgian buildings.

“Our occupation of Hume Street was going on and on and summer [1969] was coming. On the morning of the fifth of June, a Sunday morning, at four o’clock we heard this banging at the door. We went to the balcony, looked out and there was a big sea of yellow helmets and men with pickaxes. They hammered down the door and came in, a gang of heavies. And we counted seventy-six policemen as well – who knew what they were going to do. And they started dragging us out! And the police standing around doing absolutely nothing!”

TOM BYRNE, b. 1914

Reared on Canning Street, he had a dockland childhood.

“I remember a drunken Black and Tan frightened me as a kid. They used to come around in tenders and they’d hop out and raid houses. The things they did were barbarous. So I was only a child of about six at the time and I was outside in the street playing and no one else in the street, only me. Just playing outside and he had two revolvers in his hands – and he pointed them at me, a bit of a joke, you know. Of course, I was frightened. Hearing the tales and all, you thought he was going to pull the triggers!”

MAUREEN GRANT, b. 1923

Despite the poverty, life for a rambunctious young girl on Queen Street was great fun until she reached fifteen years of age.

“I hated school. So I done about three or four years of schooling and that’s all. I mitched most of the time. When I was fifteen, I just collapsed in the chapel yard. And when I woke up it was nine months later. I was in the hospital. It was acute meningitis I had. Nine months I was unconscious, and they didn’t think I would ever walk again. The first person I saw when I opened my eyes was my father coming up the ward and he was crying. Then I started to come around a bit. But I was two years there and I took epileptic fits. I found it very hard to get out and mix with people ... I’d get panicky to get home.”

JOHN BYRNE, b. 1908

Orphaned at a tender age, his childhood was an upward struggle all the way.

“I was born in the Liberties. There was eight of us, but the big flu of 1919 took my mother and father and there was only three of us left. It wiped us out. I was an orphan. We were sent down to the country and we were kicked around. We were just like an animal at that time, an orphan was. You got two cuts of bread and your mug of tea. You were always hungry. We used to go out in the fields and get turnips. Pull one up and scoop it off on a stone and you’d eat it raw. Or get a potato out of the field and light a fire and throw the potatoes in and when they’d be nice and black you’d take them out. You had to be tough to survive.

“When you were fifteen you were sent out in the world. So I came back to Dublin and messed around the fruit market and got a bit of a job. I remember my first week’s wages were eight bob ... I can still see meself throwing that money up in the air and catching it. I was a millionaire, you know!”

FATHER MICHAEL REIDY, b. 1914

Assisted the poor in the “hungry thirties”.

“I’ve been a member of the St Vincent de Paul Society from 1933. The inner city was unknown to me until I joined. My first exposure ... I remember going into those [tenement] houses and there was a mother with her baby in her bed in this room. It was dreadfully depressing conditions to live in. Oh, sanitation was very poor because there was only one toilet and a bath was unheard of. And large families. I saw eighteen or nineteen children in a family! And some people lived in the basements of a slum area ... they were damp, dark and a light on for most of the day. Bread and tea would be the basic diet. And problems with ill health and TB was rampant at that time ... really depressing.”

CON FOLEY, b. 1920

He was a chemist on Parnell Street back in the 1930s and 1940s when the area was densely populated with impoverished families, all of whom turned to the chemist for every ailment they suffered.

“My father opened the shop on Parnell Street in 1909. There were ten of us in the family and we all lived above the shop. Now, across from us was the Blue Lion pub where O’Casey wrote The Plough and the Stars, and he was looking over at our place when he was writing it.

“There were 40,000 in the parish then, in that area. Oh, a huge number of people in tenements on Cumberland Street and Gloucester Street and Parnell Street. You could have sixty or seventy in a house. And the concept of the local chemist was to help people ... the local chemist was the jack of all trades in medicine.

“Sanitation was very bad, with sixty or seventy in a house all using one toilet in the yard. Toilets would get choked and a lot of sickness would have developed from that. Places were appalling ... rat-infested and a huge amount of flies around at the time and they were potent germ carriers ... a lot of vermin around. Now, we had an epidemic of scabies years back. It’s an old verminous thing that gets into the skin and is frightfully irritating and itchy. And fellas were coming in telling me that they used paraffin oil on it! It was like, ‘I’ll burn the skin off me, but it’ll get rid of this thing as well!’ And TB was a big thing in the city. And when you got tuberculosis they got terrible looking, lost weight and were put in a room and they were in decline. And people knew that it was contagious. Oh, a social stigma.”

CHRIS CARR, b. 1896

Life under British rule was one of constant struggle – and risk. Her own family members were active in the struggle.

“My father was in the Movement, his rifle was hid in the wardrobe. And my two cousins were on the run in the Dublin mountains. My sister joined the women’s nurses for the IRA and they really helped the wounded, making bandages for them. When they’d be going out on a job they’d make a little pack with iodine, pad and bandages.

“See, the men used to be going out to attack the British lorries and when a man was wounded, they’d have to take him away. ’Cause if they got him, he’d be hanged. They used to be brought to Jervis Street and there was a basement hospital where a doctor, who was one of the boys himself, was there with stuff waiting for them. Doctors were part of the Movement and would look after them and dress them.”

MOLLY BAKER, b. 1896

Born in 1896 on Queen Street, she knew poverty, struggle and hardship under British oppression.

“Around Arbour Hill there was very poor people. People would just have soup. Children were in their bare feet and there was a boot fund every year for them. And there were men from the country who would come up to the North Dublin Union and take poor unwanted children to do farm work. They were orphans. Farmers took them to do work for them for the season. Now, my father was a male nurse and one time he went down in the country to see them, and he said that some of the boys were made slaves!”

LUKE NUGENT, b. 1905

According to Luke Nugent, a cattle dealer whose life was spent around the Dublin cattle market and Smithfield, many women were little more than slaves of their husbands. And farmers and cattlemen were notorious for their especially rough treatment of their wives.

“Women was different than now. The farmer would come in on market day in the pony and trap, or maybe a donkey and cart, selling butter or eggs or something they’d made. Well, the farmer would go into the pub and he’d drink. But the woman, when she had her shopping done, she was never brought into the pub. Never allowed inside. All she could do was put her head inside and say she was finished shopping. And he would say, ‘Go out and tackle the pony, yoke it up!’ She might have to wait outside there for hours!

“And if the husband got too well jarred ... well.

“Then when she comes home, she might have to milk the cows or feed the calves and maybe the pigs ... and she’d have to fix his tea ... and if there was ten children! The husband was the boss. Ah, but no one ever questioned it ... he was the boss. Whatever he said, that was law in the house. She was more or less a slave ... now you’ll never see them times again.”

THOMAS O’DOWD, b. 1925

Even pub apprentices could feel enslaved years ago.

“In the mornings you did the cleaning, keep ashtrays clean, tables clean, keep the glasses washed. You had plain hardwood which had to be scrubbed, and all the shelves – no stainless steel in those days! You had to soak each glass in hot water, soap them with a brush. Washed, dried, polished with a cloth and put away ... a lot of time. And you had a tremendous amount of brasswork to clean ... I was sick and tired of brasswork for years!

“Then you did the cellar work. In those days we did all our own bottling. Wash the bottles, fill the bottles, put the corks in ... then you had to put the labels on the bottles. You had an ordinary paste and got labels from Guinness’s ... dipped them in paste and put them on the bottle. It was monotonous work.

“And then in the evenings you came back spotlessly clean, hands washed and nails cleaned and wore a white apron – then you were ready to serve people.”

VINCENT MULDOON, b. 1910

Fishmonger with a shop on Manor Street.

“Around the 1920s there was no work, only poverty. Mass unemployment and mass hunger where we lived [North King Street]. People were really hungry. Fish, shell cocoa, margarine, that was the staple diet. And there was a ‘blind stew’, a stew without meat and you’d have everything else in it – vegetables, onions, carrots.

“Now, on Sunday you’d often have pig’s cheeks. Outside every grocer’s shop was a big barrel of about forty pig’s cheeks. It was full of brine and a poor old woman would come along and dip her hand in, ’cause she wanted the biggest pig’s cheek. She’d go through them all and her hand would be black with coal and dirt – talk about hygiene!

“And she’d pick it up, wrap it in a bit of newspaper, and throw it into her apron. If you were a young lad, the man who owned the shop would give you a shilling for the day to watch those six barrels. Watch the women if they took two and only paid for one. Ah, she’d take your life to feed her family! It was a necessity; this was the point!”


Chapter 8 [image: image]

CHARACTERS

NOEL GILL, b. 1934

Publican at Gill’s pub on North Circular Road.

“Characters make a pub.”

ROBERT HARTNEY, b. 1899

Usher at Manor Street picture house from the late 1920s until it closed its doors in 1956.

“Now, ‘Baby Nugent’, he was a character, a bit mental, you know. Not dangerous or anything ... used to take a drink. And he had a horse that was blind in one eye. One time he went into the public house and called for two pints. And you know what he done? Went outside and the horse drank one pint!

“Well, then he come down to the cinema and he brought the horse up the steps into the hall! And the manageress says, ‘Oh, don’t attempt to go in there, you’ll have the whole place upset!’ So he backed the horse down and went off.

“Anyway, in the end, unfortunately, one day he made a bet with somebody that he could cross the bridge on the Liffey (walking on the wall). He got halfway across and he fell in ... and was drowned. That was the unfortunate end of him.”

TOMMY O’NEILL, b. 1926

Jarvey and pintman around Smithfield.

“Daddy Egan, he was religious mad. He went to be a priest and failed. Now, at noontime, in his pub, he’d walk out with a rosary and you had to join in with the Angelus. Inside the pub, that’s true! Oh, you’d have to kneel down and you’d be saying ‘Our Father’. Every day.

“He was a lovely little man – but a rogue in every way. He’d rob your change and everything! Oh, but you had to say the rosary! And he’d keep people in during the Holy Hour and there was police raids into the pub.”

JACK MITCHELL, b. 1928

Started as a gravedigger aged 27, earning around three pounds a week.

“The old gravediggers were characters ... some had names like ‘The Lump’ and another was called ‘The Swanker’. All elderly men and long at it. And they’d get a pint of porter through the railings. They’ d just knock on the side of the pub [directly adjacent], Josie Kavanagh’s, as it’s known, for the barman to come out and they’d get their pint. It was well known it was done – but they weren’t supposed to! If caught, they were sacked!”

BILLY SULLIVAN, b. 1914

His favourite character was Maggie, who used her famous “fainting act” to trick people to reviving her with a free whiskey.

“Maggie, she’d faint – playing possum. Always outside a public house she’d do this. And a crowd would congregate around her, and she’d say, ‘Ah, me poor old heart!’ And someone who didn’t know the act would go inside and get her a half of whiskey. Pretend she was sick – and there was nothing wrong with her at all. It was an act! ’Cause she’d get a half of whiskey ... always done outside the boozer. And then Maggie’d do her act again.”

JEAN ROCHE, b. 1945

Reared on Queen Street with much love from granny.

“My granny, she’d say she was a Christian. She went to Mass every Sunday, and to confession. I used to go to confession with her and I’d sit outside and hear her. I could hear all her sins! She’d tell the priest that she’d taken some potatoes in the place she worked and took them home to her daughter whose husband wasn’t working. And he’d give her absolution.

“And then she’d do the same thing the next day! So she had this kind of practical thing about being absolved of her sins. She reasoned that as long as she was forgiven it didn’t mean she shouldn’t do it any more.”

PADDY HUGHES, b. 1923

Amused by a devious and tricky publican.

“Paddy Reilly’s pub was really a well-known speakeasy.

“You got your change by candlelight or by a match ’cause the lights were blacked out. And you had to keep the noise down ... you might say, ‘Speak easy, there’s a policeman outside!’ So he’d be pulling your pint and he struck a match while giving you change – but you had to watch him ’cause he’d fiddle you! And he was a bugger for watering the whiskey.”

KATHLEEN MAGUIRE, b. 1923

Daisy Market dealer.

“Now, Kitty Doyle, she was a character here. She’d go on the beer and dress up in clothes. She was very tall and loved to laugh and Kitty’d come down this lane all dressed up in old clothes and a hat and long dress. Or put on a wedding dress and old-fashioned hat. Or dress up in a man’s suit! And she’d go across to the pub all dressed up like that for a laugh – and the men would be all roaring in laughter in the pub!”

KATHLEEN HAND, b. 1920

Daisy Market dealer who considered countrymen who came into the market trying to out-deal the traders to be real characters.

“The countrymen used to come in and buy big bundles to sell in the country. The countryman’d come in nearly every fortnight. And we’d all flush around him, be delighted to get the money off him. He’d buy all the coats and trousers and the big boots. You knew you were going to get a few pounds off him.

“Oh, he’d bargain and haggle with the women. And then he’d walk off, walk out. Then he’d put his head in and come in again. And out again and in again. He’d keep coming in and out to see whether you were going to change your mind. Oh, it was a bluff – ‘I’m really going this time,’ he’d say. We’d let him go off. Then he’d come and take it.”

CLARA GILL, b. 1929

Proprietor of Gill’s pub on North Circular Road.

“All sorts of characters among publicans. There was one that’d go on the beer and he’d be stark naked behind the counter with a bowler hat on, nothing else. Another publican, very religious, used to walk around with a cross.”

BILLY ENNIS, b. 1907

Worked at the City Arms Hotel on Prussia Street.

“It’s real Dublin here ... the cattle market and all cobblestones. Now, there was one man, a jarvey – a character! He came from Queen Street and used to drive a horse and cart. He was a big man, about six feet four. A big lump of a man he was. And he got religious mad, he did. One Sunday morning on Blackhall Street all the people were going up to Mass. Well, he got the horse whip and the rosary beads and the people coming down to Mass, he made them all kneel down and say the rosary. Big whip and beads in his hands – frightened the life out of them he did!”

CHRISTY DONOGHUE, b. 1914

Dublin cattle and sheep drover.

“There was a little French nun in the [cattle] market for over forty years. She was some French order. Collecting money for the poor. She’d be there early in the morning and wouldn’t leave till one. And she always had a little smile. All the Englishmen [buyers] would drop money into her bag. Very kind ... they wouldn’t pass that nun. Just to see her there alone and the job she was doing. And she wasn’t afraid of the cattle either! She used to wave her umbrella. Oh, it was something to see the way she’d shake that umbrella at the cattle.”

GERALD DEVEREUX, b. 1918

One of Dublin’s last old-fashioned bespoke tailors, he began his trade in the 1930s.

“The old tailors, they were marvellous characters with their own language and their own way altogether. The old journeymen, I’ve worked with them. They’d think nothing of walking forty or fifty miles and come into a shop, sleep under the bench and maybe work until four in the morning. They’d do piecework and get bed and breakfast. Very few of them were really good workers.

“But in the shops and factories the old tailors were like little old Barry Fitzgeralds, exactly the type. And they had their own philosophy of life. Some of them would be philosophising more than sewing! They could quote Shakespeare, Wordsworth, Longfellow. Very learned – and they never got anywhere in life ... marvellous characters.”

JACK CUSACK, b. 1919

Publican of Cozy Bar on the Coombe in Liberties. One character he never warmly welcomed to his pub was the lordly, uppity Guinness traveller making his official rounds of inspection.

“In the old days the Guinness traveller used to come in and say, ‘Good morning’ ... he was a commercial traveller and he tapped his silver cigarette case, but he never offered you a cigarette! No. Then he’d say, ‘Give me a glass of plain and a bottle of stout.’ And then he’d get out his little book and his thermometer, put the thermometer down inside each one and check the temperature and write it in his book. And then he’d say, ‘A little warm, the stout.’ He thought he was Jesus Christ or God Almighty!”

MICKEY SHERIDAN, b. 1924

Dublin jarvey.

“I’ll tell you, the jarveys did drink ... and there was some great old characters. One old chap, Barney Doherty, had a big old heavy horse under the cab. It should have been under a plough and not under a cab. He wasn’t a smart-going horse. So he had this fare [passenger] in the cab and he put his head out and says, ‘Hey, jarvey, will you put on the lashes? I can walk quicker!’ And he’d three articles with him.

“So Barney says, ‘if you can walk quicker, there’s the path – and there’s your three articles of luggage to keep you from breaking into a gallop!’ Oh, they were characters!”

NOEL GILL, b. 1934

Publican at Gill’s pub on the North Circular Road, near Brendan Behan’s home.

“We treated him as a character, but he could be tricky and boisterous. But he was quite lovable! Brendan would get excitable quick and he’d get into hectic arguments. Anyone who picked an argument with him got the worst of it ’cause he was quick at putting them down. His voice would be head and shoulders over everybody and his f–ing would be twice as loud. And that’d be the way he emphasised a point, whether it was politics or football. And he’d give a thump, stamp his authority on the subject.”

MICKEY GUY, b. 1919

A Liberties lad who dreaded going to the only dentist around – and for good reason.

“The only dentist in my time was a man named Mr Carey. It was a half a crown. When I went to get mine out [his tooth pulled] he’d say ‘Give me your money’. Oh, then he’d pull the head off you! He’d get his knee up on you and he’d pull. Just ether and pliers.

“Now, he’d no wife but a big family of boys, and a maid. And what he’d do in case you’d be crying – if your mother’d be outside the room – he had his sons playing music in the back, playing instruments and fiddles, so your mother wouldn’t hear the roaring! That’s what he used to do. And then – and this is history – he died and the maid took over pulling teeth! One man died ... and she was jailed.”

JOHN-JOE KENNEDY, b. 1916

Knew all the old Liberties characters.

“All the older women went into the snug. They’d have a glass of plain, all porter. And you’d see them puffing a little clay pipe, a ‘scutch’ they called them. It’d be underneath their shawl. You’d never see them smoking openly.”

JOHN PRESTON, b. 1926

Saw Fr “Flash” Kavanagh’s pub routine often.

“Now, Father ‘Flash’ Kavanagh, he’d drink in the pub called the Deer’s Head in Parnell Street. Used to drink there in the mornings and you’d see him locked [inebriated]. In there with his red vestments and he’d go right through the bar to a little snug and that’s where he used to be – and that was his berth. Nearly every day he was there. He used to do ten o’clock Mass because the pubs opened at half ten, and he’d be in there at half ten – in a flash! That was him, ‘Flash Kavanagh’. He’d drink pints and small ones [whiskeys] – all according to the collection that morning!”

JOHN CLARKE, b. 1929

Bird Market devotee since the 1930s.

“Years ago this place would be packed, four or five hundred. You’d hang the cages with birds on the wall with a nail. Back then they’d sell birds very cheap, a redpoll for three pence and a goldfinch for a shilling. We used to just put the birds in a brown paper bag and tear a little piece of it to let in air.

“On a Sunday morning this man, Barney Finnegan, used to go around with a little box car with two wheels and he’d sell little sods of grass for a ha’penny. The idea was that it would have life to it, and insects. They used to say about him that they wouldn’t let him into the Phoenix Park or Stephen’s Green – that he’d have a tract cut all the way to Mullingar!”

PADDY CASEY, b. 1926

As a Dublin garda he had to handle all sorts of characters roaming the streets and pubs.

“You had the three-card trick merchants – it was illegal, of course. They had the three cards and it was sleight of hand. And they’d have this little collapsible table out on the street so they could fold it up [quickly] and put it under their coat. There were two ordinary cards and a queen. The idea was to find the ‘Lady’. They’d mix them around and you’d watch the queen. Of course, people would say, ‘Oh, this is simple!’ Gullible people! And then they’d pick – and invariably they were wrong – you were never right!”

WILLIE MURPHY, b. 1912

Dublin docker.

“When Guinness’s discharged their barrels after being emptied in, say, London or Manchester, they’d bring them back there at City Quay. Big casks and small casks. Now, the ‘hoggers’ – they were knockabouts looking for free drink – they’d shake the barrels and hear it [the dregs swishing] and say, ‘We have one!’

“So they’d put it up on top of another barrel and tip the porter into the rim of the barrel and then they’d go down and suck it up. Well, this red raddle [around the rim] used to go into the porter and when they’d finished up their mouths would be red, like if they were painted! And you’d say, ‘There’s a hogger’ ’cause the red raddle would be on his lips.”

JOHN GREENHALGH, b. 1911

Docker amused by “hoggers”.

“Hoggers’d come along and say ‘time to have a sup’. So they’d put the beak of their cap to one side of their head and sup it up. And then they had red raddle on their nose and their forehead. Oh, there was no need to have a circus – no Hollywood make-up!”

PADDY WHELAN, b. 1908

Railway steam engine driver.

“At that time the engine drivers were the elite men. Each driver had his own engine. Drivers got a big heavy pilot overcoat ... a notch above all the others. Years ago I saw some of them with spats and gloves on them. And you’d often see his mate, the fireman, with a white towel to clean the handrail so the driver wouldn’t dirty his hands. They had that much respect for them.

“Oh, I remember one old driver now – he had a beard down to here [his chest] – and he was a Scotsman. And he used to say, ‘Is the trimmings right? Well, then you’d better go and piss because there’s no time for pissing on this job!’ They were the man, you know?”

BERNIE SHEA, b. 1936

Moore Street dealer for over forty years recalling the tribute to her friend Maggie.

“The hole was dug and Maggie [a dealer] was put into her coffin and down into the hole. And two large bottles of Guinness was put down on top of her coffin – ’cause she said, ‘Let me go out with a bang!’ That’s the way she wanted it. So Maggie was buried and all the crowd came back here [to the pub] and they danced and sang.

“She’s nine years dead now and if you was to dig up Maggie’s grave them two bottles would still be down there ... unless she got up and drank them – which I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if she did! Because she loved her bottle. She’s entitled to it!”

MARY CORBALLY, b. 1918

Native of Corporation Street in the heart of Monto red light district.

“I knew the madams by name. Their kip houses sold beer. And they used to hide bottles of whiskey. ’Cause the police would raid the place and if they found drink they were summonsed. So the kip-keepers used to hide it. Do you know the gramophones with the big horns on them? Well, I remember them putting their bottles down the horn of the gramophones!”

NANNY FARRELL, b. 1902

Daisy Market dealer.

“Oh, in the old days it was grand here ... and you’d see them all dancing and singing. There was a girl who was a scream, Missey Gunne, a beautiful singer. And she’d dance and everything. She knew every song ... ‘I walked down the strand with my gloves on my hand ...’. Oh, she was a howler ... and very comical. She used to take a few pints and she’d be dancing and singing to her heart’s content! All day ... a good laugh ... kept everyone alive. It was grand ... oh, I could listen to her all day!”

TOMMY MURRAY, b. 1919

A regular at Walsh’s pub on City Quay back in the 1920s and 1930s.

“I drank in Walsh’s on City Quay, a dockers’ pub, a fantastic pub. And there were some great characters around. One we used to call ‘Jingle Bells’. We used to get great craic with him. A small man. See, when he’d come in the barman would say, ‘Would you not give us a song?’ And Jingle Bells would sing a bit of a song. And then it was ‘Sing another song.’ And the barman would keep giving him a half whiskey. And he’d be singing songs all night.

“And so he’d start staggering. And here’s the best part of it – the best part! Do you know what it was all the time? It was lemonade with water in it! He thought it was whiskey – and he had to have a tumbler of water beside it. Really thought he was drunk! And staggering. True as heaven! Oh, we used to look forward to that ... that was the greatest laugh.

“He’s years dead now, I hope he’s in heaven.”

CHRISTY “DILLER” DELANEY, b. 1923

Drover and horse dealer in Smithfield market.

“In Daddy Egan’s pub you didn’t curse. Couldn’t even raise your voice. He’d give you a holy medal when you’d go in. Oh, he had bags of medals. Now, the tinkers drank in Daddy Egan’s and they drove horses in! Oh, Daddy Egan, he let the horses in! Bring the horses into the pub and give the horses a pint! Give the horse a full bucket of porter!”

PADDY MOONEY, b. 1918

Grew up on Whitefriar Street.

“When I was a kid I was always earning money, always. I was even out singing in the streets. And there was a man in our tenement house and he had a wooden leg and a war pension and he smoked a pipe. And he’d say to me, ‘Get that jam jar and fill that up with (cigarette) butts.’ I’d find the butts in the streets, take the paper off them and put the tobacco in his pipe and earn a penny.

“Now, he also used to put on this artificial leg in the morning when he’d get out of bed. And he had two different legs, you see. He had a Sunday leg and a weekday leg and he used to keep them under his bed. So I’d get under the bed for him to get this leg and he’d say, ‘That’s the f–ing Sunday one – get the other one!’”

MARTIN MITTEN, b. 1914

Dublin docker.

“I left school at fourteen years of age and I hardly worked at all, a couple of weeks as a messenger boy. Soon as I come eighteen I went on the docks. Very hard starting ’cause you weren’t known. Hundreds would be there for reads, hundreds!

“Stevedores practically had the power of life and death over you. They knew who they wanted. And one fella, he’d pick the men – but he never called out the name. He called them all by their nicknames ... maybe a hundred men by their nicknames. He was fantastic, this fella. He was a foreman at George Bell’s. Knew every nickname: ‘Joxer’, ‘Lordy’, ‘Stumper’, ‘Tricky’, ‘Joker’, ‘Lucky Bar’, ‘Bunter’, ‘Hairy Eye’, ‘Saddler’, ‘Spit in Pint’, ‘Rabbit’, ‘Never Wrong’, ‘Yank’, ‘Sailor’, ‘The Blind Fellow’, ‘Pegleg’, ‘Shoulders’, ‘Nudger’, ‘Pee Wee’, ‘Guzzler’, ‘Hookey’, ‘Saddler’, ‘Lights Out’, ‘The Deviller’ ... Called them all by their nicknames – fantastic!”

MARGARET BYRNE, b. 1909

Born and reared on Sarsfield Quay.

“Mr Judge, he owned the house, he was our landlord. He was nice. He had a beard and he’d shout up ‘The rent!’ And I often heard my mother say, ‘Oh, come up, old buggy beard, yourself, for God’s sake. You’re able to come up quicker than I can go down!’ Oh, he was a good person, a good landlord.”

PADDY O’ BRIEN, b. 1919

Barman at McDaid’s pub during the halcyon days of great and gregarious literary giants. And no characters were more central to the McDaid’s scene than Brendan Behan and Patrick Kavanagh.

“Brendan had the image of being a big drinker – but he just couldn’t hold it! See, four or five pints in Brendan and he’d be falling around the place. But he never put on an act, he was always himself. Now, he was a bit of a showman all right, and he’d like to be in the middle of things if there was a party going on. He used four-letter words and he’d sing these old bawdy songs. But he was a lovely man ... flowing with nature.

“But Kavanagh and Behan didn’t get on well at all. He looked on Behan as rough. And I’d always try to explain to him, ‘Behan is a nice guy, just try and be nice to him.’ ‘No, never, he’s just a bowsie!’ Brendan used to try and be friendly, but he couldn’t get through to him. He’d always push Brendan away.”

NOEL GILL, b. 1934

Publican at Gill’s pub on the North Circular Road.

“Now, ‘Chuckles’, we used to get great sport out of ribbing him. Chuckles had a very peculiar laugh, a whining sort of laugh. You couldn’t describe it now ... he had a three-decibel laugh. It may start out at the bottom and end up soprano – or vice versa! But different to any other laugh.

“But he wasn’t gifted to continuous work. He’d mainly stand on the corner ... take a job here and there. Seemed to be doing nothing all day long or playing cards. Now, in the summer Chuckles would be drawn down to the canal. And he was famous for lying on the bottom of the canal with a stone on his chest and they reckoned he could last for three minutes! Oh, people used to time it! It was a bit of a show. He had marvellous breathing ... but he was never short of a cigarette.”

TOMMY O’NEILL, b. 1926

A jarvey and pintman in the Liberties.

“I knew Widow Reilly well. She ran a marriage bureau there in her pub. Yeah, a marriage bureau. Matchmaking! You’d go in there and you had to pay her a fee. She had a special compartment and she’d take all the particulars. Oh, she’d write it all down. And you’d meet them [women] in the bar. It was like going to the cattle market and buying a cow – that’s true! Oh, it’d be packed with women and she’d make a match. She’d get you fixed up, get you married.”

CHRIS CARR, b. 1896

Lived through the Rising and helped her father hide a pistol in their home. No kinder heart was known.

“There were a lot of crazy people around then. There was ‘Plush Maggie’, we used to call her. She wore a long cape, all plush, a red one, and very tall and thin. She used to be going around the streets picking up scraps. Then there was ‘Mary Ockey’ we called her ... didn’t know what her name was. She was knocking around with a cane and a little black straw hat. Every day she’d leave this little can with a handle on it at a public house on Queen Street. The publican would put a glass of porter in it and she’d collect it. She had a belt with a hook on it and she’d hang it on her belt and her coat would cover it on her way home.

“But one evening one of the fellas made a little hole in it. Off went poor Mary and, of course, it leaked all the way – and when she got home there was none of it. The next evening she was back, on her knees with her hands upraised and she was cursing all the curses that ever was! Fellas would go by on their bikes and jeer her, ‘Mary Ockey, you’re an idiot!’ They’d laugh at the poor creature.”

TOM BYRNE, b. 1914

Admired the legendary Guard 123 as brave and fair.

“In 1936 or 1937 the animal gangs was about. And they was tough ’cause they were good fighters. They had plenty of guts. Now, Guard [number] 123, his name was Byrne, he was famous at that time. He was a Clint Eastwood type, very slight. And he was a loner. And he used to prowl the rough areas. Other fellas [guards] would go out in the squad cars to pick up a fella and there’d be maybe four or five of them in the squad car. But if he wanted to pick up anyone he’d walk in himself – and he’d bring them out!

“Now, if the fella was inclined to be a bit rough, 123, he’d say, ‘Now, look, you’re going in! I’ll bring you in! I’ll tell you what I’ll do. We’ll have a go [fight] here [in the street] and if you beat me you can go ahead with your business. But if I beat you, you’re going in.’ And the fella’d be brought in and he wouldn’t say that he resisted or anything. And the fellas all had a respect for him.”

MARY CORBALLY, b. 1918

Growing up on Corporation Street in the heart of the Monto district, she knew all the publicans – and their regulars.

“One woman, Mary, I’ll never forget. She was a little woman and a real Republican, a real ‘16’ woman, and she’d start fighting in Paddy Clare’s pub. Like she wouldn’t stop – you’d have to put your hand over her mouth to make her stop, during the drink. So, she’d be lifted up and landed outside of the door. And she’d still be giving out!

“He used to put her out of the hall door on the street and he’d shut the door and put the bolt on each door. And she’d be banging his door down and all. I remember one time she said, ‘I’m after leaving a glass of stout behind me and don’t think I’m letting you get away with that – I want me glass of stout!’ So he said, ‘Wait there and I’ll get it for you.’ And do you know what he done? He came out with the glass of stout and he threw it into her face! And I needn’t tell you what she said. And she went for him again but he locked the door down on her. And it was all dripping out of her ... and her banging on the door.”

BILLY DUNLEAVY, b. 1904

He grew up on Foley Street and knew all the madams in the notorious Monto district.

“Now, the madams, they were Dublin people. This place was all the Monto. Oh, there was about seven or eight kip houses, we lived next door to them. And a good few girls in them, mostly country girls. And the madams, you had Becky Cooper, and May Oblong ... indeed, I remember May Oblong! She was a madam, a big stout woman who used to sit out there with a big white apron. She owned a car and she had a man for driving her around in the car. Oh, May Oblong had a temper if you done anything on her.

“And she used to lend money too. And you had to pay nearly double what you got off her. If you got a pound you had to pay two back. Her husband was working at Guinness’s and he had all them Guinness men hooked, getting the lend of money off her. And if they didn’t pay the money back to her she went up to their jobs and got them sacked! Oh, some horrible things used to go on years ago.”

STEPHEN MOONEY, b. 1925

Growing up in Pimlico in the 1930s and 1940s was enlivened by all the different sorts of characters he knew, none of whom were enjoyed as much as “Slim”.

“There was a good few characters around our area. There was ‘Bang-Bang’ and ‘Jembo-no-toes’ and Osso Dougherty. We’d call them names and they’d chase us. Now, for entertainment there was films ... and telling stories. Now, ‘Slim’ was great at telling stories about films. He was a slight bit older than us. If you hadn’t got the money to go to the film and he did, well, Slim would describe the film – from the beginning to the end. Named everyone, provided the music, told the story! Oh, kept you totally involved and would break in periodically with the music.

“And there were venues for all this – the school steps, the steps at the fountain, the wall where you’d sit with your backs up against the wall listening to him. And he’d command your attention. It was semi-dusk and dark and you were huddled together and no distraction. Oh, he was a great storyteller! And once you knew the characters, like Errol Flynn and Randolph Scott, you sitting there in the saddle with them ... we were in the film! And he’d spend hours on it. He’d say ‘They snuck around where all the dynamite was’ and ‘John pulls out a stick of dynamite and says “This’ll do the job!”.’ And he’d do the explosion, all the sound effects – he was a master at that! Ah, the big fellas liked him ... and the small fellas liked him – and he was never in trouble with anybody.”

MARY CHANEY, b. 1910

Along Hammond Lane where she lived there were some boisterous characters, but one was a quiet little woman who was up to her tricks on the sly.

“Now, there was a woman around our way – and this is as sure as God I’m talking – and she used to do a desperate thing. Well, you know when a woman or a man died, they’d put pennies on their eyes for to keep them shut? Well, she used to go up to St Kevin’s Hospital [morgue] and she’d go and knock off all the pennies off all the corpse’s eyes – to go to the pictures! They were dead, now ... when she’d take the pennies. They were the good old days!”


Chapter 9 [image: image]

ENJOYMENT AND AMUSEMENT

HERBIE DONNELLY, b. 1924

He started out in 1939 as a pageboy at the Grand Central Cinema and worked his way up to the Savoy and Theatre Royal.

“In 1943 I got an usher’s job at the Savoy and I got three pounds ten shillings a week, that was good money. The Savoy held two thousand seven hundred and you had an organ that made an appearance twice or three times a day and Albert Chambers was the organist. And there’d be slides on the screen showing the words of the song and the people’d be singing! And many times whistling. Most enjoyable to hear people singing along ... and we [ushers] were having a bit of ‘la la’ ourselves.

“And the interior was originally designed as a ‘Street in Venice’. The ceiling was blue and it was a starlit ceiling like you were looking out into the elements ... the lighting was beautiful. Very impressive, very beautiful it was ... Oh, I enjoyed it!”

PADDY FINLAY, b. 1909

Member of the Dublin Fire Brigade.

“I spent ninety per cent of my service in Tara Street. Forty‒one years. You’d rise at half six, wash and shave, have breakfast. Then wash and scrub the floors, clean the brasses, mop and clean the offices.

“Now, there was no mess for the men. We’d have to go and get a head of lettuce or piece of bacon or corned beef and cook it ourselves! No cook for us – no nothing! You wouldn’t believe it. Now, a lot of men drank then [1931]. Oh yes, and they used to smuggle it in, mostly stout. They got their rubber boot and got a rope and tied it on the boot and lowered the boot down the side street. And they had a guy used to come over from the pub and put bottles in the boot – and they used to pull it up – ’cause they couldn’t come in the front gate! And no one was the wiser. Now, they were forbidden to drink. Oh, they would have been sacked. Oh, they knew every trick!”

BERNARD CURRY, b. 1930

As a youth, he hated to see his mother “demeaned” by having to kneel down and scrub floors, and he tried hard to bring her other little joys.

“I never remember my mother and father showing affection. But I’m a very affectionate person and when I’d come in for my dinner the first thing I’d do was hug my mother. And she’d always push me away, like ‘Go away with that, and don’t be annoying me, I’m trying to get dinner ready.’ But at the same time, she loved it! And I used to get a thrill out of that.”

ELIZABETH “BLUEBELL” MURPHY, b. 1912

As a child, following eviction from Corporation Street, her parents died within one week of one another. Then she lost two brothers to TB. Hers was a life of poverty and struggle. Yet she found happiness in Christmas.

“Now, Christmas in the tenements, everybody helped everybody. And the shops used to be beautiful all lit up at night with everything Christmas. Oh, and you could go out at any hour of the night window looking ... three or four in the morning!

“We always went to Clery’s to look in all the windows. Oh, we’d be out all the night. And there was a shop on Talbot Street, Guiney’s. Well, the man that owned that he’d give out toys that was left, late at night on Christmas Eve. He’d give the mothers little toys that’d be left there, for to be divided among them. Oh, yes, he gave them to us for free!

“Oh, sure, and then we’d always have a party and a singsong ... maybe an accordion would be brought in, and we might go out on the street and sing. Oh, everybody’d be dancing in the street on Christmas.”

JAMES ROONEY, b. 1903

Legendary northside chimney sweep.

“Oh, Christmas was a real busy time. I used to tell children [at houses] that Santa sent me to clean the chimney. One time I reached up this one chimney in Clontarf and here was a note ... ‘Dear Santa, please bring me a bicycle.’ And I brought it into the family and the father says, ‘Here, I’ll show you this little girl’s photo’ – and she was [now] about twenty-five years old! Oh, the father and mother laughed.”

JOE MURPHY, b. 1918

Ringsend shipwright recalling the pub life of village dockers and shipwrights.

“They’d go into the pubs on a Friday or Saturday night and get talking and a whole hooley would start up, a singsong and the whole lot. Now, people mostly ate fish but on a Saturday night there was tripe and pig’s feet, crubeens, you know. Oh, God, yer man would come into the pub with a white enamel bucket of cooked pig’s feet or mussels or prawns, but mostly pig’s feet, and they’d eat them with their porter.

“And the men had handkerchiefs then and they used to be red, big red or white dots on them and they’d stretch them out on the counter and put the pig’s feet on top of them. And then they’d spit the bones out on their handkerchief.”

CHARLES WEBB, b. 1928

Became a porter at Trinity College at the age of twenty and after forty-five years retired as head porter, much beloved and remembered by generations of students.

“Students used to do pranks. No vandalism, nothing destructive. They’d get into the library and change all the busts around ... put a toilet in the examination hall ... one time they put a car up on the dining hall steps. And they brought sheep in the Commons one evening! The sheep were going in between the tables. And the English students on Guy Fawkes Day night would really go mad in here. They used to get timber and have bonfires. And bring fireworks from England and professors would have their meal at Commons and when they’d say grace they’d start throwing these jumping jacks, these firecrackers – and the old lads [professors] would be jumping around the place.

“And commencements in those days was a very riotous affair. Students bought pounds of flour which was sold in the Co-op shop. Then when their friends came out after being confirmed they were pelted with the flour – and then they’d throw bags of flour at anyone. Well, the next thing, your man throws the flour towards me, loose, and all over the Vice-Provost! And, oh, he was a very distinguished man with a big bald head, and he was all in white. Oh, he was very angry! And I was all white and my uniform covered in white. But it was all good fun!”

HERBERT PEMBREY, b. 1908

The proprietor of Greene’s Bookshop on Clare Street recalls that even his father, who owned the shop, could play minor pranks.

“We used to have one particular customer [around 1940] and it was very, very funny. See, at lunchtime people would come in and be browsing around. And every day this man would come in for about half an hour and he’d take out the same book – and he was obviously reading it from beginning to end! So my father says, ‘I’m going to move it.’ And he took the book and put it in another part of the shop. Next day your man comes in and straight over. And his book was gone! He looked around a little bit and then he presumed it had been sold ... it was so funny.”

MARY CHANEY, b. 1910

Born on Hammond Lane in the heart of the tenements. If she saved a few pennies she could go to the pictures; that was real happiness.

“We’d walk all about, all around town [in the 1920s]. Grafton Street was real posh and we used to go up and look at all the styles of the nobs, people that was in the money. You’d feel that you were shabby with all the style and grandeur coming down and they used to be in carriages then ... but we never used to mind that.”

THOMAS LYNG, b. 1924

Proprietor of Carthy’s pawnbrokers on Marlborough Street. He did his apprenticeship in the late 1930s.

“At a pawn office there was always a great sense of fun in the whole proceedings. Women had to do all the running to the pawn and they’d be laughing and joking, light-hearted. There’d be a great feeling of solidarity among them because they’d all be in the same boat! And the managers of pawn offices were easy-going, had a jolly kind of air and a great rapport with customers. Most of them had a great sense of humour, and they’d be having a chat. Always there was this constant joking. That’s what, I suppose, made it so easy to work in.”

JIMMY DIXON, b. 1932

Concierge at Shelbourne Hotel, starting as a pageboy in 1946 and catering to the rich and famous of the day.

“We had a few funny incidents. Like Stan Laurel and Oliver Hardy, they used to stay with us in the fifties. We had cane chairs down in the lounge and the stout chap of the two, he got into the chair one day – and we couldn’t get him out of it when the car was coming for him. So we had to just pull him out – and it ripped his trousers!

“It was highly laughable ... but we got them repaired. We had a lady who done all the repairs on the spot. They were great characters.”

BRIDGET McDONAGH, b. 1938

Resident of artisans’ dwellings.

“In the summertime everybody would be sitting out. They’d bring their chairs out and there’d be another group on the other side of the street. Women would chat, be sewing, knitting. The men would play cards and play handball at the top of the street. We left all the babies out in the prams. If it was a warm night we’d be sitting out late talking, until twelve or one.”

WILLIAM CONDON, b. 1898

He became both a tram and a bus driver.

“The bus driver had the bigger wage but the conductor had the most responsibility. As a rule, the same two men worked together, could be for a lifetime. Some conductors were very popular with passengers. They’d have the little chat and the joke. But there was one man always had a mean, cross face and they christened him ‘Rhubarb’ because he was like a big long stalk and nobody liked him.

“Now, the conductor would give the driver one bell to stop and two to go. Now, sometimes a smart fella’d see the conductor hop off to buy a pack of cigarettes or to change a pound – and he’d stand up and ring the bell to go! And you’d go – and leave the conductor behind! Ah, that was an old game they had on buses.”

MARY DUNNE, b. 1936

Thomas Street dealer selling vegetables from her mother’s old three-wheeled wicker basket car.

“Now, in Francis Street we used to go to the Tivoli picture house and it was fourpence. That was our enjoyment. But you had to earn it. We went around door to door collecting slop – that’d be the leavings of dinners – and we sold it to a man for his pigs and he gave us fourpence a bucket.

“And we went to the Bayno, that was our free enjoyment. The Bayno was a big hall that was run by Guinness’s. You had all different children’s games and when you’d go in you had to sing, ‘Good evening to you, good evening, Lady Guinness.’ Oh, you always had to sing that! And we’d gather in at Hallowe’en and Christmas for parties. At Christmas we got no dolls or toys. You only got rubbish, very little ... a Christmas stocking. Sure, Easter was the same. All we got was a fried egg on an Easter. When I tell my children that now they’ll be laughing at me – but that’s the truth. We never even seen a fried egg until Easter ... and that’s as true as God!”

JAMES HARDING, b. 1917

One of the last two old-time farriers in Dublin.

“Fellas would have a few at the local pub and it would loosen their tongues and they’d come down to the forge for a chat. Most were good chaps. But in Ireland there’s a saying that a fella is an awful ‘mouth’ and you’d have to listen to him. We used to enjoy the fella who could give you a good line, a good laugh. And everything was settled in the forge ... you could settle the affairs of the country in a forge.”

PATRICK KAVANAGH, b. 1917

Born and reared on Little Mary Street.

“She [his mother] bought a gramophone, that you wind up and put on records ... and I think we had only two records. Oh, she played it and played it! And it was heavenly for her to hear John McCormack singing – in her own home!”

HARRY BRIERTON, b. 1906

Worked at making biscuits, cakes and crackers in Jacob’s biscuit factory.

“The women, and the girls, would be as happy as Larry, all singing when they were working, whatever the latest songs would be. And men and women could mix. The canteen was used for both, and you could buy your dinner and all.

“And there was one old lad, the ‘Jigger Murphy’. He was driving a [Jacob’s] horse van. Well, he’d go up there and sit at a table, get his dinner, and no one would get near him! Now, if some new young girls would come into the place fellas would say, ‘Oh, there’s a seat over at that table.’ And Jigger would sit down and next thing he’d take out his teeth, put them beside the plate! Couldn’t eat with them in.”

TED McGOVERN, b. 1928

Barman at the legendary Lalor’s singing pub. Later a publican with his own establishment.

“Lalor’s was the first singing house in Dublin, which became world famous. Anybody who was here in Dublin, it was a must to go to Lalor’s! We got people from all areas and walks of life. From plumbers to foreign dignitaries and professional people – the lot. People came from all over the world. And everybody was dressed up as if they were going to a hotel. It was as important to go to Lalor’s at that time [1930s–1950s] as it would be to go to the wax museum in London.

“It held about a hundred and thirty people and the son, Tony Lalor, he did the MC, master of ceremonies. He called up the singers. Oh, I did it myself. See, at that stage they didn’t have any amplification, no microphone. And you needed to keep people quiet. And we had a pianist, his name was Busher, he was a brilliant pianist, an older man. People got up and they were allowed two songs. Oh, fantastic competition! And a lot of jealousy because people were proud of their singing. Very competitive. The songs were from opera to comedy. Any type of song ... Frankie Lane, Frank Sinatra, John McCormack, you name it.

“Some of them were absolutely great – and you wouldn’t hear a sound. One fella used to bring his own violin. The applause, that made their life – that made their life!”

HARRY BRIERTON, b. 1906

Became a political leader on behalf of his fellow workers at Jacob’s.

“Now, every Christmas they used to put on a pantomime in the recreation hall on Bishop Street. It was all workers out of the factory. And it’s surprising the talent that was there ... singing, dancing, comedians. God, they were very good! And there was a bloke there and he’d go around the factory all day with a face on him. He wouldn’t smile and he was real miserable and he’d talk to no one – and he was the director of the pantomime! He’d a brilliant brain! The way he’d organise everything. You wouldn’t think it was in him. But people used to come from near and far to Jacob’s pantomime. Oh, it went on for weeks, every night, like what you’d see in the Gaiety.”

JIMMY McLOUGHLIN, b. 1942

Lived on Marlborough Place.

“My mother never socialised, never went anywhere. Oh, but if somebody was getting a new wallpaper, she’d go down to see what it was like.”

CATHERINE CORBALLY, b. 1914

Born and reared on Clanbrassil Street and worked in various tailoring factories.

“There was hundreds that worked in Polycroft’s [tailoring] factory and we were all dance mad! Sundays in the afternoon we used to go to the Ormond Hotel on the quay, an afternoon tea and dance. A whole gang of us would go. We were terrors for dancing!

“And at the Metropole on Wednesday [afternoon] there used to be a dance. And we’d say, ‘Are you going?’ and some’d say, ‘But we have no money!’ So I’d say, ‘Right!’ – and I’d put me hand on the [machine] wheel and press my foot and we used to break down the motor by doing that. And then we’d all have to go home ’cause it’d have to be repaired.

“And we’d take our cutting shears with us [hidden] to Kilbride’s pawn office to get the money for to go to the dance. And next morning we’d say to the foreman, there’s no shears’ and he’d say, ‘God damn it altogether!’ And he’d have to send one of us with the money to the pawn to get our shears. Ah, he used to lose his head!”

TOM BYRNE, b. 1914

Grew up on Canning Street where hooleys were a part of life.

“When there’d be a hooley they’d get a loan of a piano and they stick a couple of spade handles through the piano and carry it down the street and bring it into the house where the hooley was going on.”

DEIRDRE KELLY, b. 1947

Tells of the ongoing students’ “Battle of Hume Street”.

“Haughey agreed to meet with us. And he said, ‘I can’t think of why you want to save these old Georgian houses ... but I don’t want to see you here over Christmas, you should be in your homes ... I’ll send over a hamper.’

“And sure enough, on Christmas Eve this huge hamper arrived! Everything in it ... a bottle of port and turkey and ham and biscuits. So, anyhow, it was a very awkward position to be in – half of them [the students] wanted to give it back, and half of us felt it would finish any chance of him helping us. As this discussion was going on the sweets were being eaten and the port had been drunk ... that left the turkey and the ham. So eventually the turkey went down to the nuns and my mother took the ham. Then Desmond and Mariga Guinness sent in a big thing of wine – and we had the most marvellous Christmas day!”

TOMMY O’NEILL, b. 1926

Jarvey whose yard was directly adjacent to Dolly Fawcett’s brothel.

“When they’d be finished with the condoms they’d throw ’em into our pig yard. And the sows was eating the condoms – and the little pigs was born with rubber coats on them!”

LESLIE TAYLOR, b. 1944

Participated in his first peel at a church in Bray with lighter bells, and later became a ringer at Christ Church Cathedral.

“I love New Year’s ringing. I love it! They’re all out there listening for the striking of midnight and the ringing after that. Only the best bell ringers are chosen for that night – a high standard. Thousands of people gathered outside ... and I must say that it is a childish excitement ... a childish pleasure that hasn’t diminished.

“When we have done our duty, we have our party in the belfry around the round table. This very table is at least 1878! Made here, too wide to have been brought up. They used to use old newspapers for the spread of sandwiches and cakes, nowadays we have a pretty tablecloth. We sit around and turn most of the lights off and put candles up and all sit around, and it lasts for four or five hours and there’s singing. Very, very pleasant, this party. We’ve always had this party ... a long tradition that can’t be broken. And that is a tradition that will absolutely never die.”

ELLEN PRESTON, b. 1927

Henry Street dealer who recalls the Christmas tradition the street’s traders always enjoyed.

“I loved Christmas. Oh, God, when you’d walk into Henry Street you’d really know it was Christmas! They had tinsel and decorations and there were choirs. We used to sell mistletoe and holly and small toys ... little pianos and Cheeky Charlies. Oh, very, very busy years ago.

“Now, for Christmas month there was a five-shilling licence and we had to sleep outside in Henry Street the night before to get your place, with our boxes ... for the next morning. All sit there with a few chips and tea and a bit of laugh, craic ... and we didn’t feel the cold. Once it was morning you just put up your board and the place was yours for the whole month!”

JOHN CLARKE, b. 1929

Bird Market devotee since childhood.

“Basically, birds – larks, goldfinches, linnets, the redpoll – was bought for their song. People liked to hear the bird singing. And in the tenements a bird, psychologically, would boost your morale, you know? Just hang it on the window and take it in at night. And a good-looking bird appealed to people. You’d hear them bragging about their bird.

“And most of the barber shops in the Liberties would have a bird. It was an attraction for kids. One barber, Tommy White, trained his bird to pull a little toy truck on a fine chain with his beak.”

JOHN O’DWYER, b. 1922

Dublin publican recalling how the game of rings was the major enjoyment in public houses in earlier days.

“Now, there was no darts in my time, it was all rings. Oh, very serious, and there was championship matches and pubs in the north versus pubs in the south of the city. I played a lot of rings myself. Oh, yeah, you’d play for five pounds and that was a terrible lot of money! It’d be about two weeks’ wages! In certain cases teams would play six against six. Then there’d be individual championships. And there’d be bets on both sides.

“I played a match one time in Hill Street pub and there was about a hundred and fifty pounds’ worth of bets! This was about 1938 – it was a fortune! And there was supposed to be no gambling in pubs in those days. If you were caught, you’d lose your pub licence. Oh, but the place would be full, packed! Betting was all done between the customers. And some had to bring their own bodyguards in case you’d be robbed going home. Oh, yes, sure I was robbed one night coming back from a ring competition. I played for Dublin against Waterford and we won – and were waylaid on the way home and all the money taken off us. Oh, it was somebody in the pub who was there watching the thing.”

FRANK QUINLAN, b. 1935

Regular busker on Dublin streets.

“My first experience at busking was here in Dublin. I walked up Grafton Street and took out my guitar and started playing. My knees were like jelly ... shaking. And I put it back in the box and walked up the street. Then I said to myself, ‘I have to do it!’ It was desperation ... I was broke. So I walked back down again – and three or four months later I was an old busker!”

MARTIN MITTEN, b. 1914

Dublin docker who started out in the early 1930s.

“We were paid daily in them times. And sometimes we’d have to be waiting in the pub to get the money from the stevedores. And the pub would be giving us a gargle on the slate, credit. Some dockers was first-class boozers! Most dockers were big drinkers – it was very hot, thirsty work! Oh, some dockers would put down ten pints [in one session].

“Now, Mulligan’s pub on Poolbeg Street, we all used to drink in there. And most of the time you drank five or six pints before you’d go home. And businessmen, and maybe retired men, they’d come down along the docks and go into the pubs to look at the dockers drinking their pints. Go in just to see dockers drinking their pints! They used to enjoy looking at them.”

HERBIE DONNELLY, b. 1924

Dublin cinema usher who was promoted to the Theatre Royal in the 1940s.

“I was transferred to the Theatre Royal, it held three thousand, four hundred and ten. And they dressed up. But during the war years everything was rationed and you’d no sweets, no cigarettes, no nothing. The Theatre Royal was a beautiful building and you got wonderful entertainment – you got stage shows and you got the film. But during the war years, you couldn’t get cross-channel artists at all. We had to survive on Irish artists, which done exceedingly well – Jimmy O’Dea, Maureen Potter, Noel Purcell, Eddie Byrne. And Maureen O’Hara – my God, what a beauty! Oh, the camera never done justice to her ... and the lovely colour of her hair!

“And some of the film stars that came here were marvellous people ... Gene Autry, Roy Rogers, Bob Hope, Maurice Chevalier. And many others I met, like Gracie Fields, Judy Garland and Danny Kaye. And I remember James Cagney. Now, you would swear you were looking at him on the screen ... the quick walk, the sharp little man, a thorough gentleman. Oh, he was a lovely man.”

LIAM PRESTON, b. 1959

Henry Street spieler in the 1970s and 1980s.

“I’m a spieler ... we ‘spiel’ them. It’s a stage there. Ah, I see meself as a performer. You do it differently than just standing there selling. You give a good speech, a good line. Make ’em think it’s too good to be true – ‘three gold chains, for only three pounds!’ You’ve got to get them to stop first. Then hold them – curiosity! I have jokes and all. Give them a few laughs before I even talk about jewellery. Because you’ll get a great crowd ... and it brightens up their day.”

ELLEN PRESTON, b. 1927

Henry Street dealer who especially enjoyed strawberry season.

“When the strawberries would come in we’d get loads and go over to Grafton Street with our carts. It used to be quality [customers] up there and they’d buy the strawberries. Push our carts over there by the Gaiety and Jimmy O’Dea and Maureen Potter used to come out and buy strawberries off us.

“And when there’d be an All-Ireland match on at Croke Park we’d be on O’Connell Bridge selling loads of peaches and grapes. And when I was younger we used to get into the Croke Park matches and sell apples – but you wouldn’t be let in to sell – we used to duck under the stiles! Just sneak in, run in under the stiles! Then we’d put the basket up over the wall and go around selling.”

ELLEN EBBS, b. 1908

At the age of fifteen she began working at Baker’s tailoring factory. Skilled at sewing, she loved the work and socialising with all the other girls and women. But the hours were long and they had to create their own fun.

“The factory was on Cornmarket Street, quite a big factory, anything up to fifty people. It was pretty comfortable; we had our own stools to sit on and we used to bring our own bit of cushion to sit on. We had to be in at half eight in the morning and worked till six in the evening. We brought a lunch with us.

“Oh, and we’d sing to our hearts’ content! Singing at the top of our voices! Yes. Someone’d start a song ... and the rest would join in – and we’d all sing together. To pass the time. We made enough noise that you’d hear us over the machines. Oh, we’d sing every day! When you were singing you wouldn’t feel the time going by. And people’d go by the factory with the windows open and hear us singing at the top of our voices!”

MARY KINANE, b. 1911

She was born and reared above her father’s barber shop, an atmosphere she loved. She recalls how the men enjoyed the special treatment of a haircut and shave, with the scents of the shaving cream, after-shave lotions and hair oils. And one customer who provided his own unique treatment.

“Customers were all regulars. And a lot of men had their own shaving mugs with ‘Jack’ or ‘Pat’ on them. And they’d put brilliantine on their hair at that time. And there was a customer, Mr Fitzpatrick, very posh, always had a rose in his buttonhole, and dapper. When he used to come in to get his haircut he always brought a bottle of first-shot whiskey – it was like poteen. And he always got it rubbed in the back of his neck, to avoid getting colds. That was his idea and he always got that done. You’d always know when he was in because you’d smell the whiskey.”

TESS RYAN, b. 1930

She is a third-generation Iveagh Market dealer who had twenty children. She was always amused by the tricks the old dealers were up to back in her early days on the scene.

“The market was alive with people. By God, I’ve seen a lot of lovely old women here. And the old women, after getting a few bob, would go into the pub and they’d get a few drinks, get a glass of porter. So the dealers went into the snug, but their children wouldn’t be let in.

“And the women dealers here in the market, they’d set out to Frank Doyle’s pub here at the corner and they’d go into the snug. He had a separate little snug under the stairs and there was a marble table like you see in garden furniture and three or four of the women’d be under the stairs drinking. It was a real old staircase with a lovely banister, and it was private under the stairs. And they could be under there hiding on their husbands, taking a drink and he wouldn’t know where they’d be! That would be the last place he’d think. Mary Warren would drink there, and Tesso Lynch, she’s over ninety now, and my grandmother used to drink there ... great pals all their life. Drink there under the stairs, always porter. And Mary Warren, she used snuff all the time. It used to be a grand laugh here ...”

JOHN-JOE KENNEDY, b. 1916

A native of Engine Alley in the heart of the old Liberties, he always enjoyed being in the midst of all the fun and fighting during his spirited years.

“Oh, Engine Alley was all tenements and lodging houses and a hell of a lot of TB back then. There was real poverty in them times ... but it was a great street at that time [1930s and 1940s], always full of children. We’d play football up and down the streets and bet ha’pennies on cards just to pass the time. And the organ grinders played tunes and a lot of them used the monkey for picking out fortunes. Cost a penny.

“And we used to have great singsongs at one or two in the morning up Engine Alley. We’d all just stand around at the corner and there was a girl there, Lizzy, and she used to have an old melodeon and there’d be a singsong and dance till maybe three in the morning. Nearly everyone up around Engine Alley would be there from the tenement houses. Women all in their shawls and you’d see them smoking, it’d be underneath their shawl. A little clay pipe, a ‘scutch’ they used to call it. It was cut down to a small little thing that they could hold in their hand. And people looking out their windows and listening. We’d be out singing like a nightingale. Them nights that we used to have, they were terrific.”

BEATRICE LUNNEY, b. 1923

Her family was always very active in the local Protestant church, and very well liked by their Catholic neighbours. In fact they were rather envied for all the amusements the Protestant church offered at the time.

“My father and mother were very active in the church. He was a church warden and I’m one now. There would have been three or four hundred Protestant families in the church. In those days we had so many Protestants that we had a boys’ school, a girls’ school and a kindergarten at St Paul’s.

“And we had a Boys’ Brigade and Girls’ Guide Rangers, a debating society, and a dramatic society. And we had very good concerts. My father had a black and white minstrel show. As a matter of fact, we had so many organisations in our church, dances and parties, that a lot of the Roman Catholics around here used to come to our parish and join in! Because there was nothing going for them in that nature in their own parish. Catholics and Protestants did mix.

“But now, for weddings and funerals they weren’t allowed to come in. They would be excommunicated if they went into a Protestant church. They were brought up with that and it was a mortal sin. We were never told that, but they believed it ... but now that’s all changed.”

BRIDGET McDONAGH, b. 1938

She was the last survivor on a charming terrace street of artisans’ dwellings and wonderful neighbours, before the Corporation condemned it and it was demolished by bulldozers. She is nostalgic recalling the many enjoyments of living there.

“I was born at fifty-eight Paul’s Street. It was a lovely street. Seventy-six families and some had nine children. Everybody knew everybody else. Like a little community. Children all mixed together ... everybody had open windows and flower pots and kept nice curtains. If someone was sick or died all they had to do was knock.

“At Christmas time you’d have a ding‒dong‒do at the neighbour’s houses or at yours. And on New Year’s Eve we’d all come out of our houses and make one big circle holding hands, be singing ... great memories ...”

THOMAS O’DOWD, b. 1925

Publican‒owner of O’Dowd’s pub on Grangegorman in the northside of Dublin. A classic local neighbourhood pub. For over two centuries there has been a pub on the site and it’s always been the centre of enjoyment and socialisation for the local men – an old-fashioned “working man’s club” – or refuge, providing indispensable relaxation and enjoyment.

“To the local people the pub is the centre of the whole neighbourhood. If you did away with the neighbourhood pubs in Dublin where the man comes in after a day’s work for a few pints, for a few drinks, where he can relax and chat with his old pals ... if you closed down these pubs, you’d just have to build mental asylums all over the place!”


Chapter 10 [image: image]

WONDERS

NELLIE McCANN, b. 1910

A native of 25 City Quay, she relished her rich life in dockland. But one experience was the most memorable.

“Now, on City Quay the Blessed Virgin was seen – in our house! I’m telling the truth! Now, let me tell you the story ... and this is the truth now. I had a sister, Maud, and she picked up with a sailor, his name was Robert Evans, from a little town in Wales. Oh, he was a handsome man, and they were going to be married. And he turned his religion from Protestant to be a Catholic. And his people wouldn’t have anything to do with him then.

“He cut his hand on a winch and then Bob took sick. And he lived upstairs in the tenement where we lived. And he was going up this night ... and he comes down and says to me mother, ‘Susan, I’ve seen a lovely lady in the corner of the stairs, and she was all in blue and her hands were joined.’ So me mother sent for the priest, Father O’Shea, and he says, ‘Well, that was the Blessed Virgin you seen, Bob.’

“And [later] he says, ‘Mrs McCann, he’s going to die.’ And he died! Died about a month later. And he was only a young man. Now, that was the Blessed Virgin – I’m telling you the truth. And now anyone would tell you that who came from City Quay ... in our house!”

JOHN CLARKE, b. 1929

A devout bird fancier and follower of the Bird Market on Bride Street in the Liberties all his life. He never missed attending on a Sunday morning.

“In my young time [1930s and 1940s] you’d never see a woman in the Bird Market, even to look. But in the 1950s this woman used to come in, a woman in her fifties I’d say. No one ever knew who she was. And she’d buy whatever birds would be left on a Sunday – ah, she’d buy forty birds – and let the whole lot of them free! Pay cash for them and just open the cages right in the market and let the whole lot of them free. She wouldn’t hold a conversation with anyone. I suppose she was a bit eccentric.

“I was a bit curious about her, all right. I wondered why? I suppose she thought it was cruel, that was the reason she let them out. I remember her over a period of about three years – then she disappeared!”

NANCY CULLEN, b. 1918

Recalling her early years on Cook Street.

“Oh, back then the men would never even wheel a child in a pram. It was supposed to be unmanly.”

FERGUS NEWMAN, b. 1913

A famous and much respected publican.

“In the old days the public house was even a morgue. A morgue insofar as if somebody was killed in the road there that corpse would be brought into my pub – and left there and I could do nothing about it! And they’d hold the inquest and all there in my pub! That was the law – and it wasn’t changed until 1960.

“Anyone that was killed out on the road, he was brought into the first public house. And his body left there till after the inquest. There’s a pub in Templeogue known as ‘The Morgue’ because there was more bloody people killed on that road ... and the corpses always brought into that pub.”

DERMOT RING, b. 1926

Local resident and witness to the 1940 German bombing of the North Strand. He recalls an astonishing sight that morning.

“I’ve never seen so many dead cats. Cats here and cats there ... two cats, three cats. An awful lot, sometimes six or seven cats together! And not a mark on them! You wouldn’t see a damaged cat, but they were all lying dead. The blast! I suppose they suffered the trauma ... No dogs! Amazing, isn’t it? All cats ... no damaged cats ... all like they were sleeping in the sun.”

JOHN GREENHALGH, b. 1911

Lifelong pub regular in Ringsend.

“It was a terrible thing, all right, no toilets for women back then. But this publican in Ringsend, he had the first toilet for the ladies. How did he manage that? Well, I’ll tell you. He got a Jacob’s biscuit tin, half filled with sawdust, and put it in the snug for the ladies. Half filled with sawdust – that was the silencer! Niagara Falls! That’s true!”

LESLIE TAYLOR, b. 1944

Master ringer, Christ Church Cathedral.

“An ancient rule banned alcohol in the belfry. The only people who realised this rule were the bell ringers! And recently [1980s] the new Dean [John Paterson] in his first year brought up a gift of a bottle of whiskey and some wine for celebration [at New Year] – so he broke the rule, without knowing it! And we thought it wouldn’t be polite to draw his attention to this – so we drank it!

“So now on New Year’s Eve we have an absolutely lovely party with some wine and beer.”

JOHN V. MORGAN, b. 1919

Butcher on North King Street.

“Now, my father was down on O’Connell Street during the troubled times and when the wheel of his bicycle got stuck in the tram tracks, he went straight over the handlebars! And Daddy was knocked unconscious in the road.

“Now, one of the oldest neighbours around, he was coming along with a horse and cart with a load of pigs, young ones. And when he saw Daddy on the road he let the pigs out – on O’Connell Street! – and lifted daddy up and put him into the thing and brought him up to the hospital. Put the pigs out ... on O’Connell Street ... and put daddy in! That’s the kind of neighbours we had there, tenement people were the grandest neighbours in the world.”

BRIAN KELLY, b. 1926

From a Donegal farm family, he recalls the arctic blizzards that struck Ireland in 1947.

“It started slowly. A light snow and a wind came up and blew – and then it became a blizzard! This snow blew and blizzarded ... blew and blizzarded all the snow on the lower roads and low fields. And on the hollows where the animals were sheltering.

“And then every door passage and church door was blocked. And it was up to the height of a car – and you didn’t know what you were walking on! And the temperatures dropped down. Everything froze over. Froze. Froze.”

JOSIE SHEEHAN, b. 1939

Liberties resident who suffered from the epidemic of painful chilblains during the frigid winters of childhood.

“For [treating] chilblains we used to use our own urine – oh, everybody believed in it!”

SENAN FINUCANE, b. 1919

Garda in the Liberties during the 1940 German bombing.

“You heard the bomb falling from the sky, then an awful explosion. We were called in – ‘everybody out [of the barracks], get over to the scene of the bomb!’ Oh, you’d be inclined to say a prayer, all right.

“We had to walk over because there were no buses at that time of night. Everybody was heading to the scene – the whole of Dublin wanted to see! There was so many people it was just like a Saturday in town, same as O’Connell Street during the day on Saturday.”

MARY CORBALLY, b. 1918

From her tenement window on Corporation Street she heard all the sounds of the Monto below, including some sounds that gave her the chills.

“I heard the banshee before he [her husband] died. Oh, I did! Now, this is the truth. It’s a warning that someone was going to die. I heard it out back. About two or three days before he died – and, mind you, he wasn’t sick! Ah, he was as well as me and you. This is as true as God!

“And it wasn’t a cat because I know the cats out there and I know their cry. And the minute you open the window they clear. But I opened the window and that thing kept ... it wasn’t crying ... it was wailing! And it went on and on and on.

“And the next morning I said to him, ‘Did you hear that last night?’ ‘That wasn’t a cat’, says he, ‘that was the banshee. She was on her rounds last night, there’s somebody going. Ah’, says he, ‘in the next few days you’ll hear of someone going, I’m telling you.’ And it was himself!”

SARAH MURRAY, b. 1901

Midwife and nurse in humble Chicken Lane who cared for girls and women on the northside for over sixty years.

“Some girls, they’d be terrified if a boy kissed them! They got it in their heads that they could become pregnant. So much so, that there were a lot of young girls suffered from ‘phantom’ pregnancies. Absolutely! Would think they were pregnant – they weren’t pregnant at all!”

BETTY MULGREW, b. 1948

Feared confession even as an innocent child.

“Oh, you’d be terrified to go to confession. We didn’t have anything to tell anyway! What could we tell? We used to make up things. You had to have some sins going in! You had to have three sins. Like, ‘I told lies, and I used bad language, and I didn’t do what me ma told me’. All through childhood they were my three sins – ’cause I didn’t do anything else.”

JAMES HARDING, b. 1917

One of the last of the old farriers in Dublin.

“I have people coming around the present day [1983] and they look in amazement. ‘What’s this place?’ they ask. And I say it’s a forge – and they think they’re looking back in the eighteenth century! Some lads, they never seen this.

“When I go in for a drink they say, ‘Ah, there’s yer man Jim, he’s the last of the farriers in Dublin’ ... and I say to meself, ‘So I am!’”

CHARLES WEBB, b. 1928

Head porter at Trinity College who found the college environment a true wonder when he first experienced it.

“I was born on Camden Street and I left school when I was fifteen, and I wasn’t very well educated, to be honest. I applied here in the college when I was about a week or two off my twentieth birthday. They were reluctant to employ me as a porter, being so young, the same age as the students. But they gave me a chance.

“Now, I was never inside Trinity till that very day. Never! To me, Trinity was a big place, a kind of hostile place to go into ... the idea that it had been there since the time of the British. And this is a Catholic country and [Catholics] were banned there. Of course, there were some Catholics in the college when I came in. And I’m Church of Ireland – and that helped me a lot.

“But Trinity was a kind of place of mystery to me. When you come in that gate, you’re in another world – it’s a different world in here. It was so peaceful you’d think you were in the heart of the country ... hearing the birds singing. And when I came in here, they had horses and cabs around the Green here. On a summer’s morning you’d hear the birds singing and you’d think you were in the country ... you could just sit back there and the world passed by.”

JEREMIAH CREAN, b. 1921

Dublin postman covering the impoverished northside tenements. He started out as a messenger boy and found that delivering telegrams during the war years could be an emotional experience.

“When the war was on a lot of those telegrams was about a son who had been killed. They would stick up in the corner of the envelope a little red sticker and that was very urgent. Many people got telegrams that their sons had been killed in the war ... you feel a terrible sadness. During the war the saying was, ‘No news is good news’.

“In one case a girl of about my age opened the telegram right in front of me with the news that her father had been killed. She knew it had to be bad news. Oh, it was a very jolting telegram! As a matter of fact, that girl had only a sheet around her – and it fell off ... when she got the shock. I’ll never forget that morning.”

UNA SHAW, b. 1933

Remembers women standing next to her at the site of the 1941 German bombing of the North Strand Road.

“There was a couple of women standing beside me [at the site] looking on, saying ‘Dear God, isn’t it terrible!’ And one of the women around beside her says, ‘Just imagine,’ she said, ‘they were blown into maternity!’”

GEORGE DORAN, b. 1897

A pioneer cabbie in Dublin in the 1920s and 1930s.

“Once I had an old Dodge – this was around the 1930s – I bought and there was a radio in it. I think only two other cars in Dublin had radios in them. And I’m going from Amiens Street to Kingsbridge and I had it switched on real nice and low. And yer man [passenger] was sitting in the back and the partition was open and they were playing old ballads.

“And when he was paying me, he says, ‘I’d like to bring you down to the country for a hooley some night, you’re a great old ballad singer ... where’d you learn all them old ballads?’ He thought I was singing them! I said nothing ... couldn’t believe it. ‘Oh, yes,’ he said, ‘I’d love to have you down there to sing them old ballads.’”

SEAN WHELAN, b. 1931

Tells how people survived the arctic winter of 1947.

“In this winter, the men were at the pub and then when they came home, they looked for their food – and marital rights! And that was also a way to keep warm! I don’t mean to be crude, but that’s true, that’s reality. It generates heat. And their marital rights meant there’d be more children!”

TOMMY SMITH, b. 1942

Renowned publican at Grogan’s pub who had earlier been a barman at McDaid’s and was a good friend of Paddy O’Brien’s.

“Up to the time that McDaid’s was sold in 1972 it was still a literary pub. And we [with Paddy O’Brien] bought Grogan’s at the very same time that McDaid’s was sold. The same day – purely a coincidence! And Paddy came over as manager – and most of the people from McDaid’s, they all shifted to Grogan’s! He took the literary pub with him!

“Ah, there was a lot of literary and artistic people still around at that stage. You had an array, like Aidan Murphy, Michael Hartness, Tony Cronin, McDara Woods ... and John Ryan and Ben Kiely and Liam O’Flaherty. They all shifted to Grogan’s!”

TONY RUANE, b. 1941

As a child on a Mayo farm in frigid 1947 his greatest pleasure was a simple one.

“Before being dumped into the freezing bed [aged seven] a few round stones, about egg size, would be put into the fire and heated, dropped into a woollen sock and placed between the blankets during the ‘Big Snow’ – that was pure magic!”

MICKEY GUY, b. 1919

Grew up on Carman’s Hall in the Liberties where tales of ghosts, the banshee and the devil were common. And a few were sworn to be true.

“We were always told that the priest doesn’t like going to banish [exorcise] the devil because he only lives six months. And when I was a kid there was a house down there in Mark’s Alley that gave trouble. And me mother and father and half of Carman’s Hall would go down there at twelve at night time to Mark’s Alley. You’d look up at the tenement house and the windows’d be opening and the house going that way, back and forwards, and the people in the house would be going that way [swaying] and the delph falling off. I really seen that in Mark’s Alley.

“And they sent for the priest to go and banish the devil. It’s true! And the priest was Father Donoghue. Prayers and blessings and so forth. And then that priest, Father Donoghue, died ... after banishing that house. That’s perfectly true! Seeing is believing – and I really seen it. It did happen ... in my time.”

SEAN LANG, b. 1922

A CIÉ busman on a rescue mission dangerously sent out in the wilds of the countryside to find and rescue buses trapped in blizzards and abandoned on the road.

“It took us two days to get ten miles. And the wind blew snow from the fields and it covered buses. Covered it! It was hard to imagine that a bus could be completely covered with snow. We came across a bus that we didn’t know was there!

“Local houses around the area put up the people that were in the buses. Oh, when we came into towns people were standing in front of the shops cheering us, for rescuing them.”

AGNES DALY, b. 1928

As a child she witnessed the spectacle of the May 1941 anti-aircraft fire and searchlights when the German bomb fell.

“The window was facing me and I saw all these lights ... they were like fairy lights ... all these searchlights and flares going. Oh, it was lovely! Now, we never saw a [lighted] Christmas tree, and we never had [candles for] a birthday ... there was nothing like that. I saw all these lovely lights going ... it was beautiful! And I wasn’t a bit frightened.”

BERNADETTE PIERCE, b. 1933

Her parents died young – in their early twenties – and she was in the care of her granny during the German bombing of the North Strand.

“Anyone who was traumatised, they [Air Raid Precautions wardens] steered them down into cleared-out arches. All together. I remember hundreds of people, walking like zombies down the terrace, in their night attire. They didn’t know where they were. Blown out of their houses and were shocked. They weren’t screaming, they weren’t moaning and wailing, you know, just shocked! Like a scene from a horrible horror film ... walking like zombies. Zombies!”

JOHN GREENHALGH, b. 1911

Docker and Ringsend ring player.

“This was a real town for rings. And there were some great ring pitchers. There was one man, Bass Byrne, and he could twiddle the ring, get the ring and he’d spin it all the way over onto number thirteen. He had that touch; it was marvellous to look at him. Oh, he was a local hero.”

MARY DOOLAN, b. 1915

Born and reared on Francis Street, one of thirteen children.

“This woman was having her first baby in the old Coombe (hospital). And sure she thought the baby was coming out of her navel! And she’d be sitting up and looking and saying, ‘There’s no sign of him coming out.’ She was cursing in labour. ‘Oh Jeez, there’s not a sign of it!’ Waiting on the head of the child to come out of her navel! A married woman ... she didn’t know.”

BETTY MULGREW, b. 1948

Having her first child was a “real wonder”.

“My first baby, I didn’t know even where it was coming from. I’d ask me ma, ‘Where’s the baby coming from?!’ Still trying to find out – I didn’t know! I swear! They told you nothing, even in the hospital! My ma just said, ‘You’ll find out.’”

JOSIE O’LOUGHLIN, b. 1923

Followed the Church’s “safe times” for sex.

“Huge families all the women had. I had eight of my own. And no contraception. The Church had these things called ‘safe times’, rhythm, when you could have intimacy with your husband. I remember I’d often say to my husband ‘No, not until next week!’ It was like the war when things were rationed! I often wonder how I had [only] eight kids – I should have had twenty-eight, really.”

WILLIAM TINNION, b. 1912

Furnace stoker at Guinness’s during the brutally cold winter of 1947 when coal supplies ran out.

“I was stoking the firing in the brewery but we had a hell of a job because the coal, it got low! And then the coal suppliers in Dublin, they only had heaps of coal dust – they called it ‘duff ’ – and they sold that to the brewery. And we, the stokers, had to try and use that! Oh, we were desperate!

“Now, at that time the brewery – the whole place – was being painted. And there was this scaffolding, planks, poles, ladders, wood all over the place. So we, the stokers, burned those! Burned everything! Anything that would burn ... we were desperate!”

LIAM CRADDEN, b. 1918

Liberties youth and Guinness employee during the paralysing freeze of 1947.

“See, in Glasnevin [Cemetery] they had to use pickaxes for graves. But then the snow got five foot, and more. And then they couldn’t get them buried. They didn’t have places to put them, really – and they couldn’t just bring the coffins up to the graveyards and leave them exposed.

“So the undertakers had their coffins full. I remember in the Coombe looking at the coffins stacked on top of one another ... yes, ’cause they couldn’t get them buried!”

LESLIE FOY, b. 1925

One of the last authentic handcraft signwriters in Dublin.

“Dublin used to be a more beautiful city, a more personalised city, when shopfronts were done by hand. Each individual shop had a particular type of lettering. Every signwriter tried to give the customer something peculiar to them and almost always achieved it. You could have forty shopfronts on a street and not two of them written the same way or same style. That was amazing.”

JOHN BOYNE, b. 1932

One of the last two farriers in Dublin.

“It’s hard to believe that there was a forge on Stephen’s Green seventy years ago [circa 1912]. Now, even in the 1940s there were bloody few trucks – the horses drew everything. You had your grocery man, turf man, milkman, your bread man, coal man, laundry, grain. Ninety-five per cent of your products were delivered by horse ... everything that came off the docks. There would have been fifty forges in the whole city of Dublin.”

HERBERT PEMBREY, b. 1908

Owner of Greene’s Bookshop on Clare Street.

“Our staff, they were all very loyal. And at Christmas time for years, we always took the whole staff out to some hotel for dinner and had a meal and a great chat with them. They used to enjoy that. All the staff we had were over fifty and sixty years here. They spent their whole lives here with us!

“Mrs Judge came in here at fifteen years of age and she died within the last year [circa 1992] at eighty-nine. She’d worked her whole life here. And Mrs Rochford came in here at seventeen years of age and she actually left here at five on that Friday and died! And she was eighty-two. And she was up the ladder on that Friday and sold a bible to the German Ambassador. And she never admitted to being over sixty-four because if she said she was sixty-five she would have had to claim old-age pension – and she wouldn’t do it!”

MARY COOKE, b. 1927

Lower Gardiner Street. Telling of her grandfather’s reaction to seeing the German bombing site in 1941.

“I always remember my grandfather coming back with the story that the first thing he saw was a man, a Corporation Street sweeper, out working that night and he had no head – his head had been decapitated! Just out sweeping the streets ... and his head blown off!”

CHRISSIE HAWKINS, b. 1911

Reared in a squalid Railway Street tenement, she found wonder in small things in life. Simply seeing her ma smile at her – that was perhaps the best of all.

“I was never out of the pawn ... never. Years ago you’d pawn anything. I used to take my father’s photograph in a lovely frame, just carried it through the streets, I didn’t care if anybody knew it was my father! And I pawned me wedding ring the day after being married! And I got a half crown and that went for our breakfast.”

TOMMY MURRAY, b. 1919

A regular at Dooley’s Pub on the quays in the 1930s, he regarded the pint as an absolute wonder!

“That pint, I’ll tell you, it was always perfect! Oh, what a drink! They had one of the best cellars in Dublin and it kept a certain temperature. They had a thermometer in front of the shop, like a tube going down, and the first thing you’d do, you’d look at it.

“Oh, they was noted for their pint. And no rush! It might take ten minutes to bring it to a head, the cream. It was so strong you could feel the substance of it. Oh, lovely! You could drink about twenty of them in a night and the next morning you’d be like a two-year-old ... there’s no hangover. Yes, Sir!”

MARY CORBALLY, b. 1918

Lived on Corporation Street, where women had large families – but hers was extraordinary even by local standards.

“I was blessed with twenty-one children and I’d every one of them at home. When you went into labour the handywoman, Mrs Dunleavy, would get everything prepared. With newspapers spread out on the bed ... then taken out and burned. She lit the fire, put on the pots of water, tidied over and settled the bed with the newspapers. But the pain, you had to suffer it. You had nothing at all. Had to put up with it no matter how bad it was. Just hold on to the brass bed ... and the handywoman’d tell you what to do ... to push or not to push.

“Then she’d wash the baby with lukewarm water, no soap or anything, just to wash the mucus off. Just wrapped it in a towel or piece of cloth that was clean. And we had no cradles then – our arms was our cradle.”

PATRICK O’LEARY, b. 1929

Legendary chemist in the Liberties known for his “wonder cure” for hangovers.

“For hangovers there’d be nearly a queue outside the door, all the fellas that had been out the night before and were in an advanced state of decomposition. When I’d open the door they’d be after me like a flash! They’d want this bottle I had for settling the stomach and a couple of these tablets for the head.

“This bottle for the stomach had a big name – and the stuff I put into it I knew it was going to be good. It had to be good! I won’t tell you too much about it ... but a lot of it was based on alcohol! You know, there were a few good tinctures in there for settling the stomach, but the tinctures were made of alcohol! So when they’d take a dose of this they’d go, ‘Aaah ... that’s grand ... a couple of pints of that now and I’ll be alright!’”

ELIZABETH MURPHY, b. 1912

Like most women on the tenement streets of the northside, her great pleasure was a simple one.

“Tara Street baths cost about sixpence. But it was worth it at the time. Beautiful, big, big baths and plenty of water ... as much as you wanted! Private baths. Oh, that felt great!”

JOHN-JOE KENNEDY, b. 1916

A proud Liberties native.

“No toilets for women – they’d have to go out in the street. Out in the street and over the railings (grates) by the pubs. They wore skirts down to their ankles and they didn’t wear any underwear.”

DEIRDRE KELLY, b. 1947

When students in Dublin occupied Hume Street’s Georgian buildings that were threatened with demolition, they received very unexpected support from the Shelbourne Hotel staff.

“We had all sorts of people coming in and helping us. Funny enough, the Shelbourne staff were always great with us. They let us have our baths there ... the students who were scruffy. They were very co-operative, great. And one woman would appear every morning with little scones and tea ... helped keep the morale up. And she was always a shoulder to cry on.”

CATHLEEN CANNON, b. 1915

Resident of Oxmantown Road who recalls it as a “lovely place to grow up ... but there was a lot of TB”.

“Now, on number eighty-seven Oxmantown Road a girl lived there named Mary Corrigan, a delicate girl who intended to be a nun in Australia. But Mary got sick. She was dying of TB and was just waiting for God to call her. Now, Mary was praying to St Theresa, and St Theresa appeared on the wall in her brown habit, as she was a Carmelite nun. That was the figure that came out. And she said, ‘Mary, you will get better, and you will be a nun.’ And she disappeared.

“And Mary was then able to get out of bed and was on the landing – and her mother thought it was her ghost she saw on the landing! Mary recovered and the doctor X‒rayed her and couldn’t find anything wrong with her. Mary must have been praying to the Little Flower. She really cured Mary Corrigan, a neighbour of mine, on Oxmantown Road.

“Anyway, she got stronger and she was a nun and did go to Australia. They erected a shrine to her, ‘Mary Corrigan who was miraculously cured by the Little Flower’.”

TONY KIELY, b. 1916

A pigeon fancier with historical knowledge of his hobby.

“During the 1914 War pigeons played a very big part here, carrying messages between Belfast and Dublin. And then during the Troubles of 1916 it was illegal to keep pigeons. But pigeon fanciers brought pigeons under their coats to show behind closed doors and the British didn’t know about it. Actually, one venue where it was held was the Catholic Commercial Club on O’Connell Street facing the Gresham Hotel. They smuggled their pigeons in! That’ll tell you how keen they were on pigeons, to take the risk. Oh, at a pigeon show they’d come in and kill them! There were an awful lot of the pigeons found and they’d be killed immediately.”

KATHLEEN O’DONOGHUE, b. 1925

She lives in the house in which she was born on Oxmantown Road, surrounded by many friends she has known since she was a child. She loves telling about her family’s life and lore.

“I was born in this house. My father was in the British Army for years. In fact, he was in the Boer War. He was sixteen or seventeen when he joined up. My mother was the eldest of thirty-three children – now listen to that! Her father, John Murphy, his wife died on the twenty-first child. And she had one or two died in between. Four years after, when he was forty-five, he married the sister of the wife and she had twelve more kids with him! And they were captains in the army and monks. There’s more Murphys ... I have about a hundred and twenty aunts and uncles.”

NELLIE McCANN, b. 1910

Born in 1910 on City Quay, she was still living there in the 1980s when a “hurricane wind” struck the house down.

“It was the ninth of February and I remember it was a terrible gale. And I was in it for seventy-eight years. See, our house collapsed ’cause they were after knocking down the house beside it. And it was blowing a hurricane of a wind that night on the ninth of February. And I was in the house when it fell. I was doing the dinner. And all I could say was ‘Jesus and Mary!’ And I put up me hands like that. The whole side of the house fell down and you could see in, see the bed and the wardrobe and the pictures on the wall.

“And all the fellas on the quay wall were shouting. They thought for sure I was done. They could see right in the side of the house. And all the furniture was left up there. Oh, I’ll never forget it. And if I had been in bed ... ’cause all the bricks come in on the bed. Oh, I’d have been killed. I got out and the police come up and wouldn’t let us [back] in. Hundreds of people around and barricades. And I said, ‘There’s valuable things up there that I want.’ There was money and jewellery and stuff. So he came up with me and I got it ... and I got me clothes.”


Chapter 11 [image: image]

STORIES AND MEMORIES

GEORGE DORAN, b. 1897

Pioneer busman and cabbie in the 1920s and 1930s.

“In 1921 when the Tans was here, I was a hostage. I was walking down O’Connell Street passing the Gresham and four of them come out, Tans, and says, ‘C’mon, get in there!’, with a gun. I got into the car and this fella had this [revolver] at me head. I was frightened! Out at Baldoyle races I was walking around with them, between two of them at the front and two at the back. They said, ‘You stay with us – anything that happens to us will happen to you!’ They did that to save themselves. Oh, that was regular. If anything happened to them, I was gone!’ Everyone was looking at me. They knew what I was. And the Tans, they’d go around making bets and have a drink.

“After it was over, back to the Gresham, and they said, ‘Come in and have a drink,’ and I said, ‘I don’t drink.’ I had a lemonade, that’s all. And then they said, ‘Go and have an xxx‒day for yourself!’ – and they gave me a pound! After that I met with a few of me pals and we drank the pound.”

PADDY O’BRIEN, b. 1919

Legendary barman at McDaid’s literary pub for about forty years, recalling his first days on the job.

“The only ‘literary’ pub that was alive then [late 1930s] was Davy Byrne’s. That was the ‘in’ place where you’d find St John Gogarty and those of his generation. They all drank there and made it a literary pub. But McDaid’s was nothing at all. It was a dreadful place! Just an ordinary pub with snugs and little partitions and sawdust and spittoons and you’d have elderly men in little groups spitting and all this sort of filth. And TB was rampant ... but you [staff] had to wash out those spittoons. And I was saying to myself [as a new barman in 1937], ‘I won’t be here long!’”

MÁIRÍN JOHNSTON, b. 1931

Reared along Pimlico in the Liberties.

“My granny was very bright and she loved reading. She would always say, ‘You don’t have to go to college, you don’t have to go to secondary school – all the books are there in the library! As long as you know how to read you can go in and read the books.’ And my mother loved reading and she would say to me, ‘Try and do well at school, even though you might end up in a factory it’ll never be wasted. Because books are not just books, they’re friends, and you’ll always have them.’ That’s the way she looked on books, as friends.”

HERBERT PEMBREY, b. 1908

Owner of Greene’s Bookshop on Clare Street. He learned the trade from his father, who had owned the shop previously.

“There were two stands out there and my father put that canopy up about 1917 or 1918. And then he got an extra four stands and we had six stands then with books ranging from a penny up to a shilling. And people’d come and browse through the second-hand books. It was a browser’s paradise! Books were cheap in those days, a penny and thruppence and sixpence. Oh, books were treasured in those days. Oh, no question about it.

“Customers came from all around Merrion and Fitzwilliam Square, all a residential area, every house was lived in. Regular customers and I knew them all, by name. I mean, around Merrion Square we had living W.B. Yeats and George Russell (AE). Very often they’d come in. Oh, I knew them all well ... knew them well. And Jack B. Yeats, the painter, he was in Fitzwilliam Square. Yeats and AE, they’d come in to browse, or for a particular book. W.B. was a great man, he’d drop in for a chat as well. And the same with his brother Jack B. Oh, they were very approachable. Just drop in for a chat ... talk about ordinary things.

“And Samuel Beckett often came over to collect some stationery. I knew him well; he’d come in for a chat. But he was never a very friendly fellow. He was very quiet, never cracked a smile ... jokes or anything like that ... a bit eccentric.”

TOM BOURKE, b. 1908

Publican. In the 1920s he was a fourteen-year-old apprentice at Kirwan’s pub on Parnell Street, a hotbed of political intrigue.

“Now, Kirwan’s was a very important public house during the troubled period. Oh, Mr Kirwan was a very big noise in the Movement. A lot of the ‘boys’ would come in. Michael Collins would come in and have a drink of a small sherry. See, Michael Collins was a great friend of my boss’s, I saw him often. Oh, he was a very nice man, he was. And Dan Breen, he was in the pub as well. See, there was secret meetings there all night, men passing on information. And you were not to see or hear anything ... or know anything.”

CHRIS CARR, b. 1896

Passionate Fianna Fáil member from an early age.

“When independence came there was great excitement, I needn’t tell you. The British soldiers all marched out of the barracks down to their boats. Laughing and singing ‘A Long Way to Tipperary’. The crowd gave them plenty of clapping and plenty of boos – and I can assure you I gave them a few boos as well.”

PEGGY PIGOTT, b. 1927

Began teaching at Rutland Street School on the northside in the 1940s.

“When they’d reach sixth class we used to give them, well, not ‘sex education’, but we’d tell them where babies came from. But that was as far as it would go. Oh, they had no knowledge at all.

“Now, a little black child appeared in the school … A woman came in and she had this little black child – her grandchild. And she explained the black child to me by saying, ‘It was a little mistake of me daughter’s.’ Oh, she was lovely. Black, black hair and she was a lovely child. And I couldn’t get over hearing the Dublin accent coming out of this child. And I remember when she was making her first communion and they queued up to see her because they knew she’d be beautiful in white ... that she’d be different. Oh, no discrimination, they loved her!”

SENAN FINUCANE, b. 1919

Garda who led raids on Liberties public houses.

“Certain places didn’t keep the Holy Hour. People could be sneaky in keeping out of sight and there could be thirty or forty people inside the pub. It’s amazing how quiet they could be! Couldn’t hear a thing outside – until we knocked on the door. See, they’d always have a code knock for the door or the window, or so many rings on the bell. But we used to break the code. Oh, yes.

“One time we went in there with the right code – and to their great surprise. There were sixty in there! All drinking and not a word – ‘hush up!’ But when we went in, they were jumping all over the place, out the back door and over the wall. Oh, yes, maybe a dozen of them made an escape. Great excitement!”

CHRISTY DONOGHUE, b. 1914

Drover in the 1920s and 1930s who had to drive the charging beasts from the cattle market down to the North Wall.

“The best way you could work the cattle going down to the North Wall was straight down the [North] Circular Road. For shipping. It was a straight run, about a two-mile-run stretch. You could have about five hundred cattle being let out together going down at one time. Ah, the wild west wasn’t up with us!

“Ah, it was murder – murder – going down that road. A drover always had to have a stick, an ordinary ashplant, and a lot of men put a screw in the end to prod the cattle with – it was wrong. And the cattle often walked into shops ... and glass was all over the place. And then trying to get them out of the shops!”

JOHN RYAN, b. 1.916

Intellectual, author, publisher of Envoy magazine, catalyst for the literary pub life at McDaid’s pub.

“In those days [1940s] I published Envoy and people would come into McDaid’s who were seeking me out. And at McDaid’s they could fill the stage with characters – there’d be Behan who was a marvellous stage filler, and Kavanagh and O’Nolan and Dunleavy and Tony Cronin. And Liam O’Flaherty was there quite a lot. Quite regularly you’d see five of them together there. And they’d converse with their friends, their coevals, as it were.

“In their pub conversations they’d endlessly be talking about Katherine Mansfield – and Joyce was never off their minds! He was the subject of continuous correction, in very critical ways. And Yeats would often come up. I remember Kavanagh saying once that he could ‘do without Yeats’. And imminent fights were always on the horizon. Tensions, really, with Behan and Kavanagh and O’Nolan and Donleavy. Behan and Kavanagh would stir it up at times. They could be critical of one another. Small irritations that would mount to a crescendo. Verbal abuse was their main weapon! But they were notably kind-hearted ... I loved that period.”

PEADAR CASEY, b. 1920

Small butcher on Aughrim Street where the local butchers would help out the poor with meat trimmings.

“You’d help the poor out and the Little Sisters of the poor would come on Friday mornings with buckets and you’d hand them stew meats. There was one little French nun, a very old nun, and she used to stand in the market, the cattle market, at 4:00 in the morning, she knew everyone in the market, collecting alms for the poor. She’d collect money and you’d want to be hard as nails not to give her something.

“One day someone offered her a drink ... he was calling her bluff. But she said ‘thanks’ – and went into the public house with this man!’ And when her drink was handed to her, she said to the barman, ‘Would you put it in an empty bottle?’ She put it under her cloak and brought it back to the convent. She never drank it; it was for the poor.”

MARY DOOLAN, b. 1915

Her life in the Liberties was not rosy years ago.

“I was born and reared in an old tenement on Francis Street. They were very poor days ... brutal days. Everyone used the toilet in the [rear] yard. I never even remember seeing rolls of toilet paper. We used to just cut up the Herald and the Mail in squares. Anyone in the tenement could use it – and it didn’t matter if the print went on your behind or what!”

MAY HANAPHY, b. 1907

Born and reared on Golden Lane in the Liberties back when courting was an innocent game.

“At that time [1920s] the girls and boys growing up was really innocent. All we ever done to get a fella when we were young was rob his cap. If you fancied a fella you robbed his cap and you ran and he ran after you.

“And [when older] we’d go ‘clicking’. They don’t use that term now – ‘Are you going out clicking tonight?’ You’d be dressed up and all in a nice blouse and skirt and coat. Oh, clicking was very popular then. That’s how many a girl got a husband. That’s the way flirting went on. Now, how you clicked was this – they’d [girls] go off along around downtown, mostly O’Connell Street, or maybe Henry Street, strolling arm in arm, you know, slow walking. And two lads would come towards you, and you’d get the eye, and the two fellas would say, ‘There’s two mots.’ We were called ‘mots’ then, the girls were. They’d look back ... and you’d look back. Then you’d walk on ... walk slow and stop at a window looking at the clothes or shoes – but you’d make sure it wasn’t any delicate garments! And next thing, they’d be standing behind us and they’d say, ‘That looks nice, doesn’t it?’ That was clicking! Now, I done it myself.

“So then, you [could] make a date and the first time would be just walking and talking. Then maybe the third date maybe you’d go to the pictures ... and the fella would hold your hand. And if you didn’t like him you’d be just squirming. Now, if he got fresh with you and put his arm around you and, say, tried to kiss you ... you’d be squirming! But you might get a nice fella.”

HARRY MUSHATT, b. 1908

Legendary chemist at 3 Francis Street.

“I was known as the fella with all the cures, and we made our own medicines. Forty-four different preparations in our shop. We had our own tonic that was a stimulant to make your hair grow. There was a man used to come in, a bricklayer, and one night he came in and takes off his cap and says, ‘I want something to make hair grow.’ So my brother takes down the hair tonic – now my brother was bald! And after a few moments he said, ‘I’ll tell you, Mr Mushatt, you use it on your scalp this week – and I’ll come in Saturday night and if it does you any good, I’ll buy it!’”

JOHN MAHER, b. 1919

One of the last of the old-time buskers on Dublin streets who had a long and difficult road getting there.

“I was born in a caravan when we were travelling. Cities were completely taboo for travelling people back then. If you were doing music, it was okay, but if you were begging you got hassled. In those days me father often went singing in the streets and he used to sell ballad sheets as well. And I’d go around selling them when I was small, seven or eight.

“Now, I ran away when I was twelve. The father was drinking and giving me a hard time. Trying to sing or play in the street you’d get soaked to the skin ... very difficult in those days. I started off with a penny whistle and often did a jig, but it wouldn’t be proper dancing. And I was completely raggedy. I had no shoes, me hair would be unkempt and no proper clothes ... trousers was always too big or too small for me. Something like out of Dickens in a way ... it looked Oliver Twist-ish or Artful Dodger, like that. But I had a crowd around me and I’d play to them and people were kind. People’d throw you ha’pennies and even farthings in the street ... everything counted. I’ve often had me trouser pockets full of copper.”

JEAN ROCHE, b. 1945

Reared on Queen Street where her granny was known as quite an independent and outspoken character.

“My granny was a big woman, and she could take her drink. Oh, she could drink! She loved some [whiskey or brandy] in her tea. And when she was taken to hospital for tests – and she was around seventy at this time – being in the hospital didn’t suit her. And so everybody that came up to see her brought her a little bottle of baby Powers. And she had about twelve.

“So, one night she was depressed – and she drank ten of them! And the nurse came in and saw these empty bottles and they took her straight down and pumped her out! And she was furious! I mean, the idea that she was after drinking all that – and then they pumped her out!”

TIMMY KIRWAN, b. 1931

Docker born and reared on Corporation Street.

“I seen a man pawning his wooden leg to get a drink. He’d take off his wooden leg and get his two crutches and carry the wooden leg under his arm to the pawn office. Get twelve shillings and go into the pub and get a few drinks. And he’d sit down, he wouldn’t stand up, ’cause he’d fall when he got drunk. Then he’d get his wooden leg out when he got his army pension.”

HARRY BARNWELL, b. 1905

He learned handcraft shoemaking from his father at his little shop on Castle Street. He became the doyen of Dublin’s shoemakers and the very last one in the Liberties.

“When my father died in 1922, I remember my mother’s words to me that morning, ‘Don’t worry, son, God will help you.’ I put my shoulder to the wheel and never looked back. I worked in the shop until one o’clock in the morning finishing off a pair of shoes for ‘Lord this’ or ‘Lady that’ for Switzer’s. Till twelve in the night and one in the morning ... and all I’d have was this big clock made down on Dame Street in 1765.

“And when the traffic would stop in the night that’s the only thing you would have ... tick, tick, tick. That’s the only company you would have working, stitching ... and that clock used to talk to me, would you believe that? That was my company ... that was my girlfriend when I was back here in the night. That’s the only little friend I had there in the world.”

MATT LARKIN, b. 1923

His life was shaped by the gospel according to his ma. The menfolk in his world, he felt, could rarely measure up to the women.

“There were thirteen children in the family. My mother had it very rough. She would sacrifice everything to make sure there was a bit of grub on the table. And my mother was always there. I mean, we called the kitchen the ‘confession box’ because if you had a problem you went to your mother. Anything that gave you worry, you went to your mother – you went into the confession box and you went to confession. Never judgemental! She would steer you on the right road – and you came out absolved!”

PATRICK O’LEARY, b. 1929

Legendary chemist on Thomas Street in the Liberties.

“They’d [women] come in sometimes not to buy a thing at all. And I’d spend most of my time talking to them – or listening to them. And family problems. I’ve been told everything, the lot. One woman, a great-grandmother, she was a dealer out in the street and she couldn’t read or write, but she made a lot of money. And she was a money-lender – unofficially! Made an awful lot of money and she would tell me that she was afraid to go out. And I said, ‘Why are you afraid to go out?’ ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘you know I have a few thousand pounds in the house and I worry, and can’t wait to get back in case they’ve broken into the place.’ She had eight thousand pounds stuffed in a statue of the Sacred Heart! ‘She’ll look after it for me,’ she said. Eventually I said, ‘Put that into the bank!’”

EDDIE DUNNE, b. 1913

One of Dublin’s last surviving master coopers in Dublin, whose cooperage was in Smithfield.

“Your hands would be in a terrible state, split open from the dryness and rubbing down the timber along the jointers, particularly in winter. My hands would be sore and hurting at the end of every day. I used to use grease and mutton fat on my hands and covered them with gloves when I’d go to bed, so that I’d not destroy the good linen. You’d try to make your hands presentable in the morning so that people wouldn’t be looking at you.

“Now, I remember going into a restaurant one night and my hands, having done the best I could with them, were still in bits and pieces. And I sat down at this table and had a meal. And there was a man sitting opposite me and he said to me, ‘If you don’t mind my asking, I’m just looking at your hands.’ So I thought he was referring to them being in filthy condition, so I said, ‘Yes, it’s very embarrassing ... I find at times that I can’t seem to get them right.’ And he says, ‘What do you work at?’ And I told him as a cooper. So he says, ‘Now, I’m a barrister and I wish I had those hands of yours ... you should be very proud of them.’”

MARY WALDRON, b. 1913

Born on Gloucester Street in the year of the Big Strike on the quays.

“People used to save up money. There was a penny bank on Gardiner Street. And some people had little tin boxes with a lock at home and they’d save up in that. But people used to open up the side of the mattress and shove their money it and save it, say a pound note or a ten-shilling note. Stitch it up and no one would know it was in there.

“I remember this woman once getting a new mattress in for the bed and she sold the old mattress for a shilling. And when her husband come in, she said to him, ‘I’m after getting a new mattress’. And he said to her, ‘What did you do with the old one?’ Says she, ‘I sold it.’ ‘What!?’ says he. ‘There was a hundred pounds in that mattress!’ And he nearly went crazy! Never got it back, not at all.”

FRANK WEAREN, b. 1902

One of the last two old-time lamplighters in Dublin.

“In 1941 when the bomb dropped on the North Strand, I was starting to put out me lamps on Gardiner Street. I got the blast and nearly collapsed. It was a German plane. All my lamps were gone, blown up. Everything was in the dark. There was no gas, the gas main was blown up. Oh, it knocked the houses down like a pile of snow! Ah, a good few killed, twelve or fourteen. People collapsed and fainted with fright. Had I been a bit earlier I’d have gone with the lamps!”

PADDY O’BRIEN, b. 1919

Legendary barman at McDaid’s literary pub in Dublin for nearly forty years.

“I first met Brendan Behan when he was a very young man, and I didn’t even know who he was because he was an apprentice as a painter. There was this young lad in McDaid’s on a Saturday morning and the lads he was with went away and left him. He was only a kid about seventeen years old [circa 1939‒1940] and he was really gone [drunk]!

“It was a lovely summer day and we had a back entrance where we used to stack our crates. So I put Brendan out there sitting on a box so he’d be all right there and could go to sleep. Anyway, it came to evening and I got out to have a look at him, and here now he’s lying on the ground. And out of his mouth a pool of porter going down the alley.

“So I took him in and washed him up – and off he went. Now, he had no literary talent in those days. But he was full of devilment, dancing and singing and talking and generally ‘messing’. Brendan was big and robust. And an open-necked shirt and never wore a tie, and the shirt would always be hanging out. All pulled out and maybe not buttoned. And a big head of curly hair – real rough. A very lively guy and full of fun. And very good-natured. And he used to use a four-letter word. And I’d say, ‘Brendan, would you ever stop using that four-letter word!’ ‘Oh, Paddy, I’m sorry, I’m sorry!’ He didn’t even know he was doing it. And then he’d go back again telling another story and it’s out with the four-letter word! That was the image of Brendan.”

HARRY MUSHATT, b. 1908

Legendary chemist on Francis Street in the Liberties.

“All my life I’ve been listening to the price of oranges and apples. From the dealers outside. They had fantastic wit! And they absolutely vandalised the English language. The millennium – that was the ‘aluminium year’! I did enjoy it. I’m terribly sorry that I didn’t write down all the things I heard.

“And I’ve absolutely no doubt that Sean O’Casey didn’t invent a single thing. All he did was keep his ears open. Because when I go to the Abbey or the Gaiety and see an O’Casey play, I hear all the Americans and Irish bursting their sides listening at the way they mangle the English language. Well, I was listening to it every day! It’s totally authentic.”

PADDY MOONEY, b. 1918

Born and reared in a tenement house on Whitefriar Street, he knew every living soul in his house and all the houses around.

“When the Depression set in in the thirties, people had to try and live as best they could. There was a man in our house and he never worked a day in his life – with the exception that he used to make bird cages in the bed. Bird cages for the Bird Market not far from here. He wouldn’t get out of bed.

“And the people in the back parlour used to sell hair restorer. She’d stand on a box and her hair dropped right down to the two cheeks of her arse. Selling it and showing what this could do ... what it done for her!

“Then at Molloy’s boarding house across from us, a family in there had fifteen barrel organs that they used to hire out at a half crown a day. You could also get a child for to go begging – hire a child! Yeah, it’d be one of their own, maybe around two years of age, and they wouldn’t be much of a nuisance. Take them out, carry the child around in a shawl and you went around begging!”

DR JAMES SLEIN, b. 1927

Distinguished Dublin physician who grew up directly across from the famed Dolly Fawcett and her brothels. From his large window he could see all the scandalous, yet entertaining, activities on the street, while admiring Dolly herself as a kind, decent woman.

“She was a notorious person because she ran brothels. And both [Cozy Kitchen and Café Continental] were shebeens, they served watered-down whiskey in cups. Some nights I’d just sit at the window, gaze across, seeing the chaps going in until two or three or four in the morning. The men were lawyers, businessmen, politicians. The girls were in their twenties. The local police turned a blind eye – and some of them even patronised her.

“Even though it was a brothel, I can’t remember anybody speaking badly about Dolly. She was part of the community. She was very lady-like, educated by the world itself. Dolly was regarded as a neighbour. Very attractive, very intelligent and certainly well dressed for her time [1930s and 1940s]. She was an extraordinary person ... a big-minded person. Oh, and she was extremely charitable.”

JAMES ROONEY, b. 1906

Well-known chimney sweep in Dublin.

“See, the Rooneys were renowned, we were known ... very trusted. People’d leave the keys, to their houses. My father, he was dead honest. One time he was doing a house in Clontarf and a lump of cloth comes down the chimney – rolled up with a load of jewellery in it. Must of been put there for hiding during the troubled times. So he just showed it there to the man – and he never as much as said thank you to him. Never even said thanks to him!”

MAY HANAPHY, b. 1907

Born and reared in a very impoverished part of the Liberties and worked at Jacob’s biscuit factory all her life.

“I remember life in Golden Lane growing up ... very poor. Our lane was called the ‘four corners of hell’. It got its name because the drink was so terrible, a pub on every corner. Oh, and there was always fighting ... always fighting! They’d say ‘Ruggy-up!’, and the police had whistles if there was a row.

“Now, at that time it was the DMP – that’s the British police – and they were very hard on men. Now I remember this as a child, I saw it myself – this is no fantasy, it’s the real thing. When they’d get anyone drunk and helpless, they were frog-marched into the old police station in Chancery Lane. Make them walk on their hands. And they’d be holding up their feet. Very painful! Saw them myself passing our window. I’d say now it’d be a form of cruelty.”

MAISIE DALY, b. 1906

Born and reared above her parents’ little fruit and vegetable shop on the corner of Chicken Lane and Stoneybatter Street. On holidays to visit her mother’s people in Wexford she met the real love of her life ... but it was not to be.

“I didn’t marry. But my mother was from Wexford and I went there for my holidays, and there I met the only man I ever would have married. Joseph Dunbar was his name. We gathered at the crossroads at night and danced and sang. They’d come from the mountains with violins, and we’d dance till all hours of the morning. I’d lovely days there. I’d be eighteen or nineteen when I met him ... a lovely Wexford man.

“We’d meet together at the little stile, a lovers’ seat where the trees had intertwined to form an arch and there was a little seat in it. It was very refined. You’d sit there talking and Joe – I could hear his voice now – he’d always call me by my Irish name, Moira. He was a mad Irish speaker. Loved everything Irish. And we’d walk home. I loved him very much.

“But he was the last of his family and they were all married, and they were anxious for him to remain with his mother and father. So he remained on to look after them ... and we parted and that was that. It was a lovely love affair, Joe and I ... but it wasn’t to be, perhaps.”

CHRISSIE O’HARE, b. 1918

She can never forget one sad tale from her childhood.

“I grew up in a tenement house on Lower Gardiner Street. My father was a news vendor, so was me mother. A friend kind of reared us, we called her ‘Granny’. We had chickens to get fresh eggs. And I had me own chicken, to me it was a pet. And I come home from school one day and I’m looking for me chicken and I says, ‘Granny, I can’t find me chicken.’ My father was after roasting it! To me, it was a pet! But he didn’t understand ... and he cooked it! And I couldn’t eat chicken since. Never. ’Cause I still see the chicken.”

TOM BYRNE, b. 1914

A native of Canning Street, he worked in various positions around dockland and possesses a superb memory.

“The Killarney House, that was a speakeasy. I have vivid memories of it. When the pub closed the blinds came down and the men’d be sitting around on barrels and talking in the dark and it was ‘Shhh!’ ... be quiet. So, the police, they’d have an odd raid and come around in the open cars like what you see in some of those early gangster pictures, like Al Capone. Nearly all had trench coats on them, plain clothes, and soft hats. And they’d whiz down, four or five or six of them, in these cars and they’d pile out and ‘bang, bang, bang!’ on the door – and then they’d run in.

“But Donoghue [publican] had a tenement house next to his pub. Now, he had a big wardrobe along the wall in his living accommodation above the pub – and another big wardrobe along the wall in his tenement house. And they backed one another! And clothes hanging in them. So, when there was going to be a raid it was ‘everybody upstairs!’ So they ran through the wardrobes [connected by an opening cut in the wall] and the door closed and he slides the clothes back on the rack! The police came in and raided the place – nobody there! Most ingenious it was!”

WILLIAM CONDON, b. 1898

Tram driver in Dublin who had to wait to move to the capital city until he could be married in a way that would be acceptable to his relatives.

“I was born in 1898 and me father died when I was only six years old. My mother had no other means of living and an uncle took me down in the country. I joined the [British] army in 1917 during the First War. And after I came back from the army in 1919 you couldn’t come into Ireland in a British uniform and they wouldn’t allow you to bring your gun or rifle in. So I come back to a relative in Roscrea and I started digging potatoes. I wore my uniform on the land – but never up in Dublin.

“I used to come up to Dublin to see me mother now and again and I met me wife there. She was my cousin, ’cause her father and my mother were brother and sister! She was only fifteen ... and we were going together for a long time. We dared not ask her father or me mother [for permission to marry] – because cousins couldn’t marry in those days. So we waited until she was twenty-one and I was thirty-one and we eloped! We went to the country and got married. And wrote them from down there to tell them about it.”

UNA SHAW, b. 1933

Lived all her life on Lower Rutland Street. During the arctic cold and blizzards of the winter of 1947 she was working at Resnick’s clothing factory on Dominick Street – when she could battle her way through the blizzard to get there.

“I particularly remember the struggle getting up Dominick Street, because the factory was at the top and you were holding on to the railings going along. You see, with the struggle to get to work I literally had to hold on to the railings of the houses ’cause the blizzard would knock you off your feet! And I’d have to stop and wait until I got enough steam.

“The blizzard was that bad that I could barely see, and I remember having a scarf over my mouth – ’cause you couldn’t breathe, it was so cold. I can remember vividly how cold it was ... it’d penetrate right through you. When you were inside the factory you were quite warm with the machines going. But then you had to go out and face the same thing going home!”

MAUREEN GRANT, b. 1923

Grew up on Queen Street and became the legendary barmaid at the Olympia Theatre in Dublin.

“I hated school. It was a very bad experience. If you only sneezed, you got a slapping. So I done about three or four years’ schooling and that’s all. I mitched most of the time. I used to go all around the Phoenix Park till school was over.

“One evening when it was getting dark very early, I was coming home and I saw this old lady – the banshee – sitting up on the windowsill with a big head of white hair and she was combing her hair. And she was howling! I actually saw the banshee! I run all the way home into Queen Street and I was very upset. And I got a smack across the face to get me out of the state I was in. I said what I had seen and my mother says, ‘You’ve done something, and that’s a warning of some kind.’ I didn’t do much more mitching.”

MICKEY GUY, b. 1919

Grew up on Francis Street, with all its lanes.

“All around the Liberties there was rats – millions of rats! Oh, men used to bet on rats. Used to keep rats alive and be betting on them. Here in Garden Lane two men, they’d have dogs and back a crown and let ’em out and the dogs would run and get the rat, tear at it and sling it up and it died.

“They kept rats in cages – it was a hobby for them. As a matter of fact, if I caught a rat I got sixpence off Mr Blake, a caretaker at the Iveagh market. He’d boxes of rats. Just a hobby they had. One man had a great little dog and he always won his half crown.”

JOHN McCORMACK, b. 1943

Son of the legendary “Spike” McCormack, the famed northside street fighter and Irish middleweight champion in the legitimate ring. John would himself become the British light heavyweight champion. But his greatest claim was always “I’m Spike’s son!”

“My father would drink me under the table – forty pints in one day, no problem to him. Oh, unbelievable! Really! Now, one time my father was to do an interview with Gay Byrne on his Late Late Show on a Saturday night ... this was back in the sixties. There were no televisions in pubs at that time and so all the pubs cleared because everyone heard ‘Spike’s on!’ Every pub in the inner city cleared out.

“So my mother got his suit out of the pawn and we dressed him up nice. So they sent a motor car down from RTÉ to get Spike for the show. Two people, the chauffeur and this fella from Telefís Éireann. Anyway, the car comes and the fella says, ‘We’re bringing you to the Late Late Show.’ And Spike says, ‘Okay, but will you do me one favour? The first pub we come to, just pull up ’cause I have to have a pint before I go.’ ‘We were told specifically by your wife and Gay Byrne that you were not to have a drink! He won’t put you on the show if you have drink on you ... that’s one thing about Gay Byrne, he won’t have a drunkard on the show!’ So me father says, ‘Well, I’m not going on the show unless I get a pint! You’ve got to loosen me tongue.’ So they went around to the public house and the fella and the driver says, ‘Have one!’

“Anyway, by the time they got out to RTÉ, me father had a good few drinks on him. But Gay Byrne says, ‘There’s a bit of a hitch, Spike; go down to the reception and you’ll get a drink down there.’ And all the technicians are in there and they all say, ‘How are you keeping, Spike?’ So he goes up to the bar. Then [eventually] this light comes on for the stage hands and technicians [to return]. So they all left their drinks there! And my father says [to himself], ‘Jesus Christ, leaving all that drink – that’s a mortal sin!’ So he went along and cleared the whole table!

“And Gay Byrne says to someone, ‘Okay, go up and get Spike.’ And it was ‘Holy Jesus!’ My father [later] told me, ‘I slopped out all of that bar.’ And Gay Byrne said, ‘There’s no way under any circumstances will I have that man on this show!’ And he wouldn’t.”

PADDY CASEY, b. 1926

Garda in the poorest northside areas in the 1940s.

“Savage hardship around Queen Street, the quays, Dominick Street, North King Street. Terrible ... terrible difficult, in winter. And the poor would come out with picks and hack up the street and take the wooden setts in sacks for fire.”

MAY HANAPHY, b. 1907

Born and reared in the old Liberties in midst of the Easter Rising, which was both exciting and dangerous.

“During the Rebellion the looting started. My ma wouldn’t let us outside the street, but my brothers were older than us and they went with a crowd of fellas down Grafton Street and it was terrible they told my mother. People were getting trampled when they were looting, taking things out of the shops. It was shocking! Anyone was doing it. They smashed everything in Grafton Street and they had all the best quality of stuff. Law and order had completely broken down. We had the front window and said, ‘Ma, come and look out, quick! Look, they’re bringing a piano up on a cart!’ Oh, yes, and beautiful chairs ... anything they could get hold of.

“Now, didn’t my brothers bring back a couple bottles of the choicest liquors. And my mother wanted to kill them! My mother said, ‘We want food, but we don’t want that!’ And Mammy got it and poured it down the pipe into the yard!”

MARY DOOLAN, b. 1915

Grew up in poverty on Francis Street, where a gramophone was a great luxury.

“They were poor days; my father was a bottle washer and my mother sold cabbage and potatoes and paraffin oil – and they were parents of thirteen. My mother, she used to cry when she had no money. We never had anything. And me brother, the eldest, he used to look at her and say, ‘Mother, if I ever win anything on the horses, I’ll bring you a gramophone.’

“Well, here one day me mother was up there and here she sees the door opening and a big horn, and him carrying the thing. He was after winning three pounds ten! And he bought the gramophone! His Master’s Voice. Big, big green thing.

“Oh, we were charmed. Me mother, she had brown eyes and they nearly fell out of her head! And she kept kissing him ... The whole three pounds ten shillings! On her. That’s all he wanted. He idolised her.”

MAISIE DALY, b. 1906

Revered her mother as a strong “real” Irishwoman.

“My mother was a terrific Wexford woman – a real Irishwoman. Now, there was a few boards outside the door of her shop to display vegetables. And the Tans came along and one of the Tans happened to sit on this cabbage. My father was looking out ... and said nothing. He was very quiet, conservative, and all for peace.

“But my mother, she said, ‘Now, I don’t intend to have that at all!’ – and she went out and just told him, ‘Up on your feet now, sonny, stand up and don’t sit on the bit of greens and press them.’ She was great. She was terrific. ‘All right, mother,’ he said. She was terrific.”

SENAN FINUCANE, b. 1919

Garda in the Liberties neighbourhoods.

“Men’d sit down in the street and play cards and pass the time. That was harmless, only small stakes. But we’d get lots of complaints about the toss schools around Cork Street, Kevin Street, different places around the Liberties where people would lose all their wages. Wives would complain that they were losing all their money. See, on the penny there was a head on one side and a harp on the other and they’d be tossing that. It was ‘heads you win, harps you lose’.

“Now, at big toss schools there might be sixty or eighty people and the place would be full of silver, half crowns. Often there’d be a hundred pounds – or maybe two hundred pounds on the ground. A lot of money! So emotions were high. So we’d have to raid that with a force of maybe ten or twelve guards – and you’d want to go pretty fast! They might have a lookout and then we could go in plain clothes pretty fast. Oh, I often seen buckets of money!”

PAT MOYLETT, b. 1939

Proprietor of a sweetshop on Manor Street on the northside.

“Now, I’ve seen from this counter the biggest contradictions in Irish life. How it surprised me that a very great number of elderly people – the most respectable people – who’d come in and buy an English paper like the Star and the Sun with a naked woman on the inside of it. And they’d buy it on their way down from Mass!

“On Sunday morning I’d get a great laugh out of people who’d buy the News of the World where they’d have naked women, divorce cases, sex scandals, homosexuality, all that explicit stuff. And they’d buy it and fold an Irish paper like the Irish Press or Irish Independent around it. My perverse sense of humour would be that I would purposely fold the Press inside the News of the World – and then watch them reverse the thing before they left the shop.”

NOEL GILL, b. 1934

Publican, Gill’s pub on Russell Street and the North Circular Road.

“Brendan Behan lived here on Russell Street and this was his uncle’s local. And if Brendan was after doing a play or writing a story he’d go on a binge. Maybe he’d start in McDaid’s or the Bailey or Palace Bar and he’d go on a sentimental tour down here, ’cause he was reared here. We treated him as a character from a respectable family.

“Now, quite a lot of men adjourned here when Brendan died. See, he had been in about three weeks before that and he come in stone sober, he was drinking soda water. And he was so shrunk you wouldn’t recognise him! He was like an old grandmother, you know, hunched in like that and his tummy gone. He came in to tell us that he was the only Irishman that got an invitation to President Kennedy’s inauguration. He was proud as punch and he showed me the official invitation here behind the counter. And it was all folded up – it was the cleanest thing you ever saw him with.”

HARRY MUSHATT, b. 1908

Legendary chemist on Francis Street. Among his trove of stories, the small, simple ones are often the most delightful.

“One night a girl came in for a tuppeny box of face powder. And a half an hour later a little kid was back with the face powder and she says, ‘Me sister sent me back with the box of face powder, she wants the tuppence back.’ So I says, ‘Why? Does she not want the face powder ... is she not going to the dance?’ ‘She’s going to the dance but the whitewash off the wall will do ... the gas has gone out.’ See, she wanted the tuppence for the metre on the gas.”

MAGGIE MURRAY, b. 1913

She grew up in Queen’s Terrace, two-storey tenements among the most squalid in all Dublin. But she was sent to school on Baggot Street in close proximity to where the “posh” children had their own section.

“I went to school on Baggot Street, Our Lady of St Joseph’s. The upstairs was for the well-off children, it was called Our Lady’s, and the poor went downstairs and that was St Joseph’s – that was for the poor. The children upstairs weren’t from around here, they were more posh, like from Rathgar. And the children wouldn’t mix. They wouldn’t play with us. We knew we were poor, of course, and we talked about the posh but they wouldn’t come near you.

“And they used to have lovely jumpers with pom-poms, like round balls, over their pinafores. And I’d none. I’d be wearing any old thing. Mother always got our clothes second‒hand at the Daisy Market and the Iveagh. And one day I found two pom-poms, only two pom-poms, and I pinned them down there [on her clothing] and I had an idea [how it felt] … But I had no jumper. And they pulled the pom-poms off me! I felt sorry for them ... ’cause they were so hurtful. And when I got to school that day the children from Our Lady’s, they wouldn’t even look at me. And my heart was broken! I’m still emotional [at age eighty].”

AGNES DALY, b. 1928

Born on Clarence Street, she survived the 1941 German bombing of the North Strand, but she feared one nun at school even more.

“We went to the convent school over there with the Sisters of Charity. But the nuns were very strict. Now, Sister Philomena, she was a little nun but, oh my God, she was a walking demon! Oh, your poor hands! You’d have to hold out your hands and she had a big cane. And I remember me mother wanted to throw one of the nuns into the canal. Because me father was on his deathbed and a sister of mine, Tassie, she didn’t know her catechism because there was no money and she hadn’t got tuppence for the book. And this teacher makes a show of her and brings her around by the ear to all the classes. And when me mother heard about it, she went off! She’d enough with my father dying and all them kids [seven girls and four boys] – and she went over to that nun and says, ‘If you ever do anything like that again I’ll throw you in the bloody canal!’”


Chapter 12 [image: image]

NOSTALGIA, SORROWS AND DEATH

PAULINE SHERIDAN, b. 1928

One Christmas above all others is unforgettable.

“My father had MS and died at forty-seven. There was five of us and it was dreadfully hard on my mother. She had to go out working, cleaning. There was hunger. I remember seeing her on Christmas Eve shining up pennies with Brasso ... because she wanted to give us all something fancy. And she’d shine up these pennies for us and we’d get two pennies each. And I saw her crying ... ’cause she couldn’t give us more than a few pennies.”

CATHLEEN CANNON, b. 1915

Lived on Oxmantown Road during the years when TB was a scourge.

“It was a lovely place to grow up, but it was a hard life and there was a lot of TB. Now, I had a sister, May, who died of TB. They bled out of the nose and ears and all. She was beautiful and she was mad about Daddy. Beautiful black curly hair and big blue eyes. She loved Daddy. Daddy was her whole world. She trailed after Daddy like a little cub bear.

“It developed into rapid TB. She was sixteen. They took her to the hospital and told her that her leg would have to come off. She said she would rather go to heaven with two legs. After a week and a half they knew May was going to die. Daddy would go over every morning [on his way to work] at six o’clock on his bike to see her. And he went back in the evening. It was very emotional. She kept saying, ‘It’s not fair, I’ve seen so little of the world ... why should I have to die? It’s not fair, Daddy.’ And Daddy says, ‘May, you’ll go straight to heaven and you’ll have less to answer for.’ He kissed her ... and she still kept saying, ‘It’s not fair, Daddy.’

“He came back in the evening and he discovered that she was more reconciled to go. All she could say was, ‘I hope I die on Saturday.’ And this was Wednesday. And Daddy says, ‘Why Saturday, May?’ ‘Because the nun said I’ll go to purgatory but on Saturday Our Lady comes and takes you out of purgatory.’

“She fought death. You know, the young heart fighting death ... your heart isn’t letting you go. She was fighting, fighting death.

“Daddy saw the last of May and he had to go to work then. He kissed her and said, ‘May, you’re only a short time from heaven.’ He was broken-hearted. She was only sixteen. And the most innocent sixteen that the world ever knew. She died at three o’clock ... on Saturday.”

JOSEPH FANAGAN, b. 1925

Undertaker on Aungier Street. The business has been in his family since 1853.

“In the old days the body would be washed and cleaned and shaved before putting on the habit. And then there’d be a vigil at the bedside until the body was removed maybe in two days’ time – or more. See, in the old days they didn’t want to rush the body, to give relatives and emigrants time to get there ’cause transportation took much longer.

“The wake depended on the preservation of the body, naturally. See, in those days there was no embalming in the country. So they couldn’t keep them that long, especially in summer. The colour of the skin would go black ... so they’d have to take that into consideration.”

PADDY MOONEY, b. 1918

Reared on Whitefriar Street and Pimlico Street.

“There was this idea years ago – no matter how poor the people were – ‘We don’t want a pauper’s funeral if we can possibly avoid it ... we’ll do without food just to pay [the burial society].’ And I’ll never forget this as long as I live ... when my father died we didn’t have the money for the coffin. But he had a son that I never met from his first [deceased] wife and he bought the coffin. And then there was no money for the hearse!

“So, me mother went in the ‘black hearse’, that was the pauper’s hearse, and my father was buried in the pauper’s grave in Glasnevin. Because nobody gave us any money. The hearse came from the South Dublin Union, a workhouse. One horse and a great big black box of a hearse. No windows on it – just a big black box. And one horse! That was a very glaring exhibition of poverty.”

CHRISSIE HAWKINS, b. 1911

Suffered a sadness that never gave her peace.

“I buried a lovely little girl, only a year and seven months old. She died of pneumonia. She was four days waked in the room. She was just small in the coffin. Just got one candle for the coffin. Just one candle for a little child. Then the men carried the little one to Glasnevin and buried her.

“I wasn’t let go to the funeral. Oh, I was in an awful state! I wanted to be there ... but they wouldn’t let me. They said the mother shouldn’t be with the child. She was buried in the children’s plot. Wouldn’t let me go ... and they wouldn’t tell me where it was! Me mother didn’t want me to know where it was ... where she was buried. Oh, I went out there [years later, to search] ... but I never seen it.”

JACK MITCHELL, b. 1928

Head gravedigger at Glasnevin Cemetery.

“We had an Angels’ Plot, for the little ‘angels’ – stillborn, a day old, or whatever. It’s sad. I never liked it. It just hits you. You’d be told, ‘Take that down and bury that in the Angels’ Plot.’ ‘That!’ And off you’d go. Nobody with it.”

NANCY CULLEN, b. 1918

Born and reared on Cook Street, which was teeming with children, many of whom met with an early death.

“I only barely remember me own sister dying. I must have been very young. I know that the child died suddenly. She must have been sick because she was always crying ... always crying. And I remember me mother walking the floor with her all night. She’d be in her arms and she’d be walking all up and down. One morning we woke up and the child was dead. That was all. She was only a year. I suppose I was about six.

“I remember her being waked in the corner with white bows. There wouldn’t be a funeral for a baby, like now. A child would be brought out at seven in the morning and just buried. Carry the coffin out. Only the father. I don’t think the mother used to go. And sadness.

“We didn’t know ... we were too young to understand it. Being a child, we didn’t realise. We used to say, ‘They’re gone to heaven.’ There used to be a girl near us and she had a little brother named Christy and Christy died. And when we’d be sitting out in the night time and she’d look up at a star she used to say, ‘That’s our Christy up there!’ Kind of innocent, you know? And we used to believe her.”

NOEL HUGHES, b. 1930

Wakes on North King Street where he lived were often beset by “moochers” looking for free booze who didn’t know the deceased!

“In my time as a youngster a wake would go on for three days and three nights. An old oil lamp and between the smell of the corpse and the paraffin oil a sickening smell all the time. A saucer of snuff, candles lighted, saucer of holy water and feather you dipped in and sprinkled the dead. They’d be sitting at the fire talking about things that happened a hundred years ago.

“Ah, and if the sup was there, the drink, they’d be up all night and everyone would come in. You got people that didn’t know them [the deceased]! Just walked in and said, ‘May the Lord have mercy on him, I knew him well’ – and it was a woman that was dead! Oh, yeah, they were ‘on the mooch’, begging for a drink. We had men in the neighbourhood that was buggers for doing that – moochers!”

JOHN-JOE KENNEDY, b. 1916

Liberties lad who never missed a good wake.

“Great sport at wakes!”

JOE MURPHY, b. 1918

Shipwright who lived his entire life in Ringsend village.

“Ringsend was a little community, a very close-knitted type of people. The shipwrights and the dockers were as thick as thieves. And there was a thing called ‘consumption’, in later years ‘TB’, and it was rampant. And any victim of it, the Ringsend people looked after them [and family]. A loaf of bread or a bag of sugar or tea was sent in. And the publican, he used to help out with burials.

“And in Ringsend now for a funeral the whole village would just shut down ... come to a standstill. Shops, pubs, grocers ... the whole works would just be shut down dead. There’d be a wake for about three nights. Then they’d go back to the pub after the funeral and ‘sympathise’ as they used to call it – and get scuttered drunk! And the arch enemies of one another would be the best of friends!”

LESLIE FOY, b. 1925

One of the last great handcraft signwriters in Dublin.

“The Corporation would come along and tear down a street and put the people out. Put them out in Coolock, Tallaght, in Crumlin, Ballyfermot. Uprooted people! Moved them out. They just gave up ... they vegetated. Their hearts never left Seán McDermott Street, Marlboro, Dominick Street, where their houses were ripped down.

“And all the old people, when they died they’re taken back to the church where they were christened, where they were married. Brought back all the way across the city to their church. They made their children promise ... ‘When I die, you bring me back and lay me out down there. I’ll be buried in that church!’ They never left it ... they died of broken hearts.”

ELIZABETH MURPHY, b. 1912

Lived on Corporation Street when it was still full of life – and death.

“Wakes ... very sad when a child was laid out. They’d have a little table and all done in white and blue bows and crosses. And a little white pillow and the baby lying on it ... it was so lovely.

“Now, there was one mother and the babies, twins, died. All three of them died! Oh, I’ll never forget that. They were lying in the coffin, the mother and the two babies, one on each side. One baby on each arm she had. Oh, that was an awful thing ... terrible sad ... and everyone crying.”

ALICE CAULFIELD, b. 1924

She lived on Newfoundland Street where the community was ravaged by TB in the 1930s and 1940s.

“Newfoundland Street, that’s down by the docks, all tenement houses. We only had one small room and we were very close. I had one brother and four sisters. I was the youngest. And my mother used to take epileptic fits.

“My four sisters died of TB. Two of them was twenty‒two when they died. And you were sent to the Pigeon House, that was a hospital. I remember going to see them. Some people was afraid to go and they didn’t bother. But I used to go and see them. And I remember going to see one of them [the last surviving sister] and just as I was going in the nun says, ‘You can’t go in yet, we have to get her ready.’ So I said, ‘All right, will you be long?’ ‘Ah’, said she, ‘I won’t be long.’ So she comes out again and says, ‘You can go in now.’

“So I went in and when I went in she was laid out in a habit – she was after dying! And, see, it was really only meself and her left. Oh, God, I nearly went mad ... ’cause it was just the two of us left ...”

JOHN MORGAN, b. 1919

A butcher on North King Street facing a solid row of decrepit tenement houses.

“Some of those tenement houses were called ‘coffin boxes’ – it was reeking with TB. And the finest of young lads and girls going in there and in about twelve months they were gone! It was terrible.”

TOMMY HOBAN, b. 1924

Handcraft coffin maker at Fanagan’s undertakers on Aughrim Street in Dublin.

“I started out at sixteen, about three months before the outbreak of the Second World War. My apprenticeship was five years. When the war broke out there was no timber coming in and you had to kind of improvise. And they’d send me out to measure the remains, to houses. And I measured them. I didn’t like going out to measure on the children ... always sad. Like from a month to three months is was a two‒foot coffin.”

MARY DOOLAN, b. 1915

Born and reared on Francis Street in the Liberties.

“At wakes they’d all be coming and drinking stout, and sandwiches. And smoking clay pipes. Oh, I was a clay pipe maker, they were made of soft clay and put into a kiln. And the old ones [women], they all had their shawls and they’d be smoking clay pipes and drinking their stout. And the pipes, they could last ... they called them ‘seasoned’.”

JEAN ROCHE, b. 1945

Grew up on Queen Street. She was especially close to her grandmother, whom she greatly admired.

“I have this photograph of my granny and she has this kind of sparkling look about her and she’s singing. I mean, she was so intelligent and quick ... the most marvellous woman. I often show this to my daughters and say, ‘This is where you come from ... that’s where your spirit is.’ She died at home ... I was twenty-seven. I was totally shocked, couldn’t believe it ... I was numb.

“And I felt very sad because she was in her coffin and her hair was pulled back and her [false] teeth were gone – and I thought it looked dreadful! She was very conscious of her appearance and she’d have loved people to look in the coffin and say, ‘Isn’t she lovely!’ I knew she would have wanted people to say that. And, of course, you can’t look lovely with your teeth out and your hair pulled back.”

JIMMY McLOUGHLIN, b. 1942

Reared on Marlborough Place.

“My mother, she charred for the Italian community that was in Marlborough Street. She done the cleaning for them in their shops. That was her morning job – and she was also a washerwoman, took in washing. I often wonder how she done it, being out charring. Down on her hands and knees with a scrub brush and big bar of soap. And in those days, you scrubbed! And being the frail lady she was. A very small person, only four foot ten, and she had a very deformed back, a big lump on her back. What she went through to bring me up ... it brings back sad memories ...”

PEGGY PIGOTT, b. 1927

Teacher at Rutland Street School on the northside.

“They were all needy and the ‘police clothes’, they’d be jeered for [wearing] them. Oh, and their raggedy shoes. When shoes would be very bad [in] the soles, they cut a player’s cigarette box and put that in the soles. I remember a past pupil telling me, ‘Oh, we were very poor, and my father used to put this cigarette box in the soles of my shoes’ – and she was ashamed of her life going up to the Holy Communion because she’d kneel and they’d see this!”

JACK CONROY, b. 1920

One of the first firemen on the horrific scene of the German bombing of the North Strand in 1941.

“It was pitiful looking at the little babies. Quite a few babies killed. Dead. Innocent. Some of them fell down from the top floors on top of the rubble. Like little waxen dolls that we were pulling out.”

MAUREEN LYNCH, b. 1923

Lived in a centuries-old stone cottage beside the canal at Newcomen Bridge. The German bomb exploded nearby in the middle of the night.

“The bomb blew everything – the roof come in on me and we went flying. All the stuff come down on me and knocked me out. All the mortar. When I awoke there was a St John [ambulance] man over me and he took off his coat and threw it around me and carried me out.

“And they took me to this house and on this slab there was a little girl that was dead. Only three or something. And her father blown to bits. And his wife killed as well. Oh, I couldn’t believe it!”

SENAN FINUCANE, b. 1919

One of the first gardaí on the scene of the North Strand bombing in 1941.

“They were working with their bare hands, taking out bodies, all bloody. We saw pieces of bodies being taken away, pieces of flesh ... legs, hair of the head maybe, and hands. And everything else. It was a terrible sight to see.”

ALEC KING, b. 1917

A rescue officer who was quickly at the bombing site with his crew.

“Our squad collected eleven or twelve that night, dead, maimed ... limbs missing. The dead and those who were lucky to be alive!”

BRIDGET McDONAGH, b. 1938

Born and reared on St Paul Street, a charming community of neighbours in lovely terraced houses, happily sharing and caring for one another – until the Corporation doomed it to demolition.

“I was born here in St Paul’s Street, a lovely street! Seventy-six families. Like a little community. These houses are nearly a hundred years old [1980s]. When I came home from work one night and saw the bulldozers I was shocked! We should have been notified they were going to demolish the street. Houses came down like a ton of bricks!

“You’ve lived all your life on this street. The anger is to see the way they’ve knocked it down and put out genuine tenants. The rubble, it’s just like Belfast, like a bombed-out place. It makes you want to scream! It’ll be sad to leave the street ... there’ll be tears ... I’ll keep coming back ...”

ELLEN DUFFY, b. 1902

Lived in poverty in Chicken Lane in a cottage that was once a forge.

“My mother died when I was two years old, on a hackney car and the horse took fright and she was thrown out and killed. I was sent to live with my mother’s people. My auntie was very good to me and wanted to educate me, but my step-grandmother had the control and she thought I’d be useful in her home on Prussia Street because they had a hotel with ten bedrooms. I was only about ten then.

“You have no idea how she treated me! I was only a slave. Anything that was hard, I had to do it ... do all the dirty work. Wash every chamber pot and all the basins in the bedrooms. Then feed the pigs. I was never let outside. I never did speak up because I’d be punished, get a wallop. I had no friends. I wasn’t allowed to mix with anybody. I had no pals. Wouldn’t be allowed sweets. I never got a toy in me life. No one to talk to ... I used to see children passing by and they were happy. I always used to say, ‘Why did God take my mammy away?’”

ANNIE MULDOON, b. 1905

Spent her life in her father’s little fishmonger’s shop on North King Street, which her family lived above. She adored her parents and never married.

“Me mother lived to be eighty-four. She wouldn’t have died at eighty-four only me father died a few years before that and she lasted seven more years. From what you call a broken heart. She never rested ... ‘Where’s your father?’, she’d say. The doctor said, ‘Can’t do anything for her, Annie, you can’t mend a broken heart.’

“I minded me mother to the last. She died in my arms, and she kept seeing a lady all night ... ‘There she is ... she’s beautiful,’ she’d say. And the priest came and said, ‘She’s gone, the Lady came for her.’ I loved her.”

JOHN BOYNE, b. 1932

One of the last two old-time farriers working in Dublin.

“The late fifties was a bad time for farriers. Horses went completely off the road, just overnight you could say. Overnight! Containerisation eliminated the whole port, really! Ships were all converted to container traffic – I mean, ‘roll on and roll off ’! Forges began closing up ... the flow of horses fell to a trickle. Then cars came in and that was a terrible big bang ... and trucks.

“For my father and men of his age it was sad ... sad mentally and physically because they could just never see it! Mentally it was very sad. My father, he didn’t understand it ... he didn’t know anything else, just working ... got really mentally disturbed by the whole thing ... I looked after him.”

AUGUSTINE GIBBEY, b. 1920

He was the last president of the Dublin Coopers’ Society, which dated back to 1501. He had to preside over one of the greatest sorrows in the city’s trade history.

“When they started to get in metal containers around the early 1950s the writing was on the wall for coopering at Guinness’s ... that was the death blow! It was the beginning of the end, we could see this, the end of coopering in Guinness’s and other breweries around the country. The older coopers, they dwelt on it an awful lot, you could see it in their manner.

“It was really sad in that it was a way of life just gone, pulled out from under their feet, never to be resurrected again. From 1501 to 1983, a great span of years and a lot of history. So it was sad to see it go ... and the way it went.”

EDDIE DUNNE, b. 1913

Cooper who eventually owned his own small cooperage in Smithfield. Proud of his heritage, he was saddened when iron casks appeared and eradicated the need for wooden barrels.

“Metal casks, they began to appear in the fifties and coopers didn’t like them. They called them ‘depth charges’ and ‘iron lungs’. Coopers saw them as a threat to the old craft ... saw their world changing. They were coming into Guinness’s and no way to stop them! They knew that some men would have to be let go ... no way to stop them ...”

EAMONN CROWE, b. 1920

One of the last handcraft stone carvers in Dublin.

“The pride men had in their work, the way they talked about stone ... it was obsessive. But in stonecutting when a man dies a link is broken ... there is nobody else. We’d hear of a man dying and we’d say, ‘Oh, you can’t ask him about that because he’s gone, dead now.’ So the whole line of information is dried up.

“We’re a dying breed ... it’s inevitable.”

MARGARET O’CONNELL, b. 1917

One of the last Daisy Market dealers, she began working there in the 1920s.

“The Daisy is on its way out now [1986]. It’s gone run-down.

“Oh, it’d be very sad to see it go. We had hundreds of dealers in those days, lovely traders. There’s just ten of us now. We had a good, happy life. It’s in your blood ... you’re fond of being out in the air and having a great chat and meeting people. Oh, we’ll still sell ... until God takes us. But eventually you’re going to see no traders! None of us left. All the Molly Malones will be gone ... and Dublin will not be the same.”

ANNIE RYAN, b. 1917

One of the last dealers in Dublin’s Daisy Market.

“We’re the last of the flock ... generations and generations. If you could go back in history, it was beautiful; an outdoor way of life, and nice people. Ah, we’d really miss it. But the Daisy Market is going to disappear and we’ll disappear with it ... and we’ll be digging up the daisies too!”

CHARLES WEBB, b. 1928

Head porter at Trinity College, hired at the age of twenty during the Second World War years. Nostalgic and philosophical over finally facing retirement, “fading away”.

“I’m the longest porter now on our Trinity staff. And I got to know a lot of very famous people, like in business and medical professions, or professors. You see things changing all the time ... it’s just a cycle going around.

“We’re the guardians of this place, but the kind of place that when you retire you’re forgotten then ... like you just kind of fade away.”

JOHN PRESTON, b. 1926

Swears that many dockers could put away 20 pints in one long session – and walk out the door seemingly stone cold sober.

“In the heel of his days Brendan Behan, he’d go out bumming. He’d be in Paddy Clare’s pub – he was in every pub! That’s where he used to get most of his material, listen to all the chatter. A robust fella and a lovable rogue.

“But when he’d go out bumming, when he was nearly finished, he used to come into a pub on Moore Street where all the dealers sell. And he’d be shabby-looking and he’d ask you for a drink. And yer man refused him, and he had to walk out. I pitied him ... I felt very sorry for him.”

JOHN BYRNE, b. 1908

A natural entertainer with a quick smile, ready wit, amusing songs and stories. At home, lonely with only his clocks.

“I work with old people now, bingo, do a variety show, songs. An awful lot of them are very lonely. Loneliness is a sad thing, a terrible thing.

“I understand what happens to a person living on their own – because I’m nearly thirty years alone. When there’s human beings together the home becomes alive. But when you go out the place falls dead. As soon as you go out that door and I shut the door it’s like the Iron Curtain. The minute I come in here all I can hear is the bloody clocks ticking. It’s a kind of company, all these things [many clocks].

“Loneliness is a real hunger. It’s worse than food hunger ... the hunger for company. You could die of loneliness. Loneliness is a killer ...”

JOHN READ COWLE, b. 1905

Cutler and owner of Read’s cutlery shop on Parliament Street, the oldest shop still in business in Dublin.

“I was married when I was twenty-eight and my wife was the same age as myself. She had TB and I waited for her, and she was in the hospital for years, in and out. And eventually the doctor says, ‘She’s all right now,’ and we got married. We went on a honeymoon, we came back, and the day we came back she got into bed – and she never got out of it again! I got wedding presents after she was dead. Isn’t that dreadful?”

PADDY FINLAY, b. 1909

Joined the Dublin Fire Brigade in the 1930s and found that death by fire was horrifying.

“I had the experience of seeing human spontaneous combustion. I had two of them. One in Harcourt Street and one in Ringsend. This is where the body ignites, burns, without even damaging the clothing they’re wearing. The body burns ... oh, it burns to a cinder. And very often the clothes are left there untouched. Human spontaneous combustion!

“The lady in Harcourt Street was seated on a couch and the body was burned and we had to be terrible careful lifting the body. We had to use shovels because it’d burn the hands off you. Oh, yes! And we had to shovel her on to a wet sheet to hold it together. The skull and the bones were still there, but the flesh was gone. And I found there was a considerable number of baby Power’s bottles in the room. She was obviously living alone.”

CHRISSIE McADAM, b. 1919

Still remembers the sadness of visiting the deathbed of Mr Mitchell, the owner of the rosary factory she worked in.

“I was born on Seán McDermott Street and my mother worked in Mitchell’s rosary bead factory for forty-odd years. When I was fourteen, I went into Mitchell’s straight away. Now, Mr Mitchell, he was a lovely gentleman. A huge big man, and he used to wear these navy pinstripe suits and always had a big red rose. A lovely gentleman and very homely and friendly.

“Now, Mr Mitchell was very, very good. I had a cousin who worked there and she got TB and he used to give her a bottle of milk, he’d say ‘take that, drink that’ ’cause she was very delicate and limping. He was like a father figure. And when he was dying I went up to the Mater Nursing Home to see him and I was very sad. I was crying because he was so kind to me and my mother. And his son Alex was there, cutting bread very tiny to give him, like a baby. And then he took him up in his arms like a child and walked him around the room. It was very sad. I cried now when I seen him ... ’cause we were very close. I cried ... a lovely man ... a great man. And when Mr Mitchell was dying, I was there with him ...”

TOM REDMOND, b. 1915

Tom was the last tram driver in all Ireland. He commanded the famous Hill of Howth tram, one of the most beloved features of Dublin life in the first half of the century. It was, he believes, the “best job in the whole, wide world”! It was his ship and he was the captain. When its fateful last day finally arrived, he was devastated.

“It was an open-topper. It left Sutton Station and you went right around the Hill of Howth, approximately five miles. And I was standing all the time, and exposed to the weather. Your seating capacity was seventy-nine – but I often had as much as a hundred and fifty and a hundred and sixty on it ... they’d be up around me ears and neck. In my day you carried everything and everybody. We took pride in it.

“In the summertime it was marvellous! You were out in the open air and the open country. And you’d watch for sheep in the fields. Often we’d see a sheep upside-down on his back laying in a ditch and we’d stop the tram and the two of us [Tom and the conductor] would go out and get him by the four legs and lift him up, because he couldn’t get out of it himself. And at Christmas the tram would be decorated with all the bunting and flowers – and a Christmas tree in the centre down below and lights and everything was put on it. And people would sing Christmas carols.

“There were tears for the last old tram. The thirty-first of May, 1959, was my last run. The trams came off on a Sunday night. The residents were very sad. We had wedding parties and we used to bring thousands of courting couples out on the tram on weekends, particularly in the summertime ... getting up on top of the tram to get the sun and sea breeze. It’s history gone. A way of life. I’m built into the history of it ... I’d be the happiest man in the world if I’d be in front of that tram again ...”
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Agnes Daly, who lived near North Strand and survived German bombing in 1941.
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Jack Conroy (right) joined Dublin Fire Brigade at Buckingham Street station in 1938 and fought fires in Belfast.




[image: image]

Conroy (far right) and firemen mates on a 1930s fire engine.
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Paddy Launders, who joined the British Merchant Navy in 1941 and would spend his time dodging warships and Hitler’s submarines.
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St Patrick’s Cathedral bell ringers (courtesy of Leslie Taylor).
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Hearse drivers at Flanagan’s Undertakers (courtesy of Flanagan’s).
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Ellen Ebbs and pals, who worked in a hand-sewing factory from age 14.
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Legendary “Spike McCormack”, a beloved street fighter and Irish boxing champion in the 1930s and ’40s (courtesy of his son John).
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Gypsy Lee, the legendary and highly respected Dublin fortune teller.
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Dwyer’s Pub on Moore Street, when women were first accepted at bars (courtesy of Bord Fáilte).
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Legendary “Mother of the Olympia Theatre”, Maureen Grant, who was behind the bar for four decades.
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Beloved publican Tommy Smith, who worked at McDaid’s and later owned Grogan’s pub (courtesy of John Woodfull).
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Moore Street traders in lively morning chat.
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Houseproud artisans’ dwellings owners making some improvements.
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A raucous scene at the exciting Smithfield Horse Fair.
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Horses being led through the Smithfield Horse Fair.
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Pat Tierney, street poet, performing on Grafton Street.




[image: image]

A devout preacher, pictured at Cumberland Street Market.
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Children playing in the streets of Dublin.
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A street busker with his dog at his feet.
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James Harding, one of Dublin’s last two old-time farriers, at the forge on Pleasant’s Lane.
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Farrier John Boyne’s forge on Pearse Street.
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A serious card game being played on Sean MacDermott Street.
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Gaming and wagering behind a derelict northside building.
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A Cumberland Street Market dealer with a bagful of goods.
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Two men in earnest conversation at Smithfield Market.




[image: image]

Neighbours sunning and socialising by their front doors.
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Anastasia Barry, who was born in the 1890s, orphaned and had the life of a waif.
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A family outing in artisans’ dwellings.
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In bygone days the corner shop was a wonderland for children and a daily contact point for local folk.
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Cooper Robert Dunne, whose family operated the last cooperage in Dublin.
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Stall traders chatting on Moore Street.
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Chris Carr, one of Dublin’s grande dames, who was born in the 1890s.
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Kids using a derelict car as a playground behind Dublin tenements.
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A busker’s fascinating musical show amusing onlookers, Grafton Street.
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Brian Hudson, one of Dublin’s last “true” pavement artists, chalking on the pavement surface.
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Mary Casey, one of the last old Iveagh Market dealers.
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The bustling morning scene at Cumberland Street Market.
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Searching for treasures among the wares of Cumberland Street Market.
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Later in the day at Cumberland Street Market, with a weary trader encircled.
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John Cruite, one of last three handcraft saddle makers in Dublin, in the doorway of a shop in Smithfield.
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Sam Greer, one of Dublin’s last handcraft harness makers.
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Liam Preston, spieler extraordinaire, on Henry Street.
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The quintessential content pintman, Paddy Losty, on “his” seat.
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Dublin Cattle Market cattle and horse drover Luke Nugent, relaxing in Stoneybatter pub.
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A gang of kids hanging around condemned tenements on Foley Street.
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Beloved Greene’s Bookshop on Clare Street, which was frequented by Yeats, Beckett, St. John Gogarty, Kavanagh and Behan, among others.
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A horse-drawn produce delivery on Moore Street.
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A furniture collection piled high atop a cart in front of old Iveagh Market in the Liberties.
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Collecting stout barrels from Mulligan’s pub.
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Dermot Broe, one of Dublin’s last hand stone carvers of intricate headstones and monuments.
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Harry Barnwell, a legendary and beloved denizen of the old Liberties on Castle Street, where he was the last handcraft shoemaker.
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Nanny Farrell, doyen of the old Daisy Market.
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Jimmy Riley, one of Dublin’s last back-alley pig raisers.
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Trader waiting to make a deal at Smithfield market.
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May Hanaphy, who started at Jacob’s Biscuits when she was 14 and worked there for over 50 years.
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