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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation is a narrative ethnobiography based on anthropological 

fieldwork I conducted with my mother, Mae, who was both collaborator and subject. 

Between 1995 and 1998,1 researched Mae's life history and cultural worlds by traveling 

with her to visit the places and people of her past in Ireland and New York. As such, this 

project contributes to the literature on life stories by employing conversations within a 

community rather than the single uncontested voice of an interview. This work provides 

the first-hand accounts of a group neglected in research, that of 20th-century Irish female 

immigrants, and examines the impact of patriarchal economic and domestic constraints 

on this group. The theoretical concerns of this work include discussions about the nature 

of place, memory, and constructions of individual and cultural self. 

I argue beyond academic and popular functionalist "sense of place" discourses, a 

constructive phenomenon I call "the Brigadoon Syndrome," to illuminate the "senses of 

displace" fek within Irish and Irish American cultures. The sense of Ireland as a 

transatlantic place in a liminal state between traditionalism and global modernity is also 

emergent in the narratives. Although centered in dialogical anthropology, my 

methodological and theoretical approach shifts in focus from an anthropology of culture 

to an "anthropology of place." This shifl occurs along the lines of recent 

phenomenological philosophy concerned with place, anthropological innovations 

concerned with the multiplicity, interconnectedness, cultural meaning of place, and 

cultural studies in transnational and global modernity. In order to understand Irish and 

Irish American cuhure, the analysis herein is attentive to social dialogical constructions 



of place, memory, gender, migration, local and nationalistic identities, religion, death, 

and family. 
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I 
INTRODUCTION 

The pure and simple truth is rarely pure and never simple. 

—Oscar Wilde 

Don't be too sure about Irish paths. Irish paths are whimsical—like the Irish 
character. 

—^The character of James Todd in the movie The Luck of 
the Irish (Rockett and Gibbons 1987:227). 

"I don't remember. I left 50 years ago. I didn't have my brothers and family to 

talk about these things all the time," Mae, my mother, said. She, her husband Al, and I sat 

at the breakfast table with the bright southern Arizona sky and Catalina Mountains 

beaming through the large picture window. They were visiting my home in Tucson, four 

hours distance from where they now live in central Arizona and many years removed 

from where my mother grew up in Mayo, Ireland. "You have to realize, Kathleen, that 

it's not like with you. I mean, you've had your sisters and friends all these years. You'd 

get together for this birthday or that something happening, and talk about what happened 

and 'do you remember so and so', 'do you remember' this thing or that." 

"What was it like there?" I persisted. 

"Work, work, work," she replied. To this she added a long list of farm chores and 

then the usual itemized description of the domestic luxuries found in the Bronx tenements 

to which Mae immigrated: hot and cold running water, steam heat, refrigeration, public 

transportation, store bought foods and clothes, among many. 
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I asked about Christmas during her childhood in Mayo in the thirties. The 

conversation dovetailed into a description of her nearly subsistence level farm life with 

an emphasis on how hard everybody worked. There was no time for play because, as she 

always said, "We worked! We worked all the time." 

"Why did you leave?" 

"There was no work!" She replied as if it was the most obvious answer 

imaginable and I had to be dull to have asked at all. In other words, there was more than a 

day's work to be done but none of it would provide the money needed to survive in an 

increasingly cash and consumer oriented economy. 

"What did you think of New York before you came here?" 

Her response was tinged with hindsight. "Oh, the streets were paved with gold, 

you know." She looked into my face, gauging how much I understood of her or her 

predecessors' experiences, crossing that ocean and making her life here. 

What had her life been like since she arrived in America? "Work, work, work." 

I had this conversation with my mother, Mae,' during Christmas Eve of 1994. 

What Mae tersely explained that day conveys the two main axes of this dissertation. My 

problem was how to find and revive Mae's memories in order to examine her life, the 

times and cultures in which she lived. Firstly, she provided me with a methodological and 

theoretical theme; that embodied contact and/or continuity in place and social life are 

crucial to the revival, construction, and maintenance of memory. I thought about what 

Mae had said about her difficulty in remembering. I realized that without socially 
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relevant family and friends, community and networks, with whom memory and 

experiences are shared repetitiously, memory recedes and the details of past lives cease to 

exist in the conscious mind. Without these human activities, memories atrophy in an 

unvisited vacuous vault. Embodied sensuous continuity in places, landscapes, buildings, 

and rooms all constantly retain and recall endless images, emotions, smells, sounds, and 

physical experiences that combine into stories. 

The second axis is the ethnobiographical story of her life and how much of her 

emigrant experience and identity revolved around issues of work and autonomy. 

Although any attempt to pigeonhole this writing into a specific genre is problematic, I 

will choose the term ethnobiography, meaning an ethnographically obtained biography or 

a biography done with the methodology of ethnography and anthropological theory, as 

the most encompassing term.^ These conversational and embodied experiences and re-

experiences combine to create the seamless webs of individual memory, family, local, 

and non-locaP folklore, and cultural identity. 

It seemed that Mae's memories and stories could be uncovered if we switched our 

environment from Arizona to the places in which these memories were bom, socially 

nourished in conversations, and "re-membered" as sensuous events alongside the roads, 

inside the homes, and with people who lived the memories with her. My mother agreed to 

travel and talk with me in Ireland and New York. 

To study a person's or culture's sense of place, it is necessary to hang around with 

them—to attend to them as experiencing subjects, as the responsive sorts of beings for 

whom, in Casey's words, "the world comes bedecked in places." (Geertz, 1996:260) 
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This dissertation consists of two interwoven stories. One is the ethnobiography 

that surfaces through narrative dialogues about the life and times of Mae Gavin, an 

immigrant woman from Mayo, who went from the sickle to the subway in the first 20 

years of her life. Her story is composed from firsthand accounts, dialogues and life 

stories, and from conversations between Mae and significant people in her life from both 

sides of the Atlantic. I also relied on an interdisciplinary body of literature and archival 

materials. 

Mae's story reflects part of a larger story. Historically, Mae's migration and 

acculturation experience represents the final wave of a two hundred-year history during 

which the Irish Catholics emigrated by boat across the Atlantic."* These emigrants were 

predominantly young, single, adult women who left their families of origin and 

historically impoverished country. Mae's voyage occurs in the cusp between Irish post-

colonial history and postmodern transnational history, between the period of boat exile 

and post-WWII airline commuter. The ethnobiographical story also explores her Irish 

American experience during the second half of the 20th century. There has, until recently, 

been a paucity of research concerning female Irish migration. It is universally agreed that 

the cohort groups since Irish independence have been ignored by historians (O'Sullivan 

1995; Travers 1995). The historical analysis and conclusions of this rich 

ethnobiographical project are numerous and discussed intermittently throughout the text 

as well as in the closing chapter. In many ways, Mae's life is an instantiation of Irish 

female emigration of her cohort group. She shares numerous historical similarities with 



her earlier colonial counterparts and, as a post-colonial in a different era, also departs 

from the experiences of Irish female emigrants since the famine.^ Furthermore, based on 

attention to gender, modernity, and class issues, I will examine the bases upon which 

traditional and very popular stereotypes exist, such as the Irish emigrant identity as 

"exile" and the romanticized constructions of Ireland. Many other aspects of Irish and 

Irish American identity through practices and beliefs, particularly through the lens of 

gender, will surface in the narrative dialogues. 

Secondly, this is equally a story of how Mae and I found and gathered her 

memories through her relived emotional, conversational, and sensuous experiences in the 

meaningful places of and with the people who inhabited her past. It consists of 

ethnographic narratives of her dialogues in these places and encounters with these people 

as events happening in the present. I was doing ethnography while Mae, as my 

collaborator, was also having a personal and autobiographical encounter with Ireland. 

What makes this biographical project become anthropology and ethnobiography is that I 

went with her as a participant-observant as she revisited her life journey. Mae visited and 

brought the place of the past into the place of the ethnographic present. Seremetakis calls 

this activity "colportage" (Seremetakis 1994:32), the narrative gluing of the past onto the 

present. I call our process of physically journeying through and collecting memories 

across space and time "Gathering Places." 

Social memory, through conversation, is also an embodied activity. Importantly, 

we went to the people of her past, who challenged and augmented her memories and 

stories. The conversations presented in the narratives will illustrate how memory, place. 
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senses, and conversation equally engage and evoke each other. Through the dialogical 

narratives, the reader will witness how the past is brought into the present to inform and 

create the present. 

This type of ethnobiography utilizes and grounds the last decade's body of 

philosophical and anthropological literature about "place," "travel," and memory (Casey 

1996. Appadurai 1991; Feld and Basso 1996; Taylor 1995, 1999; Foucault 1986; Marcus 

1998; Clifford 1997). The result is a creative process that contrasts significantly with the 

traditional way of doing life history and biography. The memory recorded is much 

different than if we had remained in Arizona and simply left a microphone in front of 

Mae. This approach offers an alternative dynamic method for researching a life story. 

One of the many rewards of this project has been the time it has afforded me to 

spend getting to know my mother and places and people that have filled her life. As Bea 

Medicine once told me, "I think people should study their own people first." And, as Paul 

Stoller responded to the wives of his Songhay "father" and teacher when they expressed 

surprise that Stoller would travel so far for the man's funeral, "Love is something" 

(Stoller 1989:5). With Mae as my guide, I sought to understand through experience, 

according to places, persons, senses, emotions, and memories, to "taste kinship, smell 

witches, and hear the ancestors" (Idem). 

Gathering Places 

How then, do we get back into place? In the very way by which we are always 
already there—by our own lived body. (Edward Casey 1996:21) 
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Place Memory (The Geosomatic^ Ethnoscape) 

Why did Mae and I go back to significant places in Ireland and the Bronx rather 

than simply interview her where she lived in Arizona? Theorists have reconsidered 

western paradigms about place, which supported my sense that Mae would remember 

more things about her life if she physically revisited the places she once occupied. 

Casey explains that "bodies and places are conatural terms. They interanimate 

each other" (1996:24). Following Casey, the body is in the place. The body is also of and 

remembering the place. The body experiences and is altered by the place. The body reacts 

to the place in infinite ways, which also creates the place. The body is also part of the 

defining elements of the place in which it resides. 

On the topic of memory, Casey begins with the Aristotelian premise that 

"memory is of the past." Yet, if remembering is strictly of a temporal nature, he posits, it 

is disembodied. Our bodies experience change, such as aging, but do not, per se, 

experience time. As Casey writes, "to be embodied is ipso facto to assume a particular 

perspective and position; it is not just a point of view but a place in which we are 

situated" (Casey 1987:182). Thus, memory is embodied as an experience in place, 

whether in the physical body or in the imagined body, remembering a past place. Casey 

asserts that all memories are of a place or a person or event in a place. To be without a 

place in a memory or experience is literally to be disoriented. 

Disembodied Cartesian paradigms stress an abstract disembodied relativity 

between places, which level places into "sites" indifferent to the characteristics the place 



contains. Cartesian senses of "sites" are locations derived only mechanically; they have 

no distinctions and are bounded. As systematic homogenous areas, there are no 

distinctions or peculiarities upon which to store or retrieve memories (Idem: 186).' As a 

result, disembodied temporality becomes the prevailing trope in conceptualizing memory. 

This is in contrast to the earlier Greek belief in the inherent characteristics of 

place (Casey 1987:185). Casey's logic persuades us to return to the earlier paradigms that 

the distinctive characteristics of place create a plethora of potential containers that 

preserve memory. Thus, it is these place/containers that Mae and I gathered on our 

ethnographic journey together. One can be standing in a field and remember an event that 

occurred by a certain well or be viewing a photograph taken near a waterfall 40 years 

earlier from which place-saturated memories spring forth. As Casey puts it, "it held the 

past in place" (1987:187). Because of the distinctive sociality, fiinctions, and relevant 

things of places we occupy, place selects memories appropriate to it. Memories select 

appropriate places and hold them within (Casey 1987:189). 

The nexus for these relationships of how place and memory is realized is 

^''through the lived body (Idem). In-habitation is a body fully habituated to a sense of a 

specific place, while displacement is disorienting and produces anxiety (Idem: 195). The 

body itself is one of the distinctions within a place and is thus an intra-place, a place 

within a place. Thus, we tend to remember places from our bodily point of view (Casey 

1987:196). 

The "dialectics between here and there" are as a result of the body in movement 

as an "inter-place" (Idem). Thus, we realize the empowerment that place derives by its 
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engagement with lived bodies (Casey 1987:197). Place, rather than invariant "site," is a 

powerful condition of memories precisely because of the movement of bodies in the 

landscapes of irregularity and variation. These irregularities create "landmarks" that 

gauge our progress and events of liminality, where events happened in places and 

journeys (Idem:l98; 1993, 1996). What Casey calls the "placescape" refers to the 

perimeters, the horizons, the walls, and the limits of a place in which the body is either 

dwelling or moving, which create the "sustaining character" of a containing place (Idem: 

199). 

Finally, the expressive power and memorability of place is a result of our 

emotional experience of it, rather than our objective domination of a site (Idem: 200). I 

chose the methodology of soliciting Mae's life stories while physically in the places and 

talking with the persons of those past times because I intuited what was later corroborated 

by Casey's writings: that "the richest route into recollection is through body memory" 

(1987:171). 

Material things also draw together place and memory. Shared features between 

place and memory are the sense of spatio-temporality, meaning the internal and external 

horizons of place and/or memory, and the "pathways" that create endless links in 

place/memory to associatively explore. Things, like bodies, are of and in place. Thus, like 

places and like bodies as intra-places, "things congeal the places we remember, just as 

places congeal remembered worlds—and as the present of remembering congeals the past 

remembered. Things put the past in place; they are the primary source of its concrete 

implacement in memory (Casey 1987:206). 
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Thus, place (of memories) and memories (of place) can create nostos (home) and 

algos (pain), or nostalgia (home sickness) (Casey 1987:201). "Nostalgia leads us to 

invoke the following principle: in remembering we can be thrust back, transported, into 

the place we recair (Idem: 201). Since "memory and place continue to reinforce each 

other" (Casey: 203), we can understand why Mae's displacement for so many years 

would cause her to forget and how a physical return to the past persons and places would 

revive memories. Visiting memory is visiting place. 

Gathering memories is, thus, gathering places. "Gathering Places," thus, also 

means the places that function to gather, not just the church on Sunday but also the plane 

of a field, the surface of a photograph, the position on a scale, the bed in a hospital, and 

the seat at a pub. The place can reach out and bring you back to its subjective experiential 

center, in memories and meaning. As Casey writes, 

A place is generative and regenerative on its own schedule. From it experiences 
are bom and to it human beings (and other organisms) return for empowerment, 
much like Antaeus touching the earth for renewed strength. Place is the generatrix 
for the collection, as well as the recollection, of all that occurs in the lives of 
sentient beings, and even for the trajectories of inanimate things. Its power 
consists in gathering these lives and things, each with its own space and time, into 
one arena of common engagement. (Casey 1996:26) 

The prerequisite for this gathering is that the place and region, however, possesses 

a "porosity of boundaries" (Casey1996:42). In the laws of 20th-century physics, 

everything has porosity and interconnectedness. I note with an historical sense of irony 

that, no doubt, Ireland, with its habitual emigration and recent onslaught of tourist 

population of so-called "exiles," well qualifies. It is on the bleeding edges, horizons, or 

borders, whether imagined or real, that the perceptions of spatio-temporaiity are spawned 
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(Idem:42). Here, different places, heterotopias (Foucault 1986), are imagined and 

ventured. These in-between places occasion liminality, rituals of passage, and memories 

(Casey 1996:42). The traditional boundaries of anthropological theory and practice have 

also broken down and realized the porosity of place and identity as well as the reality of 

pluralistic societies. Thus, there has been a call for "multisited" ethnography (Marcus 

1998). 

As the place/memory phenomenon articulated by Casey is an embodied process, 

the collective shared and dialogued experiences of place and memory form the 

performative stage of social memory and cultural identity. As Casey outlines, notions of 

embodiment and emplacement resonate for anthropologists in understanding "local 

knowledge" (Casey 1996). Anthropologists and cultural geographers recognize this local 

knowledge as a "sense of place," i.e., the way humans meaningfully construct their 

interaction with place (Feld and Basso 1996; Smyth 1985). We can study the way people 

know and symbolize their places in which they dwell (Basso 1996; Taylor 1995:35-76; 

Taylor 1999, Stewart 1996). We also study the way places are revisited; for example, 

how they may be reinterpreted as a result of the distanced knower (Taylor 1995:77-101), 

the way people travel in, through, and beyond places (Clifford 1997; Small 1997), and, 

finally, how global^ transnational places are visited, imagined, and incorporated into 

"ethnoscapes" (Appadurai 1991). In dialogues, places are evoked in myriad ways 

including poetically, symbolically, pedantically, and mundanely (Basso 1996). 

Thus, my methodological approach contains a shift in focus from an anthropology 

of cuhure to an "anthropology of place" as suggested by Geertz (1996). This entails 
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Casey's phenomenological philosophy of place (1996), multiplicity of places (Marcus 

1998; Appadurai 1991), and movement within and between real and imagined places 

(Casey 1993, 1996; Clifford 1997; Appadurai 1991). In this shift I am not, however, 

ignoring an examination of cultural identity and processes. The method is applied to an 

analysis of postmodern Irish and Irish American identities and ethnoscapes (1991), and 

attentive to the processes that Taylor refers to as "culture in action" in social dialogical 

constructions of place, memory, gender, migration, local and nationalistic identities, 

religion, death, and family. 

Place Memory In Irish Culture 

The embodied sense of place in pre-Cartesian paradigms, restored by Casey 

(1993, 1996), has enjoyed historical continuity in the Irish worldview. The historical and 

socio-cultural importance of place in Ireland cannot be understated. The landscape is 

identified by places named according to far-reaching locally "remembered histories" 

(Saris 1996:542). ^^Dinnsenchas'' is the Irish word for our concepts of historical 

consciousness and creative local place names (Saris 1996:543). Place names are 

representative of worldviews of ancestors' ways of relating to the land and lifestyles. The 

Irish names for "hill," "well," 'Yiver," "lake," "mountain," "church," and "fort," or the 

names for various types of gathered communities, such as rath (ringfort, also often 

associated with fairies), dun (fort, fortress, enclosure), and kill (church), all constitute an 

inclination to elevate the nature of the place. 



It can be said that Ireland itself is a "gathering place" of memories that sustain 

identities relating to home, locality, and nationality.' Ireland gathers its diasporic exiles 

and more recently labeled cross-Atlantic emigrant "commuters"'" back "home" in the late 

20th century as nostalgic tourists in a booming "roots"'' oriented tourist industry. 

Memory, place, and identity are now marketed commodities. In this transnational century 

for the Irish, it is not only the "other" being boxed and marketed but also the imagined 

past self or the exile's grandchild for a revisited white diasporic history. Homogenous 

Irish cultural stereotypes are deployed as commercial symbolic logos in this identity 

campaign, from the rainbow covered thatched cottage and stout-drinking Doolin fiddler 

to the severe line drawings of a famine-emaciated mother and children. Once the explicit 

racism against Irish came to an end in the early 20th century, the large numbers of 

succeeding emigrants in urban centers, like New York, were recognized as a market for 

Irish nostalgia. For the Irish, the "bifocal" local and global, "near-sight" and "far-sight" 

(Peters 1997) has been an everyday fact of life for over 150 years. Mae's story shows to 

what degree it was occurring in her life during the 1930s and 1940s. I touch upon this to a 

limited degree in the ethnobiography in a discussion about cinema and the early instances 

of what Appadurai (1991) has later termed "ethnoscapes" occurring in the early 20th 

century in post-colonial transatlantic Irish culture. 

Senses And Memory 

The disappearance of Aphrodite's Peach is a double absence; it reveals the extent 
to which the senses are entangled with history, memory, forgetfiilness, narrative 
and silence. (Seremetakis 1994:2) 
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For Casey (1987), "memory of the body" involves the memory of things that 

happened to the body in the past and the narration of those events according to the 

remembered bodily experience by reminiscing or recalling. Seremetakis uses similar 

premises about memory within the framework of material culture. She writes that 

memory is "a culturally mediated material practice that is activated by embodied acts and 

semantically dense objects. This material approach to memory places the senses in time 

and speaks to memory as both meta-sensory capacity and as a sense organ in 

itself...[that] transports, bridges, and crosses all other senses" (Seremetakis 1994:9). In 

the dense "stillness" of material culture, the senses awaken memory. The narratives 

herein reflect the enactments that Seremetakis describes as "those things, spaces, 

gestures, and tales that signify the perceptual capacity for elemental historical creations. 

Stillness is the moment when the buried, the discarded, and the forgotten escape to the 

social surface of awareness like life-supporting oxygen. It is the moment of exit from 

historical dust" (1994:12). Her translation of nostalgia comes from the comi)osites of the 

Greek nostalgho, which are nosto (I return, I travel back to the homeland) and alghd (I 

feel pain or ache for)...Thus nostalghia...evokes the memory sensing of memory in exile 

and estrangement" (Idem:4). 

Seremetakis' approach to memory contextualizes memory within cultural, 

ideological, and historical processes. She posits that memory is composed of and stored 

in cultural negotiations and meta-sensuous material practices. The treatment of memory 

in modernity, as critically described by Seremetakis, falls under the same Cartesian 



paradigm of homogenous dominated "sites" discussed above. This hegemony replaced 

the Greek sense of an interanimated place having an irregular nature full of distinctive 

variety. She writes: 

The senses, in modernity, are detached from each other, re-functioned and 
externalized as utilitarian instruments, and as media and objects of 
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commodification .... Benjamin, Bloch, the artist Max Ernst, as chroniclers of the first 
encounter with late modernity, recovered utopian feeling, alterity and cultural 
procreation in the lost, negated, decommodified attics and basements of everyday life. 
It was in these sites that they relocated social memory as a sphere that tripped up the 
closures of public memory, official histories and the idea of progress .... The memory 
ofthe senses speaks to a reception of material culture, from both the different 
perspectives of interacting, perceiving subjects and that of the perceptible talking 
object (formed from a constellation of human acts). Meaning-endowed objects 
constitute indigenous, regional nets of sensory receipt. Sediments of sensory memory 
stratify the artifact as depth, forming a diachronic volume, from which all historical 
matter, valued and devalued, may seep as expressive material culture. The memory of 
the senses runs against the socio-economic currents that treat artifacts and personal 
material experiences as dust. Dust is created by any perceptual stance that hastily 
traverses the object world, skims over its surface, treating it as a nullity that casts no 
meaning into our bodies, or recovers no stories from our past. (Seremetakis 1994:9-12 
[emphasis in original]) 

Examples of material evocations of memory and embodied micro-macro 

historical changes abound in the ethnographic narratives of this dissertation. One instance 

occurs in Mae's story when she sits in the old-fashioned chair in Mrs. McGreal's house in 

Chapter 8. Her narratives shift back to the memories of her senses, her lifeworld, and 

associations of many years gone by, "an involuntary process, a moment of sensory stasis 

where one sense became the meta-narrative of another through memory" (Seremetakis 

1994: 17). In late August and September, whenever we passed a bush of ripe berries or the 

hazelnut grove near her childhood house, Mae was lost in place, transfixed on picking, 

eating, showing me the good ones, completely absorbed until she was compelled by some 
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external reason to move on. For holiday dinners in America, dandelions lightly sauteed in 

olive oil would be found on the table of Italian immigrants while the Irish table at our 

house would feature mashed turnips and potatoes. Mae would savor those tijmips as well 

as her annual bag of Thanksgiving season hazelnuts. 

Social Memory 

Mae and I sought out her memories not through monologues but, rather, dialogues 

and conversations with people who populated her past. Thus, Mae's life stories are 

narrated and negotiated. This helps to show what and how Mae and the people in her life 

remember and present memories to each other. 

Memory rests upon a boundless, bottomless, and endlessly resonating foundation 

in social life. The following excerpt about memory shares the same traits as the 

Bakhtinian web-like interconnectedness of language: 

For students of society, past or present, memory is everything, both tools and 
material, both the means and the goal of their labor. But even individual memory is 
not simply personal: the memories which constitute our identity and provide the 
context for every thought and action are not only our own, but are learned, borrowed, 
and inherited—in part, and part o^ a common stock, constructed, sustained, and 
transmitted by the families, communities, and cultures to which we belong...history 
itself is both a product and a source of social memory....It would be comforting to 
think of memory as a simple record, as historians thought of records in those &r off 
days when they were allowed to believe that truth lay buried in the archives, a 
sleeping princess awaiting their awakening kiss—as fragments of preserved 
reality.. .a true image of what used to be. Of course, it is nothing of the kind: it is an 
artifact and trickster, an inactive trickster at that, not merely a relic of the past, but the 
past shaped and adapted to the uses of the present To try to define the role of social 
memory in shaping both the past and our understanding of it is like trying to model a 
figure with mercury, or paint a self-portrait in a studio lined on every surface with 
mirrors. (Moore 1992:viii) 



Fentress, a British anthropological theoretician in the tradition of Halbwachs, 

argues that all memory is the result of membership in social groups: a family, a locality, 

an economic class, a trade community, etc. However, the individual contribution to the 

social body exists not as an "automaton" but as an agent. His most important point is this: 

"How does one make individual memory 'social,' then? Essentially by talking about it" 

(Fentress 1992:x). He argues that the degree to which memory is scrutinized as accurate 

occurs according to the degree to which it is considered a mental faculty rather than a 

social one. As Fentress writes, "Social memory is, in fact, often selective, distorted, and 

inaccurate. Nonetheless, it is important to recognize that is not necessarily any of these; 

you can be extremely exact, when people have tbund it socially relevant from that date to 

this to remember and recount an event in the way it was originally experienced" 

(1992:xi). Fentress further proposes that distortions of memory are not mental processes 

but, rather, a result of social rules. Thus, social constraints, such as socially expected 

coherence (Linde 1993) or explanations for responsibility (Hill 1992), rather than 

accuracy, are the issues. 

Fentress criticizes the historiographic "bottom up" approach from the schools of 

oral history. With its reliance on memory as an oral source rather than written, but 

nevertheless treating memory like historical texts contained in a person's head, the 

historian avoids discussing the subjective and social characteristics of memory itself 

(1992:6). 

The social rules that constrain or direct the narration of memories are numerous. 

For example, Irish sensitivities about being represented by others, however, as these 



narratives will corroborate, can be very tricky and complex. Much has already been 

written about the controversies that will inevitably arise whenever anyone writes 

anything about the Irish (Scheper-Hughes 1982; Taylor 1996; Messenger 1989). As one 

Irishman told an anthropologist, "There are two things people don't like to hear about 

themselves. One of them is lies and the other's the truth" (Taylor 1996). 

Another concern among most Irish folk is that the storyteller must take 

precautions to not be perceived as a gossip implying bad things about another or their 

heritage. That type of person is implicated as someone who partakes in the Irish cultural 

personality trait of begrudgery (Lee 1989:646-648), as it is sensed that underlying gossip 

is a covetous nature. This probably stems from strong, though frequently broken, taboos 

against speaking badly of others. These beliefs go back to bardic times and continued 

well into the famine era (Poirteir 1995). Irish folklore teaches that cursing another person 

is something not to be done lightly. These notions buttress the more recent 

Catholic/Victorian civilities, such as those inherited by Mae and her mother, that teach, 

•'if you don't have something nice to say about somebody, don't say anything at all." 

Mae's brother Seamus' dialogues in Chapters 7 and 10 provide some examples of 

Bakhtinian double voicing that can occur when these kinds of social taboos are broketL 

Many of his comments are designed to convey a jab at those who are '^vell-ofF' or those 

who he believes are out to get something surreptitiously from others. By not being 

consistently or explicitly disparaging, however, he is avoiding the social and superstitious 

repercussions that may result from a direct criticism about someone. Also, if any 
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ambivalence is expressed about an absent other, it is usually followed by a string of 

palliative comments. 

Fentress points out that memory is not the "real thing." We need to keep in mind 

that we remember only memories. They are not preserved data, despite the senses and 

emotions that are aroused, and they are always subjective (1992: 7, 23-25). For example, 

in the memories about fairies' tricks or the healing power of Padre Pio's glove in Chapter 

9, the speakers discreetly avoid any challenges to the epistemological distinctions 

between foUcloric and experienced memory. The group often blurs whether the memory 

of the incident was actually experienced by the speaker or it was a reconstruction of 

stories heard and told by someone else in the past. The childhood memories, however, 

whether speaking of real people or imagined entities, lose their ambiguity by the 

buttressing effect of social repetitions and collective construction, the verbal testing and 

editing of these memories. 

The ethnographic narratives presented herein illustrate social constructions of the 

past and present that are evoked for use in the present and the future. As seen in Chapter 

10, for example, the fond memories of Paddy discussed during his long illness were 

compilations of what would become future legendary epistles about his life and times. 

Remembering the peculiar visitations of birds at certain times and places added import to 

the sighting of a solo swan on the day of his wake and became an important and 

reinforcing element for the future mythology surrounding his memory. The 

interpretations of timing that provided for Eamon's presence at the time of Paddy's death 

provided a significant fact to the future stories of Paddy's death. 



One of the reasons that many of the Irish in Mae's generation still admire those 

with a good living memory of their locality is due to the lingering characteristics of Irish 

oral tradition. This is also why Mae was at a loss after having been away from the place 

and out of ongoing communication with the locals of her past. Thus, "a study of the way 

we remember... is a study of the way we are" (Fentress 1992:7). Some societies rely on 

the written memory while others rely on oral memory with or without a written aide. The 

Cartesian worldview that written memory is rational and objective and that oral memory 

is personal, non-rational, and subjective (Fentress 1992:16) isn't as complete among the 

people in or of Irish rural localities. Concerning local knowledge and folklore, these Irish 

rural societies still have an enduring integrated oral history. 

Another means of conveying social memory is accomplished through non-verbal 

but self-representational iconographic mementos in the home. I found that the lives of the 

now urban Irish, those who migrated to the home country metropole, shared a similar 

type of rural domestic nostalgia with their transatlantic counterparts. They universally 

had souvenirs of their own cultural past decorating their homes: for examples, ceramic 

knickknacks of sheep dogs or Clydesdale horses or reproductions of paintings of 19th-

century thatched country houses. In Ireland, both urban and rural homes also had the 

traditional dose of sacred art: the omnipresent Sacred Heart of Jesus at a minimum, 

depictions of the pope, the Holy Mother Mary, assorted saints, or the classic print 

depicting a husband and wife stopping their work in the field to pray the Angelus. 

Religious art seemed to fit into a ratio along with the degree to which a home favored the 

nostalgic rural thematic art. Such rural scenes very rarely exist in urban or rural reality. 
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These items not only serve the purpose of evoking pleasant past senses, they are 

conversational pieces that evoke memories, identity, and narration, whether it was the 

"home," the "memory card" of a deceased person, or a well-recited tale or song. 

For us the following is important: whatever these meanings turn out to be, in 
order to enter our experience (which is social experience) they must take on the 
form of a sign that is audible and visible for us (a hieroglyph, a mathematical 
formula, a verbal or linguistic expression, a sketch, etc.). Without such temporal-
spatial expression, even abstract thought is impossible. Consequently, every entry 
into the sphere of meanings is accomplished only through the gates of the 
chronotope. (Bakhtin 1981:258) (Figure 1.1) 

Gathering Places II 

Multisited Ethnography 

This is not an ethnography of a fictitiously stable, isolated culture. Rather, I 

present this study with its multisited fieldwork method to provide updates to Irish 

ethnology and to present a more "relevant" anthropology of postmodern Ireland as 

requested by Taylor (1996). To analyze what "Irish" means today and to understand its 

migrant populations, attention to "travel stories," notably what Clifford exemplifies as the 

oral histories of immigrant women, is required (1997:38). Accepting Appadurai's (1996) 

invitation to study an anthropology of the present transnational world, free of national 

and ethnic boundaries, this is an analysis and description of the unbounded ethnoscape, 

limited by neither time nor space. Mae's story, as told by herself and other sigm'ficant 

persons, is a "partial truth" (Clifford 1986:7; Haraway 1991:190) concerning a larger 

socio-cultural body: the women who are mobile mid-20th-century Irish American 

immigrants. As a postmodern ethnography of the Irish, the ethnographic site here is the 



"farthest range of travel while also looking at its centers, its villages, its intensive 

fieldsites" (Clifford 1997:25). It is one that looks to see how groups negotiate identities in 

the ambiguities of external and internal spaces, how a cultural site is one of both travel 

and dwelling, and how culture can be examined in terms of movement. 

The temporal and geographic contexts span the first years of Ireland's 

"independence" from England, the postcolonial situation of rural Mayo, the World War II 

period in Mayo and Meath, and postwar New York. The ethnographic "site" covers the 

cultural, social, economic, and technological contexts and changes in the second half of 

the 20th century on both sides of the Irish-traversed Atlantic. 

In this process of "gathering places," I am responding to Marcus' suggested tasks 

of "tracing and describing the connections and relationships among sites previously 

thought incommensurate" (Marcus 1998: 14). This experiment answers his call for a 

"multisited ethnography" that seeks to "describe, interpret, and discover new 

relationships and processes embedded in the world" (1998:18). Marcus writes, "In 

Bakhtin's terms, what's needed is a shift in the chronotope of ethnography—that is, the 

space-time in which ethnographic narratives can occur, - from place to places, 

simuhaneously and complexly cotmected, by intended and unintended consequences" 

(Idem: 19). As Foucault posits, although the 19th century was about time, the "present 

epoch will perhaps be above all the epoch of space...the epoch of simultaneity: we are in 

the epoch of juxtaposition, the epoch of the near and far, of the side-by-side, of the 

dispersed.. .Our epoch is one in which space takes for us the form of relations among 

sites" (1986:22). 



33 

Although realized relatively late in anthropology, this existential situation is the 

obvious reality of the 20th-century transnational world. For purposes of contrast, I refer 

to the study wherein Janet Spector focused on an awl to describe the static and bounded 

culture of a 19th-century Eastern Dakota summer planting village (Spector 1993). Unlike 

Spector's awL, Mae is not a situated object in a static world. She is a dynamic agent. Her 

shifting contexts and processes are also to be seen as the layers of structural constraints, 

opportunities, rules, economies, heterogeneous cultures, dialectics, and hegemonies 

within which she encounters her own individual struggles, makes her life decisions, and 

transforms herself. 

Mae, with her history across places and travels through time, is a "mobile 

ethnographic site." The cultural "field" shifts across the 20th century from rural Mayo to 

Meath and Dublin, periphery's metropole, and to various peripheral ethnic neighborhoods 

within the world system's core metropole. New York City. These places and shifts are the 

foreground for the dynamic global economies and cultures in the 20th century. Taking a 

cue from Clifford, I will also begin with the assumption that 

A settled fieldsite opens onto complex histories of dwelling and traveling, 
cosmopolitan experiences... fieldwork is less a matter of localized dwelling and more 
a series of travel encounters. Everyone's on the move, and has been for centuries: 
dwelling-in-travel. Routes begins with this assumption of movement, arguing that 
travels and contacts are crucial sites for an unfinished modernity. (1997:2) 



Stories 

Dialogical Anthropology And Narrative Ethnography 

Brettell found that in researching and writing a biography of her own mother, the 

various genres of life-writing blurred, similar to Geertz's description of postmodern 

interdisciplinary writing (Brettell 1997). The situatedness of the writer, Brettell's and 

mine, also blurred between biography, autobiography, and auto/ethnography. On a simple 

note, as Grace Paley once said, "Anything told twice is a story." In that sense, this 

ethnobiography is a story made of stories.'^ 

Linde narrows the elements of a life story to "the stories and associated discourse 

units contained in the life story [that] have as their primary evaluation a point about the 

speaker" and which have "extended reportability" worthy of many repetitions (Linde 

1993:21). 

I seek a broader descriptive horizon. Mae's ethnobiography is "dialogically 

thickened" by including more than her voice to the story. In reflecting reality, the 

ethnographic narrative seeks a dialogue rather than a monologue, a conversation rather 

than an interview. This heralds a collaborative production that rejects the ideology of 

"observer and observed" (Tedlock, B. 1992). In narrative ethnography. Self and Other 

form a multivocal text about the human encounter (Tedlock, B. 1992:xiii). Included here 

are mundane, twisty conversations of nostalgic reminiscing, information sharing, and 

opinions of the world held by Mae, as well as her cohorts, to convey to the reader an 

anthropological understanding of their contested and shared senses of the times and 

places that Mae inhabited. Clifford points out that the research technique of participant 
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observation anticipated this type of sharing; "as a means for producing knowledge from 

an intense, intersubjective engagement, the practice of ethnography retains a certain 

exemplary status" (Clifford 1988:24). These conversations also lend an understanding of 

the sensibilities between Irish multiple voices. Tedlock's dialogical presentation of the 

subject is an example of how the explicit contestation, such as that within conversations 

and multiple voicings, illustrates the potential of dialogic over monologic presentations of 

emergent ideas and, thus, culture (1995:253-285). 

Dialogical anthropology also lends itself to the biographical or ethnobiographical 

project. It ensures that the speaker "at any given moment is immediately an actor within a 

social and cultural world that is always in process—In dialogical terms, the social and 

cultural world is not something independent from a historical instance of native 

discourses, but is made and remade precisely in such instances" (Tedlock and Mannheim 

1995:8). The narrative ethnography provides a means to "create a text that is as much an 

account of a person's history as it is an account of how such a history is constituted in 

and through narrative—the native's life story narrative and the life historian's telling of 

that narrative" (Behar 1995b: 149). Conversation enabled the active negotiation of 

collective memory and the performance of memory between Mae and her family. As 

Gulliver (1989) has noted, gossip in conjunction with ethnographic interviewing is 

essential even to conducting archival historical research. 

I will place the narrative dialogues of stories, how they arose and how the 

audience interacted, within the larger story itself as they occur, whether on the bus or in 

the parlor. I hope to provide the reader with various narrative forms and an "interplay of 
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narrator and protagonists...in creative tension" with each other (Rosaido 1986:143). If 

the novel, the folktale or the skilled storyteller, is able to produce a discourse rich with 

heteroglossia, code switching and heterophony (Tedlock and Mannheim 1995:17), the 

novelistic writing style along with the use of conversations rather than interviews 

enhances the ethnographic description. The process of what Rosaido calls "parsimonious 

ethnoscientific accounts" (1986:103) removes vitality, the emotive and synchronistic 

significance. As a literary strategy, writer Grace Paley, as well as her biographer Judith 

Arcana (1993), used a non-mono logic narrative writing style that constructs memories by 

interjecting quotes, interruptions, corrections, and conversations because it is realistic and 

less authorial and narrator-dominant. 

In the dialogues, when places are referenced, they actually hold what Bahloul 

called a "fascinating repository of culture and meaning" (Bahloul 1996). As Casey points 

out, "place and region gather space and time in emergent events of construction and 

exchange" (Casey1996:42). This is why dialogue is meaningful to this project. Like the 

multi-vocal micro-historical informants of Bahloul's studies of Jewish-Muslim families 

in pre-independent Algeria, Mae and her cohorts frequently referred back to the places in 

which their memories resided and resonated: the house her &ther built and its rooms and 

features, the fields. Darby's Well, the church. Big John's dance hall, the homes of this or 

that relation or neighbor, the bog, Dooney McGing's store, etc. Mae also relied on places 

for her memories as she recounted her life away from Ireland: the boat, the subway, the 

rented apartments, the job locations, the New York boroughs, etc. The dialogues show 
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that these are the places for Mae and her Irish and Irish American cohorts where, not only 

"Svisdom sits" (Basso 1996) but also, culture and identity-constructing life-stories reside. 

Biography, Women's Studies And Anthropology 

Though discounted by Boas and other anthropologists, personal accounts and life 

histories were presented by Paul Radin as the best forms of ethnology (1933:238,252). As 

Fischer has recently noted, ethnobiography, or "ethnic autobiography and 

autobiographical fiction, can perhaps serve as key forms for explorations of pluralist, 

post-industrial, late 2C)th-century society" (Fischer 1986:195). 

Biographical anthropology shows how individuals deal with their society as well 

as how society creates individuals (McBeth 1993:150). McBeth posits that the "informed 

intersubjectivity" in the biographical collaboration process allows for memory as well as 

history, the acknowledged and revealing subjectivities, and situatedness of storytelling. 

The subjective nature of biographical anthropology allows the collaborator/informant to 

speak, alter, and select the truth of their personal embodied experiences. As McBeth 

points out, in contrast to some ethnographies, notably Irish, '*where the members of a 

community claim a right to lead unexamined lives, a life history is a self-examined life. It 

reveals how an individual feels about himself or herself (McBeth 1993:161). 

Biography is an "embodied construction"; that is, biography is an epistemological 

shift from the linguistic tum toward a "bodily turn" (Soderqvist 1991). Biography allows 

the body and the emotions to be examined in a more passionate epistemology wherein the 

individual body is the starting point in our understanding of knowledge. Importantly, as 
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Soderqvist argues, ethnobiography is a more reflexive practice of biography. It is what 

anthropologists have sought in attempting to understand the "native's" view or 

knowledge of a certain thing. Etiinobiographies are "the stories people tell about each 

other in local settings....From the viewpoint of biography, ethnobiography is close to 

gossip., .[they] are tacitly reciprocal and they are usually reflexive. Yet they are grounded 

in the bodily and emotional story of both the ethnobiographer and the ethnobiographee" 

(Idem: 158). This practice causes the researcher to dwell in both safe epistemological 

tradition and wander in uncharted areas or, as he calls it, 'Svildemess." He quotes T.S. 

Eliot on this point: 

fVe shall not cease from exploration 
And the end of all our exploration 
Will be to arrive where we started 

And know the place for the first time 
(as quoted in Soderqvist 1991:159) 

The Mother As Other 

"Any statement which holds that humans necessarily act or believe in particular 
ways under particular circumstances refers as much to the social scientist as 
anyone else." (Woolgar and Ashmore, 1988:1, quoted in Soderqvist 1991) 

"Ah, it's death to the femily that has a writer in it!" 

—Comment made to the author by an Irish stranger 

Abu-Lughod posits that the trope of culture traffics in generalizations and reifles 

the boundary between self and other. She also reminds us that the construction of "other" 

too often involves the implications of inferiority and difference, as well as flattens images 
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of homogeneity about a culture (Abu-Lughod 1993). Abu-Lughod suggests that, to write 

against culture, we study the everyday life of persons and not just the cultural life of 

people (Abu-Lughod 1991). In framing my research experience and writing in terms of 

places, events and people and their memories, my task confirmed the conclusions of 

many current anthropological theorists: that "culture" as a trope, with its false 

implications of homogeneity, requires reconsideration (Marcus 1998; Geertz 1996; Abu-

Lughod 1993; Gupta and Ferguson 1997). 

Beyond the problems of "interpretive" anthropology, and regardless of our shared 

language and cultures, the task of ethnographically studying my mother's life entails the 

difficult processes of what Behar terms "translating" another human being across cultural 

worlds (1993). Whether that "other" person is oneself (Kondo 1990), parent (Orlove 

1995; Behar 1995a; Quinney 1993), comadre (Behar 1993), or befriended informant 

(Shostak 1983; Behar 1993, 1995b), the process is complex, differing only in flavor and 

specifics. 

Also supporting my decision to use narrative ethnography and novelistic realism 

as writing devices, Abu-Lughod points out that the device of storytelling defies the 

dominating production of cultures because a story has a situated teller and audience 

(Abu-Lughod 1993:15). In choosing to study my mother, the selCother dichotomy takes 

on interesting twists. We share many heteroglossic axes and ethnoscapes (Appadurai 

1991). We share language, symbols, meanings, histories, values, etc., and decrease the 

cultural heterogeneity by being in the same family. However, our many experiences ~ 

our ages, gender role preferences, national memberships, class structures, education 
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levels, histories, and other subcultural differences — separate us and make us curious 

about each other. 

Like Bahloul's experience (1996:2,3), Mae, our relatives and I had many kinds of 

"border crossings" (see also Behar 1993) in our interactions with each other. The "border 

crossings" I perceived were further textured by my own internal sense of "borderlands"— 

mixed present and historical identities that stem from my own multiple identities, 

genealogy, and personal interactions in my mother's life. Along with my "halfie" Irish 

American identity and dual citizenship, ideological tensions were experienced that held 

nationalistic identity implications, such as issues of feminism or homophobia in "Holy 

Ireland" and among conservative Irish American culture. In these regards, I identify 

myself as "New Puncan,"'^ comparative to that of Anzaldua's "New Mestiza" experience 

within her own Mexican/Catholic/patriarchal culture (Anzaldua 1987). As a returning 

"Yank," Mae could empathize with my experience as a "halfie" as well. She frequently 

negotiated her own ideologies that were counter to the dominant Irish discourses held by 

her siblings. 

While the "halfie" notion in anthropology is tenable, it should no longer be 

considered as binary or a duality. I was not "shuttling" between two cultures, as described 

by Bahloul, but was standing at the intersection of multiple local, transnational, global, 

and non-spatial cultures. True of late 20th-century Irish/European culture, many 

conversations were mukiply "loaded," "mobile" and meta-linguistic about places across 

national borders and time. During our summer there in 1995, many Irish housewives 

were fluent concerning the OJ. Simpson trials in the United States as they watched the 
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daily broadcasts of the proceedings. They didn't have to migrate to assimilate our shared 

global/Americanized sensibilities. Meanwhile, it had been an ongoing practice over the 

last century to redundantly delineate Irish peculiarities, such as the recipe for boxty, to 

tourists as well as returning "Yankees." 

On the other hand, some things needed "translation" and cultural contextualizing 

to understand the significance. For example, Mae immediately grasped the social 

implications of Seamus' story of finding what appeared to be an old dowry in the roof he 

was repairing at an exploitive distant cousin's house. I needed more of an in-depth 

education of Irish history, culture, and local historical familiarity to fully comprehend the 

excitement and the dilemma Seamus had on his hands. It took time for me to appreciate 

the historical sensitivity and begrudgery often tucked inside the statement "An American 

nephew got the place." In my case, both dictation and translation, as Bahloul (1996:137) 

interprets those words, were necessary. 

On another level, Mae, her relations, and I had our heteroglossic flavors of 

"otherness." We had divisive senses of intra-Irish "otherness," as well as assimilated 

global and transnational "ethnoscapes" (Appadurai 1991), from which we were 

translating our past and present ideological and imagined selves. 

But I also intend this term to indicate that there are some brute facts about the world 
of the 20th century that any ethnography must confront. Central among these facts is 
the changing social, territorial, and cultural reproduction of group identity. As 
groups migrate, regroup in new locations, reconstruct their histories, and reconfigure 
their ethnic "projects," the ethno in ethnography takes on a slippery, nonbcalized 
quality, to which the descriptive practices of anthropology will have to respond. The 
landscapes of groups identity—the ethnoscapes—around the world are no longer 
familiar anthropologized objects, inso&r as groups are no longer tightly 
territorialized, spatially bounded, historically unselfconscious, or culturally 
homogenous. We have fewer cultures in the world and more 'internal cultural 
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debates'.. .By ethnoscape, I mean the landscape of persons who make up the shifting 
world in which we live; tourists, immigrants, refugees, exiles, guest workers, and 
other moving groups and persons constitute an essential feature of the world and 
appear to affect the politics of and between nations to a hitherto unprecedented 
degree. This is not to say that nowhere are there relatively stable communities and 
networks of kinship, friendship, work, and leisure, as well as of birth, residence, and 
other filiative forms. But it is to say that the warp of these stabilities is everywhere 
shot through with the woof of human motk)n, as more persons and groups deal with 
the realities of having to move or the &ntasies of wanting to move.. .the ethnoscapes 
of today's world are profoundly interactive. (1991:191-2) 

Irish Storytelling, Folklore, And Autobiography 

Nationalist aristocrats in the 19th and early 20th centuries reified the West of 

Ireland as wild, poor, romanticized, feminized, ancient and pure, Celt, and rural "other" 

(Caims and Richard 1988; Rickard 1997; White, T., 1997; Quinn 1999). Irish and 

English folklorists set a trend, since the turn of the century, by encouraging and collecting 

folk storyteller's tales from the most remote Gaeltacht western areas.'"* The most notable 

example of native autobiographies is the corpus of literature from the Blasket Islands off 

the coast of southwestern Ireland.*' Other islanders, aware of the passing nature of their 

world, soon followed suit, culminating in this rich literary salvage project.*^ Taylor 

describes the origins of Irish anthropology as "a late Victorian search for primitive 

survivals on the western edge of the island" and a "Protestant and imperial view of the 

Celtic fringe [seeking] the primitive Other" (1996b;216).'^ The genres of autobiography, 

preserved community seanachies, or storyteller, and Gaelic poetics blur in these Blasket 

writings." 



Importantly, the publication of these Gaelic autobiographies of people, least 

culturally influenced by English colonialism and industrialization, contributed a 

necessary element to the nationalist definition of Ireland. In this endeavor, Ireland had its 

own indigenous culture and language. This plethora of autobiographies validated 

nationalist assertions that the Irish were still very distinct fi*om English and Anglo-Irish 

culture and deserving of post-colonial nationhood.^" 

The success of these writings, the urge to preserve the ever fading "Irishness" of 

the preceding generation, the historical reverence for old storytellers, and a larger than 

ever worldwide nostalgic consumer interest in the yesteryears of Ireland^' has caused the 

folk autobiographical practice to continue. Among Mae's English-writing generation, 

there is a string of romanticist "memoirs" about childhood in rural Ireland written by 

people who grew up under de Valera's anti-modemist social vision.^ This newer corpus 

of Irish country "memoirs" reminisces about a period in which, ironically, many women 

like Mae fled. The working and rural farming classes are aware of these writings also; 

indeed, it was Seamus who told me about the writings of Alice Taylor, a popular 

contemporary memoir writer of the 20th-century Irish countryside. Another of Mae's 

siblings, her sister Bridee, told me about Marrie Walsh of Mayo, who writes in the same 

genre as Taylor. 

In ways similar to preliterate societies, Mae and her Irish contemporaries had, and 

continue to hold, great respect for the living memory and reminiscent oral storytelling 

with which they grew up. Local knowledge largely resided in orally shared and handed-

down memories. As the ethnographic narrative will show here, despite complaints of a 



vanished golden era of visiting and talking, oral tradition and memory is still alive and 

well, even in suburban Dublin. 

Thus, the perception of oral memory as a respected source of knowledge persists 

in much of Irish culture and transnational Irish families today. In Ireland, especially in 

rural places such as Mayo, senior neighbors and f^ily patriarchs and matriarchs are 

respected as elders with memories to provide for younger locals, researchers, and the odd 

American "Yank searchin' their roots." They enjoy their roles as modem day seanachies, 

and are still revered among family members and locals for their storytelling abilities, 

whether in the art of "spinning a yam" or simply having the ability to recall memories 

and facts about family or local history. 

On the other hand, it is equally true that Irish oral traditions, storytelling, and 

seanachies are slowly^ decreasing. The narratives predominately contain the voices of 

people who are 50 years of age and older. Old age homes have been instituted in Ireland, 

thereby removing from many rural homes the old and talkative bearer of family and local 

memory. The treasured age-old practice of visiting still excites the elders and most 

middle-aged fermers who maintain old-fashioned social lifestyles. Television, however, 

has occupied the evenings so much, it is sardonically referred to as a "modem hearth" 

around which people now sit but do not communicate. Written and media history and 

mythology are also increasingly replacing the social habits of family and locality story 

repetition.^"* The dialogues, such as that presented in the "Mother Machree," the seventh 

chapter, are instantiations of what remains today of the oral and visiting traditions that 

Mae grew up with in her everyday life. Even in the urban setting, the conversations that 



occur in the kitchen of Seamus and Annie reflect the habits of conversing that Mae, 

Seamus, and Annie learned from their childhood in Mayo.^^ 

In recent times, with nostalgic tourism and the sale of national ethnicities as an 

international economic market, notably between Ireland and its emigrant population 

worldwide,^^ regional and local folklore has also been commodified by the outburst of 

numerous local and regional historical societies across Ireland.^^ Continuing the tum-of-

the-century folklorists' practice of gathering autobiographies and stories from the "dying" 

Gaeltachts, contemporary limited editions of local history pamphlets are increasingly 

ap|3earing fiill of the current elder's tales and memories of the area. These find their way 

into the homes of Dublin rural migrants, such as Seamus, and onto the coffee tables of 

third-generation Irish American families in Philadelphia or Texas. These societies and 

their publications cater to Irish and American diasporic desire, as well as commercial 

consumerism, to preserve a localized imaginary, a cultural folklore, memory, and 

genealogical "roots." I interviewed many of the local old Killawalla storytellers as part of 

my research and later found close synopses of their stories in the local publications with 

acknowledgements to them. 

To some degree, and in several ways, this project is a continuation of that which 

started at the turn of the century at the Great Blasket. I sought to document a sense of the 

dynamic 20th-century Irish transnational culture as lived by a Mayo woman and told 

through embodied firsthand accounts. I depart from the earlier genres, however, by 

adding conversation as a means of gleaning a cultural sense from the perspective of 

"mundane" scattered people who originated from the same remote locality. With Mae as 
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a collaborator and narrator in the interviews, conversations, and editing, she is provided a 

large degree of opportunity to voice a "native's" view. The native's view is also 

important because there have been many controversial complaints by Irish natives and 

scholars about Irish ethnography done by outsiders (Taylor 1996b; Sheehan 1993; 

Messenger 1989; Scheper-Hughes 1982). Both Nancy Scheper-Hughes and John 

Messenger have responded by noting that the Irish seem to have an "inordinate 

sensitivity" concerning what is said about them, whether by natives or outsiders 

(Messenger: 1989:114). I also found this to be true in my research and fieldwork in 

Ireland as well as with Mae and Irish Americans. 

Except for the reversed predominance of English and the enforcement of 

revivalist schooled Gaelic, Mae's beginnings in Cappachamaun are not far removed in 

technology, culture and socio-economics than the Blaskets at that time. As in Peig 

Sayers' (1873-1958) autobiography, Mae was urged by her adult offspring who also 

translated and inscribed her words. Also, Mae's sentiments about having an 

autobiography or biography are similar to what ft^licheal O Guithin (Peig's son) describes 

in the introduction to Peig's autobiography: "That her life was in no way important and 

that nothing in it was worth publishing" (Sayers 1973:10). For all the criticism of the 

colonialist construction of other and the commodification of such, I am still grateful for 

the preservation of historical accounts by the elemental people of such histories and 

cultures gone by. In her engagement with my research, Mae experienced an 

autobiographical encounter with Ireland and New York City. In many ways, her 

collaboration in this project transformed her into a transatlantic post-modem seanachie. If 



Mae's life story and this project resemble any of the Blasket literature, it is like the 

autobiography of Peig Sayers, both for its womanly voice and concerns, the humility of 

the protagonist and the woman's acceptance of whatever poverty, hard knocks and 

challenges come in life.^' 

Despite the fear, at turn of the last century, that Gaelic would disappear, the Irish 

language is now a popular choice among the nouveau literati in Ireland at the close of the 

20th century. Though once scoffed at and taken for granted by school children learning 

modem texts, fairy tales and Peig Sayers' writings have been reconsidered and found 

worthy by post-modem Irish feminist scholars (Bourke 1997). I hope the more recent, 

thus less seemingly exotic, but nevertheless, vanishing past of the lives of Irish working-

class women in global modernity will also be valued. Despite the modernity and 

transnationalism of Mae's life, it is also tme that she and her Irish and Irish American 

contemporaries' "likes will not be there again" (Millman 1977). 

About Me And My Fieldwork 

When writing about one's parent, the inclusion of the researcher is mandated. 

Some of the information presented is auto/ethnographic (Brettell 1997). In this section, I 

will describe the fieldwork and research of, as well as my personal motivation and 

experience in, this project. 

Where appropriate in the chapters, I will inject my interstitial thoughts, 

provocative impressions and personal experiences, but I will not do so frequently. As 

humanist anthropologists acknowledge, ethnography can be an artistic achievement as 



well as a science. It is my wish to create something artful but it is the "embodied 

construction" of Mae's life, not mine, that I seek herein to write (Soderqvist 1991). 

The question of who I am and how I impact the research project and writing 

persists even as I write this. I am doing what Bahloul calls a "genealogical excavation" 

on my mother and the people of her life, her relations, neighbors, and friends. As Bahloul 

experienced when researching and writing about her relatives, I, too, had at least two 

positions, from where I did fieldwork and analysis, that were "the ethnologist and her 

double." The people, places, and multiple cultures were all equally familiar and strange, 

mundane and exotic, select and random. As Bahloul words it, "my project took on a new 

and ambiguous dimension, evolving as a putting down of new roots alongside my people, 

subtly intermeshed with the ethnographic distancing" (Bahloul 1996:2). 

I spent 18 years living with my mother between 1953, when I was bom, and 1971. 

As Mae's oldest daughter, I was a child and young adult witness to her domestic life 

during the late Mies and throughout the sixties. However, because of economics and her 

hectic work schedule, we rarely spent prolonged, meaningful time together. Most of her 

time was spent at waitress jobs. Of course, with four children, she was also very busy 

when in the household. 

Afler I graduated high school in 1971 and until 1974,1 moved into my own 

apartment not far from my mother and sisters in Brooklyn. In 1974,1 moved to Arizona 

and visited with my mother about once a year. In 1986, she and A1 moved to the same 

area in Arizona but I moved to Tucson later that same year. Over the Arizona years, we 

have visited at least five to six times a year and talked on the phone weekly. 



My earliest memories are of me asking, "Mommy, why did you leave Ireland?" 

Despite the features she shared with dominant culture, i.e., skin color and language, the 

"otherness" of my mother puzzled me when I was quite young. She had subtly strange 

ways of phrasing things that made my ears perk up. Her &mily and past were in a far ofif 

imaginary land. As a rule, she interacted with Americans with less confidence than they 

seemed to have. Discussions of Ireland provided sparse repetitious themes: how hard 

everyone worked, idyllic images of berry picking and wild donkey riding to and from her 

little schoolhouse, the lack of modem amenities, and how loving her parents were to each 

other. I must have asked her about her language because I recall her saying on several 

occasions that "Gaelic is a dead language." As the years went on, occasionally I saw a 

photo of my cousins mailed from a brother living in England or a letter from her mother 

at "home" in the midst of her momentary infectious excitement. The urgencies of each 

day, along with the lack of any shared referentiality between us, ensured that the Irish 

side of my mother's past and distant life remained privately with her. Her time to reflect 

on it or to write letters home was during the only "quiet" time she had in life, which was 

her commute alone on the New York subways to and from work. Thus, a very big part of 

my mother's personal and cultural life and composition remained an enigma to me, a 

cultural "other." 

In contrast, the Bronx tenements and the starkness of my environment struck me 

as the opposite of the "Brigadoon" that I came to imagine about my mother's childhood 

Ireland, regardless of her complaints of the hard work and lack of modem amenities. 

Indeed, all those country chores with domestic animals and horses sounded like fun to 
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me. I was one of those ghetto kids who would have given anything for a pony. All I knew 

were the ghettoes of the Bronx and an increasingly tense and disrupted home situation. 

On a cultural level, I, like most Irish Americans, whether first or fiilh generation, 

had also been exposed to another Ireland constructed in the popular media since before 

silent films. Irish songs, often lamenting the homesickness for and beauty of Ireland, 

were popular on both sides of the ocean (Williams 1996). Since the beginning of 

filmmaking, producers realized and targeted the large Irish immigrant population in the 

United States (Slide 1988; Gibbons 1996; Rockett 1994; Rockett, Gibbons, and Hill 

1987). Seductive modem elements of this include the "postcard" ancestral homeland, the 

inherited discourses of exile and diaspora, the national ethnic holiday for Saint Patrick, 

and the cheery returning home songs of Bing Crosby. Such things combine to fashion an 

imaginary that creates a longing to visit Ireland like an unavoidable inheritance of 

culturally programmed nostalgia.^' 

In 1978,1 visited Ireland for the first time. I met my grandfather, aunts, uncles, 

and cousins. For five months, I "lived" in Ireland, including the nearly abandoned "home 

place." I got the turf fire going again in the home place and, in no time at all, was making 

pots of tea and visiting with neighbors. Being anthropologically inclined, I studied Irish 

music while participating in and observing the cultures there. Many local farmers were 

still cutting turf by hand, using donkeys for its collection. Horse drawn ploughs and 

mowers were used in the fields and hay was "saved" by hand by building progressively 

larger drying haystacks. The hay was then stored in the bam for winter feed. Mae's sister, 

Bridee, was hand-milking 13 cows twice a day. The house was exactly the same as when 
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Mae left, except for the minimal electrical wiring installed in the early seventies and the 

replacement of the open hearth with a turf-buming stove. Along with the experiences of 

country life, I also spent a significant amount of time living with relations in the Dublin 

area and had an opportunity to experience that area before it entered its current identity as 

a prestigious European city. 

In 1987,1 returned to Ireland for three months to study Irish and European 

Community law at Trinity College in Dublin, where I spent more time with relations 

there and in Meath and Mayo. The "home place" was locked up and the inheriting son, 

Eamon, was spending more time in England. I noted the massive changes to the economy 

and technology of Ireland since my first visit, including Bridee's new milking machine. I 

continued to pursue questions of local and genealogical histories. Still interested in Irish 

traditional music, I learned how to play the Irish drum, the bodhran, and frequented 

traditional music sessions in Mayo and Galway. I also obtained a passport as a member of 

the European Community and became a "dual" citizen. 

Near the end of 1994,1 was approaching preliminary exams in anthropology and 

planning to write a dissertation about medicalization of the juvenile court systems, since I 

was also a practicing attorney. While riding a bus to the airport from the annual meetings 

of the American Anthropological Association during a conversation with Rebecca 

French, a legal anthropologist, whose work I admired, she said two synchronistic things 

that changed my course. The first thing she said was, 'T want you to study immigration." 

I was startled. Before I could respond, she quickly stated that my dissertation had to be 

about a question that had been with me for a long time, something that would sustain me 
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through the long duration of doctonil research and writing. The questions I had long 

carried about why my mother had left Ireland and understanding her life as a female Irish 

immigrant came right to the top of my mind without any conscious summoning. I 

realized these were perfectly good anthropological questions. 

I returned to Ireland for four months in 1995 for the first of several trips to 

research this dissertation. I was accompanied by my mother for the first time, who was 

now a collaborator in the project. For Mae, this was her fourth trip "home" since her first 

return 27 years after she emigrated. I returned alone for a month in the winter of 1996 to 

continue interviewing relations and the local old folks. 

In the summer of 1996, Mae and I also traveled together in the Bronx, Brooklyn, 

and Staten Island boroughs of New York City, where she lived for 40 years after she 

immigrated in 1947. We went to the neighborhoods, churches, restaurants, and buildings 

that she inhabited during those years. We also visited her first generation Irish American 

cousins, the descendants of emigrant generations of the Gavin side of her family who 

preceded her in chain migration across the ocean. For reasons that will be explained in the 

story, this, too, was a reunion. Mae and I went back to Ireland together for several weeks in 

the autumn of 1998 and attended the wedding of her niece, Seamus' daughter, who had just 

moved from Dublin to the Westport area. 

Mae and I were also associated with welcome symbols of past times and 

relationships. We exchanged memories and information that made for symbiotic 

relationships and trusting familiarity. For these reasons, as well as a general habit of good 

will toward visitors, I was warmly welcomed at dinners, weddings, ftmerals, and home 



53 

events. This was similar to Bahloul's experience when she arrived at her grandfather's 

house of genealogical memory/place (Bahloul 1996:3). Mae and I helped to provide 

informative updates about distant American relationships and places. Our tales were 

added to what would become part of the local collective living discourse, memory and 

ethno scaped imagination. 

The information and narratives presented in this dissertation are distilled from 

over approximately five hundred hours of audio recording, twenty hours of video 

recordings and extensive field notes spanning 1995, 1996, and 1998.1 photographed 

hundreds of images since 1978. Over all of the visits, I also collected copies of femily 

photographs, memory cards, and mementos. The recorded conversations occurred 

spontaneously during visits, religious observances, on the upper level of crowded Dublin 

double-decker buses, in Dublin and Mayo kitchens, and in the fields where we picked 

weeds, loaded hay bales, and herded calves. 

Mae read all of the writing. We also had many long repetitious discussions over 

what should be presented, while leaving final veto power to her. I negotiated, respected, 

and utilized many of her suggestions and concerns. Rather than being an "informant," 

Mae became a most enterprising collaborator^® in doing fieldwork in the Utopias, 

minefields, and humdrum of her present and past lives. 

On a personal level, Mae would prefer I deleted some 'Svarts" but also agrees that 

it is important to women's history to leave it all in. Many of the "warts" are also 

necessary information to the anthropology of the Irish American world. The surnames of 

all the participants herein have been changed to protect their privacy. 
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I consider ray experience to be "experience-near" ethnography (Wikan 1991); I 

learned about people and cukure by engaging in everyday life and situations. I worked in 

the fields, collected and treated cattle, helped to save hay, cleared fields of weeds, moved 

electric fences, and shopped for &rming supplies. I helped with family support and 

emotional and religious responsibilities, such as those surrounding Paddy's death. Most 

importantly, I participated in Mae's reunion with Ireland and New York. To understand 

"home" in the trajectory of Mae's life, I had to accompany Mae during her re-experiences 

of the various places she had called "home" over the course of her life. Her life is given 

meaning through the connections of these places. It follows that an understanding of 

culture requires an understanding of the complexity and experience of places (Gupta and 

Ferguson (1997). 

To study place, or, more exactly, some people or other's sense of place, it is 
necessary to hang around with them—to attend to them as experiencing subjects, 
as the responsive sorts of beings for whom, in Casey's words, "the world comes 
bedecked in places" (Geertz, 1996:260). 



55 

ENDNOTES 

' Because this is her story and she calls herself Mae, I will call my mother "Mae" 
throughout this writing except where the term "my mother" seems appropriate in the context of 
the story. However, the exception will be used infrequently so as to present Mae's life as an 
individual actor and not one who seems to be always in a possessive relationship with the author. 

^ In this project, as in many anthropologically inspired biographies, there is an 
overlapping of genres. For purposes of defining terms, th^e are the distinctions between several 
genres according to Brettell (1997). Biography is a narrative account written by another with 
information collected and reworked from oral or written accounts, archives, and records. 
Autobiography is written or recorded by the person about whose life is the subject: for example. 
The Woman Warrior: Memoirs of a Girlhood Among Ghosts (Hong Kingston 1976) and The 
Autobiography of a Yaqui Poet (Savala 1980). There is a library of autobiography that comes 
from the Blasket Islands in Ireland, which was encouraged by folklorists' attempts to preserve the 
stories of the pre-modern times and oral traditions of the Gaeltacht, symbolic of Ireland's 
romanticized western "noble savage." These will be discussed more fiiliy in the body of the text 
in the subsequent section titled "Stories." Life history is the total scope of the life span told to 
another who inscribes it: for example. The World of Sofia Velasquez: The Autobiography of a 
Bolivian Market Vendor (Buechler and Buechler 1996). The term "life history" has been used to 
describe this process when the subject's story is told in the third person, as in Yaqui Women: 
Contemporary Life Histories (Holden Kelly 1991), and when told by the subject in the first 
person, as in We Have Already Cried Many Tears: The Stories of Three Portuguese Migrant 
Women (Brettell 1982). Life stories, on the other hand, are focuses on key excerpts, such as Nisa: 
the Life and Words of a IKung Woman (Shostak 1981) and Keeping Slug Woman Alive: A 
Holistic Approach to American Indian Texts (Sarris 1993). Mary Louise Pratt (1992) defines 
autoethnography as a "native" ethnography of one's own group. Historian Richard White wrote 
his Irish American mother's biography in the third person and from his autobiographical position, 
using his mother's words very sparsely in Remembering Ahanagran: Storytelling in a Family's 
Past (White 1998). He avoids naming a genre in this book. One can see the blurring of genres 
between the above examples. Velez-Ibaiiez (1996) uses what he calls "mini-ethnobiographies" in 
his recent book. Border Visions, without a clear definition of that term. Herzfeld (1997) calls his 
study of the life and writings of Greek novelist, Andreas Nenedakis, an "ethnographic 
biography." That term and "ethnobiography" are probably the most apt names, if one is required, 
for what this project entails. Since the term is loosely used but rarely defined, I will define 
"ethnobiography" as biography using the methodology of ethnography and analyzing the personal 
life as a cultural body. I will use third person narratives and first person narratives of life stories 
as embedded in dialogic conversations, all with an eye toward understanding the nature of Irish 
American women's experience in the 20th century. This approach is one of a "zillion" possible 
ways to do an ethnography. To use the term ethnobiography to mean the study of the life of an 
ethnic "other" goes against my argument, ala Abu-Lughod, concerning "writing against culture" 
(1993). Holden-Kelley avoids the messiness of these genres by calling what is a combination of 
ethnographic biography, biographical ethnography, and auto-ethnography a "personal chronicle" 
in A Yaqui Life: The Personal Chronicle of Yaqui Indian (1977). 

^ By "non-local," I mean that which is not physically bound in local time or space but still 
has a remembered and imagined relationship therein. The bifurcation presumed by a 
"localist/non-localist" mentality proved to be illusory when the likes of an Irish returnee was 
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present. The 20th century and Atlantic Ocean seemed to collapse in conversation, memory, and 
imagination. 

* According to Glazier, the first Irishman to immigrate to America arrived in 1584 
(1999), the mass exodus of Irish Catholics began during the famine, persecutions and changes 
wrought by industrialism in the 19th century. 

^ Miller dates the post-famine emigration as between 1856 and 1929 (Miller 1985:6). 
® "Ethnoscape," as explained herein, is a term coined by Appadurai (1991). "Geosomatic" 

is my word for phenomenological "place/knowing" the seamless nature of place/body experience 
delineated herein. My ethnography in this sense, since it involves the study of and methods of 
"place/knowing," is therefore a geosomagraphic undertaking. When thinking in the discipline of 
quantum physics, no one would argue that the body and the place are one, like matter/energy and 
time/light. The place not only contains the body but is imagined by the body and the body is 
imagined by the intelligence and defining characteristics of the place. The place gathers and holds 
past and future memories for the body/mind to experience and store. Geosomatic should be 
distinguished firom "topophilia" which denotes "all of the human being's affective ties with the 
material environment" (Yi-Fu Tuan 1974:93 as quoted in Pinney 1997:107n.l). 

^ F^evious thinkers along these lines use the term "hodological" to denote a 
"homogenous, measured, and regular - in other words 'disenchanted' space" (Pinney 1997: 107 
n.5, attributing the term "hodological" to Littlejohn, Kenneth, 1967, The Temne House, in J. 
Middleton (ed.). Myth and Cosmos. New York: Natural History Press, p. 333). Pinney attributes 
Eiiade for describing "sacred space"(Eliade 1959:20) as the inverse of hodological, in that it is "a 
non-homogenous space marked by interruptions, breaks, and qualitative differences" (Pinney, 
1997:107). Both Eiiade and Littlejohn obviously anticipated the later theorizing about place by 
Edward Casey, Lawrence Taylor, and Keith Basso. 

® Herein, "global," as in "global culture" and "globalization," references the industrial 
and post-industrial forms of globalizing processes. As Stuart Hall emphasizes, globalization is not 
a new process in the formation of the United Kingdom and its prominence in historical narratives 
of the world (Hall 1991). 

^ Perhaps, as places may also gather things and persons in unexpected synchronistic 
ways, Ireland called Mae Gavin back to be in the hospital with her brother Paddy at the "happy" 
death for which he prayed. Mae's relations can readily incorporate a cosmic interpretation to 
those events, although I believe the Jungian concept of synchronicity is still a "missing link" in 
anthropological epistemology, a topic for another day. 

"'Springboarding off the ideas of Dermot Bolger, Eamonn Wall is a "New Irish" writer, 
the generation of Irish emigrants bom in the 1950s and 1960s, who describes his postmodern 
emigrant experience as a commuter, rather than as with the outdated paradigm of "exile." This is 
based on the global economy and travel technology, which necessitates and facilitates rapid and 
cheap mobility as an everyday activity. 

" Not unlike the processes outlined in "Routes" by Clifford (1997). 
See footnote 2 in preceding section for definitions of various "story" genres employed 

by ethno^aphers. 
The Irish word for "Yankee" or American. This word includes Americans and Irish 

Americans. Mae would teasingly be called a "Yankee" or "Yank" even by her father. 
One of the earliest collectors of folklore was an Irish American anthropologist and 

linguist named Jeremiah Curtin. He frequented western Ireland's Gaelic speaking communities 
between 1872 and 1893, including Dingle and Kerry areas, Galway, Connemara, and, in Donegal, 
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the parish of G!en Columbkille, Teelin, Killybegs. It was written by Douglas Hyde in 1890 that 
Curtin was the first collector to go to the native speakers of Irish oral literature (6 Duilearga 
1944:xv). Yet, Curtin wrote in his journal that the collection of myths he saw at the Royal Irish 
Academy was the largest in Europe and filled over two thousand volumes Gdem:xii). Curtin was 
concerned with the destruction of and apathy toward the Irish language in 1899. Much Irish 
folklore collection began in the 1820s, which was used by popular writers and scholars. At the 
turn of the century, the Wildes, Yeats, Synge, Lady Gregory, and Douglas Hyde were leading the 
cause for excavating the national culture of Ireland from the native tongue (Dorson 1966). 
Another example of turn of the century folklore collection from Connemara is Deeney 
(1900,1973). For an in-depth discussion and list of the earliest Irish folklorists, see Dorson 1966. 
Douglas Hyde brought scholarly standards to the collection of Irish Gaelic folklore with his 1890 
publication of Beside the Fire: A Collection of Irish Gaelic Folk Stories. He also founded the 
Gaelic League, became the first President of Ireland, and, as a professor of Irish language, 
produced scholarly collections of folk tales until his death in 1949. His student, James Delargy (6 
Duilearga in Irish), became director of the now famous Irish Folklore Commission in 1935. 

Chief among the Blasket literature are: Tomas O'Crohan's Island Cross-Talk: Pages 
from a D/a/y (1986) and The Islandman (1951); Maurice O'Sullivan's Twenty Years A-Growing 
(1933); Peig Sayers' Peig: The Autobiography of PeigSayers of the Great Blasket Island (1973) 
and An Old Woman's Reflections (1962). The next generation followed suit with Peig Sayers' 
son, Micheal O'Guiheen's A Pity Youth Does not Last (1982), Sean O'Crohan's A Day in Our 
Life (1992), and Eibhiis Ni Shuilleabhain's Letters from the Great Blasket (1978). Scholars who 
mingled with and studied the Blasket people and their stories have written about this literature 
include Padraig Tyers (1998), Flower (1945), and Thompson (1998). For a thorough list of the 
Blasket literature, see Mac Conghail (1987). The more recently published Skelligside by Michael 
Kirby is an example of a "folk autobiography" from the locality of Ballinskelligs, Co. Kerry, the 
onshore neighbor to the Blasket Islands, where he was bom in 1906 (Kirby 1990). For the 
Connemara Gaeltacht, see Padraic O Conaire, The Finest Stories of Padraic O Conaire (1991). 
With the same urgency as the folklorists of the first half of the 20th century, Lawrence Millman 
went to Kerry in 1975 to record the life and community stories of old storytellers in a book titled 
(with the phrase used by Tomas O'Crohan) Our Like Will Not Be There Again: Notes from the 
West of Ireland {\911). A terse autobiography written in English by an Aran Islands woman, 
Bridget Dirrane (1997), covers her hundred years of life there and includes her emigration to 
America and return to the island of Inishmore. 

The project of textualizing the life and cultural stories of seanachies was ideologically 
similar to the motivation that spurred anthropological "salvage ethnography" between the 
American Boasian researchers and the changing culture contacts among Indian tribes in the 
United States. One historian described the Blasket Island's socio-technological lifeways that 
produced these writers as a "Neolithic civilization" (Forster 1933). This depiction is exaggerated 
but makes for a more profoundly exotic, if not more marketable, autobiography by an "other" or 
"primitive" for the 20th-century colonial and post-colonial appetites. 

In the times when Arensberg did his research and writing on Ireland, the notion of a 
Europeanist anthropology was radical (Arensberg 1969:10). However, his start in Europeanist 
anthropology was de-radicalized to a certain degree by beginning with Ireland, a postcolonial 
nation and racialized people made into "other" by Anglo-Protestant constructions (Eagleton 1995, 
Cairns and Richards 1988; Kiberd 1995; Taylor 1993; Taylor 1996; Curtis 1971; Knobel 1986). 
The Irish subject, therefore, conformed to the colonialist Europeanist epistemology. Within 
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Ireland, Arensberg and Kimball, followed by Messenger, chose the rural and internally exoticized 
West of Ireland. Irish nationalistic-imaging discourses were based on the established hegemony 
of interpellated Anglo-Irish metropolitanism and elitism in the East. Irish Protestant and Catholic 
nationalists had already construct^ the West as containing the authentic ''Irishness" required for 
a romanticized nationalist symbol (Idem; Rickard 1997), which post-independence de Valeran 
economic policies subsequently tried to maintain. 

People are still practicing the ancient tradition of "Sheanachus, " about which in 1807 
Lady Morgan wrote that it was a "kind of genealogical chit-chat, or talking over family antiquity, 
family anecdotes, descent, alliances, to which the lower, as well as the higher order of Irish in the 
provincial parts are much addicted. I have myself conversed with several old ladies in Connaught 
and Munster, who were living chronicles of transactions in their families of the most distant date 
and complicated nature. Senachy was the name of the antiquary retained in every noble family to 
preserve its exploits" (Owenson, 1807, 1995). 

An important feature of this Irish genre is the communal nature of the self that is 
expressed in the "auto^-biography and the depiction of community life versus ego-centered 
individualistic life. Taylor (1996) provides an interesting example comparison and perspective on 
historical Victorian nostalgic memoir writing by the culturally distanced well-traveled and 
educated Irish native. 

^ This important point was made to me by Dr. Eileen Quinn, personal communication 
1999. As Taylor describes it, "an equally Victorian (and often Protestant), sympathetic Gaelic 
Revival movement sought the same characters but as folkloric heroes, for the Revivalists were in 
search of self-definition ~ the true Celtic Other within" (Taylor 1996b:216). 

Taylor includes some interesting critique of the commercialism and sardonic discourses 
over the construction and commodification of Irish authenticity regarding the "Western Island" 
literature frenzy (I996b:216-2I7). Niall O'Ciosain persuasively argues, also, that these ostensibly 
"authentic" reflections of a pristine Irish world are also complex products of reflexive self-
representational narrative interactions with outsiders (1993). 

^ Alice Taylor is probably the best known of this genre; see Quench the Lamp (1990), To 
School Through the Fields: An Irish Country Childhood (1988), and An Irish Country Christmas 
1994). See also James Kennedy, The People who Drank Water from the River (1991) and Marrie 
Walsh, An Irish Country Childhood: Memories of a Bygone Age (1995). 

^ 1 say slowly because, since the time of collecting stories from the romanticized western 
Ireland by Lady Gregory, Yeats, the Blasket Library etc., there has been an undying urgency 
about collecting and preserving the purportedly dying Irish oral traditions and stories. However, 
in the 1970s, people were still heading west and recording "storytellers." See Our Like Will Not 
Be There Again (Millman 1977). As the narratives here show, the tradition is still very much 
alive, however, engaged in casually by Mae's generation. If not for her trip to Ireland, she would 
not have engaged in it at all. 

In post-independence Ireland, post-colonial inscriptions as "self-representational 
genres" increasingly appeared in a variety of media from museum displays to rituals and, 
important to our discussion, autobiographies (Quinn 1999). By analyzing several genres used in 
recent and current times in and about a Donegal Gaeltacht, Quinn shows how these genres have 
been affected by and interpellated with incorporated colonialist. Catholic, and nationalistic 
hegemonic discourses resulting in a "post-colonial/still colonial" nationalist "return to the past" 
(Idem: 117). These genres still permeate various negotiations of contested Irish identity and 
selfliood. By analyzing the autobiography of an activist local priest, Quinn shows how 
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autobiography and self-representation can also shape the social setting or movement at hand. She 
provides the example of the priest's autobiographical and museum village-imaging as a '"folk" 
vicinity to enhance tourism and, thus, the local profits, progressive improvements to the area and 
his parish. The "authentic" sites, such as mass rocks, holy wells, and Irish language school, thus 
become places with colonialist tourist "for-selCfor-other" splits (Quinn 1999:235). 

Eileen Moore Quinn comments in her writing about how the social expectations that 
she would visit her remotely rural Donegal neighbors during her fieldwork in 1994 resulted in a 
time consumptive activity (1999). 

^ Irish tourism occurs both on Irish soil as well as in the pages of these texts, as both are 
popular commodities among not only scholars, but the Irish and Irish diaspora populations as 
well. Crowds of tourists today travel to what ironically were previously remote but now are 
tourist- dependent Gaeltachts and rural areas of Western Ireland. An ''Irish" tourist in Connemara 
could be from Meath, Brooklyn, London, or Tasmania. They swamp bookstores in every town 
and find autobiographies and memoirs at every turn. The seanachies of the turn of the century in 
remote places such as the Aran Islands were aware of the money to be made from their words. 
Synge met a seanachie in 1898 who "had talked with Sir William Wilde and given a bookful of 
stories to 'Mr. Curtin of America,' who had supposedly made his fortune from them" (Dorson 
1966:xxi). 

^ Under the Gaelic nationalistic revivalism of the early 20th century, the Irish Folklore 
Commission was founded in 193S. Another example of "preserving" memory occurred when 
school children were given homework assignments and folklorists armed with Ediphone 
recording equipment spread across Ireland for the task of collecting folktales and memories of old 
persons in the household and village. This enormous body of interesting accounts was then 
collected and preserved in the National Folklore Archives in University College Dublin. 

^ Mae has never read any of the Blasket literature or any of the Irish autobiographical, 
biographical, or memoir literature. 1 did not read any of these materials until after our project was 
completed, in order to avoid any unconscious or conscious inclination to steer or guide the 
production of this material. 

^ When Ireland is mentioned among any group of older Irish Americans, no matter how 
otherwise heterogeneous the character of the group, one can expect the script to contain the 
words, "It's always been my dream to go," from those who don't even know the names of their 
distant emigrant ancestors. Of course, they aren't boarding a coffin ship back to a toppled 
eviction cottage; they are boarding a flight to Maureen O'Hara's wooly green heaven. In today's 
technological economy, tourist boards are doing everything to reify this Irish American identity. 
Even the more critical and erudite tourists are accommodated with famine museums, Gaeltachts, 
literary pub crawls, and other 20th-century identity construction genres that Quinn labels as 
"post-colonial/still-colonial" (Quinn 1999). 

^ For all ethnographic researchers, our starting point in the postmodern phase of 
epistemology is that all knowledge is a social and cultural construction, a principle we apply to 
ourselves and to our informants, collaborators, and co-authors. Even with a non-familial subject, 
we have somewhat antiquated the use of the term "informant," with its implications of 
appropriation, to signify the people that actually provide the substance of and co-author our 
anthropological texts. In this phase, we are co-producers rather than "lone hero ethnographers" 
who uncovered cultural signification by feigning to completely understand and expertly interpret 
the worlds that their subjects inhabited. It is liberating for all concerned that we have entered an 
epistemological phase in which we see our hermeneutics as "partial truths" (Clifford 1986). 
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II 
THE BOAT, SUBWAY, AND GREAT EXPECTATIONS 

I thought about how the creative act has been misconstrued as a solitary soUpsistic 
act and how we must correct that misapprehension; we must write about the 
creative act as it is nurtured by loving friendships. 

—Louise DeSaivo, "A Portrait of the Puttana as 
Middle-Aged Woolf Scholar" 

Stories are meant to be told. Stories tell us who we are. 

—Gabrielle 

In this chapter, Mae is like the Greek grandmother described by Seremetakis 

(1994), presenting an everyday montage of her consciously fermented non-synchronistic, 

exotic, and non-contradictory past/present, what Seremetakis refers to as "colportage." 

The Greek grandmother gives the baby nourishing substance by feeding saliva softened 

bread, along with magic words that represent the food and gestures as the Grandmother's 

heart, eyes, memories, and feiry tales. The Greek grandmother described by Seremetakis 

doesn't simply transfer or substitute parts of the past but, rather, 'Svith her saliva and 

stories, the grandma glues past generational and collective history onto present 

biographical experience" (Seremetakis 1994:33). Through this colportage process, the 

places we gathered were altered from the places we initially visited with the world of 

memory, a memory different than that of modernity and displacement. Unlike Levi-

Strauss' bricolage, the colportage defies the ordering of placements and classifications 

(Seremetakis 1994:41). 

Mae constructs her memories through her past embodiment in Ireland and New 

York. Interestingly, her experiences of liminality coincide with physical places of 
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liminality: the boat on the Atlantic Ocean and the roaring underground of her first New 

York subway ride moments after her feet touch land. The narratives also illuminate 

Mae's "transatlantic double consciousness" (Gilroy 1993). A product of both, her cultural 

imaginary of place casts Ireland as traditional and America as modem. Her double 

consciousness starts in her imagination as a young girl in Ireland and progresses through 

her transatlantic experience. The "double consciousness" of transatlantic Irish identity is a 

very place-oriented sense of identity and memory. 

Like the Atlantic Black culture, whether in England, Africa, North America, or 

South America, the Irish in modernity "stand between [at least] two great cultural 

assemblages, both of which have mutated through the course of the modem world that 

formed them and assumed new configurations" (Gilroy 1993:2). Seamus Heaney has also 

corroborated the Irish mental inclination to be comfortable with contradictions; 

"doubleness" or the "two-timing" thinking that encompasses the Irish dailiness in 

modernity coexisting with imagined traditional identity (1990). 

Historically, surveys of Mae's cohorts show that her story is an instantiation of mid-

century Irish rural women. In one of the few studies of Mae's cohort group, a survey of 

postwar female emigrants resulted in findings similar to studies of earlier groups; that 

employment was the major influence, ak>ng with marriage, social conditions, social status, 

and the pull of an emigrant network (Travers 1995). In 1936, a woman was half as likely to 

marry in Ireland than in the United States.' The surveys also concluded that women had an 

easier adjustment to immigratk)n and the host country than men (Travers 1995). Mae jumps 

right into America and modernity the minute her feet hit the Bronx. She immediately finds 
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homesickness ends on the boat ride and, as subsequent chapters will make increasingly 

clear, is soon transformed in the United States to resemble the Irish nostalgia she shares with 

her Irish American relations and community. 

The sunny Tucson Christmas morning contrasted with Mae's description of the 

December Atlantic waters 48 years earlier. A1 and I watched Mae as she munched on 

bread and butter. "Anyway," she said, "anyway, we get off the boat and we all had to go 

on line, you know everybody on the boat. And I knew the one that was really close to me 

was Mae Duffy but she went to Chicago." 

"You became friends on the boat?' I asked. 

"Um hum, yeah. She came from Charlestown, in Mayo. But that was it. She left 

New York and I didn't. I had nobody with me 'til I met my aunts thea After going through 

all the lines, getting all the approvals and checking us out to make sure we were healthy and 

everything else, then my aunts were there waiting for me." Mae's smile and intonation 

indicated that she was reliving her relief "So, we get on the ferry and go across to South 

Ferry and we headed to the subway. No diddlin' daddlin' or anything else. It was right down 

the subway cause we wanted to get past the rush hour. We get down underground! 

Underground, I mean it was frightening!" 

"What were you carrying? Did you have a lot of stuflf?" 
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*'! had just one suitcase. And I had a fancy, blue plaidish coat, tailor-made and a hat 

to match it. It was made in Dublin, yeah." She smiled. "I got it made special! I bought the 

material and got it made, tailor-made." 

"How long was the boat ride?" 

"I forget exactly. It was quite a long time," Mae pondered over this. Four years later 

she would present me with copies of the ship receipts. The scheduled departure and arrivals 

from Cobh in Cork, Ireland to New York spanned nine days. 

"It was cold. It was cold," Mae reflected. "I was sick for three days, seasick and 

homesick. You remember that part, right?" she asked me. Somehow, Mae didn't realize 

that she had never told me any of this story. "And then all of a sudden I was hungry 

because I was sick, sick, sick, sick, sick, sick." 

"Did you have your own room on the boat or what?' 

"You had a double deck. 'Marine Jumper,' that was the name of the ship. And I was 

so sick. First, I was so homesick. I mean the thoughts of leaving and going so far away. I 

was crying. And I wasn't on the boat long until the seasickness was worse than the 

homesickness. I was so sick I didn't want to see anything. All I could do was drink water 

and go to the bathroom. And the third day come ak>ng and I figtire I am hungry, I'm feeling 

better, right? And I go to eat and I go sit here and I sit there. 'You know you're not at this 

table. You're not at that table. You're not at the other table.' I didn't have a seat! Everybody 

had their seat picked, you know. And all of a sudden I didn't belong here, I didn't bek>ng 

there. They sez, 'Oh no not here, not here, you don't belong at this table, bababababaV 

Mae expressed her exasperatk>n in a string of vocables and her pitch escalated. 
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"Were they all Irish people on the boatT' 

Mae tried to answer my question and finish this part of the story at the same time. 

"Well, the ones that were, eh, catering, you know the service, I think they thought I was a 

stowaway. So, I figure I'm not going to eat. I didn't have the strength to argue with them or 

anything else, so I go back and I figure, 'Oh, to heck with it.' I skipped all those meals, why 

not another one? So, I made the complaint. And then, I had a seating for diimer and it was 

fine." Mae was still indignant over it. 

"So I had to wait until diimer," she laughed. "So, I was looking forward to my cup o' 

tea and I get that k)usy canned milk! The ev£qx>rated milk I couldn't stand." Mae laughed 

heartily at that. "To this day just the canned milk gets me sick!" All her life before, Mae had 

been drinking what she had milked herself fix)m the teats of the farm's cows. "Aunt Celia, 

when I come over here. Aunt Celia used to have the canned milk also, and the evaporated 

milk. Just the smell of it! You know, compared to the fi-esh cow's milk. But, anyway, that 

was fine, no problem. On the boat, they had the West Indians and the different ones on the 

boat, you know, looking at the deck." 

"Oh, so it wasn't just the Irish immigrants. There were West Indians?" 

"No, I mean they were working on the boat." 

"Oh, who were most of the inmugrants on the boat?' 

"All Irish. They were all coming from Ireland. But the ship crew was all different, 

eh, you know, not speaking English and all that so that was kind of strange, you know, some 

of them, right?' This had been Mae's first encounter with a human being who was not white 

and Irish. 
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"But anyway, um, when I get oflf the boat," Mae resumed her initial story, "they're 

waiting for me and we get the ferry and go across and then, all of a sudden, we go down the 

subway and the thoughts of going underground!!!" Mae's eyes opened with wonder and her 

back straightened up in the wooden chair with awe. "I mean you think about, you know, a 

shelter or something like that, underground, all the— 

"You'd never been underground before^' I asked. 

"No!! Where would I be underground?" she asked me, amazed that I could ask such 

a dumb question. Until we did this project together, I had no idea about the first 20 years of 

her life in Ireland. She continued, "No, there's no underground, not at that time, right? So, I 

go underground. And there's trains, and roaring, trains and all the platforms. It's 5:00 rush 

hour. The platforms were packed! And, at that time, they used to push them in like cattle." 

Mae was becoming as excited and as hectic as the scene she was recalling. "You krww, like 

you have the sheep on the farm? You try and squeeze more into the truck. Like the sheep 

and the cattle! Just pushing them in! Right? And the conductor then, he's pushin' them 

in.. .and you just kind of squeeze in and you get in and you wiggle your way through the 

crowd and holding the big, em, post. And Aunt Mary and Aunt Celia's there and we yappin' 

a mile a minute about the trip and about everything else and..." 

Mae's voice suddenly dropped to a whisper to express anticipatk>n and amazement. 

Her upper body leaned over the table toward me and her eyebrows lifted with her recalled 

bewilderment. "And the train is rattlin', you know. And I'm holding on for dear life and to 

think that I'm holding on to Aunt Mary's hand! Holdin' tight like! Squeezin' tight as could 

be because the train and the roarin' of the train and everything else it was..." She got silent 
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and then broke it abruptly with, "What a sound! After never bein' underground before! And 

we go the whole way to the Bronx." 

"To the BronxlV I knew from experience that was a tong ride from the southern tip 

of Manhattan, especially in the Christmas rush hour she was describing. 

"Yeah, 'cuz Aunt Celia lived in the Bronx. Anyway, we were way up in the Bronx 

someplace and this young chap sez, he sez, 'I hate to let go of your hand, but,' he sez," Mae 

started giggling, "'I have to get off next stop!'" Her pitch and volume increased with each 

word as she laughed. She and I continued laughing throughout the rest of the story. She 

paused just to get air. "And then. Aunt Mary and Aunt Celia were hysterical. 'Cuz we were 

talking about the boat. We were talking about being sick. We were talking about this; we 

were talking about that. And he's standing there and we didn't even know he was there. I 

mean, it was, everybody was packed in a lump, you know, but we were yapping away. I 

thought I was holding Aunt Mary's hand. She was standing right on top of me. But he was 

squeezed on top of me too, because everybody was like this," and she pressed hands 

together. Continuing with an excited whisper, "Here I was holding on to the post and 

holding on to his hand the whole time!" 

"Were you afraid of the train and everything during the whole ride?" 

"No, no, I was yapping a mile a minute from once I got over it. But I was still 

holding tight to the hand. But then. Aunt Mary and Aunt Celia teased me so much about it. 

She said, 'No sooner off the boat then she picks up a handsome young guy.' And he was a 

handsome looking guy! We were in stitches. And then they told him, 'You know, she just 

got off the boat!' And he got such a kick out of it! Yeah, he was all dressed up to kill, you 
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know. One of those office crowd." She paused. "So anyway, eh, I get home. Jackie is there, 

and you know Jackie." 

Jackie is one of Mae's cousins. I'd heard of him but didn't know him. "What do you 

mean? Where's home?" I asked. 

"Home to Aunt Celia's house, right? 581 Eagle Avenue, right? And the whole, all 

the cousins and everything are there too—^you know, Micky and Jackie, and Tommy and 

Irene, and Margie and..." she paused, "you know...to meet me." 

She'd never been treated like this before in her life. The thought of a group of well-

heeled cosmopolitan Americans who rode in subways and cars all gathering to meet her was 

an overwhelming reward after nine days on the uncertain winter ocean. And, unlike her first 

cousins in Ireland, who were children she raised while working as a domestic servant in 

Meath, the American first cousins were young adults like her, potential peers and fiiends. 

"But anyway, we, eh—Mae was excited to be telling me this story since it took all 

these years for us to finally have this conversation- "Anyway, the snow was there. And it's 

pilin' up and it's pilin' up and Jackie, he's askin' me if there's snow in Ireland. And I sez, 

'Yeah, we have snow in Ireland, sometimes it's deep. It can last for a week.' And Jackie 

said, 'Mae,' he said, 'this is nothing,' he sez. 'Wait until you see' he sez. 'A couple o' days,' 

he sez. 'The snow is so high iww,' he sez. 'In a couple of days there won't be a bit of snow,' 

Jackie sez. 'It comes and goes so fast around here,' he sez, 'you wouldn't believe it.' 

"So, anyway, wake up a week later, I sez, 'Jackie,' I sez, 'I thought the snow was 

going to be gone!"' Mae chuckled. "I had to go out and get a job. I thought the snow was 

going to be gone. Well, I figure from once the Christmas was over, I was going to go get a 
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job, right? So, anyway, the snow was getting worse and worse and worse. Come the end of 

December, the snow was still there. It's piling up! There's more snow! There's two, three 

months later, there's snow! And Jackie sez, 'This, this is the biggest one.' I sez, 'C'mon, 

Jackie, you said a couple o' days.'" Mae and I shared a great laugh over this. "But I found a 

job in two weeks. So that was my snowstorm." 

Mae turned to Al, who had been trying his best to not interrupt her. "It was, it was 

the worst one, Al, right?" Toward the beginning of our conversation about her past life, she 

had expressed some dismay with him when he began to upstage her arxl direct the story. He 

got the hint and quickly resigned himself to listening. 

Tentatively, Al answered, "The blizzard of'47." 

"So, I'm here 47 years. And it was '47, eh, that I came in, right?" Mae was on a roll. 

"I came here on December 23rd, 1947. So that was it." 

But she didn't end there. It was as if the subway ride was her "adaptation to New 

York story" and then life went on in the Bronx. Mae got into the swing of New York 

quickly. "So, then I went and spent time with Margie and Rita. That's Aunt Liz and Uncle 

John Gavin, Eddie Gavin's dad." Margie, Rita, Eddie, Tommy, and Jackie were all first 

cousins. "They were up on Fordham Road, beside Grandma Morrison," Mae was referring 

to her first mother-in-law. 

"So how long did you stay at Aunt Celia's for?" I asked. 

"I stayed at Aunt Celia's until I got married." 

"Oh, I thought you moved out to Staten Island with your Aunt Bridee for a little 

while," I said. 
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"I'd go out there for the sununertime. 'Cuz Bridee wanted company out there. Aunt 

Mary would go out there. So, I spent time with them. And then Aunt Celia would go to 

Ireland. I'd be alone, so I'd go out there and spend time. There was so much traveling back 

and forth. I liked it out there. But it was a lot of commuting. I liked it, but, I mean, I 

wouldn't want to live out there, no. I was away from the country, finally, in the big city, 

rightr' 

Mae paused. "But anyway, eh, I'd go and I'd spend the weekends up in the Gavin's 

house, Margaret and Rita, in Fordham Road in the Bronx. Eddie Gavin's sisters. They were 

my first cousins. And they were single. Everybody was single." 

"They were single, but they had their own apartment?" Not an unusual circumstance 

in my generation but I thought the norm had been otherwise back in the late forties. 

"No, they were living with their mother and father. Briggs Avenue, John, and Liz. 

She was a Mulligan. I think two doors or three doors beside Grandma Morrison. So they all, 

I mean, they went to school together and everything else. The Morrisons. You know, so they 

knew one another. Yeah, they knew them, like the O'Keefes." Mae was referring to a friend 

and drinking buddy of her first husband, Donald Morrison. The Gavins, O'Keefes, and 

Murrays were part of the neighborhood which was thickly first-generation Irish immigrants 

and their American-bom children. The Morrisons were Scotch Irish and had been in 

America a few extra generatwns but all were good neighbors and Catholic parishioners. The 

children all went to the same local Catholic schools. 

"But, I stayed with Aunt Celia until I got married. Uncle Gene gave me away." 

We discussed going to the Bronx to see these places. 
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"Okay—welL, Eagle Avenue, how fk' is that from Fordham Road?" 

Mae's answer didn't help me sense the distance, "149th Street...St. Mary's Park." 

"Hmm, better go back there and see what it k)oks like.. .get mugged," I jived. 

"Yeah, Tommy and Patricia'd drive you up there. Brave, huh?" We were both 

responding to the myths that surrounded post-white Bronx, especially the "jungle" trope that 

was assigned to the South Bronx in the seventies and eighties. 

"So, your Uncle Gene gave you away, Celia's husbandT' 

"Yeah, um hum. And he's from Carrickmacross. He was from Carrickmacross, 

Cavan, right, bordering Cavan and Meath." Mae chewed on her fi)od and let me wait for a 

few minutes. A1 was quiet and listening. 

"Aunt Celia. Um hum. Aunt Celia lost her husband during the 1917 flu and Uncle 

Gene lost his wife." Mae continued, "She worked in hotels and waitressing and everything 

else. And he was in the bar business and he had the one son. Gene. And Aunt Celia had 

Margie and Jackie, two of them. And then, together, they had Tommy. "Mae paused again 

to munch and think,"—^and, when he tost his wife, his son went back to live with the aunt in 

Ireland and stayed in Ireland. Gene Junior, we'll say. And that's why Aunt Celia went all the 

time." 

"When did Aunt Celia come to the United States?" 

"Oh, she, oh, she came when she was young like me and worked. She came over 

here before I was bom. She was over here." 

"Did your father talk about her?" 
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"Oh yeah! She went back and visited us and everything else. And Tommy was back. 

She'd take Tommy with her cuz Tommy was a baby. They had their own business up in 

Harlem. They owned a bar and restaurant, 149th Street and Lenox Avenue." 

Mae talked about the geneak>gy, that Celia's first husband was Ferguson. I was 

amazed at her endurance in this conversation. 

Later that evening, Lisa, my partner, and I were having a party at our house. As 

usual, Mae was talkative in that atmosphere. Some of the guests, realizing that Mae was 

from Ireland, enacted the usual compulsions to tell how forgotten their "Irish" ancestry is; 

typically they cite the family's legendary Irish grandmother, of whom no one knows her 

maiden name or Irish birthplace. 

Mae was talking about her Irish background; how her mother was from Meath and 

had been to secondary school in Dublin, the Lonretto Convent. She described how the 

lifestyle between Mayo and Meath was so different, that Mayo was much poorer. 

"See, my Aunt Nora married a dairy farmer. They had people working for them on 

the farm. So, it was a different lifestyle." 

"What were you saying about the cattle meets and how it used to be?" I wanted her 

to repeat a few things she said before I entered her huddled group aiKl caught the tail end of 

the topic. 

"Oh, I mean, when I was little and going back until the Common Market, they did a 

lot of tilling in Ireland. They had wheat and oats and, uh, they'd have all the hay for the 

cattle and feed them aiKl all of that. But after the Common Market came, they stopped 
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growing all of this and they just let the cattle out there grazing on the land and fatten them 

up and they went and sold them. But it's different before that. See, my Uncle Paddy Dwyer, 

in Meath, at one time during the war—" 

"NoonanJ Noonan!'" One of the guests suddenly remembered her grandmother's 

name and let it soar above the din of the room. "My grandmother's maiden name was 

Noonan." 

"I didn't know the Noonans in Mayo. Do you know what town she's from in 

MayoT' Despite her absence of nearly 50 years, Mae was a ready expert on Ireland among 

second- and third-generation Irish Americans, most of whom have never been there. 

"I think there was a town that began with W," the woman answered. 

"Westport? That's where my fether is from, Westport. And me." Mae smiled. 

The guest faltered, "Uh, well maybe, but Noonaa" 

I just threw out a name; "There's Castlebar." 

•^That's it!? Castlebar?" 

"Castlebar, well that's not W," Mae observed. "My sister is living near Castlebar." 

Mae was still in Ireland. This was all real to Mae, not Brigadoon park>r talk. Mae's 

childhood relations lived far away; they weren't imaginary people. Her American 

counterpart was oblivious to the realities of emigration; that this contemporary woman with 

whom she was speaking had personally chosen between distant lands and families in her 

lifetime. 

"I remember something about Castlebar," the glazed American said. She had never 

crossed the Atlantic but had always k)nged to go to Ireland. 
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"My sister lives near Castlebar. She lives in Foxford, my sister. And she lives out on 

the farm," Mae emphasized. "She's 13 years younger than I am, my sister is, Bridee. 

Castlebar, that's where my sister got married, in Castlebar. And my niece came over here, 

eh, a year ago, more than a year ago. She was like an exchange college student. And then, 

she came to work during the sunnuner. And then, she loved it here so. So, Kathleen's little 

sister, my youngest daughter, Patricia, sponsored her to come over here the second year to 

get a job, right, that was last year. Not this past year, the year before, '93. And she came 

over and she, eh, she was gonna work in computers. Her mother wanted her to work in 

computers. Because Al said she had a very good background for engineering, cause she was 

going to a Dublin college. And she didn't want to do that when she came out!" Mae 

expressed her disbelief that someone would give up an opportunity to work on computers. 

"She sez, 'Oh, I'll get a job just working temporarily.' She was just goin' to go to Chicago 

after. And she got a job at McDonald's, so she was working at McDonald's," Mae's tone 

dropped subtly, suggesting that she was still proud of her niece as a worker, but also thought 

that she didn't think Sadelle had made the right decisk>n. McE>onald's and counter 

waitressing were not on the same level as computers and engineering. 

The guest, a sensitive United Methodist, purple-garbed practitioner of the 1990's 

social correctness civility looked somewhat distracted but managed to stay put. If the 

woman was going to initiate a small talk invitatk}n for my mother to figure out where her 

long lost Irish grandmother fix>m Castlebar was fixjm, she deserved to sit through this typical 

but tedious Irish geneak)gy talk. I discovered in our subsequent visits to Ireland together that 

this is how Mae and Irish contemporaries discuss such matters; at length and in detail. As 
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my partner, Lisa, put it, "I thought it was your mother who was unique that way. But, after 

visiting Ireland and her relations, I saw how they can spend a half an hour talking about a 

slice of bread." 

The guest managed to squeeze in a "Wow," somewhere in the middle of Sadelle's 

Mayo wedding story. 

Mae continued,"—in Ireland, he went back to Ireland and they got married. She's 

living out here now." 

Another polite American "Wow," and some nodding foUowed. 

Feeling encouraged, Mae expressed her amazement, "But she came from a farm 

too!" 

"Huh, huh, I've always wanted to go and visit and spend a period of time but haven't 

had the opportunity. My grandparents, um.. 

A1 entered the circle from somewhere in the party going on around us. "Her mother 

was from Castlebar!" Mae exclaimed to him. 

"My grandmother," the guest corrected. "And 1966 was the 50th anniversary of the 

Easter Uprising and CBS came out with a Legacy collection that was poems and music and 

stories— 

"Yeah," Mae was listening. 

"—about the Easter Uprising, and my grandparents had left in 1917. That's when 

they came over from Ireland." 
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Mae finally realized that her long conversation with the woman might not have held 

the mutually shared degree of references she had assumed, "Oh, they came over here in 

i9i7r 

"Uh huh, so I always remember them telling me ail these wonderful stories and 

everything. It was just fascinating and then, when the CBS Legacy collection came out, it 

just generated all kinds of other stories and I still have it." 

Mae derailed the discussion. "Al worked for CBS." 

"Oh, did you?" The usually talkative guest was out of the flying pan of Irish 

genealogy, the length and intensity of which could have only been endured by Mayo 

farmers or Dublin culchies, and, unwittingly, into the fire of an educational dialogue fix>m 

Al. In the meantime, Mae slipped away. 

The next morning at breakfast, the discussion went back to things Irish. I was 

interested in how Christmas was celebrated in Mae's childhood. Mae and Al were telling me 

about a video they had on the subject. Al put on a "Lucky Charms" or 'Irish Mist" type of 

affected TV brogue to say, "the narrator a brogue as he described Christmas in Ireland." 

Mae started to clear her throat. I recognized that she was hoping to jump into the 

conversatioa I found out later that her brothers, Seamus and Paddy, had the same linguistic 

trait. 

"What is this show? Is it accurate Mom? Is it like the way it was?" I turned to her 

and created the space for her entry. 
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"Oh yeah! Yeah! We used to go out and get all the holly, cut down all the holly, the 

berries in the holly in Ireland was really nice years ago. It was wild!" 

"Did you have it on your land or did you have to— 

"No, we had it on the land. It was holly in different places. You get holly and ivy, 

you know. So we'd go out, no matter where you go to get it, on the way to Gortbaun or 

anyplace. Sometimes it wasn't on the land, but you'd get it. You rush to get it done before 

the Christmas Eve, to have it all lit up." She paused briefly. "You'd do it whenever you had 

free time, after you finished milking the cows and, you know, make sure you had it done, 

right? And you got the ivy, the ivy had the berries on it too, holly and ivy, and then you put 

it behind every picture, all over the, on the mantle piece." Mae paused to butter a bagel and 

t£ike a bite, chew and swallow. "All over the house, decorate the same way you decorate 

with aJl the stuff, the stuff you buy today. Whoever was the least busy would go pick it. And 

then you'd put the candle in the window but you had to have something underneath the 

candle." 

I was anticipating a ritualistic, lucky, or decorative "thing" and asked, "like what?" 

My cultural ineptness and lack of practicality seemed to surprise Mae, "Like, so it 

wouldn't bum! The shades and all that!" 

"What would you use?" 

"Well, like years ago, they used to use turnip, and cut the turnips out, put the holly 

around it." 

"Candleholder." A1 stated the obvious in order to help me out. 
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"But they used to use other candleholders, modem years too, but that was the 

original way of doing it, something with the moisture." She was also defending the simple 

way they did things, not only to A1 but to the world in general. Growing up in Brooklyn, Al 

always had relatively modem conveniences, such as electricity and manu&ctured, meaning 

"real," candleholders. 

Mae returned to me, "And then you had the candles lit and—" 

"When did you light the candles in the windows?" 

"Christmas Eve, for the baby, the mother!" It seemed I shocked Mae again with my 

cultural incompetence. 

"Oh, to welcome her?" 

"Yeah, for light, guidance, strainers in the night." Subsequently, I found out that the 

only other source of nighttime light the whole time Mae lived in Ireland was the kerosene 

lanterns. Her childhood house wasn't wired until the 1970s. 

"Anybody come then were welcome! Everybody." 

"Did people visit each other a lot on Christmas Eve7' I asked. 

"No, St. Stephen's day. That's the visitin' day. On Christmas Eve, they were still 

welcome, anytime, on the road, or anything, on the bicycle, they'd drop in or whatever, you 

know. Sometimes, people, neighbors, you know, cause you knew everybody, it wasn't 

strangers, right?" She paused to chew and think. "We, uh, had our puddings and cakes and 

all the goodies." 

"What'd ya make the puddings out of?" 
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"Oh, we had the black, we used to make the black pudding, steamed it, the 

Christmas pudding. Black pudding's made with the pig's head, white pudding and black 

pudding." I expressed my shock. She continued, "You ate the black pudding and white 

pudding at breakfast in Ireland, little round things. Blood pudding," she said, picking a term 

with which I might be more familiar, "that's the blood pudding, one is black and the other is 

white." 

"How do they make it white?" 

"I don't know unless, there's not no bkx)d in it." 

"T^o blood in it? Did you ever make it when you were living at your house?' 

"No, you'd buy it. You buy it like the sausages, the breakfast sausages, the Irish 

sausages." Mae explained that, even though they had their own pigs, they would eat bacon 

at regular times and go into town to buy the pudding for Christmas. "No, only on a special 

occasion like if you're in town and you buy some, so you have it. Otherwise you wouldn't 

buy it, because they didn't iM-ing it around in the lonry." I had learned that the "lorry" was a 

reference to the weekly tea truck that stopped at Cappachamaun and sold sundries to the 

locals. "But then you could buy it later years in the butcher stores. In Ireland, you didn't 

have black puddings and sausages and all that stuff. No. Only maybe, once in a while, going 

into Westport, to the fair. And, you took the horse and trap and all that. And, um, you could 

buy it then, take it home and cook it. On Christmas, we'd have anything, we'd have cabbage 

or meats or it was always, all different cakes, you know, raisin cakes and all the cakes— 

"Who did all the baking?" 

"My nwther." 



79 

"Did you do a lot of baking with her?" 

'"Yeah, I used to bake. When I was a certain age then, everybody then did, it was the 

women though. But they always made Jell-Os and custards and ail that. Always a fancy 

Jell-O and a custard, fresh custard, you know from the eggs and milk." 

"How did they make Jell-O back then, back in the 1930s and 40s?" 

"Well- the Jell-Os, they had the packages. Jell-O is very popular in Ireland. Yeah, 

because Malloy used to come around in a big lorry. You know, with the big canvas over it. 

And, he'd come once a week. Ya'd buy tea, ya buy flour, the whole big a hundred and some 

pounds sack of white flour, cinnamon, raisins, you know all the stuflf you couldn't grow on 

the farm. Oranges. And, then the fishman come 'round once a week, with herrings," Mae 

continued. "And he did good business. So, we would meet at certain places. Like, ours was a 

stopping place. And then Anthony O'Malley and Thomas O'Malley and the ones as you go 

down to the bog, and the Brennans, Katie Brennan, and Owen, £md Oweny O'Malley, those 

people would come to our house. He would stop at our house because that was on the main 

road. And they'd come up and wait for him to come. So, it was kind of like, my mother 

would make biscuits and everything else. So, they would sit down." 

"Your mother would make biscuits and make a social event out of it?" I thought of 

how my schedule couldn't accommodate a weekly visit with a bunch of neighbors. 

"Yeah! Because they were there! I mean anytime anybody come in for ten minutes 

there was like—'Have a cup o' tea and a bite to eat,' you know." To her it was the most 

natural thing in the world to put out a spread each week simply because they were there. 

"Well always, I mean, when Katie Brennan would be going up to the land, on her bicycle. 
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she would always stop in and say 'hello' because it was way down, you know where the 

Brennan's house was? You know, when you go down to the bog, down the bohereen,^'' Mae 

tried to jog my memory from previous trips. Although I had spent time in Cappachamaun 

before, I didn't have the benefit of Mae or anyone else to point out the details of the place. 

She expected me to know more than I did. 

''Oh! Behind the house," I complied. "I know there's a hill up behind your house but 

I can't remember now." I hadn't spent any time in the house since 1978. Her brother Eamon 

slept there intermittently at times then but did little more. Mae's father, Edward Gavin, was 

living in Dublin then. Her mother, Annie Gavin, had passed away in 1967. Her belongings 

and clothes, riddled with moth holes, were all still in the house. 

"But the horses and the outhouses and everything," Mae kept painting her picture. 

"You know where you got the turf? You know where our bog was? Each one had their own 

sectioa You went down all that bohereen, you know where our land is divided, you know 

all the Cappachamaun land. The bohereen was on the Gavin land, that went to the bog, but 

the bohereen was public. On the left-hand side, as you go to the bog, the Gavin land was the 

hill and the mountain and it was heather, so it wasn't too good a land. On the right-hand side 

was the good land where you get the hay and we used to grow everything there, you know. 

You know, the whole big land of potatoes and turnips and cabbage and kale and all of that. 

Then," she looked over at Al. We were on our second pot of coffee by now. "Al. Al, 

remember when my father was tilling the other, he'd start digging all the heather up and 

trying to— 
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"Improve the land," Al finished her sentence. Al accompanied Mae on her first trip 

back to Ireland in 1973, when her elderly lather was still living on the farm. His youngest 

bachelor son, Eamon, was living with him then. 

"Yeah, but that was good on that section, but right in back of it, when you look up 

the hill, that was heather, all heather, it was like grazing land. The sheep were mostly in that. 

But then he started improving it. He'd take the heather up and start on the left-hand side of 

the bohereen. It took an awiiil k)t to dig up that heather because the roots were there, and 

you'd only do a tiny, you'd only do a tiny little bit—^well he'd dig up all the roots, it goes all 

the way down, it's like goin' out here and diggin' all that uh, what do you call it, trees, or all 

the forests out of it. He'd do a little bit at a time. After he built the house, he started doin' it." 

"So when you were a little girl, you remember him doin' it?" 

"Yep." 

"A little at a time. He must have worked hard," I added. 

"But then you had to. Oh! you had to milk. You had to do everything else, but you'd 

be tryin' to do it ahead of time, you know, before Christmas Eve." 

I asked her when the baking got done. 

"Well, you could start doin' it the day before a little bit but she'd do some of the 

bakin' ahead of time, some of the cakes, the little rich heavy cakes, like the ones, the fency 

Christmas cakes with all the fruits and everything. They could be done a month ahead and 

put in a tin. They stayed fi^esh. She'd do all that." 

"When did you give out gifts or anything?" 
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"We didn't have gifts," she answered, as if I was supposed to have known that, too. 

"The little drop of wine on St. Stephen's was it. Invite somebody. Then, anytime we had a 

little party, we'd have the Lavelles, the Brennans, the Walshes. They'd come and then play 

some music and sit around and have some tea and we'd go visit, depends on what was 

happening—" 

"And they were all your neighbors?" I wanted to be sure I was getting it straight. 

"And did your aunts or uncles from Meath ever come out and visit at Christmas timeT' 

Mae cleared her throat. "No, I think Uncle Richie came a couple oftimes but that's 

an awful tong trip. They had a car. Uncle Richie had a car. All the Meath people had cars." 

"When you were a little girl, was Uncle Richie the only one who had a car?' 

"Oh, no no, in Mayo? Joseph O'Malley had a car. You know, where you go towards 

Ayle?" Mae began listing all the houses on the road so I would eventually understand which 

house was the one that had a car. "On the other side of the road, there's fields. The first 

house on the Gavin's side of the road, when you went down, like go down the hill and there 

was a well there, where they used to bring the water for cleaning up from. You remember 

that well? On the left? Not Darby's Well, you know that one, a different well. There was 

another well. Darby's Well was the drinking water, but the other well you went for the 

regular water, the washing water. But as you went down the hill, there was an old house and 

that was where Mary Jane and John Frank lived. That was O'Malley. That was John Frank 

and Mary Jane. And then, there was Oweny O'Malley next door. Oh, Julia Prendergast, she 

moved in there. And then, you walk a little bit of a hill. If you were riding a bicycle, you go 

up a little bit of a hill. And on top of that, there was the, um, now you threw me," she said to 
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Al. He had been starting to inteiject words and conclude sentences, which she was trying 

both to ignore and incorporate. "Fitzgerald, oh the house that they shared, that, when the 

people nioved? Oh, that's the house I was telling you about before but now I lost the name." 

She sounded exasperated because she couldn't remember something that she once knew 

well. 

"You'll remember it. You'll come back to it," Al reassured. 

"Fitzgibbon, no, I lost that name. So that was the third house. Then the next house 

was the Duffy house, and after the Duffy house was the Murray's, and you know who the 

Murray's are. And then, after the Murray's, the Cannon's old house was there, and then the 

Parson house was in front of the Cannon's. It was an old, old house, just a tiny little old 

thatched house. They weren't livin' there anymore when you were there. There was another 

house. It was all by itself and this house was on the opposite side of the road. That was 

abandoned. Then the next house after that was Cannon's, another Cannon's. Then across 

from Cannon, close to the end of the road, that was Bridget O'Malley, in Triangle. But now 

I can't remember the name of that other house," she said with some irritation after having 

recited the entire social network of a village from which she had departed 47 years earlier. 

The road she just described spanned the townships of C^pachamaun, BaUoor, and 

Triangle. There was a good deal of interactk)n between these households abng the road and 

other neighboring townships, such as Bellaburke, Killawalla and Gortbaun. 

"We were the first ones as you come into Cappachamaun from that directioa As 

you go to the Cannon's then is Balbor, and then Triangle, and then Ayle. Ayle was the Post 

Office. It's like Cottonwood, we have to use Cottonwood." Mae compared it to the town in 
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Central Arizona that dominates her area. She lives in an unincorporated oflfshoot called 

Verde Village. 

"So where was the Post Office for Ayle?" 

"It was McGing's!" McGing's, the publican and grocer, also served as the Post 

Office. McGing's was also the telegram office in her day. It was a veritable institution in 

Ayle. not far from Cannon's house, on the Ballinrobe-Westport Road. 

"So that was Ayle. It was Triangle, Balloor, Ayle, Cappachamaun...and 

Bunrawer, that was Ayle also. That was where Edward Walsh lived." Edward Walsh was 

her father's cousin, one of the few relations who had not emigrated to America. The 

Gavin family used to frequent that household and Mae's younger siblings often helped 

the childless couple. An inheritance as requital had not been forthcoming, and the land 

had been left to some American nephews on the wife's side. "You turn at King's, you 

know, where you went to Aghagower?" Aghagower is an active church site founded by 

Saint Patrick in the fourth century where many of Mae's ancestors are buried. "You know 

that road where you turn left, well you turn right to go to Bunrawer. And then you go to 

Isleaneady." She concluded, "I don't remember a lot, there's a lot of people. Now if you 

ask me about people, any house in Isleandady, I wouldn't remember one house." 

"So that's why we need to go there and then stand in front of it and the thought will 

come to you," I said. 

Mae didn't trust her memory. "But you have to have Paddy with you because I can't 

remember, or Seamus, or Bridee," she said, listing her siblings. "Or Ann." She was referring 
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to Seamus' daughter, who grew up in Dublin. "And she collects pictures. She got 

grandfather's picture, you know, your great grand&ther." 

I asked about what other kinds of entertainment they had in Mayo. 

"We usually didn't have radio. We just had the stories they told us, you know the 

ghost stories and alL," she chuckled. "And we had the gramophone. Not that many had a 

gramophone." 

"When was the first time you saw a movie, when was that?' 

"It was in County Meath." Mae got up to clean off the table. We'd been sitting for 

over an hour past the post-meal nibbles. 

"Sit down. Ma." But I knew ftom experience that Mae had already remained sitting 

still for as long as she could with a table full of dirty dishes in front of her. 

She yelled from the nearby kitchen, 'In Ehiblin." 

Subsequently, in my readings, I found out that even Westport had a movie theater 

since the early talkies. No one in Mae's family ever went, however. They were farmer 

peasants inclined to enjoy the fair, trading cattle or pigs, perhaps visiting a few shops, but 

not paying much attention to cinema when they went to Westport. Nor could they afford 

such luxuries in Mae's youth. 

"How old were you then? 

"I was 151 bet. This is when I was working for my Uncle Richie in Meath, 15, 16 

maybe. He had the Swan's Nest, the pub and grocery. And there you had to travel all that 

miles from Kilmoon all the way to Drogheda, cycle there to go see a movie or go to a dance. 
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right? From the Swan's Nest. It was a long distance. It was maybe an hour, an hour and a 

half maybe." 

When Mae and I went to Meath the following year, I found out that her bicycling 

skills and speed were still legendary among those who remember her. She could "fly" the 

thirty miles from North Dublin to Kilmoon, and did so one night to catch a van to a dance in 

Drogheda with her cousin Marie. She also used to cycle up the bumpy cobbled road from 

the cow bam in Kilmoon to Uncle Richie's and in each hand, instead of the handlebars, was 

a bucket fiill of the milk she had just squeezed from Paddy Dwyer's milk cow. "I wouldn't 

spill a drop," she had bragged. 

"What movie did you see?" 

There was no hesitation in remembering and answering this questk)n. She perked up 

and smiled, "Grea/ ExpectationsV and laughed. '1 never seen it since. Did you ever see that 

one?" 

"Charles Dickens. No, we should rent it. I remember we read that when I was in 

school." 

"Ya did?" Her conversations the following summer with her sister in Mayo revealed 

that both women felt that their six years of education in Ireland was wasted on learning 

Gaelic. She would have much preferred reading books like Great Expectations rather than a 

Catholic catechism written in Gaelic. 

"I never read it or anything else. But that was a great movie!" She said with delight. 

"Oh, who was in it?" 
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"I don't remember." She laughed in a way that said she still enjoyed the memory of 

that experience. "That was the first movie, I mean," and her voice lowered down to the 

whisper she used to express utter awe, as she did in describing the first subway ride. She 

excitedly whispered exclamations, "Oh, to look at people on the screen, I mean I never seen 

a television, and see the big nwvie and the people alive, I mean it was—ooh! It was—I 

mean that was so exciting!" 

"When was the next time you went to a movie?" 

"Oh I don't remember. We didn't get to movies. Not until I came here." 

"Wow. Did the black and white shock you, that it was black and white?" 

"T>io. I used to know every little move of it, but now I forget it all. That movie, I 

could, woah! my god! Like you know, you take it all in because it was so exciting, right? 

And now I forget it but 1 mean that was so exciting." Mae had a delighted broad smile 

across her face. 

"Did you go by yourself?" 

"No, I was with somebody else, um, I think it was Mae, um, ...what's her name— 

Uncle Paddy's niece. She's not related to us, she's on the other Dwyer side. She worked 

in—she worked in Dwyer's as a maid also. She was a working girl, you know," Mae smiled 

a smile of humorous irony. 

"Was this like someone you used to hang around with, she was like a girlfiiend?" 

"No. We didn't have time to hang around. We were workin'! Working round the 

clock. We didn't get that much time oflF. And then it was always with the kids, right?" Mae 
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was referring to Uncle Richie and Aunt Mae's six children, whom she had helped raise 

during the five or six years she spent there. 

"What did you wear to the movie, the first time you went?" 

Transported back to that first movie, Mae smiled and resumed her awestruck 

whisper, "I don't remember." 
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ENDNOTES 

' Only 73/1000 women were married in 1936 in Ireland, whereas in the United States the 
figures were 145/1000 (Travers 1995). The figures are grimmer for women (assuming marriage is 
a desirable social situation) in rural areas. An analysis of the available first-hand accounts, through 
archived folklore materials in Ireland collected during the 1930s, also support Travers' surv^ 
conclusions. They, too, indicate that single young women in Mae's time left for the same primary 
reason they had left in previous generations since the ^mine: women's economic and social status 
declined and there was inadequate opportunity for paid work (Neville 1995). As in Mae's case, they 
usually had the passage paid or loaned by a distant relation. 
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HI 
BUSES AND CAFES 

It was after midnight on a still and warm July night in 1995. The north Dublin 

neighborhood of Santry and its rows of two-story residences were quiet, indicating that 

the predominantly retired working-class men, housewives, and widows were sleeping. 

They once migrated from rural areas in the 1950s and 1960s to what was then a new 

development, found employment and raised their nuclear families. The nearby towers of 

Ballymun,' just to the north, which housed the urban lower class, itinerants, and recently 

disinherited poor families from the countryside, had its permanent common area building 

lights on. Mae and I walked around the comer from Seamus' to Paddy's house, Mae's 

brothers. We were staying at Paddy's. His wife was grateful for the company and support 

that summer because Paddy was in the nearby hospital with heart problems. The sounds 

of our footsteps on the concrete sidewalks bounced off the walls of the darkened houses 

that flanked us. Mae spoke from somewhere in the middle of her own thoughts. 

"So many pictures.' Ya never seen so many pictures," she reflected on our long 

evening spent reminiscing with Seamus and his wife, Annie. "It's great to be able to look 

back. Like, I wish I had the camera and all those pictures of you girls when you were 

babies. 1 have some pictures but, like, when Patricia was a baby, I had no camera. There's 

no pictures of that time 'cuz I didn't have a camera for the longest time." 

"How did we get a camera again?" 

"I must have bought one but it was late, late, late," she answered. 
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Some of the last family pictvires were taken in the Bronx around 1958, just before 

Mae walked out on her first husband, Donald Morrison. There followed a visual gap for 

the next ten years. 

"I had a really good camera but Marie had borrowed it. And when I moved out, I 

hadn't got it back from Marie. You know, the 16-year-old girl that used to baby-sit for 

you. I never got it back from her. She had borrowed it in the Bronx, that's where the 

camera was. I never had a camera before. That was a good camera, used to take good 

pictures with that camera. Remember when you were a baby and the fancy red carriage 

and all that? I have it in my album. But that was a good camera. I liked that camera. I had 

it for a long time. I mean for a while anyway." 

As discussed throughout this dissertation, memory is revived by associations with 

places, memorabilia and conversations, and especially with those individuals who shared 

the past events. When a person returns to the places of their past, long forgotten 

memories flood their thoughts. Interestingly, however, certain events in a person's life 

are so meaningful that they are never forgotten and the stories of such can be told in any 

unrelated time or place, with or without memory-invoking memorabilia or photographs. 

In the preceding section, Mae sat in Tucson, Arizona and described some of the key 

events of her life in Ireland and her emigration story to America. In this section, Mae idly 

wanders through the streets of Dublin, and, with little prompting from me, constructs her 

work and domestic history in the United States. From her stories, we get a strong sense of 

her cultural processes, self-identity, values, and what social restraints and opportunities 
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were afforded to her in her new life as an Irish American. Her life story takes order 

around the places in which she worked. It is through her career as a waitress that Mae 

finds her sense of self, self-esteem, and emplacement in America. 

As discussed in the preceding chapter, the fact that "there was no work" in Ireland is 

the basis for Mae's emigration at age 20. In Ireland, without a secondary school educatk)n or 

any training, Mae could only get woric as an underpaid and exploited domestic servant. If 

she married, she would not have been permitted to work outside of the home at all. The 

patterns of paid labor, male headed farming households and economic power were long 

established in favor of men after the famines of the preceding century and increased 

dependency on trade in dry cattle (Maureen Langan-Egan 1986). The 1800s and Industrial 

Revolution brought the collapse of women's economic independence through the demise of 

tlie cottage textile industries and declines in prices for agricuhiffal products along with high 

rents and increases in livestock farming, which, in turn, caused decreases in labor-intensive 

tillage farming. These factors and the post-femine declined marriage rates resulted in a 

deteriorated economic status for women. A decreased likelihood of getting married meant 

that many women never achieved the increasingly esteemed central role as mother and wife 

in the private work sphere indoors and in the outdoor areas immediately surrounding the 

house (Nolan 1997; Joanna Bourke 1993).^ There were few paying opportunities inside or 

outside the home, which permanently weakened women's economic power in the family 

and community, while rural male dominance and conservative clerical power increased 

(Moser 1993; Foster 1988; Lee 1979). Men were favored for the scarce emptoyment 

opportunities in Ireland. Although women frequently worked alongside the men in the bog 
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and during harvest, improved harvesting technologies decreased some of the labor intensity 

of farming. Mae's father and brothers were more utilized and valued for their farm's money-

producing labors. 

The bartending experience at her uncle's pub, the Swan's Place, was the only career 

skill Mae had that held any financial and social promise. She preferred the notion of doing 

this kind of work rather than the endless toU and private sphere of domestic service.^ 

Domestic work also typically involved living with an employer family while caring and 

being responsible (or the children, which she experienced as a young girl in Meath and 

witnessed as the life story of her Aunt Mary in New York."* She did not want to rush into 

that situation, whether for a career or marriage. As Mae said upon reading this sectk)n, "It's 

not that my marriage prospects were slim. It was that I had all those children to take care of 

all those years. 1 didn't want any involvement. I wanted my freedom."^ 

In exchange for her rural Irish identity, Mae quickly donned the American 

modernities: high heels, nylons, hairstyles, makeup, and a fashionable wardrobe. At this 

point, Mae began a series of "jobs" that amoimted to a career that spanned nearly 40 years. 

Her workplace community provided much-needed financial independence outside a 

traditional family setting, friendship, and support. In additk)n to the long-established 

employment of Irish women in domestic service, waitressing had become a convenient 

employment niche for Irish women since the 1940s (Corcoran 1996; Cobble 1991 ;29). Horn 

and Hardart, Stouffer's, and SchrafR's had reputatk)ns for hiring Irish women (Corcoran 

1996:474). 
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At that time, moralistic notions about Irish, especially regarding the high incidence 

of unmarried Irish girls in comparison to other emigrant groups over the last 100 years, were 

changing for the better. The Victorian morals concerning waitressing were also shifting 

from denunciation to acceptance, though women still ranked below men in the same field 

(Cobble 1991). The 1945 film Mildred Pierce, starring Joan Crawford, provided a gender 

version of the ethnic Horatio Alger motif and depicted the ambivalent associations society 

held about food service. The protagonist accepts a waitress job as a desperate last resort after 

a marital separation causes her to rely on her own resources. Although she worked her way 

up to wealth by eventually opening a string of her own restaurants, her respectability was 

nevertheless stigmatized because of her stint among the working classes and the "smell of 

grease." Despite Mildred Pierce's fictional success, the truth of the matter was that, over the 

course of the 20th century, waitresses worked longer hours than those employed in other 

trades and received a tower cash remuneration from employers than any other workers 

except domestics (Cobble 1991:36-37). As Mae's narrative recounts, there were also very 

strict dress codes that, depending on where one worked, represented further costs bom by 

the waitress, such as manicures and hairstyling as well as being forced to buy or rent 

uniforms from the employer until the late 1950s (Cobble 1991:38). Like most chain 

restaurants of the time, management scrutinized every detail of Mae's £^pearance in daily 

inspections. She wore uniforms that resembled that of a maid. The female customers would 

look down on these waitresses, treating them like domestic servants and even referring to 

them as "maids" (Cobble 1991 ;45). For better or worse, Mae also woriced downstairs at the 

New York midtown Schrafft's, which was exclusive to men. 
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In the food-serving and eating atmosphere, unconscious emotional and sexual 

intimations are stirred. As Cobble states, "more than food is being served" (Cobble 1991:2). 

This was especially evident in the 1940s through 1960s, before civil rights lawsuits began, 

when explicit sexual objectification was the status quo. For example, certain restaurants 

required and advertised their variety of blonde, redhead, and brunette waitresses (Cobble 

1991). Mae's narratives do not contradict Cobble's (1991) research findings concerning 

social conditions experienced by waitresses of that era. As a food server, a waitress had to 

employ several gendered nurturing roles. She had to diplomatically deal with her customers' 

(usually male) emotk>nal needs by providing fleeting scripts that would momentarily 

respond to their ^ntasies of her as a wife, mother, mistress, daughter, or servant. Female 

customers could frequently be more demanding since they were in the unusual position of 

being served for a change. 

Sexual harassment from employers and customers was rampant. Mae's narratives 

depict some of that environment, including pressure from employers to use sexuality to 

attract and maintain business. For example, one employer ordered her to work the counter 

over her protests. She later found out that it was because of the way her chest was exposed 

when she dipped into the ice cream containers. Another of many stories, not narrated here, 

involved sexual abuse by a customer who was a priest. However, for Mae, becoming a 

waitress was a means for climbing the economic and social ladder, hopefully to middle-class 

standards. For many in America, however, the food service industry was and is viewed as an 

occupation populated by those of diminished social positions along gender, ethnic and class 

lines. Indeed, it was structured to perpetuate such a subculture (Cobble 1991). Regardless, in 
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Mae's opinion, waitressing was the best and, perliaps, the only way for her to survive, both 

financially and mentally through her difficult years. 

Waitress unionism, which Mae was not directly involved with, was agitating in most 

major cities across America to lift restrictions on supper, nightclub and liquor service jobs 

that kept them out of the better tipping environments (Cobble 1991). The realm of food 

service was one of the biggest battlefields for equal pay and opportunity in the 20th century 

(Cobble 1991). The discrimination that kept the field and unions gender segregated, 

ensuring that the better paying jobs, notably dinner shifts and liquor service, went to waiters 

and bartenders, began to unravel only after the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. 

Legislation that prohibited waitresses fix)m serving liquor or working at night were bbbied 

by male members of the food and beverage service unions and buttressed with moralistic 

protectionist ideok>gies ostensibly in the interests of protecting the "weaker sex" Gdem 163). 

In 1950, the New York State Culinary Alliance, a congk}meration of local male segregated 

unions, submitted legal briefs on the issue citing the same moral reasoning used in a 1908 

brief supporting labor laws concerning female launderers, indicating little had changed: 

"Medically, physically, socially, and morally there is a difference between men and women, 

and the difference is one that the State has the right and indeed the duty to recognize and 

protect."^ The language and ratk>nale used here sounds strikingly similar to the 1937 Irish 

Constitution concerning the State's duty to protect a woman's place in the home. To Mae's 

advantage, she found establishments that didn't enforce the restrictkins. However, night 

work legislatk>n stayed on the books, decreasingly enforced, until the 1960s (Cobble 

1991:165). 
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The "Celtic Tiger" is the name for Ireland's recent and first economic success 

within the global economy. New expensive housing and business establishments are 

budding all over Dublin. Tourism is rampant, with returning Irish emigrants and the 

descendants of the historical unabated "scattering" of the Irish diaspora, as well as 

travelers from all over Europe. The streets of Dublin in tourist season are so busy and 

crowded they are abnost impossible to negotiate. Mae commented many times in 1995 

that she'd never seen Dublin like this. Not only was it starkly different than her memories 

of her few odd trips there with aunts in the 1940s, it also was changed from her previous 

trips in the 1970s and 1980s. 

The local resident usually lives outside the City Centre and commutes from 

working class Santry or the prestigious neighborhoods of Ballsbridge and Terenure. 

Driving in the City Centre is maddening. The streets are still medieval, thin and cobbled, 

and are shadowed by early industrial buildings and gothic churches. The working 

residents who return at day's end to Santry, only about five miles north of City Centre, 

spend anywhere from 45 minutes to over two hours each way waiting and traveling in a 

thoroughly frustrating public bus system. 

The double-decker buses were the only means of transportation for our frequent 

trips into town. Walking aimlessly around Dublin's center also provided a private place 

for us, in the crowded open air, to talk about Mae's life and indulge in various rambling 

conversations. As we walked, rode buses, or lingered in outdoor cafes, I would hold a 

tape recorder up close to Mae's fece to capture her words. We took up tables at cafes for 
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while watching the multitude of people and colorful summer activity that encircled us. 

After an interval, we would slip back into our own personal world, populated with Mae's 

memories. 

Late one afternoon, Mae and I sat at a lesser-known cafe on the fringe of hip 

Templebar. It was before dinner on a relatively quiet street. A half-block away, the 

vehicle and foot trafGc along the Liffey was a distant din. The proprietor served us scones 

and coffee and didn't mind that we camped at one of his outdoor tables for several hours. 

I was asking Mae about her work history in New York City, which started in January of 

1948 as soon as the snowstorm and Christmas holidays ended. 

"There was 14th Street. Oh, you have the tape on now, right? First, was Horn and 

Hardart. I worked down at Wall Street near Chamber Street near the Woolworth 

Building. And we were so busy! There was a lot of girls working. It was a pretty big 

store. The customers all came in there because they were going to the Staten Island Ferry. 

So, all the Staten Island crowd would come in there. You know, when they were leaving 

their offices and the Woolworth building and the police department and all that. So, I 

worked with quite a few girls, and em—^Then we had to go to another Horn and Hardart 

to go eat, which was like a block or something away, automatic, eh, cafeteria. But it was 

nice working in there because I broke in with a nice bunch of girls. 

"They would buy stacks of pie, maybe four or five pies. They would have a cake. 

They would buy bread, fresh bread at that time, and they'd buy some buns, and crumb 

buns, and Danish pastries. And you'd see them going out with two boxes stacked up like 



99 

this and you'd tie the papers together." Mae held her hands up high to approximate the 

large boxes of bakery goods the customers would leave with. "I mean, it was an awful lot 

of bread. Like, today, you go in and buy a little bit of bread. Years ago, they bought an 

awflil lot of bread. Everything was so cheap at that time." 

"What was your salary at that first job?" 

"I don't remember. I don't remember anything about money. Everything went. I 

don't remember what salary I was getting." 

"Was it flat salary or tips?" 

"Flat salary. It was great compared with what I was earning. It was good." She 

was comparing it to her domestic servant job in Meath. "Then I got lunch and everything 

too. I was saving money at that time. That's where they started the girls out, on the 

counter. But then, I was moved up to 42nd Street, which was busier. Maybe six months 

later. That was a busy, busy store. I didn't work there for that long because Aunt Celia 

sez, 'You better get in waitressing because you make better money,' right? So, I worked 

there and that was a really busy store. But I was fast" Mae started gesturing with her 

hands to show what and how her hands did at that counter job. "And you twist the tie 

around and you rip it off, and the registers and the monies and all that. And we'd go so 

fast the line'd be up and we'd be whipping them, you know, top speed? 'Cuz I was used 

to waiting on people at Uncle Richie's. They had the groceries and stufi^ you know, bread 

and beers and all that. So I was used to serving people, so it didn't bother me in the least. 

"And, em, then I went to work as a waitress. That was in SchrafR's. It was a &ncy 

restaurant, fancy, fancy. You wear a black uniform and white and black shoes. The 
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uniform they supplied, but shoes you had to. But then they examined you. I think the 

aprons you washed. You had your size uniform and your locker and everything else. And 

you get so many uniforms a week. And stockings, if there was a run in your stocking, you 

couldn't go on the floor. And shoes had to be shining. It was the head hostess that 

examined." 

"How many girls worked there?" 

"Oh, there was a lot. There was downstairs and there was upstairs." Mae was 

casting her mind back to images and counting waitresses. "Oh, I don't know, altogether, 

maybe 30, 40. You work upstairs on the ground floor for breakfast. And I used to work 

down the men's grill at lunchtime. It was just men only. You know, you heard of the 

men's— Oh you didn't hear that? Just men only, businessmen, no women allowed. In 

Mary Elizabeth's, they had a men's grill too," Mae connected her first job in the forties to 

one of her last jobs in the eighties when she referred to Mary Elizabeth's. "I mean, later, 

it was everybody's grill, but they still called it a men's grill because that's what it was 

years ago." 

"When did you start working at Schrafft's?" 

"Schrafft's, I would imagine a year after. I wasn't in the Horn and Hardart bakery 

that long. There was ads in the paper. There was always ads in the paper, so you just go 

and apply for it and, you know, qualify for it, no problem. It was easy to get a job then. 

Never got turned down anyplace. But it was really good years, the years I was a waitress 

was good years, until the end, the end weren't that good. But the beginning years were 

excellent years. They were great years. 
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"And then they inspected you in the morning, like even when you go up at 

breakfast time. After you served breakfast, if you had a chip on your nail, everybody had 

nail polish in their locker and it was supposed to be a neutral color like this. That's why I 

still stay with a neutral color. You couldn't wear a dark red because if there was dirt 

under your nails you couldn't see it. They were strict. I mean, health codes were strict in 

those days. And the hairnets, in case you got a hair in the food or anything." 

"Were there any other Irish girls there?" I asked. 

Mae stopped to consider. "There were an awful lot of Irish girls there. Yeah. The 

Stantons were there, Peggy and Ann Stanton. I knew the Stanton girls in Mayo but we 

didn't associate with them. It's like, you'd know somebody down across the street across 

from Paddy or Seamus or something like that, but you went to different schools. But, in 

.Mayo, you knew them but you didn't associate with them because you were busy. We 

were milking cows, doing this and that. We didn't have time for going out playing or 

going places or doing anything. They were right from the blacksmith as you go up to 

Killawalla. But when you go to church, you see this one in church or that one in church 

and you knew who they were. You ride your bicycle past the house but you weren't 

friends because you didn't go to the same school." 

In Ireland, Mae's single-room National Schoolhouse was in a field in Bellaburke, 

a nearby village. The school near Killawalla has continued since it is located next to the 

parish. The old Bellaburke school house, however, in which Edward Gavin and 

generations before and after were schooled, is now a private summer residence owned by 

Germaxis. Mae's mention of the "Stanton Sisters" in other conversations revealed a young 
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girl's awe for those slightly older Mayo role models who preceded Mae to America. Mae 

continued, "She went to school in Killawalla. She lived in Queens when I knew her. 

Peggy Stanton was in the United States for quite a while before me." 

"So, when you first saw her at SchrafR's, it was a surprise. Did you know 

beforehand she was there?" 

"TMo, but I got in touch with the Murrays when I first came," Mae answered about 

another family with extensions in the Bronx and connections to the Gavins back in 

Cappachamaun. "But, I didn't know where she was working. She recognized me right 

away, when I came in, you know, when there's a lot of people there and somebody walks 

in and you say, 'Oh where are you from,' you know? All of a sudden, you say, 'Mae 

Gavin,' right? You know, it was nice, very nice. We used to talk about home and 

everything else. Yeah, its nice, and then when her younger sister came out it was real 

nice. Ann. 

A few young men yelled down the city street to each other and the river Liffey 

traffic maintained its eternal rumble. While she would intermittently pick up and nibble 

the scone crumbs on her paper plate, Mae was otherwise completely undistracted by the 

activity on the street around her as she detailed her job of nearly 50 years earlier. "But 

they were strict at SchrafR's. They really had you running around. First, you serve them 

the orange juice. Serve them a half a grapefruit. The customers cut their own in this 

place, some places you had to section the grapefruit out, not in this place. But some 

places you had to do the grapefruit yourself. Then you had to give them hot oatmeal and 

hot milk with the oatmeal. You had to get your eggs. You had to put your toast in the 
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toaster and you had to butter it or put the butter on the side like this. And then you had 

jams like this," she pointed to jars of jam on the shelf behind the counter, "service, and 

tea, and coffee. And the doily under the cup and all that fancy service in the morning. 

Then you went back and got their egg cooked right exactly the way they wanted. You got 

their toast, with the butter on the side and, if they wanted lightly brown, then they'd send 

it back, it was too dark. And then you got your coffee. And then sometimes they'd send 

you back for another little bit of toast or something like that. Then, you're back in, you 

got another cup of coffee. They want another piece of butter. You go back and get 

another piece of butter. Then they get extra coffee and, in the meantime, you have 

everything on your check. You know, you write down your check: one boiled egg, slice 

of toast, so much small orange juice, coffee, prices and everything else. And as you go in, 

you have to give the ticket to whoever is doin' the cooking. And then, on the way out if 

you're making your own egg, every time you go in one door and out the other, and every 

time you pass out you had to check. There was a checker there that would stamp it in that 

everything went out, that it looked right and it was proper before it went out, and that you 

had everything on your check. You know, if it didn't look right, you went back. If there 

was one thing missing, and if the price was wrong or something like that, you know, if 

you made a mistake or something like that. And you'd put so much service into them and 

you got ten cents! Ten cents!" Mae stared at me as if I had some idea what ten cents was 

in 1948. 

We had just ordered our coffee and scone at the counter, stood while it was being 

prepared, paid for it when it was ready, carried it all outside ourselves, went back in for a 
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rag to wipe our dirty table and left a half-pound in the tip jar for "counter service." The 

"service" consisted of two pleasant but phlegmatic young Dublin men in tight black jeans 

hovering around the counter and smoking cigarettes. 

"No, it was a good tip at that time. But it was cheap," Mae continued. "You were 

better off in a regular restaurant. When I went to work in a different restaurant, I thought, 

'What was I doing there?' It's much easier, rough and ready service, right? So, then when 

I started working bars and restaurants, I said I'd never go back to fancy service again 

because you got better tips and the service, they weren't so fiissy. So, I worked there for a 

while. 

"They opened a place up on the Empire State building and you had to serve 

coffee. It was still Schrafft's. They started that because they figure they'd get more 

business; people going in and getting fast coffee. And putting it on one of those tea carts 

underneath and serving the coffee and the containers and give them the fast pastries and 

all that." 

As I listened, I made a mental note about how food service, at this point in the 

20th century, began to manifest the correlation between modernity and its emphasis on 

speed through the sale of time efficiency to a fast-paced urban work force. 

Mae continued, oblivious to the analysis forming itself in my mind. "Yeah, so, we 

didn't like that, but we had to take turns and do that maybe two days a week and do the 

other, breakfast. I preferred being in the places. It was much better than being in the cart." 

"So you were working breakfast and lunch shifts, not dinner." 
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"No, I didn't work dinner. I got off around 3:00 and I'd walk around, sometimes 

with the girls. But we'd hang around sometimes a little bit, you know, walk around. We'd 

go into some of the stores. We'd walk to Fifth Avenue, Lord & Taylor. And we were 

right on 34th street. Gimbel's and Macy's and everything was there and Korvette's." 

Mae listed the world's first big department stores. "Sometimes, we'd walk around and 

then go home. You know, from early in the morning, you'd be on your feet all day. It was 

a long day. 

"I was at the SchrafR's for quite a long time. I stayed at Schrafft's maybe three 

years." She hesitated and pondered out loud, "What was the next job? The next job was I 

worked in StoufFer's for a while and that was on the same level almost. I wasn't at 

StoufFer's for long. About five months. That was on the forty-some street, breakfast and 

lunch. I wanted a change. Because, sometimes, you talk to the girls and they're making 

better money. And then I went down to a delicatessen after Stoufifer's. 

"Then I got married and I was working in Harry's Hub for the longest time, in the 

Bronx, 149th Street. Before I worked in Harry's Hub, though, I worked in the 

delicatessen, Shelly's, down on 14th Street. Not Union Square, it was more over towards 

6th Avenue. It was a luncheonette, and it was early and lunch. And it was busy. There 

was a lot of girls, a lot of girls. You took counter service one day, you took tables another 

day. And you kick back three or four dollars a day towards the chef and the fountain man 

for making the sodas, and it was pretty good. But it was work. They gave you very little 

salary, four dollars a day, five dollars a day. 
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"When I was working in the Bronx, after I was married, I was getting 34, 35 

dollars a week, after you were bom. That was Harry's, 149th and 3rd Avenue. The deli 

was after I got married too. I also worked in another deli down on I4th Street when I was 

carrying Claire. And I worked in a place beside Heame's when I was carrying Claire. 

Heame's was a big department store on 14th Street." 

"How soon did you go to work after I was bom?" 

"A couple of weeks, maybe three weeks. I had a babysitter." Mae raised her hand 

to her forehead as she tried to remember. A beggar approached our table on the narrow 

sidewalk and asked for money. Mae thanked him and told him we had already given to a 

number of people, which, indeed, we had. "No, it was a grandmother. I used to take you 

to her. And you had your diapers and everything ready. And this was before Claire was 

bom and I worked down there in that, oh—He was a Jewish fellow anyway. Really nice. 

I can't remember his name. Isn't that awftil? His mother was in the kitchen cooking and 

he was behind the counter. What was his name? That's terrible, I can't remember his 

name." 

"Was that walking distance from your apartment?" 

"Yeah, it wasn't that far. It was counter and some tables, you know, like a 

luncheonette. They'd open up early in the morning. And Gladys, this girl, worked there. 

And she was like half-white and half-black and she was nice. So, she was working there 

and there was another girl working there. I think he and his mother owned the restaurant. 

At breakfast time, you had to cook your own eggs. So I went in there, I said, 'I never 

worked in a place where I had to flip my eggs and cook my eggs.' He sez, 'No problem. 
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two minutes you'll get it done.' He sez, 'You cook home?' I sez, 'Sure.' He sez, 'No 

problem.'" 

Mae's hands danced over our table as she showed me how to fiy and flip 

luncheonette eggs with imagined ingredients and tools. "Pan on there and pssss, and put 

the eggs in the pan and just flip them over and a big roll, a big Jewish roll. I used to make 

them. So, by the time I left there, I could flip it. I was pretty good. I was there until he 

closed up that place because his mother was getting old. 

"And they were really nice. Because, a couple of times, I told them I don't think I 

would be able to make it in because if I got stuck or something like that and the woman 

wouldn't be able to watch you, if you weren't filing well or something like that. He sez, 

"Don't worry about it at all. If you're ever stuck,' he sez, 'just call me up ahead of time 

and there's no problem.' I was never out sick anyway, right? But I told him in case I 

might not be able to come in because, you know. Pop was out drinking and everything 

else." "Pop," after Popeye, the cartoon character, was the name that we children had 

given Donald Morrison because he was a sailor. "And, I figure, you never know what 

happens. I didn't say anything like that but I sez, 'My baby sitter lets me down. I have no 

choice.' And he sez, 'That's no problem at all.' Because I had to get out early in the 

morning. They open up at 6:30." 

"How much was the babysitter then?" 

"I forget. It was like three or four dollars for the lunch shift or something like that. 

And then it was like ten dollars a day later. Babysitters weren't that expensive years ago. 
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You can imagine today, right? But you didn't make that much money either, right? Like, 

when I was working at Harry's Hub, my salary didn't pay the babysitter. 

"The delicatessen, I was making pretty good salary. But not that much, it was 

waitress salary. I liked him a lot. I mean, some of the Jewish guys could be real bossy. 

But he was really a nice man, very nice. You could kid around with him. He was not on 

top of your back. I mean you could work better with him than with your own brother. He 

was that good. It was a pleasure. You could really enjoy your work. He ended up closing. 

It wasn't until after Claire was bom. When he closed, I went to the temporary 

employment agency. There was a girl at the agency, Susan, I used to go to. 

"I worked in another delicatessen, Mr. Shapiro, after that. I worked a lot, four, 

five, different places on 14th Street. And then I worked later years on I4th Street also. 

And Mr. Shapiro was such a nice man. There was three partners, three Jewish partners. 

Two of them, they were smart guys. You know they could put something over on you. 

And there was Mr. Shapiro. He didn't have the education but he had the money. He was 

an old man. He was so kind. They used to give him such a hard time. I think they were 

cheating him at one time. They'd be always cutting him down and arguing with him and 

everything else. There was like four girls working. It was pretty big, not big. I told him 

when I was pregnant, but only a couple of months." 

A circle of sea gulls that had strayed from the docks up the LifFey squawked 

around our head in the air. Except for the odd local worker, this side street stayed quiet, 

like the eye of the storm, with the Dublin pell-mell around us. We were the only people at 

the establishment and our "servers" forgot us. 
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"He said to me, 'You're not eating enough. You should eat more,' you know. And 

I sez, 'No no no.' He sez, 'You have to have this, you have to have that.' I sez, 'I had 

cabbage and I had this and I had everything else.' I didn't want all of that stuff because, 

then I told him, 'I'm pregnant,' right? But then, after he heard that, he'd come over and 

I'd be sitting down and he'd say, 'Let me get you this,' right? I mean he was so good." 

Mae was smiling and laughing, yet there was almost a tear in her eye. "He sez, 'You 

gotta eat for two people now,' right? I mean he was such nice man. But it ended. All of a 

sudden, they closed up there. The other two guys screwed him, they screwed him. I mean, 

all my life, I never forgot him, he was such a kind man. I worked there maybe six months 

or less." 

We could hear all the background sounds of Dublin: ubiquitous construction, cars 

and lorries, people yelling to each other, and sea gulls. We were lucky to find a place that 

permitted us to go into our huddle and not be swept along by a tsunami of bustling 

pedestrians. It was a record warm summer but, in Dublin, especially wedged between the 

tall but crumbling Victorian facades that line these narrow streets, there was always an 

ambience of potential rain gray. 

"So then, I went to work in, I forget the name of the place, it was right in 

Heame's, a big department store. And it was a Heame's right near 149th Street in the 

Bronx too, where I used to work in the Bronx too, across the street there too. But this 

Heame's was down on 14th Street, and this was a busy, busy delicatessen, a busy 

restaurant, I forget the name of it." Mae didn't distinguish locations as being in 

Manhattan, like she did for the Bronx places. "It was near Union Square, it was a big 
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place, a lot of girls, almost like in the Heame's building. If you worked on the counter, 

you got a dollar more per day. Like, if you got three dollars for lunch, you got four 

dollars on the counter. The tips were less on the counter. You took turns and then you 

worked in the evening and you got so much. You know, you got maybe four dollars, 

seven dollars. There were maybe 12 or 13 waitresses." 

"Did you work in any places where there were waiters?" 

"Oh, in some of the evening places there were waiters, but that was later years," 

Mae answered and went back to her own story line. "But that was busy. Go, go, go 

constantly. And then you had all the cleaning." She was crossing her brow and looking to 

her left as she tried to remember and sort the other places she worked before, in between, 

or alongside the long-term jobs such as Harry's Hub in the late fifties, Sullivan's in the 

sixties and seventies, or Mary Elizabeth's and O'Hanlon's in the late seventies and early 

eighties. "Oh, I forgot, I worked down in Wall Street. And there'd be two or three girls 

working and it was so much easier to work there. When you work with a lot of girls, the 

order goes in and you go back to the kitchen ten times looking for it. So you put an awfiil 

lot of effort into getting it. You waste an awfiil lot of effort. It's not just serving the 

customers but trying to get the orders out. It's very difficult. But, I worked with a lot of 

girls in this place and it was busy. 

"And he really liked me, too. But, he was also a smart guy. He had one girl 

working on the head station and he was telling me I was the best waitress in the place, 

right? And the head station, it was a counter, top station. You get on there and you kind 

of stay on that. And it was fast service 'cuz it was in and out. You want to keep the 
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customers moving. It was busy. And he wanted to put me on the head station and I sez, 

'NO thanks,' you know. 'Cuz the head station girl, I heard tales that when he moves the 

girl to the head station then there's more than the head station in there, right? Then he 

gets friendly with them, right? So I heard the stories. I heard that all of a sudden the one 

that left, he must have broke out with her, you know? So I sez, 'No, no, no.' I sez, 'I 

really like it because I'm used to waiting on tables more so than the counter. I feel better 

when I'm working on the table.' And I was telling him the truth, because I did. I enjoyed 

the—" 

"Was there better money at the head stationT' 

"Oh, yeah! That was the best station! Yeah. But I didn't want to go to that station 

for a good reason. But, anyway, he was really nice to me, right? And then, when I told 

him, like a month before Claire was bom, I told him I was going to be leaving. I gave him 

two or three weeks notice ahead of time. I didn't want to tell him I was pregnant because 

if I told him, the other girls would say, 'Don't stoop,' 'Don't bend,' 'You're not supposed 

to do this,' 'You're not supposed to do that.' Nobody knew I was pregnant. At that point, 

he kind of took it like a grain of salt. He sez, 'You'll change your mind, you'll stay.' 

'No,' I said, 'I intend to leave in the next couple of weeks.' And then, he sez, 'What are 

you goin' to do?' And I said, you know, I was always talking about you and the 

babysitter, so I sez 'I had a daughter, I'm goin' to stay home.' I figure I don't have to tell 

him anything because, when I go back out, I'll get another job. Because jobs were easy to 

get at that time. And then, I didn't know what was going to be with your babysitters and 
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everything else. Anyway he sez to me, 'You can't leave,' he sez. So I sez, 'No, I'm really 

going to stay home.' 

"So then he let a week go and he didn't talk about it. So, then, he comes over to 

me one day and he sez, 'Mae, why can't you tell me the truth and be honest with me.' He 

sez, 'You got another job.' So, I sez, 'No, I don't.' He sez, 'I know better.' He sez, 'You 

can't stand still,' he sez. 'You're very active,' he sez, 'you're not the one to stay home.' 

Right? He sez, 'You're going to work, right? Someplace else.' And I sez, 'No I'm not.' 

You know, I didn't want to tell him 'cuz I figured he'd laugh at me. 'Cuz I told a couple 

of people in the neighborhood but I was like two pounds underweight. And I figured he'd 

laugh right in my face, like I was dreaming about it, right, Kathleen? So anyway, he sez, 

"I know you're getting another job.' I sez, 'Who told you? I'm not!"' Mae was getting 

indignant. 

Some drops began to fall on us. "There's the rain coming down." We looked 

around and were reminded that we were in Dublin. Rain didn't appear imminent, 

however, in our surroundings. Looking up, we saw that a pipe sticking out of the 

neighboring brick building was the culprit. Based on our experiences in New York 

apartments, we figured someone left a sink or tub running. 

"I'll go inside and tell them," I said. 

"I'll watch your bag, it's coming on top of us now." Mae took a hold of my bag. 

"Ah, jeez!" somebody yelled in the distance. The man from the cafe came out. 

"It's actually next door," he said. "It's just plain water. Something stuck in the top 

of the pipe. We'll move the table over." It was a way to get some table service anyway. 
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"No, we'll sit out here. It's so nice. I want another cup of tea," I replied and 

looked to Mae. 

"No, no. I couldn't sleep a wink if I had another cup. No, we'll stay here. It's so 

relaxing." Knowing Mae, if she hadn't been enjoying our time together, she would have 

jumped on this break as a perfect excuse to move along in place and conversation. 

The man was barely inside the nearby door when she jumped right back into her 

story. "'Don't lie to me,' he tells me, 'I want to know the truth.' So I sez, 'You want to 

know the truth?' I sez, 'I'm pregnant.' And then, after I said 'I'm pregnant,' he sez, 'I've 

had a lot of girls work in here two or three months after they were pregnant. You don't 

have to quit now.' So, I sez, 'No! A month from now I'm expecting, so I have to.' And he 

laughed. And then they wouldn't believe me anyway 'cuz I hadn't gained the weight. He 

sez, 'You better come up with a better one that that. That I don't believe,' he sez. I was 

nearly in tears. I sez, 'You really don't believe me, that I'm lying?' I sez, 'You really 

want to feel my tummy and feel that baby kicking?' Two weeks later, I called him and 

told him I had had my baby." Her lower lip arched downward and Mae's eyes moistened 

and her skin flushed as she told the end of her story. She looked down, found a napkin, 

and blew her nose. 

"Why does telling this story make you cry. Mom?" I asked. 

As she wept slightly, she said, "No, but I mean he wouldn't believe me." Being of 

reddish hair with fair skin, her face reddened quickly whenever she started to cry. She 

tried to minimize it. "No no, I mean it's kind of happy memories, you know. No, but I 

mean I felt bad because he wouldn't believe me, like I was pulling something over on 



114  

them. Claire was due in a month but she came two weeks early. I stopped working like 

two weeks before Claire was bom. He finally believed me when he felt my tummy. 

Claire was really kicking. A month before the baby is bom, that baby is kicking." 

"Why do you think you were so underweight then?" 

"Well, I only gained two pounds with you. I lost 12 when I first got pregnant 'cuz 

I was sick, morning sickness. Then I put on the 12 pounds back and put on two pounds 

e.xtra. Then, with Claire, I didn't put on weight but I didn't get sick to lose it. Milk of 

Magnesia in the morning kept you from getting sick. Cold water in the morning." 

The water was still coming out of the upstairs onto the street. The proprietor came 

back out with the tea and made small talk with us, pondering the origins of the drip 

problem before darting back inside. 

"I drank a lot of water and I was very active. Carrying Patricia, I gained six 

pounds. Donna, I gained, two pounds? Three or four pounds? Like with you, I was only 

two pounds over but wore a maternity dress anyway," and Mae laughed at herself. She 

had seen her American cousins, all housewives, wearing maternity dresses. "I didn't wear 

a maternity dress for Claire, Donna, and Patricia." 

"Then I had Claire. Then you know the story with Claire going into the hospital in 

the moming and I was —I was in the hospital for a week. At that time, it was a week. It 

was a week for each. Only one day with Patricia, 'cuz I had to get home and take care of 

you three girls." Mae referred to how she went into labor on the moming of February 1, 

1955, during one of New York's worst blizzards. Donald had been so hung over he 

couldn't find the car. He kept looking for the car and getting lost in one bar after another 
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along his search route. Mae finally gave up on him and walked with her bags through the 

snow to the hospital. She nearly had the baby before she arrived. 

"Did the hospital argue that you had to stay there with Patricia?" 

"No, they didn't. I had to get out. That was it," she smiled. "I wanted to be home. 

You know, because Paul' was home," Mae referred to her second domestic relationship, 

the father of her fourth daughter. "And I figured I have to get home, you know, just had 

to get home. And besides," Mae lowered her voice emd crouched in close to me over the 

teacups, as if to ensure that no one would hear us. There was, however, no one around, 

except the tape recorder on the table, which could now pick up her voice better. "And 

besides, I didn't have any money at that time so I had to get home and get back on my 

feet, right? I had to get my health back and go, go, go! You know, but anyway, and then I 

felt like a million dollars. I couldn't wait to go back to work!" At this point, the big grin 

returned and Mae began laughing exuberantly. "The urge was just go, go, go, right? But," 

she cleared her throat and resumed an even serious tone, "I was only a short time after 

Claire was bom, too. And then I had Toni next door and she used to watch the two of 

yaz." 

"And how long was it that you started working after Claire was bom?" 

"It was only a short time, a couple of weeks." 

"Did you nurse us at all?" 

"No, I didn't nurse at all. Nobody was nursing in those days. 1 didn't nurse any of 

you girls. Nobody was nursing then." 
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Whatever the cause of the overflow upstairs, it had reached a critical mass for us. 

The water was now coming down quite heavily and splattering generously around us. We 

abandoned our table and began walking. Only a half block south of us, we were 

immersed in a crowded street of Irish and foreign tourists, local workers from offices, 

construction, and tourist business and arts district residents. Each pub we passed was 

brimming with noisy dinner hour revelers. One place was particularly crowded and the 

walls of the establishment were open to the street allowing more people to squeeze 

inside. We stopped to gaze at the crush of people against the bar and listened to the live 

Irish traditional music that drifted out of the upstairs window of the pub. 

"You'd enjoy working in a scene like that," I said as we began to walk. 

"Oh, yeah, Claire too. Donna too." Mae said. "It was lively! So, that's when I 

went to work at Harry's Hub. I didn't want to go back and forth in cafeterias after that." 

"Was that your first pub job? LiquorT' 

"Well, I did some in Meath, at Uncle Richie's. I didn't work barmaid in the 

United States for a while, serving bar. At Harry's, I was working near where the bar was. 

In the other places they had the bar in the back. Like in Schrafft's, they had all the 

cocktails and the martinis and all that, but it wasn't a bar. You got it from inside in the 

kitchen. They mixed it. There was no bar there at all." 

We turned north past more loud open-air bars and toward the River Lilfey. We 

walked silently for a while. 

"Where did I go after Claire?" she wondered aloud. "I worked down in Wall 

Street. I worked in a bar and grill, down Wall Street section. Then, I worked five years in 
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Harry's Hub. I didn't get down to Manhattan very much then. Harry's, I'd go to work 

like 4:00, 5:00, dinner crowd." 

"Was that your first dinner job?" 

"Well, I worked in Schrafil's, back and forth, dinners, too. But then I used to 

work the dinner crowd, and it was like 4:00,4:30 shift. And I worked until 11:00, 11:30. 

Do you remember that? We were on 184th Street; remember when they were asking what 

I didT' 

"No." I was not even school age at the time. 

"The woman downstairs!" Mae got excited. "The woman downstairs on the 

ground floor! You remember the play street you used to play with Kevin and Jimmy and 

Michael? You know the play street used to be closed up. You used to ride the little 

tricycles and all that? There was a woman downstairs next to that street when we go 

down to the bottom of the five stories, on the left as you went down. She was in the 

comer apartment on the ground floor. Oh, she was like a grandmother type, big. 

Remember you telling me she asked you what I did because I was going out late at night? 

She wanted to know; she was giving you cookies and candy. And she wanted to know 

what 1 did. And you said I went to work. And she said, 'What kind of work?' And you 

said 'I don't know,"' Mae's voice mimicked a childlike lilt and she laughed. "And then 

you kept asking me 'What kind of work do you do, because the woman wants to know 

downstairs.' I don't know what she thought—was going out with boyfriends or what— 

but I was going out coming home late at night. But, I thought, how nosy, right? 
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"But, anyway, I used to get up so early in the morning, to get all you gang to the 

playground. Yeah, I worked there five years in Harry's Hub. It was nice. It was good. 

There was like three girls working there. It was a bar and self-service. Up front was all 

self-service and the back was waitress service. I was a waitress." 

The comer of O'Connell Street on the south side of the Liffey featured a souvenir 

shop selling everything imaginable with an Irish motif attached to it. The street was 

packed with tourist shoppers and the mercantile, government, and college employees who 

were getting out of work at this time. The cars and diesel powered double-decker green 

buses polluted the air with the sounds of engines whining and bursts of gaseous black 

smoke and soot. We found some playing cards with colorful postcard pictures of 

Ireland's many tourist destinations; rolling green hills, castles and estate houses, 

Georgian Dublin doors, rustic farmers, the anachronistic donkey and wagon scenes. We 

continued over the O'Connell Street bridge north with our bus stop in mind. In the thick 

morass of pedestrians, it was like swimming upstream. 

"But, when you left the Bronx, you were how old?" She knew I was referring to 

the day she had abandoned her drunken husband and, to avoid the relentless spending of 

her wages, had disappeared into New York City with her three daughters. 

"When we left the Bronx? Well, when we left Pop, yeah, we left the Bronx then. 

You were six, seven, maybe. No, Claire was too young to get her in school, I couldn't get 

her in school, right? I was still at Harry's Hub when Donna was bom. I think I left 

Harry's Hub right away after I left Pop." 
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Night overtook the day and neon lights brightened. The niixed smells of 

McDonalds and fish and chips filled O'Connell Street as we moved with the chaotic 

parade past Eason's Bookstore. Scores of people were standing outside waiting for their 

rides home. 

"I was off for a very short time, very short time when Donna was bom. But before 

Patricia was bom. I was off for five or six weeks because I had false labor pains. So, I 

was off a while before Patricia was bom." 

•'What did you do with that time off?" 

"Well I was with you girls! I had three children. Doing cooking, washing 

whatever." 

In my childhood memories, it seemed that Mae worked six, sometimes seven days 

a week outside the home the whole time we were growing up. "Did you like spending 

time with us?" I asked, also wondering to what degree she preferred the workplace to 

domesticity and conventional motherhood. 

"Oh yeah! I loved it, yeah! Except I didn't have any money. But that's when I was 

trying to borrow money from everybody, right? So, it wasn't pleasant. It wasn't, say, 

'Now I'm home so now I can relax.' That was tough. That was bad, hmm? That was bad. 

That was bad. No, I mean that wasn't good, Kathleen. I was stranded. Right? That's why 

I felt like a million dollars when Patricia was bom." Her face broke into a big grin. "I 

remember walking down 8th Avenue. And I figured, now I can go to work. I can make 

money, I won't have to ask jmybody for anything. And I figured I had the world on my 

hands, right? I felt like a million dollars. It felt so great! It felt great! 
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"And then I was working extras. I used to work at this place and that place. Susan 

was getting me the work anytime I needed it. Susan's was down Chamber Street. Susan's 

was temp work only for waitress work, chefs and bartenders and all that," Mae said. "She 

liked me. Oh, I worked Italian restaurants, I worked different restaurants, right? 

"After Patricia was bom, I worked as a carhop girl." Patricia was bom in 1961 in 

Brooklyn. "It was one of the worst jobs. It was in Brooklyn on 8th Avenue. You drive in 

and you sit in a car lot. And you order two hamburgers, an order of french fries, a 

medium cheese this, fish and chips and whatever, and two sodas, an ice cream soda. And 

you get it on the tray and you have to go back out and rush out and get it on the tray and 

you have to, I mean on the little thing on the car, you know the little ones that they serve 

in McDonalds? And you had to give it to them right away and collect the money. Like 

run! It was fast, 8th Avenue and twenty-some street or something like that, in Brooklyn. 

That was a fest job. 

"I had to wear a red skirt and the white blouse. And I always said, 'Thank God for 

the red skirt,' because I was bleeding. You have to stay off your feet after having the 

baby, oh you do! You have to be careful. You know, when I'm going to go stay with 

somebody and take care of them while the baby's a new baby, right?" Mae meant the 

domestic service she provided in Meath as she was shuttled between various aunts' 

households whenever one of them had a baby. "You're not supposed to be out working. 

You're supposed to take it easy for awhile because you can hemorrhage or anything, 

right? 'Cuz, you're bleeding and stitched up and all that, right? I was a carhop girl. I 

wasn't doing it for long at all. What happened was Paul came over one night and we had 
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to sweep the parking lot, the trash and everything else. And he came over and he seen me 

sweeping the parking lot. And he said, 'My wife is sweeping the parking lot?!' And he 

had had a couple of drinks, or whatever he had, and he started getting real loud. And he 

sez, 'I don't want you working here anymore,' and that was it. 

"Then I got a job someplace else. I'd work different places. And, you know, he 

had to watch you girls when he wasn't working. So it was kind of touchy, it was up and 

down. It was iffy, right? Then, shortly afterwards, I got the job in Sullivan's." Because 

she had to be at work all the time, Mae was caught between the unattractive scenarios of 

her partner's increasing alcoholism and excessive physical discipline over her daughters 

versus their being alone in the apartment. Sullivan's was a relief, providing a steady 

lunch shift job in one of the best paying waitress jobs in upper midtown Manhattan for 

the next 15 years. 

•'And was he working sometimes?" 

"You never knew really what he was doing. He'd go over and he'd go down 

Chamber Street and the jewelry section and he'd buy a watch and he'd buy phony rings 

and stuff like that and sell them." 

We were sauntering toward the upper end of O'Connell Street looking for the 

number 16 bus stop to Santry. O'Cotmell Street houses everything from McDonald's and 

movie theatres to the Abbey Theatre and historic General Post Office, site of the 1916 

Easter uprising, often called by its initials, G.P.O. In front of the G.P.O. is a modem 

sculpture depicting a Giacometti-proportioned woman reclining in water all around her. 

She is "Anna Livia," the goddess of the River Liffey, whom James Joyce popularized as 
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an anthropomorphized River Liffey and pluralized goddess in "Finnegan's Wake." The 

local Dubs, however, call her "the floozy in the Jacuzzi." The marquee across the street, 

next to Cleary's Department Store, announced "Braveheart," the most popular film in 

Ireland that sununer about an ancient tribal Scot who valorously defeated the British for a 

brief moment in history. Some of the night party and dinner crowd influx was blending 

with the day workers still patiently waiting for buses that would transport them to their 

residential neighborhoods. 

•'But then he went to work down in Court Street," Mae continued about Paul. 

"And he got a job. He was an accountant on Court Street. He worked down there for 

quite awhile and he was doing very good at that point. Rosenthal, the boss, liked him; he 

was really bright. You know he had two sides; he was really something else. 

"So I had ups and downs. But, they were tough times. 'Cuz we were living on 8th 

Avenue and 4th Street when Patricia was bom, and we had a nice apartment. That was 

Ajami's. Stewart's was the apartment in Manhattan, you know, when I first got pregnant. 

But Ajami's, the other one, was on 8th Avenue in Brooklyn. We weren't in that place 

long, and, we never had any furniture. We had a nice apartment, nice floors and all that, 

but no furniture. But hardly any money. It was really bad times. You shouldn't put that 

on tape." 

"But it's the story, right? The story is the story," I urged. 

Mae shrugged and agreed, "The story is the story, right?" and let it go. "So, when 

Patricia was bom, we had a crib, which was nice. And a baby dresser, yeah, that's the 

only thing we had. And we had all our cases and luggage and all that stuff, too. And pots 
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and pans and dishes, so we were all right. But I had to get out of that apartment, the 4th 

and 8th Avenue apartment when they heard I was pregnant. They only rented to five. 

Ajami's was 12th Street. So we moved in the grocery cart from there. We didn't have that 

much to move. It was murder carrying the stuff back and forth because we carried a little 

bit each time. But then we got the other apartment in Ajami's and we started to get 

money and I was working so we started to get furniture and everything else: bed, 

everything, right away; we got right into it. So it was good, it was really good." 

"How much was the rent at Ajami's?" 

"I don't remember, but it was high. At that point, I was always paying the highest 

rent. I don't know why. I was trying to get apartments that were safe areas, you know. I 

never went to an area that was run down or anything like that. I always went to an area 

that was best because I felt it was more important to be safe, you know, good, right?" 

In my memory, I thought 12th Street around 1960 was "kind of rough" and asked 

her about that. We lived off Prospect Park West. The neighborhood was established in the 

late 19th century as a prestigious response to the building of the nearby Brooklyn Bridge 

to Manhattan. Prospect Park was designed by the same men who designed Central Park 

in Manhattan. Victorian mansions lined the west side to take advantage of the park views. 

The architecture along the side streets leading to the park consisted of the finest of 

brownstone houses. When we lived there, however, it was at an all time economic low 

and housing a multi-racial poor and working class population, predominantly Puerto 

Rican. By the early seventies, however, the area was being gentrified into the posh 

historic district it is today. 
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"Oh, 12th Street was great! Beautiful, it was really nice those years. Then we 

went up to 49th Street in Borough Park. It was much nicer and, by that time, everything 

was going good, 'cuz I was working in Manhattan. I was working in Sullivan's when I 

had Mrs. Folks watching Patricia, you know, in Ajami's. And then I used to take her from 

49th Street all the way down to Windsor Place. Used to get two buses, remember that? 

Patricia remembers it. I would get the subway from Sullivan's near 57th Street, then get 

off at Prospect Park, then go to Grandma Folks and I'd get the bus home from there. And 

Grandma Folks would meet me at Windsor Place and she'd just put Patricia on the bus, 

so I didn't have to get off. But when I dropped her off in the morning, I got the bus and 

then I had to walk to the subway." Patricia had come to call the kindly older woman 

"Grandma Folks" and Mae often did as well. 

"Boy, that took some timing," I could appreciate the cooperative relationship 

between the two women and the way the clock had to be minded with this operation. 

"But then, Mrs. Heller started watching her. I was going to Mrs. Folks for about a 

year or something almost, quite a long time before I got friendly with Mrs. Heller." There 

were no other relations or old friends in Mae's life since the day she disappeared from 

Morrison. Mrs. Heller, a survivor of Auschwitz, was the only divorced woman in the 

neighborhood. Ironically, she was as ostracized by the local predominant Hasidim in 

Borough Park as they would any gentile, or "goy." Mae and Renee Heller began a life 

long supportive friendship. I asked about the Stanton sisters. 

"What about Peggy?" 
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"Peggy Stanton? No, no. I hadn't gotten in touch. I was so busy with my own life; 

I didn't want to tell anybody my problems or anything. I just lost touch with her. I had to 

cut off contact with everybody, right? Anyway, I paid Mrs. Heller 15, 20 dollars a week. 

The salary at Sullivan's was 35, the same as at Harry's Hub. But the tips were a lot 

better." 

"So you worked at Sullivan's for how long?" 

"Fifteen years, I don't remember what year I started there." Mae reinitiated our 

conversation once we got on the long queue at the proper bus stop taking up the topic of 

the close knitted Irish American community she had encountered. 

"The Murrays were right by Croke Park, so they knew the Morrisons. Peggy 

Stanton was a cousin to the Murrays. And Grandma Morrison knew the Murrays, the 

same parish, and Father John and them went to school together and all that." Mae was 

referring to the second-generation son of the Murrays of Balloor. Young John Murray 

had gone to school with Genevieve and Virginia Morrison. The families knew each other 

well. 

"The Murrays used to tell Aunt Celia that Morrison drank, too, you know, right? 

It was always like, 'O'Malley drank, you know, you shouldn't marry somebody who 

drinks, right?"' Mae was referring to her other beau. Her Aunt Celia knew John O'Malley 

personally before she left Ireland. He was known as an infamous drinker and she had 

advised Mae that John O'Malley's nephew of the same name, who had left Mayo and 

then courted Mae in the Bronx, was likely to inherit the uncle's drinking problem. 

"Morrison drank too, rightT' And Mae smiled and chuckled at the irony of her decision to 
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marry Donald Morrison instead of John O'Malley. "I knew when he came in from sea he 

was drinking. Right? So there was always drink; it seems like whatever it was, he was 

drinking, right? Something." Mae shook her head. "And the Murrays would tell Aunt 

Celia." 

"And you didn't tell Aunt Celia?" I asked. 

"Oh yeah, she knew it because he came home from sea quite a few times and he'd 

be out for a while, three months or some, and he'd come in, he'd be black as a chimney 

sweeper. He wouldn't get home to clean up. 'Cuz he worked hard. And, eh. Aunt Celia 

sez, 'You know, he should have gone home and get dressed up,' and everything else. But 

he had a couple of drinks with the buddies and didn't go home. Then he figured he had to 

see me first." 

"Did he show up at Celia's that way? What did Celia O' Brien say about him?" 

"She said, 'You know, it's kind of shaky,' you know, right? But then he'd come 

out and be polished and all straight. You know, but it would be after being out at sea for 

so long, right? Like Grandma Morrison said, you know, 'He drank on account of the 

Navy.' And I'd go up to Grandma Morrison's with him then but I didn't like anybody to 

see him that way. But she'd bawl him out, too." 

"She liked youT' 

"Yeah, she did. But it was something else right, you know when you're going out 

with somebody and you're so proud of them and then all of a sudden, whoops! And he 

sez, 'You're ashamed of my dirty hands.' And I sez, 'No! Its not that.' I said. 'Working 
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hands doesn't bother me,' I sez, "but go home £ind shave and clean up first though, you 

know, if you haven't shaved in so long.'" Mae started laughing. 

"So you'd wait for him to get cleaned up and then go out." 

"Yeah, go out to a movie or go someplace. Or go to Croke Park, right?" Mae 

started chuckling again. "You have to go to Croke Park and play a couple of games of 

shuffleboard and stuff, right? That would be a lot of the outings. Meet his buddies, 

right?" Croke Park was a bar and the shuffleboard was a bar game. "Did you enjoy that?" 

"Yeah it was good. I would sit and have sodas; sometimes I would have a drink. 

And Gloria O'Keefe, you know, there was always girls there so it was nice. She was 

Dennis O'Keefe's girlfriend. They weren't married at that time but, you know, they were 

dating. Rita Gavin was interested in Dennis for a while, but that was before I went out 

with Pop." 

"How did you meet PopT' 

"It was through Rita. I was at Rita's wedding. And Pop was at Rita's wedding too. 

St. Paddy's Day. That's when I met Pop." Mae started laughing again and looking at me, 

sharing the humor of the situation from the vantage point of hindsight. "That's when I 

met him. He was all dressed up handsome as can be, right? A charmer. I don't think I 

talked to him too much the first time but then I met him afterwards because Dennis 

O'Keefe would be with him and Margaret Gavin and they were in the same group. And 

then I used to go and spend time with the Gavins and that was like two doors away from 

the Morrisons. And then I guess he made it a point to be with that crowd that I was with, 

that I met him afterwards. Eddie Gavin used to go when we went to Hibernian Dances, 
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but any other time Eddie wasn't with us. But Eddie and Stephen Hunt, he had a cousin, 

he was a handsome guy yeah, a really nice guy. He used to kid me and I thought he and 

Eddie were real smart guys, you know. They were very popular with the girls. And I was, 

from working in the Swan's Place and working in the men's grill, I was always kind of 

leery about the ones that were too polished. I didn't want to get too friendly with them. I 

liked to kid around with them but not too friendly." 

"Where were the Hibernian Dances?" 

"They were someplace in the Bronx, I don't remember where. They were good 

dances. Regular music, waltzes and all that, there wasn't that much Irish music, no." 

"Pop used to like that?" 

"Pop didn't go dancing at all. That was with Rita, Margaret, and Delores. Pop 

didn't go dancing. Pop wasn't into dancing at all. Not at all. He liked to go to the bar, he 

wanted to play shuffleboard and all that." 

"How long did you date Pop before you married him?" 

"Rita's wedding was St. Paddy's. I must have dated him for maybe a year and a 

half or more. I wasn't dating him all the time because he'd go out to sea. He'd be out for 

two or three months. So, he wasn't home all the time. It was a different kind of dating." 

"Were you going steady?" 

"Yeah. I'd write to him; he'd write to me. I started going steady with him right 

after I met him. I don't know what he was doing, right?" Mae laughed as she spoke. 

"Who knows?" 
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I asked if Donald bought her any gifts or if there was some token piece of jewelry 

to signify their relationship. He wasn't "into gifts" was her response. 

"I always wondered afterwards, 'Why did I go with him,' sometimes. Because 

when I was going out with O'Malley, it was flowers, dresses, fancy perfumes, all blue 

bottles. He followed me all the way from Mayo, right?' Then her voice got serious and 

dropped in tone. "He wanted to get married." 

"Did Pop want to get married?" I asked. From her tone, it was obvious that was 

not what she wanted. 

"Not right away. He wanted to get married as soon as he got out to sea a couple of 

times. Didn't have to do it right away. So, I felt more free, right, and he was going out to 

sea. So, I could go out to dances and go with Rita and Delores, you know, when he was 

away, right? 

"Strange, strange." Mae was reflecting on the ironic way things turned out. "You 

know, I wasn't engaged, but I told the other guys I was engaged. Anyway, Margie 

Gulman and I went to St. Ann's Avenue, on Third Avenue; there was Irish dances down 

there. We used to go to the Irish dances once in a while. You know, Margaret and Rita 

were up on Fordham Road, so we used to go down there and Margie and I went down 

there a couple of times. 

"And I met this nice chap. He was Kenneth Burke, I think was his name, and he 

was a really nice guy. He was from Clare or one of the counties in Ireland and he was 

studying to be a lawyer and he was a really nice chap. He really had a crush on me but 

then he had to go to Washington or something like that and his uncle, he was going to the 
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same dances. And he was, you know, real polished businessman, really nice. And he sez, 

"Fm going to watch out for Mae while you're gone,' right? So, anyway he'd go down 

he'd want to dance with me and everything else and I'd dance with him. He started 

propositioning me, and I sez, 'Forget about it,' I sez, you know. Then, when Kenneth 

came back, I sez, 'I didn't like the idea of, you know, to have your uncle watching out for 

me.' I sez, 'I'm not doing anything out of the way, you know.'" Mae relived the irritation 

she felt toward the behavior of these two men and expressed it in her voice. "Right? But 

he was a nice chap. So I kind of slid away from him. But he was a nice chap. I saw him 

for awhile, handsome. Celia liked him. They were trying to steer me away from John 

because John O'Malley, the uncle, he owned the dance hall back home and the horse 

used to take him home, so he was a drinker. She liked John, but she was so afraid if the 

uncle drank, and his name was John too, that he would drink you know. But he didn't 

drink, he just had a couple of social drinks, he wasn't a drinker. They kind of warned me 

about the drinking with Pop you know, too, but that was it." 

"You were over the top?" 

"Over the top, yeah." 

The 16 bus finally arrived. We moved up slowly in the queue and boarded. A 

pound each "to Santry" was dropped in the clacking machine next to the driver. It was so 

crowded we weren't sure we'd be allowed to board. The ride to Santry is long so we 

squeezed our way up the circular stairs to find a seat upstairs. Tired workers looked 

lethargically at us and moved only after we explicitly asked to be excused to pass. 
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Luckily, we found two seats toward the front of the upstairs. Once we were seated, Mae 

picked up right where we'd left off. 

"I worked at the car hop, I worked in Sullivan's, I worked at the Red Wagon out 

in Long Island during the World's Fair." 

"That was a long commute, too," I commented. 

"Yeah, I used to work Friday night and Saturday, you know a long day on 

Saturday. That was a busy place. I used to work at nighttime until 4:00 in the morning. It 

was a 12-hour shift; it was like a diner. I worked all during the World's Fair, that lasted 

quite a while, maybe six months. That was a lot of traveling. Used to finish at 4:00 in the 

morning. I think it was five. It was a 12-hour shift. I used to come the whole way into 

Manhattan and then get a train back into Brooklyn. It was hours traveling. I'd go to bed 

and sleep a little bit. Then I had to go back again because I had to go back on Saturday." 

"But, in the daytime, you had four little girls running around. How did you 

sleep?" 

"Paul would be home. Well, I'd take a nap, yeah; I'd sleep some. I had to sleep 

because I worked, I used to work the lunch job and I'd work 12 hours after the lunch job 

on Friday. And then I would work it on Saturday night, too. 

"Oh! When I was working, I forgot to tell you, when I lived in the Bronx, when 

you girls were little, I used to work a weekend job in Coney Island, for the whole summer 

season. It was 4:00 to 12:00 or something like that, at nighttime. You had to be on the 

train for two hours each way, it was a long trip. I worked for two lawyers. But they were 

two of the m'cest guys you ever want to see. They were great. I worked there for a whole 
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summer season. I was also working at Harry's Hub at the time. I worked Friday night 

and Saturday night out Coney Island. And it was good money, I worked on the counter 

and I worked on the table." 

"So before you got married, you were O.K. with one job?" 

"Yeah, one job, that's all I needed. But, those two lawyers, I mean they were just 

outstanding." 

"And then we had a self-service there, too. They'd get their own corned beef or 

something, right? So I go over, 'Can I get you a beer,' 'Can I get you a drink,' 'Can I get 

you soda,' or something like that. And you put the napkin down and you say 'Hi' to them 

and 'Hello' to them. And they say, 'Yeah, you can get me a beer.' And you keep an eye 

on them. And it was cash and carry, so when you go for the beer you pay whatever, 50 

cents or a dollar, and they always gave you a quarter. You got a quarter for getting them 

that one beer. In the meantime, in full service, when you wait on the whole meal all you 

got was a quarter, you know? And they'd be just sitting down and they'd forget 

something. And I'd be over there and I'd be, 'Oh, can I help you' and they just have their 

beer and I go over and ask them if they want another one. And if I gave them another 

beer they say, 'Keep the change' or whatever. So you made more money on that service 

than arguing with the chef and going in and try and wait all day for the stuff." 

The bus brakes squealed to the stop in Beaumont. We'd be getting off in a few 

more stops. The bus had thinned to less than half of its original crowd by this point. 

"It was weekends. I think it was 4:00 to 12:00 or 5:00 to 1:00. You girls'd be up, 

so early in the morning, right? And I was working my steady job five days a week. 
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Harry's Hub." Mae didn't mention that she was riding the subway from the top of the 

Bronx to the bottom of Coney Island, the full extreme of Greater New York. 

"So you were working seven nights a week." 

"Cuz I needed money. I had to get out of debt. It was after I>onna was bom. I had 

to get extra things, pay for different things, furniture. I didn't really owe money to 

anybody. I had no money at that time. I wasn't making enough money at that time." 

As the bus crossed over the overpass that spans the residential neighborhoods of 

Beaumont and Santry, the wide airport road traffic criss-crossed below us. The towering 

silhouette of Whitehall Church, Paddy and Angela's parish, was just over our shoulder to 

the south and beyond that was the view of distant downtown Dublin lights. Mae's 

brothers, Paddy and Seamus, were construction laborers in the building of that church. 

They were working for the construction company owned by their Doyle uncles from 

Meath. That large red brick church bankrupted the company but became the life-long 

parish of the two brothers' families. Further away, the Dublin Mountains cut an opaque 

horizon against the moonlight sky. We began to descend the narrow spiraling staircase to 

be ready to get off the bus. 

"Pop wasn't working at all. I think he was spending more than he was working," 

Mae kept talking. "When I'd come home from Harry's Hub, he'd have bar bills and stuff. 

That was part of it. And then I had the babysitter bills all week, and that was..." We 

settled into a place standing in the middle of the lower deck, bending and craning to be 

sure we didn't go past our stop. The bus passed the local neighborhood pub and turned 

left. 
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"That place in Coney Island, it was right beside the movie theatre. The Nathan's 

was down the street from there on the other side. It was a busy place. Those two 

lawyers'd kid around and tell jokes, you know. And there was an Italian girl; she was 

really a riot. We had so much fun. And she'd be working one end of the counter. Marie, 

or something was her name, she wasn't a good-looking girl but she had such a beautiful 

wholesome way about her. She was great. But he'd say, 'Maria,' he'd say, 'how is it 

when Mae works over in this comer that she gets so much tips?' Kidding her, you know? 

Theru one day, he's sitting across the counter and I'm getting him soda and something, 

and there was a big ice case, you know where you put the ice cream? You had to dig for 

ice cream. You had to make ice cream soda, eggcreams, and all that stuff. 1 was a great 

counter girl, I used to make, whoop, bupV Mae gesticulated with her hands the 

construction of an imagined ice cream recipe. 

"Like the Jewish fellow, remember when his mother worked with me? He told 

me, 'I betcha you make the best counter girl, the best one, I bet.' He sez, 'You're gonna 

be better than anybody in here' and he taught me all tricks and I'm doing this and fast and 

everything else. By the time I get to Coney Island, I was the top. Anyway, when I was 

there, I was the top. I could make sodas like nobody's business. 

"So,' he sez, 'I don't know how Mae gets the tips; she gets dollars from people 

that don't leave dollars.' And, then, he's over the counter one day, and he sez, 'When you 

stoop over,"' and Mae started laughing, "he sez, 'that's what it is, they want you to dig in 

that ice cream!' You know! I sez, 'Jerry, I'm going to hit you over the head,' you know? 

Then, next day, I go in I had one of those high buttons closed." She started laughing 
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again. "And, he sez, 'Mae,' he sez, 'I should have never opened my mouth. I should have 

let you go on with that uniform.' I made sure, if I had the uniform on, I had it buttoned up 

to here, right? 

"But, anyway, when we left the job out in Coney Island, and it was closing up for 

the winter, right? They had a party for all us girls, right? And when we were all leaving, 

bus boys and everyone else, right, sat down and the two lawyers waited on us! And they 

had a porter house steak, or one of the best steaks, and sit down, right? Drinks and 

everything else! A party! They waiting on us and we just don't get up and move. The 

next summer, I don't know what was happening. I really don't know. I mean, it wasn't 

easy working that seven days, right? I liked that job. I worked an awfiil lot of jobs. But, 

that was a good job. But it was, you had to sit on the train for hours to get home. And I 

worked, we really worked, we were busy those days. It was great. So you wonder why I 

liked the pubs, hmm? Even though I don't drink that much. More socializing, you can kid 

around and tease, right?" 

We disembarked from the bus into the endless landscape of two-story row houses 

broken only by the glaring towers of Ballymun to the north. We walked to Seamus' house 

to drop off something for Mae's niece, Jean. Mae was still delightedly remembering the 

nicer employers she worked for, the "Jewish fellow" and "the two lawyers." Annie 

stepped halfway into the doorway to greet us but looked like she was about to go to bed. 

Her teeth were already retired somewhere anyway. 

"We're not coming in. We just got off the bus. We walked all over Dublin, 

bookstores, and it was really enjoyable, it's been go, go, go," Mae said hurriedly and 
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apologetically for disturbing her. Jean, who is Seamus and Annie's daughter, was taking 

media study classes and writing a paper about the priests and their scandals. "Did you see 

the paper today blasting the cardinal?" 

"Jean has no shortage of literature on her project!" Seamus came to the door also. 

"The priest who spoke up against celibacy is right." 

It was a conversation on the fly in the quiet and dark neighborhood. The 

sidewalks were wet. 

Mae added, "When it came to Jacqueline Keimedy—^you or I could go and you 

wouldn't be forgiven for this—but if you had money, you could be given absolution a 

half dozen times." 

"But the church now is not like the Church of Rome, it's more like the American 

Church or the Irish Church," Seamus said. 

There was an update on Paddy's condition. Everyone was very worried about this 

eldest and loved Gavin sibling. Every downturn was ominous since he had nearly died a 

few years earlier with similar problems. The three huddled in the doorway. Annie told us 

what she had seen during her visit to the hospital that day. "He looked well, not much 

energy, just alright. And we were only down the doctors. There's not any news yet about 

whether they will give him the tests, "Aimie said. 

"I feel so bad for him, 'cuz he is the last one in the world to admit that he's sick," 

Mae said. "He loves to eat. Did you see his legs?" 

Seamus said, "They seem to be swollen alright, yeah. They were very serious, 

Angela and Paddy, when we got there. The doctor came out and we waited outside." 
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"Yeah, but you're the brother," Mae said. 

"Yeah, but don't say anything; we went through this before." 

"He was in the chair." 

"He had the oxygen on last night." 

"The glands...! don't know anything." 

"Just have to say a prayer," Mae concluded and a long round of good-byes ensued 

before the door closed and we were on our way walking around the comer again to Paddy 

and Angela's house. 

She resumed our conversation immediately, "But that job I almost forgot, that was 

one of the good jobs. But, see the hours I worked. I'd be with you girls in the morning 

and in the daytime. I didn't need much sleep in those years. So, I could get all my work 

done and still wear you girls out so you'd behave. After I left at 4:30, Helen downstairs 

watched you, Patrick's mother. And if it wasn't Helen's mother, it was Marie, the 16-

year-old. Pop would be there sometimes, but not all the time. But he was away, he'd go 

out to sea, but sometimes he'd be there." 

Angela had been watching the "telly" just before we came in. Despite the late 

hour, the kettle was put on for a cup of tea. A few "digestive" biscuits and a drop of tea 

made the day fall away from us. It seems a cup of tea marked every daily transition in the 

household. We discussed Paddy's most recent reports. 

There was some mention of de Valera on the television show we were watching. 

"Oh, he was a great man," Angela answered in response to my question. 

"But he was president those years," Mae injected. 
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"He had courage. Roger Casement, another famous Irishman, his remains were 

exhumed from England and brought over here for burial. Now de Valera was old at that 

time and he was at that fimeral when they were burying him here. And I thought, it was 

snowing, and he was old, he was standing very straight. And I thought, now there's an 

Irishman!" 

"You saw de Valera standing there?" 

"Oh yeah! The TV. Here in Dublin!" 
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ENDNOTES 

' Ballymun is the urban housing project featured in a recent movie titled ''Into the West," 
a story about a widower and his two sons who give up their gypsy life to settle in Dublin. The 
boys encounter a horse, which is really a spirit of their deceased mother, whom they befriend and 
house in the apartments. The boys and the horse escape the city and ride to the West of Ireland, 
romanticized with its associations of Tir Na n'Og, the Land of Youth in Irish mythology. 

~ Women's labor inside the house and in the areas around the house (such as the cow 
bam, poultry areas, gardens, orchards, and pig pens) required women's attention in the 1890s and 
thereafter (Bourke 1993). The indoor work: raising children, milking, churning, rearing pigs and 
calves, shearing, making clothes and textiles, poultry, boiling corn and potatoes to feed livestock 
and pigs, etc., was also on the list of women's chores. The ideal for rural women to increasingly 
retreat to the domestic sphere and emulate "the Victorian 'Angel of the House,"' (Nolan 1997) 
replaced the earlier era in which women co-produced the economic and subsistence vitality of the 
household (Bourke 1993). That status role was reinforced by the Catholic Church (Inglis 1987) 
and the National School Systems through mandatory home economics lessons for female students 
(Bourke 1993). 

^Twenty-five percent of women were domestic servants in 1946. It was reported in 1951 
that, though it was the most prevalent form of employment, the evidence collected showed that it 
was "the most unsatisfactory" (Commission on Youth Unemployment 1951, quoted in Moser 
1993:44, ft. 25). 

•* Mae's aunt, Mary Gavin, was typical of many women of her time. Since the Famine 
immigrants arrived, Irish females filled the slots in urban America as the lowest paid domestics 
(O'Donnell 1997; Nolan 1997). Estimates are that about three-quarters of the total female Irish 
emigrants that came to America in the early 20th century became household domestic servants for 
urban middle and upper class households (Nolan 1997). Like many of the preceding and 
contemporary women in her occupation, Mary was able to subsidize the emigration of a niece. 

^ Thus, the agricultural economy during the 1940s in the West of Ireland during Mae's 
emigration years affected men and women differently. Men responded to economic situations 
through local politics, while the women reacted as individuals and emigrated (Moser 1993). In 
1936. the ratio of female to male relatives on Connacht was under 1:3. In 1951, the figures were 
8,935 females and 44,731 males (Moser 1993). The recorded figures also show that the smaller 
the farm, the more likely the fact of female emigration and that western women emigrated 2:1 
over men (Moser 1993). These emigration figures reveal the fact of ongoing marginalization of 
single young women that began in the industrialization, pasturage practices and famine periods of 
the 19th century (Nolan 1997). 

^ Cobble (1991:163) quotes this excerpt from the brief from the New York State Culinary 
Alliance submitted on December 7, 1950. The 1908 brief it relied on was written for a case that 
went to the Supreme Court. See Muller v. Oregon, 208 U.S. 412 (1908). 

' Mae left Donald in 1959, after nearly seven years of marriage, and began living with a 
man named Paul. 
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IV 
UP ON THE ROOF 

Like dialogical anthropologists, Paley and other literary writers have noted that 

our stories begin before we are bom and do not end with us — they weave haphazardly 

with other stories, sometimes backgrounding and sometimes foregrounding history. 

Linear dominant narrative conventions with a beginning, middle, and end do not respect 

the fluid unfolding realities of life. A life, like a narrative or culture, is not fixed, 

bounded, or independent. As Bakhtin theorized, narrative is not isolated but is dialogic in 

every utterance. Each utterance has no beginning or end. It stems from and touches other 

contesting dialogic threads, takes shape in a context of socially specific and dialogically 

created environments and becomes a living part, a continuation or rejoinder (Arcana 

1993:21). 

One of the main points that will surface from the dialogic ethnographic narratives, 

as well as the participant's narratives within it, is that the importance of community for 

the survival of a creative and expansive oral memory cannot be underestimated. Such 

things as frequent and flexible employment of referential abbreviations, or what Kalcik 

(1975) has called "kernel stories," enhances a family's or community's folklore. Kernel 

stories are a fluid "conversational genre of folklore" by becoming parts of stories and by 

being emergent in the conversational context. As Kalcik explains, a "kernel story" can 

index the whole story but not in a constraining way. Kernel stories can be words or short 

phrases with referential value to a much larger story or, to the uneducated listener, a 

"potential story" (Kalcik 1975:7-8). Greg Sarris (1993) in cultural studies and Keith 
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Basso (1996) in anthropology, among many others across disciplines, refer to this socio-

linguistic phenomenon in their discussions about landscape names, stories, and the 

territory. 

In this section about Mae's visit with her American first cousins, photographs act 

like "kernel stories." The place is contained on another place, the plane of the surface of 

the photograph. These contain the Bronx and an era that comes alive for Mae when she 

has a reunion with her American cousin, Eddie Gavin. The pictures are chronotopic sepia 

images of a significant segment and place in 20th-century Irish American history. In this 

chapter, we get to hear how Irish American cousins, each bom on opposite sides of the 

Atlantic, reflect and expound upon the various memories. Their joined histories and 

cultural processes are articulated from the memories revived and swapped in the 

conversation spurred on by the places, times, and people depicted in the pictures. 

Even without the aid of photographs, and despite an absence spanning nearly half 

a century, oral reminisces spark memories between reunited people, like Mae and her 

cousin. Tommy O'Brien. These images revive, buttress, augment, contest, and make fluid 

the memories that had become fixed and obscured without conversational negotiations 

and re-embodiment. 

Eddie Gavin had selected several family photo albums full of black and white photos 

from the 1940s. When we arrived, he had already spread them neatly across the dining room 

table. A dappled sunlight filtered in through lace curtains and Venetian blinds on this crisp 

afternoon in January 1995. Most of the pictures had been taken on Bronx tenement rooftops 
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or at weddings in churches or reception halls. Mae and I were visiting Eddie's house in 

suburban Long Island. He and his wife, Grace, who had passed away about a year earlier, 

raised a family, which now consists of four married children with their own families in 

Chicago aixl Connecticut. Eddie provided a higher education for all of his children in 

Catholic schools, well attended by Irish Americans, including Notre Dame. 

"Kerry, my daughter," he said, "has all the good pictures." Well-dusted leprechaun 

knickknacks reflected the domestic symbols of Irish heritage often found in the American 

homes of Eddie's generation. 

He continued, "This is my brother in 1942 or 1943." 

"And your mother, Liz," Mae added with delight. 

'This is a rooftop in the Bronx. I'm going to show you my father. That's my 

brother. Jack; that's me back in there. Willie Mar, he used to visit; he was a cousin. Now, 

this family in Pittsburgh, these are the Lawlesses and the Whites and they are related on 

my father's side. There's the earliest picture of me and my mother from Galway. This is 

my father on the beach in the thirties. That's Tom O'Malley and he was related to my 

father, but, again, I don't know how they all come into play on my father's side." 

At points like these, Mae would try to augment Eddie's knowledge of the Gavin 

family and its origins in Mayo. Eddie was bom and grew up in the Bronx. His parents 

were Irish immigrants. His father, John Gavin, was the older brother to Mae's father, who 

was the only sibling of his family to stay in Ireland and the "homeplace." Among this 

generation of New York cousins and associates, Mae was unique because she had spent 

the first 20 years of her life in Ireland with people who populated the distant family 
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imagination of her Bronx cousins. She said, 'There was a Tom O'Malley down the street 

from us but they weren't related and there was an Owen O'Malley, who was a first 

cousin of your father. He lived a few doors down." Usually, Mae calls the route to Tom 

O'Malley's a bohereen. For Eddie's sake, however, she changed it to "street." 

"Down the street from where?" 

"Down as you're going to the bog," she answered about places still intimately 

present in her mind after 48 years gone. 

"Oh, well, they may be the same family. This is my father with Rita." 

"That's when they got married," Mae said. "This is Margaret. This is the one that 

adopted the little girl and her husband John..." Her past knowledge and memories of the 

Bronx years were equally significant to her. 

"Now, here's Tommy O'Brien. Here's the mother and father. That's the restaurant 

they owned in Harlem. They did very well," Eddie said of his first cousin and Aunt Celia 

O'Brien (nee Gavin). "This is all Pittsburgh," Eddie said as he laid out a series of 

.American relations that Mae never met. "The Lawlesses." 

Mae knew that Irish-side genealogy better than Eddie. "So Lawless would be your 

father's mother." She shared that lineage through her father, Edward, John Gavin's 

younger brother. 

"That girl's sister died yesterday," Eddie said as we looked at another series of 

tenement rooftop photos. As we looked at the old pictures, it became clear that Eddie and 

this Bronx-Irish network had remained very close over the years. He still associated with 

many of the people in the pictures and attended their funerals and their children's 
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weddings. In contrast, because of marital instabilities, Mae didn't stay in touch with her 

American relations and, since her femily of origin was across the Atlantic, she rarely 

attended funerals or weddings. 

Occasionally, a clothesline or television antennae interrupted the pale sepia sky 

and the brick rooftop horizon. "That's my father there. Did you know Mrs. O'Keefe, 

Dennis' mother? That's her and my mother and father. They lived next to us in the 

Bronx. It's on the rooftop. That's where we took all our pictures." Of course, Mae knew 

the O'Keefes. Dennis O'Keefe and her husband, Donald Morrison, had been drinking 

buddies since they were kids. Both had endured failed marriages and died young of 

alcoholism. 

"Now, this is Aunt Mary and Tommy O'Brien," Eddie continued, referring to 

Mary Gavin. The next picture had been taken at street level in Harlem near Gene and 

Celia O'Brien's establishment. Young Tommy, Celia Gavin's son, was wearing his 

military uniform, which was common in the WWII period since so many young men 

were in the service. "This looks like it's going down to the subway near where there 

restaurant was. And there's a picture of Jim Lawless and me. He's holding me on the 

beach; I think his father and my father were first cousins. So, he became the second 

cousin or however you do that." 

"And look at Rita," Mae said of Eddie's sister. "A beautiful dark hair Irish girl." 

Eddie asked Mae a stream of questions about whether she remembered several of 

the guys they used to "run around with, about the time you came to this country." Some 



145 

pictures of Grace came up and he told us about her death. "We were watching football 

and she keeled right over." 

"Now this is Father O'Connor and—Mae started. 

Eddie talked over her. "That's me and father and my brother in St. Mary's Park in 

the Bronx, 1943. We were just going into the navy at that time. Here's my father, my 

mother and my brother, on rooftops in Bronx." 

"Is that where they lived when they came to United States?" Mae asked Eddie. 

"They met in New York. My father must have been bom in 1883. He was 16 or 

17 years old and he went to England and worked in Leeds for a couple of years. This is 

like folklore; I'm not sure I believe this story but it's cute. He met a man in a bar in 

England and this man gave him a tip on a horse and my father had never made a bet on a 

horse in his life at that point. And the horse won and he took that money to buy passage 

to the United States. He knew nobody here except an uncle but anybody who's a close 

friend or a second or third cousin, if they're older than you, they called them 'uncle.' But, 

anyway, he went to Pittsburgh and the story goes he got into some kind of trouble. He 

was driving a trolley car and he got into an argument with some man and there was 

fisticuffs involved. Apparently, the person he beat up had some money and influence in 

the town. So, the uncle told my father, 'You better leave this town. ' So, my uncle gave 

him money and he came to New York." Mae was listening intently to this emigration 

story about her father's only brother, with whom she had spent a great deal of time when 

she first arrived in America. 
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"Then, he stayed with a family called Burkes, who are related. And they had some 

kind of a bar down in the lower part of New York. And my father stayed at a rooming 

house that was run by a lady by the name of Lizzy Coyne, who invited my father to a 

dance that all the Irish were having. And that's where he met my mother. Now all this 

must have taken place around 1910. 

"She and he came to this county around 1906. They got married in 1910 about, 

because my brother was bom in 1912. They had eight children, of which four girls died 

as infants from flu and from rheumatic heart trouble. How those people kept their sanity, 

I have no idea. If I had to venture a guess, I think it was the tremendous strong belief in 

God and Catholicism. That got 'em through it. My father was an extremely religious 

man, went to mass every morning and right 'til the day he died. She had a strong belief 

but nothing like his. And when I first went to Ireland, the first time, I realized everybody 

there is like that, even though it had been many years later. When I first went to Ireland, 

ihey used to genuflect when they saw a priest coming down the street or bless 

themselves!" 

"Bless themselves," Mae overlapped Eddie's statement. Throughout this dialogue 

from Eddie, Mae was nodding and verbally affirming what he was saying. Mae hadn't 

heard anyone speak of these things since she left the New York Gavin network in 1959. 

At this moment, she was also confirming the observations Eddie had of Ireland because 

she was also of that world, the world of his ancestors, which to him seemed so strange. 

"Genuflect on the ground, in the dirt, in Mayo. You look back and think these 

people must have been crazy, but that's the way they were!" Eddie said with amazement. 
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Mae confinned from firsthand experience, "That's the way they were years ago," 

though she was splitting herself from the group to which she once belonged by referring 

to the Irish as "they." 

Eddie continued, "I was bom in the Bronx. We never spoke about these girls at 

home. We never went to a graveyard. I have no pictures. I had to ask my sisters what the 

names of these girls were and they didn't even know what their names were. So Betty, 

who died two weeks before I was bom, was probably two or three years old, 'cuz you 

have to figure the year span. It was like we used to kid about the Irish with this Vatican 

roulette. Like, ya have a child every two years. So, they're all buried in Queens, Calvary 

cemetery: my mother, my father, my sisters. I don't think I've been there since my father 

died. That's thirty some years ago. 

"My father was in construction, like a lot of the Irish back then. He helped build 

the Bronx Courthouse, Rockefeller Center, I don't know what other big buildings, just all 

the big buildings were going up at the time. He was just one of the laborers. He loved to 

go up to Croke Park on Sunday where they had Irish football. He was very comfortable 

staying with Irish people. He was always with the Irish people, the Irish brogue. Where 

my mother was totally different, she'd get into everything." 

"But she had more time to socialize, he was more busy working," Mae saw that 

her Uncle John worked six days a week and brought home a regular paycheck. At the 

time, Mae also considered a New York domestic life to be quite luxurious, having just 

arrived from a place where she didn't even have electricity or piped water, much less 

household appliances. 
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We looked at some more pictures. Someone was involved with the I.R.A., which 

led Eddie to talk with some pride about how a lot of money was pouring out of the South 

Bronx in the thirties and forties to the I.R.A. in Ireland. 

"Oh, that's Aunt Celia beaming all over, so proud of her sons," Mae smiled while 

looking at a picture of Celia with both her uniformed sons, taken outside the restaurant 

near the subway stairs. We saw another picture of John Gavin on a rooftop. 

"He smoked pipes all his life," said Eddie. "That's on top of the roof on Briggs 

Ave, 2608 Briggs Ave, that's my brother. He was a good dancer. One of my regrets was I 

never learned the Irish dances. It was like a macho thing. I was the only one that didn't do 

it in our family. My brother danced and Rita danced. I regret that now, when you're 16 or 

17 and all the guys didn't do it, ya didn't do it either." 

Eddie reminisced over the pictures of his male friends. They were handsome and 

popular with the girls. Mae knew all their names and recalled fun times at dances. Eddie 

was still in touch with most of them and named many who would be at the funeral 

tomorrow. Most of his friends were children of Irish immigrants. 

"We used to go to the dances—Eddie began. 

Mae jumped right in, "Sure we all did. We all went to the same Hibernian dances. 

The music was Irish or American or both." 

"Both," agreed Eddie. "This is Lenox Avenue, right outside the restaurant." 

Mae said, "That looks like Johnny Klein." 

"He was a friend of your father's," Eddie said to me. "He was part of that group, 

young Turks." 
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"That would be Poe Park. That's where they hung out. That's where the tavern 

was, couldn't get them far from there. All sailors, all Navy boys: Dennis O'Keefe, 

Johnny Klein," Mae said. 

"Kid drank his life away," Eddie commented but politely didn't discuss Donald 

Morrison, who was probably the most infamous of all for neglecting his wife and 

children. "Here's Rita's wedding. When was that weddingT' Eddie asked Mae about his 

sister. 

Mae answered, "Before I came in '47, was it in August? She just got married 

when I moved in." 

Eddie continued, "Most of these rooftop pictures are taken on a Sunday 'cuz my 

father worked the other six days a week. That's all they did. He'd go to mass on Sunday 

at 10:00. At noon, they'd go to the bar 'til 3:00. They'd come home to eat then they'd 

sleep and then they'd do it all over again." 

"When did he pass away?" Mae missed out on many important events in the lives 

of people with whom she was once very close. Her first severance was leaving Ireland 

and the second was abandoning her New York family ties after she left Morrison in 1959. 

Although she and Eddie spent the whole afternoon together visiting past people and 

places in their conversation, they stayed away from that latter facet of Mae's life. 

"Sixty-one. Two days after St Patrick's Day. The Feast of Saint Joseph. March 

19th," Eddie said. "He would have been 79 a month later." 

"The Feast of St Joseph, mm hmm," Mae looked at Eddie. "That's the day you 

pray for an easy death, St Joseph's." 
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"One of my greatest ambitions was to buy them tickets back to Ireland because 

they had not been back there in 50 years. So, in 1956,1 bought them tickets to Ireland and 

we went back to Ireland. And he saw his brother for the first time in 50 years. And my 

mother saw her brother and her family and they had the greatest time. He had no interest 

in going in the begiiming. He said, 'I wouldn't even know my brother; I don't even know 

what he looks like. It's been 50 years.' I don't think they ever even wrote to each other." 

"No, my father never even wrote a letter," Mae knew first-hand. The pictures 

were spreading out, creating disarray on the big dining room table. 

"No, I don't think they ever wrote to each other. Yet, when he got to Ireland, he 

was the most excited guy in the world." 

"My mother was a good writer." Mae added, "She used to write and then your 

mother used to write to her. The women corresponded. But your mother did write back 

and forth to Ireland," Mae informed Eddie. 

"I don't really know." Again, Eddie's knowledge of his family's past had 

expanded. 

"Yeah! She wrote to my mother! They wrote back and forth, Christmas time..." 

Mae recalled that letters from the United States were much discussed back on the little 

farm. 

"I couldn't tell you. I didn't know who wrote back and forth to who. Like I tell 

you, I didn't really get involved in the Irish scene 'til 1951. That's when I first went 

there," Eddie responded. That would have been four years after Mae arrived in the Bronx. 
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I wanted to know what Mae's home place was like in 1951. "Did you stay at 

Cappacharnaun when you first went back?" 

"Yeah, stayed a couple of nights. We drove up there. As I remember, we stayed 

two or three m'ghts. And then went back to, uh, to be honest, I knew more about my 

mother's family than I did my father's family. In a part of Galway called Glenmaddy. 

Same kind of situation as your father had," he looked at Mae. "They had a plot of land 

and they had some cattle and some crops mostly for their own use. And they had some 

sheep and some pigs and the greatest potatoes ya'll ever eat in your life." 

"Not from Brazil," Mae interjected. She comments disgustedly every chance she 

gets about how the Irish are importing potatoes nowadays. 

""No. They had a very tough life. Things have gotten better each time I went back. 

When I first went there, everybody was walking. Nobody had a car. Then, the next thing, 

they had bikes. Next thing, they have cars. When I first went, there was no radio, no 

television, no bathrooms. And all that's improved." Mae was nodding while Eddie 

described the Ireland she left behind. "Pretty much the same in Mayo. But a tough life, a 

very tough life. They didn't have any money for clothing. Not a lot of red meat," he 

added. 

"Mm hmm," Mae responded knowingly. 

"What year were you bom in, Eddie?" Mae asked. 

"In 1922,1 was bom on 145th Street." 

"That's close to Aunt Celia's on Eagle Avenue." 



"That's me and Marguerite, my sister. Wanna' cup of tea, Mae? Or anything? 

Between Brooke and Willis Avenue, which used to be called Irish Town, South Bronx. 

And Willis Avenue was a collection ofirish bars and funeral homes." 

"And a dancing hall," Mae remembered. 
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"Yeah, remember on the comer of 138th Street? The Irish Hall, that was the star 

of the Munster Ballroom. They used to have all the Irish benefit dances there in the old 

days. Anybody got sick or needed money, they'd have a benefit dance in the Star of 

Munster Ballroom. That was before the war, when I was a teenager. It was after the war 

everything changed. I never really got back into the South Bronx. My family had moved 

to Fordham by then." 

"Briggs, beside Grandma Morrison," Mae said to me. "When I came here after the 

war, Tommy and Jacky O'Brien was living on Eagle Avenue near their mother, Aunt 

Celia, in the South Bronx. Your brother lived right around from StMary's Park," she 

turned to Eddie. In 1996, Mae and I walked throughout these Bronx areas and the few 

blocks distance between these two Gavin households. 

"Yeah, that was a 145th Street, that was near where he was born. It was close to 

Aunt Celia's." 

Eddie continued. "Then, in 1940, we moved to the Fordham area. There's my 

sisters. Marguerite was born in 1925. Rita was born probably around '27 to '28, I'm not 

sure." 

"She was the same age as me," Mae noted. 

"Did your mother tell you stories about Ireland?" I asked Eddie. 
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"Never. She never talked about it, no. I think because of those girls dying, she 

was not a kind to talk about the past. She'd talk about it now, but she would never talk 

about the past. Most of her relatives came here, like her brother, and her three sisters, and 

they were very claimish. And they all lived in the South Bronx and they all visited. And 

that's why I'm so close to all my mother's cousins. We all grew up together, went to 

dances together. So her life was here, my mother. She was an American, her sisters were 

here, her brothers were here, and her family was here, and that was her life. My father, on 

the other hand, tended to stay Irish, stay with Irish people, and never got outa' that circle. 

He was never comfortable out of that circle." 

Mae asked a good question. "Was it that there was a lot of Irish in the 

construction business, was that it?" 

"In those days, there were," Eddie said. "And the Italians came in next. Well, they 

were the uneducated people in the early 1900s and they were strong, hardworking people 

and, generally, honest. And that's all they could get, hard work. That's what they did, a 

lot of Irish." 

"Did your father associate a lot with his three Irish sisters that were here?" I 

asked. 

"l«fot a lot, not in my terms. I know, if anybody, he spent a lot of time with my 

Aunt Sis. They were close. I think a lot of that had to do with her losing her first husband 

and falling on hard times. He never saw Bridee that much or Mary." 

"Bridee was in Staten Island and Mary worked in private families," Mae 

explained. 
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"Well, when they first started, Celia and Bridee and Mary worked in a lot of 

hotels," Eddie said about his and Mae's immigrant aunts. "They worked in the Garden 

City Hotel at one time when it was first built. So they did a lot of that, chambermaid or 

whatever they called it, maid service in the hotels. Then, as I understand it, Mary 

continued to do a lot of that kind of work, but she did a lot of work in rectories, worked 

for different priests. At least, the last 20 years of her life she did. Very quiet lady." 

"Did you ever hear the story about the Fisher Family? She worked for them 

before the stock market came down." Mae was prepared to tell the story. "And she had ail 

her savings. And overnight they crashed. So she spent all her money for the family, the 

children. She spent all her savings. And the boys would never recognize her as they grew 

up. They got good jobs and everything. Yeah, mm hmm. She had been taking care of 

those boys and she continued doing it with her own money." 

Eddie talked about how his mother's three immigrant sisters lived nearby so they 

were always coming by the apartment. He described how his mother's relations from 

Ireland kept coming to the United States and one of their first stops would be their 

apartment. When he was five or six, he kept waking up in the morning with a new Irish 

relation sleeping next to him. As a young adult, soon after Mae arrived, Eddie, along with 

many of her newfound American &mily, began moving to the suburbs. He moved to 

Long Island with his parents. 

"I was the only one living at home then and my mother had just had a serious 

operation in 1949 and she could not walk up the stairs anymore. We lived up five floors 

in the tenement house on Briggs Avenue. There was no elevator. And I'm back from the 
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service now and I've got different notions about where we should live and whatever. My 

father didn't want to leave the Bronx, but, later, he was happy he did. He started growing 

a garden in Long Island, radishes and carrots." 

"Did your father ever tell you about his boat ride over or what he brought with 

him?" I asked. 

•'No, no, no. No memory. No stories about either one of them coming over. 

Nothing about Ellis Island, they both went through Ellis Island. Just no talk about it. But 

my sister Rita was a hell of an Irish dancer, though. She used to perform at these Irish 

Fests. You used to see her dance," Eddie turned to Mae. 

"She was a good dancer," Mae confirmed. 

"She could dance like hell. She used to win all these medals at these Irish Fests. 

They have them in Rockaway right now, usually in August." 

"They used to have them in Croke Park," Mae added. 

"Yeah, they used to have them at Croke Park. It's up in the northern end of 

Manhattan, around 240th Street and Broadway. And that's where they had all the Irish 

football and Irish bars. The place was like a fair. They'd have these open things with 

platforms and these kids that dance. They used to have them at Fordham University. And 

at home, Irish, Irish, Irish, and listen to Irish programs every weekend and Sunday. You 

know, on the radio they used to have the Irish records and all that, listen to them all day 

long. I love Irish music, still do." 

"Mm hmm," Mae murmured, affirming her own personal memories of being 

around the household in the forties. 
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"There's my brother. He went into the service in 1940 and I went in 1942. So 

that's gotta' be '40 or '41. All on the rooftops," Eddie commented. "If you lived on the 

top floor, the roof was yours. If you lived on the bottom floor, the garden was yours." 

Obviously, from the photos, the John Gavin household lived on the top floor of the five-

story walk-up tenement. 

"Did your father ever tell you why they left Ireland?" I asked. 

"No, not really. Just knowing what was going on in those days, they couldn't 

afford to keep all those kids. Somebody hadda go out and make some money. And then 

they sent money back to Ireland. They just didn't have enough to keep 'em all home. My 

father didn't want to stay there and farm. He didn't have any interest. There was a lot of 

bad times. Like the book I'm reading, there's 1916.1 mean, people shooting each other, 

revolution. The English have got them under control. Not a very pleasant place to live, 

particularly if you're Irish Catholic. When I visited Uncle Edward, he never talked about 

it. Aunt Bridee told me more about that than anyone. I was very curious, when I got to be 

a teenager, about their revolts— 

"Oh, yeah. Aunt Bridee used to talk about the Blacks and Tans," Mae added. 

"Yeah, I'm very interested in all that, and I'm very pro-I.R.A. even though it 

gives my family a lot of grief Young people today they think we're all just terrorists. At 

any rate, my Aunt Bridee used to tell me about Uncle Edward. He was in the I.R.A., 

whatever they called it, and he was 'on the run.' That's the expression she used. They 

were looking for him. So, I don't know what he did, what he was alleged to have done. 
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your father," Eddie said to Mae, inviting her to fill him in on those details. She didn't 

respond. 

"Like, in the thirties," he continued, "it was a chore to see Aunt Bridee out in 

Staten Island. You had to take the subway and then, after the ferry, you had to take 

another train. We had no car. I used to stay for the weekend. So my Aunt Bridee used to 

be a great storyteller. And I used to sit and pick her brains about the Irish and the English, 

who I hated. And she'd tell me different stories about how they'd kill all these English 

people and they threw 'em down a well." Mae and Eddie both started laughing. No doubt 

Mae had also heard versions of them from her father before she left Ireland. "I don't 

know if half of it was the truth or what! Yeah, kill em all. And this is up where you 

lived," he said to Mae. "She was very proud of your father. He was one of her heroes." 

"He had medals and everything," Mae said, substantiating Bridee's stories. 

"There's never gonna be any peace. Not so long as you got all that absentee 

ownership up there in the North, taking all the money out of the country." 

"Mm hmm," Mae murmured, however, with some detachment. 

"Guess where it goes. England. That's the problem. It's not religion; it's 

economics. And they're not gonna give that up. They got all these factories and shipyards 

in Northern Ireland and they make the money. I had no quabns serving in the war as an 

ally. This was strictly our fight. My father, though, was upset. He said, 'You're gonna die 

for Johnny Bull.' I didn't even know what the hell John Bull was!" Eddie laughed 

heartily, as he referred to the English version of Uncle Sam. 
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Eddie turned another page in the open album. 'This picture was taken in the storm 

of 1947." Look at that snow. I bet it's these people in Pittsburgh. Now this girl, Alice 

Reed, is still alive but the rest of the Lawlesses are gone." 

''She would be Michael John Lawless's sister, our second cousin. " 

"Michael John, who's that?" Eddie asked. 

"You didn't go to Bohaun when you were in Ireland? The house your 

grandmother was bom in? Its right near Cappachamaun." 

"We just talked about families, and we had a party, and all the neighbors would 

come over to see the Yank. We met all kinds of people and they'd say, 'I'm your third 

cousin' and all that. Plus, by this time we'd taken in a lot of beer and a lot of Irish 

whiskey." Eddie referred to another photograph. "There's Kitty Farrick who was a 

Walsh. There was a number of Walshes. And they were my father's first cousins. They 

were kind of a success story." 

"They got the property from the Walshes," Mae continued. "The Walshes are 

related on the grandfather's side. Edward Walsh was a postman. And his wife's name 

was Annie. He was Dad's first cousin." During Mae's trip to Dublin this upcoming 

summer, she would again hear about the long-held hurt feelings that arose about the 

overseas distant relations who inherited the Walsh holding after her siblings, Seamus and 

Bridee, did so much work for that childless couple. 

"Did your mother say why she left?" I asked Eddie, out of my interest in 

understanding why women emigrated. 
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"My mother left because there was not enough money in the home. She was the 

oldest in the family and there just wasn't enough food and work or anything to support all 

these kids. So, she took the first opportunity to go and paid for her brother to come here 

and all her subsequent sisters. God, they were some people," Eddie answered. 

"Yeah," Mae agreed emphatically. 

"And I don't think they ever asked for a penny back." Eddie added, making an 

important moral point, which Mae picked up on. 

"Oh no, it was doing it from the good of their heart," she said, although she had 

made it a point to repay the cost of her passage to her Aunt Mary. 

"This picture was taken at Jack Dempsey's." 

"Jack Dempsey's, is Jack Dempsey's still there?" Mae asked excitedly. She was 

informed that a number of popular places, including the "Pelham Heath Inn," were long 

closed. 

"Jack Dempsey's, it was a like a bar or restaurant dance place," Eddie told me. 

"A nightclub kind of," Mae said. "That was when you were downtown New York, 

right on Broadway." 

"This one is Paddy Lyons; he was from Galway. They were all from the west, 

well, all of the relatives I had," Eddie said. 

"They didn't come here from Meath and those counties," Mae added. "They were 

mostly from the west of Ireland." Mae worked as a domestic servant for her upper class 

Meath relations. None of them emigrated. 
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"I think the west of Ireland people at that point of time were the poorest," Eddie 

replied. 

"Do you know where that restaurant was?" Eddie was referring to a picture of 

their Aunt Celia's husband. Gene, wearing a suit, overcoat, and hat, standing in front of a 

storefront window with the words "Gene's Cafeteria" painted on it. This was the 

O'Brien's establishment. "That's in Harlem, on Lenox Avenue, a tough neighborhood. 

Not like it is now, but it was tough then." 

•'145th Street and Lenox," Mae said. 

"We used to go there," Eddie reminisced. "Margie used to bartend there. Jack 

bartended. Tommy was too young. Gene bartended when he came over from Ireland." 

"This Mrs. O'Keefe, was she from Ireland, too?" I asked about a picture of her 

with Liz Mulligan, Eddie's mother, on the roof. There was a big American flag billowing 

next to them. 

"Yes, definitely." Eddie answered me. "Another redhead. She just died here in the 

last couple of years. He died before her, her son, Dennis, from booze. Well, your father 

and Dennis and those kids really got into liquor and it hurt them all. My sister used to go 

with Dennis O'Keefe, Rita. I tried to talk her out of that because it was pretty apparent 

that these guys were really smacking the booze." 

We looked at some more pictures of women on the rooftops and then Eddie said, 

"I tell ya they didn't take Prozac in those days," and started laughing. "That's Willie 

Moore, my godfather, he's related." 
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Mae said, "Willie Moore, yeah, he was in Ireland quite a bit. He's related; he's a 

cousin of Dad's. I knew him from Ireland. He came home. He was bom here." She 

studied the picture closely. 

"His mother was a Burke and Burkes are related to us, but I don't know where, 

that's the missing piece," Eddie suggested I figure it out and send him the information. 

"He was bom here, but there's a big skeleton in his closet. In the World's Fair in 

1938, '39, the British pavilion was blown up. And two or three police officers were killed 

and they found that there were certain signs left in the British pavilion. Terrorist signs 

like "British get out of Ireland' or whatever. And they found that the signs' printing was 

from his shop. So, he was investigated and, the way I heard the story, to get the heat off 

of him and get the hell out, he went back to Ireland. 

"You can have that picture of your mother as a bridesmaid at Margaret's 

wedding," he said as he handed me the photograph. "Do you wanna go get something to 

eatT' he asked us. 

"What's your favorite?" Mae asked him. 

"Italian. There's a little place I know; we can go there." 

As we were leaving the house, I took a photo of Eddie with one of his 

leprechauns. "Top o' the morning," Mae quipped as he posed. 

When we were seated in the wooden booth of the nearby restaurant, I asked Eddie 

whether he had ever considered moving to Ireland since he had traveled there so 

frequently. By his accounts, he had taken 20 trips there over the years. Mae listened 

quietly to her American cousin's answer. 
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"No, Ireland is a fimny thing. To me it's like the Catholic Church. If you get too 

familiar with it, you start seeing warts. So, I like Ireland to preserve it in my head that I 

love it and I like to go there. But I think if I lived there and associated with the people too 

much, it would change a lot of things. Like, I always figured all the Irish were honest. I 

had this thing in my head from the day one. That they're all Irish Catholics and what I've 

seen they're all absolutely honest people. But they're not. I always thought seeing my 

mother and father that they were all very honest and hardworking people. And they're 

not. If you spend enough time there, there's a lot of people there that don't help 

themselves, they don't work. You know what I'm saying? So I wouldn't want to live 

there and get too associated. It ruins my image of it all. But 20 trips there, that was a lot. 

You know my reference to the church, I'd like to die believing what I believe. But, if you 

study things too much, the more you start doubting. You get so screwed up; you don't 

know what you believe. I like to be dumb and happy and die that way." 

Mae listened quietly. 

Of Mae's cousins in the United States, Tommy O'Brien, was the only one who 

could share some first-hand memories of Cappachamaun as it existed when Mae was a little 

girl. He went one summer with his mother, Mae's Aunt Celia, in the thirties. While we were 

in the New York area, we also visited him. Like her meeting with Eddie Gavin, her visit 

with Tommy was momentous. Mae hadn't met with her New York Irish cousins since she'd 

"'disappeared" in the late 1950s, one of the few topics that was not mentioned during these 

reunions. 
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"Come in, come in. How are you, Mae? Did you have any trouble finding the 

place?" Tommy O'Brien lived in northeastern New Jersey. He and Mae were delighted to 

see each other. He took our coats and ushered us into his kitchenette area, "the place for 

family," rather than the fancy dining room. His house was tidy and fiiJl of pretty things, such 

as lace curtains and quilts that his wife made. 

"September 10th. Right, Tommy? 1923? Is that your birthday, TommyT' Mae yelled 

into the other room. Tommy had already scurried into the kitchen area to make us some tea 

and a snack. He insisted that we remain seated. Tommy was over 70 years old and in great 

shape, small-framed and spry. 

"Yeah," his voice volleyed back from behind the wall and through the door. 

Mae said to me, k>udly enough to include Tommy, "Yeah, he was young when he 

went to Ireland. I remember him, sure, being there." 

"I, to be honestly true, I don't remember you from when I was in Ireland." 

"You don't?' Mae sounded surprised. 

"I couldn't remember anybody other than being with people. All I can remember is 

going out, bringing out food to your father when he was out in the field and it was still 

daylight at 1:00 in the morning. And he was out cuttin' the hay." Tommy's voice traveled 

from around the doorway. 

"Mowin' the hay, yeah, mm hmm." Mae responded. They continued shouting back 

and forth. "Yeah, it never gets dark in Ireland hardly. You're goin' to bed in daylight." 

"Yeah, but I thought about 11 ;30 it gets dark." I said to Mae. 
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"Yeah, well it must be a full moon. I guess he was in shock," Mae lowered her voice 

and threw out a couple of possibilities for the deficits of Tommy's memory. 

"He was out, he used to cut the peat," the wall shouted. 

"The turf, yeah." Mae yelled over her shoulder. 

Tommy turned the comer with a few plates and napkins to set the table. "I remember 

the donkey started to sink into the turf and my mother's yellin' at me, 'Pull his tail, pull his 

tail!'" He started laughing as he stopped next to the table with his hands fiill of sandwich 

plates. "And, I pulled the donkey's tail," Tommy was laughing so hard he had to pause. 

"Pull his tail and he get out of the thing and he was sinkin'!" 

"We usually had one good donkey. And then we had wild ones we'd pick up for a 

while. And then, they'd be hangin' 'round for a while, but we always had a donkey, 

always." Mae continued her descriptwn for both our benefits, 'The donkey would go in the 

places where horses can't go. When you cut the tur^ you cut the turf in the real soppy area 

and your feet sink into it. And you have to kind of get that out of there in the cart to make a 

big reek of the turf It's kind of more solid ground, where you can bring a horse in and fill 

up the big cart. But the donkey goes where horses can't go. It's sure-footed in the bog; it can 

pull its feet out in the turf. You know the badland, with the rushes and everything else. Oh, 

but the donkey, you couldn't get along, you couldn't go to the bog without a donkey. You 

have to have a donkey." 

"Your father's Arabian horse, I remember that," Tommy said as he came back out 

with more tableware. 
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"Danny and Charley," Mae responded, giving the names of both horses. But Mae 

wasn't finished discussing the importance of donkeys. "But there was donkeys, you know, 

that had foals. The donkeys'd be wild on the road, as you go up to Hazelrock, on the side of 

the streets, and you'd play with them. Sometimes you'd borrow a donkey, you know, one of 

the ones, from where they were grazing along." 

Tommy asked Mae, "Where was it we went to get the water? We took the donkeys 

on and got the water down about a quarter mile down the road." 

"Oh that was right down by O'Malley's. They have to carry the water that way. That 

was the water you use for cleaning and everything else. But the water in Darby's Well, we 

had to carry that ourselves in the buckets. That's just drinkin' water. Remember when we 

used to go to the well to get the drinking water and carry the pail?" 

"I can't remember," he said. 

"So, Darby's, you didn't take the cart because you were just taking a little bit. You 

were just taking two pails." Mae was trying to remind Tommy. 

"Maybe the girls went to get the water most of the time. Is that possible?' I asked. 

"I don't remember," Tommy said. 

Mae answered, "No, whoever was going. There was no such thing as girl's or boy's 

jobs. It had to be done. You had to do it. But the donkey and the cart were for the big barrel 

for carrying the water for cleaning and washing." 

I wondered what the Bronx was like in Tommy's childhood to see what a 

contrasting experience Cappachamaun would have been for him. "The Bronx must have 

been like the country back then," I said. 
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"Where's your tea. Tommy?" Mae started pouring another cup. 

"No, no, no. The Bronx was not like the country then. It was strictly a city place. I 

can remember back to when I was six or seven and it was strictly city. I lived in apartment 

buildings. It was mostly where the Irish lived, and immigrants, and what have you, nothing 

fancy at all." 

"I was on Eagle Avenue for five years living with your mother after you moved 

out." 

"Yeah-1 was gone in the service, and then—" 

"And then you moved back in upstairs," Mae inserted. 

"Upstairs, yeah, 'cuz you couldn't get an apartment then. I got married from Eagle 

Avenue. It was so king ago, I can't remember." Tommy said. 

"581 Eagle Avenue," she proudly announced. "That number; I never forget that 

number. I've been in a lot of apartments since, but that number, I never forget that number." 

"I think Mae probably remembers more about it than I do," Tommy said. 

"But you remember different things," Mae assured him. "Now, your mother came to 

this country when? Celia?" Undoubtedly, when Mae first came to the country and lived with 

Celia, she knew all these important details, which were probably repeated in many 

conversations. 

"I think she was about 17 or 18 when she came here, or younger. I forget, was she 

married here or in Ireland, her first marriage? And they lived in Jersey City. That's where 

her husband died in the flu, the flu epidemic in 1917.1 didn't even know that Jackie and 

Margie were my half-brothers until I was about 13 or 14. They never talked about it." 
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"Oh yeah! Years ago they kept that quiet," Mae said. "Margie's the oldest, she was 

78 and she died last year so it would be 1915, 1916 she was bom. Then her father died in 

' 17 or' 18. She talked to me but I don't remember it," Mae analyzed. 

"I didn't pay attention at that age. The last thing I was worried about was who came 

from where," Tommy said. 

"But you knew your mother was from Ireland!" Mae, perplexed, checked. 

"Oh, yeah! Everybody said, 'your mother has a brogue,' but I couldn't telL To me 

she sounded natural like everybody eke. Do you remember anybody with a brogue? I 

don't." Tommy asked Mae. 

"Well, see, I had a brogue so I didn't pick it up," Mae responded. "But we had the 

Carrs downstairs, living under us. And she was from Ireland." 

"Mae probably knew more about the people than I did," Tommy said to me. 

"I think they met here," Mae said, relying on her memory of the things Celia had 

told her during the many nights they spent together chatting in the Eagle Avenue apartment 

before Mae got married. "He was from Ballinrobe, in Mayo." 

"Isn't that a coincidence, though, to be from the same place?" I asked. 

"No!" Mae said loudly. "The Irish, they all got together. They had the Irish places 

that you go dancing years ago. They'd have a big Irish place you go dancing in the Bronx, 

another one in the city." "The city" is New York talk for the borough of "Manhattan." The 

expression probably originated during early suburbanizatk>n of what are now the other four 

New York boroughs. Mae finished her answer to me, "So you met people from different 
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counties, even some people from almost home! And a lot of Irish girls worked as waitresses, 

too. Like your mother worked as a waitress in hotels and all that," she turned to Tommy. 

"I know she did work in the old Claret Hotel too. That's right down there in 

Manhattan. It was quite a big hotel, you know like the Astor would be," Tommy said and 

then continued with the parents' meeting story. "And my father's wife died in childbirth— 

Tommy started. 

"During the same time, the flu too, they both died of the flu," Mae remembered. 

"Anyway, I'm not sure, and he took Gene back to Ireland to his sister and his sister 

brought Gene up until he was about 18 or so." 

"Yeah, he went to school in Ireland." 

"And one thing led to another and, finally, that's why Momma went home. I'm the 

only living child that my mother and father shared. There was a girl aixl a boy and they died 

in childbirth and then I was bom and I lived. I remember them talking about it. They had a 

little girl. I think she lived about a year, a year and a half and then she died." 

"When did your mother pass away?" I asked Tommy. 

"She must be dead 25 years, I was around '45, '47, somewhere around there. My 

father and mother died about a year apart, nine months apart. I think she was about 78, about 

Margie's age when she died." His sister Margie had just recently passed away in a hospital 

near her home in Staten Island. "Momma was living out here in Jersey and— 

Mae began filling in the story. "They sold the liquor store in Harlem and moved out 

here. You were out in Jersey before I got married. And Jackie and Mickey moved out here 

to New Jersey." 
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"But in the Bronx, they all lived right close by to each other. Well, in them days, you 

could be in another world because, in them days, your whole world revolved around two or 

three blocks where you lived. And anybody else, when you were a kid, they grew up in 

another parish." 

"Did Tommy go to your wedding?" I asked Mae. 

"Yeah, sure!" Mae said. 

"I guess I did," Tommy joined in, but his tone suggested that he had no independent 

memory of it. 

"Susan was my flower girl, don't you remember?" Mae asked. Susan is Tommy's 

eldest child. 

"Yes, yes. I got a picture of Irene and Susan and a picture with you when she was a 

flower girl. Everything is all apart right now." 

"Did you work in your p)arents' store?" I asked. The place was called "Gene's 

Cafeteria" from what I had seen the front windows in Eddie Gavin's photo albums. 

"Yeah. It was a 145th Street and Lenox Avenue. It was the end of the line for the 

subway. They had the great big carbines there and all the buses you see in Manhattan. They 

ended up right there too. So that was all our trade, the buses and the people in the subways. 

There was a black neighborhood. It was all black. But all the people that worked there were 

all white, so our trade was practically all white. Except in the evening it was black, but we 

never had any trouble. In fact—talk about a story—^when they had the riot in Harlem at that 

time, the blacks were chasing all the whites out. Before you came here, Mae. I was in the 

service at the time, might be '42 or '43. Something about they said they killed some black 
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girl, some cops or something like that in Harlem. Anyway, they just blocked Harlem oflf 

completely. There was no traffic, no cars, no nothing. So my mother went and got oflf the 

trolley car and walked over the bridge. And she walked down Harlem and the blacks didn't 

let anybody touch her store at all. It was the only store. Oh, they had that store, God, they 

must have had it from beginning to end. At least 40 years. I was trying to get him to sell it in 

"55,1 guess, or '54, '53.1 can't remember the dates. Out here in Penwood Park, this package 

store was for sale by a busy highway. I came out and opened it and we got them to move out 

here to Elmwood Park. They had to be in their sixties." 

"They didn't talk about birthdays. They never even told you when their birthday 

was," Mae stated with a puzzled expressioa 

"My mother never told me her birthday," Tommy said. 

"My father, I still don't know," Mae said. "They wouldn't talk about birthdays years 

ago. I don't know what my mother's birthday is." 

"So how would you know your mother's age7' 

"We had a pretty good idea," Mae replied. "She was the same age as Cecilia 

O'Malley and you kind of guess. All of a sudden you'd hear how old they are and you're 

kind of adding. Like Katie Brennan, you'd hear, 'How come she didn't get married, she 

should have been married by now. She's so and so, this many years old.' 'Yeah, she's gonna 

be 40.' 'She should be married by now.' 'She's an old maid.' Right?" Mae reenacted 

remembered diak)gues she heard in her mother's kitchen or on the roadside as examples of 

how children listen and figure things out. "But, all of a sudden, you knew they were of the 

same age group. And you get the age that way, not because they toU you." 
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TTie nice spread of tea and cakes had been depleted a while ago. Nobody left the 

table though- "Did your mother ever tell you why she left Ireland?" I asked Tommy. 

"I think they left because there was nothing there for them. Mae, there was nothing 

there," he looked to Mae and her own experience. "They couldn't make a living. There was 

no money to be made. The English and the Black and Tans and what have you. I heard them 

talk about that. But there was nothing in Ireland for them to do. There was no woric, no 

watchyacallit. The oldest one in the family, if there was any land, got it right?" Tommy still 

didn't know that his Uncle John Gavin had been the oldest, and, like many other oldest 

siblings, had been the first to leave. 

Mae was agreeing all along and didn't bother to dispute the point, though she knew 

better. Even among her three brothers, the youngest kept the home place. 

"Did your mother ever talk about her story?" I asked. 

"Not a lot. Occasionally, they did. I heard them talk about they were rousted out in 

the middle of the night by the Black and Tans and I used to think they made it up." 

"Oh no! It was for real!" The outburst from Mae was convincing although the Black 

and Tans were before her time. However, she had heard plenty about them from all the old 

folks she grew up with: her father and the old neighbors and relatk>ns. Old Martin Costello 

in Bellaburke had spent most of an afternoon telling us about the Black and Tans when we 

had visited him in the summer of 1995. That was his long answer to our unspecific question 

about the old days. 
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"It was for real but I didn't realize 'til I got older. I thought they were just making up 

stories/' he responded, addressing Mae's shock that he could doubt in the existence of the 

Black and Tans. 

The topic drifted to World War II. All of Mae's male American cousins served in 

the military during those years. "But all three of yez were in the service during the war at the 

same time. I remember your mother telling me how, night after night, she would worry. She 

would sit by the radio. I remember during the thing, she used to stay up all night listening to 

the radio, 'What's happening with the war' and the three boys. She used to pace the floor 

anytime a plane would crash. She'd tell me about how it was for her during the war. It was 

nerve wracking. She said, 'Thank God' she was busy working." 

"It changed everything in life," Tommy explained. "It changed everything in my 

life. Before I went into the service, I didn't know there was anyplace else in the world 

except Eagle Avenue and the places around there. I thought that was the garden spot of the 

world, which it was an old, very old, area." The only place outside of the Bronx that Tommy 

had ever seen before was a subsistence Mayo farm. 

Mae concurred fi-om her own experience, "Nobody traveled in those days. 

Everybody stayed in their own area. They didn't jump a plane and go here and go there. It 

wasn't just in Ireland. But here, the same thing, they didn't go places, right?" I thought that 

in Mae's youthful imagination, unlike Tommy's, there was always a distant shore, where 

countless locals had already preceded her, that would be her destiny. The Bronx was her 

imaginary garden spot. "People didn't travel in those years." 
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"No, you didn't travel. You stayed in your little parochial area, whatever that was. 

Like I say, whatever your parish was; one parish this side, one parish that side. You may 

have went downtown. But you always went back to your little haunt in the Bronx, that was 

St. Mary's Park," Tommy laughed. "So to speak, it was the hub of the area. In fact, that area 

on 149th Street, that was known as the Hub." 

"Oh, that was Harry's Hub, that's where I worked. I woriced in Harry's Hub, 149th 

Street." Mae said. 

"In fact, I was up there the other day, you know across the street there was 

Steme's?" Tommy referred to a store. 

'"Yeah, right." Mae was the last to leave the Bronx, and that was in 1959. She didn't 

even leave New York City until 1986. 

"That used to be Adam and Flanagan's, an old department store. You know, where 

you see in movies, where you went to these department stores and they had the wooden 

floors? And it had a kind of musty atmosphere to it and ail the salespeople were a little more 

older and mature. Then Stemes', no—He stopped, confused. "Heame's bought them out 

and they moved up from down on 14th Street." 

"I worked in that place before Claire was bom in a place on 14th Street. I worked 

beside Heame's. Then, I worked on the East Side. Then, I woriced in another place further 

over. It was a deli," Mae said. "And you had May's down there, right across from Klein's." 

Mae was listing the big stores at which she used to bargain hunt after work in search of 

affordable clothes for her childrea 
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"I don't remember. It might have been after I went to Stuyvesant High School down 

there. I remember you'd get out of the subway and there'd be guys picking up big iron bars 

with their teeth and there'd be other guys standing by telling you all about Marxism. A lot of 

Russian Jews came over here and we used to associate them with that idea. I can't believe 

the Irish were associated with anything outside of the Catholic Church but they were great 

unionists." 

"Yeah, Quill." Mae suggested an infamous New York union leader's name as an 

example. 

"The Irish were big in the unions. Ya know, they were the laborers and bricklayers 

and they worked. A lot of them worked in the old subways, all Irish. The buses were all Irish 

and they were great with the unions. Ya know. Quill, like your mother was saying," he said 

to me. 

"Ya heard of Quill?" she asked me. "You heard Quill, and how he'd put on the 

brogue," she turned to Tommy. 

"Oh yeah! My father used to always say, 'He manufactured that brogue. Nobody 

could be in this country that tong with that brogue.' Huh?" Tommy agreed with Mae. 

"He would fight for his workers," Mae added in Quill's defense. "He was powerful," 

Mae inflected a sense of awe. "You remember when the subways used to strike? Shut down 

on New Year's Eve? You'd be afiaid you wouldn't get home from a New Year's party?" 

"Yeah, that was Quill." 

"Did your father ever tell you his immigratmn story?" I asked Tommy. 
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"No. No. My father, never. He used to always say, 'It's a great place to be from,"' 

Tommy chuckled. "'The trouble with Ireland,' he used to say, 'everybody fights everybody 

else. They never stick together, the Irish. They always fighting each other and, you know, 

instead of sticking together like the Jews and the whatchyacallit,' he said, 'the Irish were 

always fighting each other.' He used to say, 'If anybody did themselves any good, if an 

Irishman did himself good,' he said, 'another Irishman would knock him instead of praising 

him. He'd knock him.'" Tommy had been yelling this, but then his voice dropped to very 

soft tone, "Because he had a reason, I don't know— 

"Were you old enough to remember seeing any of them leave or were they all gone 

when you were a kid. Ma?" I asked. 

"Oohh! They were all gone," Tommy and Mae answered. 

"I don't think Edward was even married," Tommy said about Mae's father. 

"No, when they left," she concurred. 

"My mother may have been 15 or 14 when she came over on the boat," Tommy 

said. "Everybody came on the boat. There was no airplanes. In feet, I think, when I went 

back to Ireland, that time with my mother, I think it took us 20 days to get back. A little old 

boat, like twenty thousand tons. And, in fact, we never got up on the top of the deck, all the 

time going across, it was so rough at sea. I can always remember my mother going around a 

bunch of nuns who were on the boat and she was taking care of them. They were all sick as 

a dog. In fact, for years, they sent her cards from Chicago. My mother, I think she had 

Hennessey brandy and she was feeding them Hennessey brandy to keep them sleeping. 
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1933, '34, '35,1 don't know exactly. I can always remember we were the only ones up there 

eating breakfast everyday, the only ones that weren't sick." 

"He was down the bog, saving the hay; he was doing everything when he was 

there," Mae said with a note of pride. Then she started laughing and asked Tommy, 'T)o you 

remember the outhouse?" and she laughed harder still. For Mae, that feature was a big 

contrast to her first residence in the Bronx with Aunt Celia. 

"When you were bom. Mommy, your grandparents were already dead?" I asked. 

Mae answered, "Yeah, and that was Lawless and Gavin, that union in Mayo. I bad 

my grandmother on my mother's side. She died after I came, but she was in county Meath." 

Tommy said, "It was very unusual when we were kids for anybody to have 

grandparents. Most of them that came to this country, their parents were in Germany or 

Russia, they didn't have money to go back there and see them. I never met my grandparents. 

I have a picture of them. I think it's my father's. He had a big beard. He was a baker. That's 

what my fether was in Ireland." 

Mae asked with a sentimental note to her voice, "Do you have a picture of your 

mother when she was young?" 

"Oh, God, I don't know. Irene could put her finger on anything." 

"When did Irene pass away?" I asked. 

"A year ago." We expressed our sympathy. Neither of us knew that she passed away 

so recently. It was a golden anniversary marriage. It was inentk)ned that his sister, Margie, 

had just passed away also. Tommy's face got quiet and his eyes began to tear. "I'll be right 

back," Tommy said, and excused himself. 
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He came back in a few minutes, btowing his nose, "I'll be all right," he said and sat 

back down with us. He brought a few pictures with him. 

"And this is Irene. She was combination of everything: French, Irish, German. She 

always used to say she was Irish. Her mother was bom in this country, I believe. I knew 

Irene since she was a little kid. She lived around the comer from me since she was ten so I 

known her all her life. There was a tot of Irish there. Yeah, a lot of Irish. More so when I 

was younger. It changed after I came back from the war. Then a lot changed. But prior to 

before the war, it was an awful lot of Irish in that general area. But after the war, everybody 

realized we were in an old neighborhood. We left for a better way of living. You know, the 

Bronx was starting to fell apart then. It was starting to go downhill fast and houses were old. 

Like I said, we didn't realize 'cuz we didn't know any different, we thought we were living 

quite well." 

Mae spoke to me and expressed what it was like for those who stayed behind. "You 

going from one apartment to another. You couldn't afford to keep up in the one area. You'd 

move into another better one. They could give you anything at that point. You go rent an 

apartment and it was so e.xpensive and the tenants before never left it clean or anything, 

falling apart, leaks." 

"The areas all fell apart and that area where we lived, it's all torn down now. In feet, 

somebody was telling me the other day, they're building condominiums. Can you imagine 

them building condominiums where we lived in Eagle Avenue? God!" 

"Who is gonna live in them?' I wondered aloud. 
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"Firemen, ya see there's a difierent ethnic group come in. And then the blacks and 

the Spanish and the watchyacallit come in. And they're ktoking for different houses and 

better houses and they have to live in New York City because of their jobs. And they're not 

gonna build anymore of those six and seven story ghetto buildings that they used to put the 

people into. You know where Immaculate Conception was, Mae? All north of that they're 

building one-story &mily houses." He talked about how private home ownership might 

reduce the crime. 

"Like when the Irish lived there?" I wanted to test the theory he read about. The Irish 

all rented. 

"There was no problems then. You could be out, and I was, 2:00, 3:00 in the 

morning. Nobody touch you." 

"We'd always come home late." Mae agreed. 

"Yeah, come on. Nobody went near ya. Nobody laid a finger on you, never seen a 

gun, or a knife, or anything." 

"There was no guns or knives." 

He returned to his childhood visit to Ireland. Tommy turned to Mae, "Did I go to 

church? I don't remember." 

"The horse and buggy! You'd go to church, you'd have to in Ireland," she answered, 

seeming surprised that he didn't remember. 

"I guess I had to. I don't remember going to church. The only thing I remember was 

I wore knickers in them days and the kids over there thought I was trying to act like a big 

shot or something 'cuz I wore knickers. And they used to, I guess your brother said I was— 
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"The Yankee," Mae knew exactly what memory he was reaching for. 

"Yeah, the Yankee. And then they take the sheep dung at us and we were throwing it 

back at them. I can remember that. We were up on the hill there." Mae and Tommy shared a 

good laugh over the images of them all in the past. 

"You remember the outhouseT' Mae wasn't going to let him forget that. "You had 

to go out in the back in the bushes!" 

"There was iw Sears and Roebucks catak)gs out there, either. There was nothing. 1 

vaguely remember your father, 'cuz he was gone most of all the day. 'cuz when he went to 

start the hay he was gone maybe twelve hours a day or more." 

"Yeah, he used to mow for a lot of people." 

"He mowed the whole area around there, and I remember going with my mother 

when we used to go out and bring him the food," Tommy continued. 

"The food, and the tea in the bottle," Mae added. "Oh, she loved it out there! Saving 

the hay, the turf—" Mae started. 

Tommy interrupted the long list of chores that Mae was going to list that, according 

to Mae, Celia enjoyed. "She just thought there weren't, uh, she thought they didn't work 

hard enough. They didn't get as much out of the land as much as they should have got out of 

the land. But we were used to America and everything in America was money." Tommy 

took Mae into consideratfon, "And you got other things, so they had a different type of life. 

And there was more to life than making money and there's nothing wrong with that, 

perfectly right But she didn't think they worked the land enough. My mother was more of a 

pusher and a go-getter and she wouldn't sit on something. She didn't think they should 
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industrialize but make the ferm more productive. You know, make more money out of the 

farm. But, then, my mother didn't know what the problems was. Maybe it took money to do 

what my mother was talking about. And then, if you did do it, where were you gonna sell it? 

Ya had to sell it to England. That was the only place you could sell it. I really don't know." 

"What did your mother do, then, on the Gavin farm when she had those visits?" 

"I have no idea," Tommy said. 

Mae, however, was ready. "She did the same as you and I. At that time, you had to 

milk the cows, you had to make the butter, you had to chum— 

"Oh yeah, I was churning the butter." 

Mae went on, "Like now, you go there and there's nothing to be done now. You just 

buy it in the store. At that time, ya had to pitch in and you had to take turns. Do you 

remember churning the butter? And you had to go out and get the water from the well. Then 

you had to go out and milk the cows— 

"Bring the peat in from outside," Tommy added. 

"Bring the peat in and make the fires." 

"That was always going," he remembered. 

"Aunt Celia, she hadn't been there in all those years. She'd go out there saving the 

hay and everything else, save the hay, do you remember raking the hay?" 

"Oh yeah, yeah, my mother and I went out there. And then, I remember picking the 

potatoes out of the ground.. 

"Digging the potatoes and..." Mae said and then reflected on her Aunt Celia. "She 

had such a walk. It was determined, positive, right?" Mae was a big fan of Celia's and her 
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ambitious and assertive nature. Celia became like a mother to Mae during her first five years 

in the country. "You know, like that Tina Turner walk? Like, 'Here I come!' That kind of 

walk—you know that Tina walk?" 

"How many times did she go back altogether?" I asked them. 

"Your mother went home a couple of times," Mae said in response to Tommy's 

puzzled look. "And then Aunt Mary went back home once. I think Aunt Celia was there 

twice. She stayed for a month or so, five or six weeks. 'Cuz that's a k>ng trip. I remember, 

get ofif that boat, my God, how long is it gonna be before you get back there." 

"See, people have no idea today the way they move around," Tommy commiserated 

with Mae. 

"Go for a weekend. Then you had to plan, like, years ahead to do it." 

"Yeah, you never met her before," Tommy said to Mae. "It was the first time she 

went home in like, God, since she came from Ireland as a kid. It must have been twenty 

some odd years before she went back to Ireland." 

Mae compared the situation with travel on land in Ireland at the time. "But even the 

ones from Meath, Uncle Richie didn't get down that often. And when they did, they didn't 

get to visit." For Mae, visiting meant staying awhile and living life together in the bog and 

the fields the way Aunt Celia visited. "My mother didn't get to Meath and Dublin that often, 

never mind to come to the United States." 

Together, Mae and Tommy determined that each sibling came alone but followed 

each other after John arrived. Then it was Celia, Bridee, and Mary, in that order.' 



Mae said, "Sometimes you see the oldest ones go, it depends on their determination. 

Like, if you say, 'I'm going to stay at home and I'm not going to move.' And you're gonna 

get a job. So, you're going to school, and one of your friends is going. And you say, 'Oh, 

I'm going to go the United States so I can make big money. That's the gold, the streets are 

paved with gold,' right?' 

"Say, one of the kids didn't like ferming, he'd say, 'The heck with it. I'm gonna go 

to America or bricklaying or something else. I deal without the farm,'" Tommy concurred. 

Mae remembered that her aunts encouraged her. "Aunt Celia and Aunt Mary said, 

'You should come out.' Aunt Mary paid for my ticket. I was working in Meath and working 

like slave labor. My uncle had seven children. I used to take care of the seven children. I 

used to take care of the bar. I used to scrub the floors, I used to..." 

"I had no idea of that, I had no idea of any of this," Tommy said sympathetically. 

"Before I left, I scrubbed all the floors. I was like the servant. I was like the maid, 

right? And I used to take care of the children, seven children, right? Then, when I had spare 

time, I'd go over and tend bar. And then, when I had any ^yare time, I'd be out in the shed 

washing bottles. We had to wash all the Guinness bottles out, we had to c£^ them all and fill 

all the Guinness bottles from the barrel and we had to label them and everything else. You 

didn't have to do that, did you?" she asked Tommy, who had worked in his parents' bar. 

"No, it was against the law here. You couldn't fill anything out here with alcohol," 

he answered. 

Overworked or not, Mae took pride in her work. "I was so &st with the cases and the 

bottle and all of a sudden you let the water in, zoop zoop zoop, the next thing the label was a 
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regular routine. I could do it faster than anybody. And they had to be washed in boiled water 

and everything else. And they were those little Guinness bottles. We had all of that. We had 

a lot of work," Mae toW Tommy. 

"What was your first introduction to the United States. Ma? Was it your Aunt 

Celia's visits?" 

"Yeah, well, we used to get all the parcels from here. I>o you remember your mother 

with the parcelsT' Mae asked Tommy and he confessed that he didn't. "Leftover clothes and 

clothes that were too smalL They always sent parcels. We used to be so excited when we 

used to get them. At that time, the parcels weren't so expensive to mail. Now it's more to 

mail a package than to buy new ck>thes. But we used to always get parcels." 

"I had no idea," he said. 

"It was great! Fancy dresses and everything else. Not just Christmas. Anytime. 

There was no set time. From Aunt Mary or Celia, Bridee." 

"All I was interested in was playing ball. I didn't even know what was going on." 

"Did you go to the Saint Patrick's Day parade when you were growing up?"" I asked 

him. 

"Once—me and my sister, that's all, I never went again," he said. 

Mae added an element to this that she subsequently shared as an Irish American in 

the bar and restaurant businesses. "That was your busiest day, you couldn't go! That's the 

busiest day, in the restaurant business, that's one day you can't take." I then remembered 

from my own childhood how Saint Patrick's Day would be Mae's best day of the year at 

Sullivan's and other woik places. 
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Tommy said, "My parents, they were just working all the time. Oh, he always 

worked on holidays, Christmas and New Year. We always worked. On a holiday, you 

worked twice as hard as a normal day. No, they talk about the Koreans and the Chinese and 

the Japanese, but these people do work. Seven days a week, 12,14 hours a day. They say 

they're successful because they just work. Oh yeah, I never seen my mother. My father 

worked at night and my mother worked in the day. Then when my brother and sister were 

old enough, they went to work in the store. There was never anybody home maybe 'til 

suppertime, my mother would come home." 

"When did you first get a TV set?" I asked Tommy. 

"Oh God," Tommy started laughing. 

"They had it when I come here," Mae said. Mae's house in Ireland didn't even have 

electricity, much less a radio, when she left. 

"Did your parents have a phonograph?" 

"Gramophone," Mae said. 

"I don't remember, the records cost maybe 30 cents, but we didn't have the 30 cents 

to spend on records. I guess we did have something, a small box and you wound it up, but 

they weren't that good and nobody seemed to bother with it. They were too busy making a 

living. It's almost too hard to imagine or visualize that the primary thing was keeping 

yourself alive and ahead of the rest of the people around you so that you could live. When 

you think my mother and father only went to the fourth grade, the fourth grade! And yet 

they could add and subtract— 
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"Smart as could be," Mae nodded, not mentioning that she raised her four daughters 

on her waitress tips and a sixth grade education. 

"1 guess there was the radio, and Bishop Sheen was a big thing that they put on." 

"Oh, yeah. Bishop Sheen was a big one. Bishop Sheen was..." Mae tried to get a 

word in. She used to listen to radio with Celia for years. 

Tommy kept going, "He was a mouthpiece for the Catholic Church at the time. But 

he had a magnetic way about him and he was gospel. If he said 'This was so,' everybody 

believed him in the Catholic religion. Everybody stopped when Bishop Sheen was on." 

"Did they have a family priest?" I asked. 

"Nah, neither my mother or father were really that religious," Tommy answered. 

*"Cuz I can remember my &ther always gave me money. He gave me a dollar, which was a 

lot of money, to put in the poor box. And he gave me a dime for the church coUectkia But 

he made us go to church. She wasn't as adamant as my father. I remember one time he 

threw the mattress and all because we didn't get up for church. We all went to Catholic 

school." 

"He might have gone at six in the morning," Mae said. She had been attending early 

Mass on all the holy days that fell on weekdays so that she could get to her job at Schrailt's 

in midtown Manhattan by sevea 

The topic veered to the thirties when the &mily lived on Eagle near 145th Street and 

there was a rabbi downstairs. Tommy had to turn ofif and on the lights and other things that 

were forbidden on Saturday to religious Jewish people. Mae told him about her own similar 

experiences in Brooklyn's Borough Park in the sixties when her children had the same 
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chores for their Hasidic neighbors. "Kathleen went through that, she had to turn on the 

lights, for the—I'll just put that in the kitchen." We were starting to clear off the table. 

"And over time there was a Jewish holiday and we had this great big barrel of fish. 

And then on the full moon, he'd be out on the fire escape blessing the fish. My mother loved 

fish and he knew it and he always made sure he'd have my mother down, or one of us down, 

but especially my mother. My mother always got along very well with them. They were 

mixed in them days, the Jews and the Christians in those days. And the Jews also had their 

own section. They, like everybody else, had a class conscience; you had a little bit more 

money, you went with the richer Jews and so on. I'm sure the Irish were the same way, only 

I didn't get in with the richer Irish, I don't know." 

"When they came, they just had the clothes on their back," Mae described the 

leveling of class on emigrant ships. "They came over with just like, you're gonna take the 

clothes that are gonna look nice, your best clothes which is not that much," Mae said, 

which is exactly what she also did a generation later. 

Tommy, who had spent little of his adult life around his cousin Eddie Gavin, shared 

the afRnity that Irish Americans have for Italian fi>od. He insisted on taking us to diimer at 

his favorite local Italian restaurant, where we continued our conversation. 
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ENDNOTES 

' The Staten Island Advance, March 4, 1966, published the death of Miss Mary Gavin. It 
reported her age to be 74, that she came to the United States from County Mayo Ireland "around 
1930," and that for the last three years of her life she lived with her sister Bridget "after retiring as 
a domestic in Jackson Heights, Queens." Her survivors were listed as Bridget Divers, sister, and a 
brother, Edward, in Ireland. The Staten Island Advance, March 8, 1978, reported the death of 
Bridget Diver, 90, in a nursing home and that she immigrated in 1925. She was survived only by 
a stepson. 
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V 
REUNION 

O Gaelic, most sweet and soft of sound. 

Swift, robust, as the waves of the sea. 

Trodden and trampled, despised by all— 

That you live at all is a wonder to me! 

Peadar O Doinun (1704-1764) as quoted in Millman (1977:32) 

Senses of place, memory, and identity abound in the everyday narratives and 

events that occur within Mae's reunion with her sister and childhood areas. Some 

instances are obvious, while others require attention to detail and meaning. 

For example, an enduring sense of place is seen in a detail of the ethnographic 

slice of life presented in this section. Even though the Ballina/Foxford area in North 

Mayo, where Bridee's (Mae's sister) marital home is located, is north of their childhood 

home place in South Mayo, Bridee had a consistent pattern of referring to Foxford as 

"down" in relation to the childhood honie and parish. She referred to the South Mayo 

area as "tip" in relation to her present home in North Mayo. Earlier in the day, Bridee had 

also said, "When I'm down in Baliina," which is actually north of her house. 

Henry Glassie wrote that: "Directions within the home are set by motion around 

the fire. You are going 'down' when the hearth's open mouth is behind you, and 'up' 

when it is toward you....Beyond the home you go 'down' to the north and east and 'up' 

to the south and west. Like a swirling swastika, space spins, its four directions extend, 

then curve, spiraling down or up, merging to embrace half the world, returning, turning 
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through the house to center precisely on the hearth" (Glassie 1982:325). As I listened to 

Bridee, I visualized the old house, and the hearth did indeed face south. 

The mythical landscape of Mae's childhood was also rich with spiritual and political 

meaning, a "sacred geogr^hy" as Taylor (1995) terms it. The local terrain is rich with 

locations relating to the reported activities of Saint Patrick during the fifth century, which 

establishes Mayo's early cult of Saint Patrick. 

Whether fictional legend or fact, seventh-century written accounts by Mayo Bishop 

Tirawley survived in the ninth-century Book of Armagh and propagated the ongoing 

political and sacred topography of the area (O Murai'Ie 1982). To the near east of 

Cappachamaun is Ballintober, the church that St. Patrick purportedly founded. The 

medieval abbey was built on that site by King Cathal Crodberg O'Conor in 1216 and is 

boasted to have hosted the historically longest enduring continuous celebration of Sunday 

mass in one place in Ireland. It is also the only church founded by an Irish king. 

According to legend and local accounts. Saint Patrick walked from there on a 

subsequently well-trodden missionary path to the west through the area that now contains 

the ruins of the abandoned Killawalla church and its killeen,^ through Bellaburice, along the 

area near Mae's house, to Aghagower.^ He stopped there, said mass and founded another 

church. In the ninth century, a round tower was erected at Aghagower. Until the death of 

Mae's mother, Annie Gavin (1899-1966), and her burial at Killawalla, all of Mae's paternal 

ancestors and relations were buried at Aghagower. Today, one small gravestone for the 

Gavin &mily, the funds for which came from remainders of the intestate sale of the 
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Cappachamaun holding after Eamon's death in 1996, marks the family's ancestral burial 

grounds. 

From Aghagower, St. Patrick continued his footpath, subsequently well trodden by 

pilgrims and known as the Tochar Phadraig ,̂ to the Clew Bay and the port town of Cathair 

na Mart, now called Westport. There, he turned southwest, following the coastline, and 

began the long climb up the summit where the mythical Druids and pagans had pilgrimmed 

and worshipped for centuries. That mountain, the most famous of Patrician sites, is now 

kiK)wn as Croagh Patrick (2510') and has been a site of Catholic pilgrims' ascent, 

historically dateable as early as 1106 (6 Morchain 1982:218). The locals have climbed up in 

multitudes every Reek Sunday, the last Sunday of each July (Idem). This fact appears in 

historical texts as early as 1432. Thus, it is still often referred to as "the Reek." Croagh 

Patrick is prominent and has a unifying efifect from many vistas in Mae's childhood, always 

visible on her western landscape. Although Mae's parents went annually, Mae recalls 

climbing the Reek only one time since she left the vicinity when she was 14. 

The Knock Shrine, the "Lourdes" of Ireland and a national and internationally 

important Marian Shrine, is another important part of Mae's embodied mythical landscape. 

In 1879, an apparitk)n of the Holy Mother, St. John, St. Joseph, and a lamb with a cross was 

seen by local parishioners who remained with the vision and prayed the Rosary. 

Her childhood landscape was also dotted with the tall relics of a tower house or 

castle in nearby Triangle, Ayle. This architecture was initiated by the Normans under the 

E)eBurgo leadership and their hibemicized and Irish followers, including Grace O'Malley 

and her descendants. Subsequently, under the English, landbrdism restructured the 
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landscape with "big houses." The tenants buik the thatched cottages of the 19th century. The 

ruins of clusters of previously thatched structures are scattered across Mayo, attesting to the 

archeo logical evidence of the Amines and emigration. 

This historical sense of place, important to an Irish anthropology, however, is still in 

need of postmodern theoretical application (Taylor 1996b). Taylor addresses some of the 

problems that survived earlier functionalist ethnography in Ireland, with its focus on the 

rural west of Ireland as an exoticized and homogenous representation of Irish culture (1980, 

1996). Taylor (1996) has made numerous suggestions geared toward getting Irish 

anthropology out of the endlessly "bogged" down and repeated variations of Arensberg and 

Kimball's functionalist account of County Clare in the 1930s. 

This section, alone and in the context of other sections, shows how studying within 

what used to be considered a fixed pristine locality in the west of Ireland translates into a 

dynamic ethnography that is interconnected, global, embodied, and historicized. It is in 

motion, physically and imaginatively across space and time, fix)m the west to the east, fixim 

Ireland to New York, and from present to past. Through the looking glasses of time and 

emigration, Irish culture was in process at the Manhattan Schraflft's on 34th Street in 1948 as 

well as in a late night kitchen conversatwn between two reunited sisters in Mayo in 1995. 

Irish Atlantic culture was in process when the two sisters chatted away while driving to the 

funeral of an elder from the "home place." In the same breath, they discussed their adult 

children's current situations in America as well as how much they had hated learning the 

Irish language when they had been in primary school.* 
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So common is the Irish postmodern condition, the priest's sermon employs 

transnational airway tourist symbobgy for discussing death, heaven, and God alongside 

images of the pilgrim's ascent on the Reek. Here, the irreversible departure of a neighbor 

and funeral event, which for the locals was a simultaneously mundane and profound ritual, 

also sets the stage for community integration, both locally and internationally. I have paid 

attention not only to local and ''community" Ireland but also to national and transatlantic 

ethnoscapes of the postmodern Irish, while "alighting on the sod long enough to leam 

something jT) did not already know" (Taytor 1996b:215). 

The priest's funeral sermon also invoked something about stories and 

constructions of gender identities specific to Irish culture and modem hegemonies. The 

Free State politics of Ireland mandated that a woman's place should be in the home. The 

government's political and ecclesiastical mandates endowed a mock citizenship for women, 

denying them public access and mandating that the stability of family, state, and church 

were contingent on women's domesticity, subordination, and installment in the home as 

mother, nurturer, and servant. The ideals for an Irish Catholic woman were enforced by the 

State and outlined by puritanical ecclesiastical literature that took its cues more fix>m a 

broader papal European ideok}gy than the Gaelic traditions wisely cited by the consecutive 

Irish governments (Valiulis 1995). The funeral sermon herein about Julia Duflfy was not 

unlike the eulogy provided by de Valera in 1932 about Margaret Pearse, who was valorized 

as the mother of the 1916 Uprising leaders, Patrick and Willie. Like the sermon in 1995 

about Julia Dufify, Pearse's relationship with the world was as a mother and a Catholic. 
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Irish women were expected to emulate the Virgin Mary, Mother of Jesus. In 

Catholicism, Mary's story is the ultimate morality play for women. Few places express that 

more loudly and consistently than Ireland. The ideals were to cheerily fulfill one's role as 

mother and martyr without any complaints or self<x)ncem. Like most post-revolutionary 

roles for women, Irish republicanism wanted women to produce religious and patriotic sons 

(Valiulis 1995; Inglis 1987). As Valiulis points out, the qualities that de Valera likes about 

Mrs. Pearse, the passivity, the lack of any personal agenda and the self-efi^ing personality, 

converge into exactly the female image that a priest would also valorize for women (Valiulis 

1995). The cuh of domesticity was arising in the industrial world regardless of the presence 

of Catholicism but, in places like Ireland, the strength of this hegemonic union supported the 

patriarchal state with earthly and transcendental rewards, morals, and sanctk)ns. Catholic 

publications in the 1920s frequently admonished women to abide by their natxiral roles of 

wife and nK)ther within the domestic confines to maintain home and state and raise children 

who safeguarded the natk)n and the race (Valiulis 1995:170). Feminist demands then and 

into the 1990s for full citizenship in Ireland and rights to the public, governmental, and 

personal bodies, were regarded as dangerous to state and church teachings. 

Mae unilaterally took many rights of human citizenship when she left Ireland to go 

to New York City. She did not rush to the side of a husband and child's cot, as prescribed by 

the Irish Catholic bishops (Valiulis 1995:173), but rather to the unaccompanied freedom of 

the public space of a boat ride across the Atlantic and into the pell-mell of a big city, with its 

anonymity and wage-earning women. Regardless, it was with nostalgia and tenderness that 

she revisited her old ways, relations, and friends, both living and dead. 
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Mae and Angela tried to take their minds away from worrying about Paddy, 

brother to one, husband of the other. He had been admitted to a nearby Dublin hospital a 

few weeks before and there was no release in sight, only daily tests and visits. Angela had 

been reading the Irish Independent obituaries and shouted in from the other room, "Oh, 

Julia Duffy died! It is John Joe Duffy's wife that died. The funeral is in Killawalla. Its 

Julia Duffy, nee O'Malley." 

"No, it's John Duffy, " responded Mae, immediately shifting the social context to 

her old neighbors from 50 years ago on the other side of Ireland in Mayo. 

"No, it's Mrs. Duflfy." 

"Oh, I thought it was John Duffy." 

Angela pondered, "I wonder if that is John Joe Duflfy." 

"I never heard them call him Joe, John Joe," Mae said thoughtfully, not realizing 

that John Joe was the adult son of the elder John Duffy, whom she correctly remembered. 

Angela, who had met Mae's brother Paddy after Mae had emigrated and had become 

acquainted with the Killawalla area in later years, was more familiar with John Joe Dufify 

of their own generation. 

The night before, during our visit with Seamus and Annie at their house around 

the comer in the same North Dublin neighborhood, we had already been told that Julia 

Duffy had died. With that, Mae, Seamus and Aimie had redundantly reviewed the 

genealogy of the situation; she had been the wife of John Dufiy, a few houses down from 

their Cappachamaun house in Balloor. Although she had been at least 80 years old, they 
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remembered what they'd heard of her in past years. She was O'Malley from Kiimaine, 

about 15 miles southeast of Cappachamaun, on the other side of the Partry Mountains in 

the Plains of Mayo and one of the roads to Galway. In local terms, this was a far distance 

for that time. John Joe Dufiy, the son, had become the head of the household with her 

passing. 

Mae shouted back from the kitchen to Angela and shared the information she and 

Seamus had covered the night before. "Because Dad used to tell the story about—Seamus 

was telling us last night—^that he always gave John Duffy the haircuts, and he was always 

around for his haircut every month or so and he would always say, 'Well, is this haircut 

for the wedding?' Because he was a bachelor for years and years, and Dad always said, 

'This one is for the wedding.' And John was always saying 'No, no, no, no.' And, then, 

all of a sudden. Dad said to somebody, 'You know, John Duffy is finally getting 

married.' And they sez, 'No, no, no, no, no,' right? And they sez, 'How do ya know?' 

"He went to the barber for the haircut 'cuz he wanted to give him a special one when he 

was getting married,' and he went to the— 

"Oh! Yeah, that's right." Angela acknowledged she had heard this before, too. 

"And he went to the barber, he didn't want to tell anybody he was getting married." 

"But Dad sez he got one of those fancy whatever— 

"Cuts." 

"And Dad sez 'Oh! Look at that John Duffy's getting married." Mae happily 

laughed at the thought of her father's cleverness and the shyness of the Irish bachelor. 

"But he was right, Angela. He was right." 
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Angela summoned up a partially interested "Yeah." Her mind was seemingly on 

the fact that Mae and I would be leaving for Mayo that day and she would be without our 

company in dealing with her anxieties about Paddy in the hospital. 

"So that's the one that Seamus was telling us last night. I don't know how Dad 

kept going with all the haircuts and fixing watches, and clocks, sewing machines, tractors 

and.. .out of the goodness of his heart, never for money," said Mae. 

"Listen to this," Angela read from the newspaper, "Two youths found beside a 

motorcycle in a field near Swinford, County Mayo yesterday believed to have died 

instantly. Both from Foxford! Oh, my Lord." 

Mae and I took the evening express bus to Ballina. Dublin trafiSc along the Liffey 

heading west was phlegmatic at best. It was a hot, crowded, late afternoon. Once out of 

Dublin, the bus proved to be an express as it claimed, through Kildare, Meath, 

Westmeath, Mullingar, and into Mayo. A north turn up through Swinford took us to 

Foxford. From her window seat, Mae pointed out details of the countryside: the fields 

that needed draining, the overgrown furze, the neglected rock walls, the potato fields, the 

types of grasses, the decreasing sizes of the fields as we proceeded westward, and the 

higher incidences of bohola weeds, heather, and fiirze that marked that poor soil. 

The sun was growing and reddening as it slowly descended to meet the green 

horizon. This was universally agreed upon to be an indication of desired hot weather the 

next day. Farmers who had to "save" the hay were still especially aware of this sun, 

although it was an idea quickly disappearing in these days of machines, plastic, and 
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silage. After Swinford, to our right we saw the long Ox Mountain. Bridee's farm was 

nestled in the bottom of its northern foothills. We were off the bus in Foxford at nearly 

10:00 p.m. and the sky was still light but beginning to darken. The town consisted of a 

few bars, a few newsagents, simdry small stores, the prominent peaks of the Catholic 

Church and the dormant Church of Ireland, the tourist-attracting Foxford Mills, and the 

assortment of B&Bs. Mae walked over to the newsagent near the post office to get some 

pies to bring Bridee while I "rang" Bridee from the pay phone by the church. She arrived 

excitedly a few minutes later in her four door hatchback car with a model name of 

"Bluebird." It had been purchased from Eamon several years before and she had driven 

over 100,000 km in the previous three years alone with it. 

Back down the road, we made a left onto a thin, dark two-way country road paved 

with a solid line in the middle. Tractors, gravel trucks, cars, a crane, bicycles, pedestrians, 

an anachronistic donkey and cart, or a small herd of cattle being walked to another field 

or to an inspector, any of these could be encountered on such a road. Miraculously, they 

all safely passed each other at fiill speed on narrow blind curves. "A mean road," Bridee 

called it and explained that it was safer at m'ght because of the warning glow of 

headlights reflected off the hedgerows and rock walls from an approaching car. 

On the ride in, Bridee and Mae were happily getting to know each other again. 

They have had little time together over the course of their lives. Now, Mae was visiting 

for an extended time and staying with Bridee. Bridee had a classic rural Mayo accent that 

intermittently used a "sh" sound for an "s." Mae and Bridee compared the driving 

conditions between America and Ireland. Bridee, who had never been there, had 
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preconceived notions about American roads and driving. She may have heard stories 

from her eldest daughter, who had emigrated to America ahnost two years before. Bridee 

had been driving since she was in her twenties. Mae, despite being in America, a nation 

stereotyped with cars, consumption and big roads, had obtained her driver's license only 

after retirement. She enjoyed displaying her knowledge of driving as a long-av.aited 

indicator of independence, mobility, and, somehow, con^tence. 

"Ya done well," Bridee said. "The weather is keeping good, isn't it? We were 

down after the cattle. And John had to bring a trailer down to near Galway." Then Bridee 

launched into a tragedy that had be&llen the Foxford community recently. "There was an 

awful tragedy here in Foxford, two young lads was killed. How is Paddy?" 

"Improving still, I seen him yesterday." 

"We were afraid because sometimes one can improve rapid like and you be afraid 

they go down again, you know," Bridee said cautiously. 

"No, he looks good." With the air of optimism required for such an important 

family member, they both changed the subject. "Oh, that sun tonight," said Mae. "That's 

a sign of heat. I remember that much, the red." 

"Yeah, I'd say it'll be really warm tomorrow, as warm as America nearly," Bridee 

replied. 

"You're great to be able to work, work, work all the time. How is the leg?" Mae 

asked. 

"It's all right. Well, I don't think it's sore or anything. You're conscious of it if 

it's sore, even in your sleep. You're afraid of the cattle if they kick it. Even out in the 
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field, now, you do be afraid of the briars." Bridee has one leg that is double the thickness 

of the other due to swelling. 

"My leg was bothering me," Mae alluded to the leg cramps that wake her in the 

night. To save her waitress career, she had endured a risky operation 30 years earlier that 

stripped the engorged blue varicose veins from one leg. 

We wound around past farmhouses, fields, cattle, rows of wooden electric poles, 

some sheep, and gravel pits, with a looming mountainside crisscrossed by abandoned 

ancient rock walled fields, and took a sudden right into the Bridee's driveway. As we 

pulled up the driveway, tractors were roaring in and out. This was a busy season and her 

two sons were working all over the locality to get the hay cut and baled expeditiously 

while the weather held. Though it was dark, the boys were still working hard. One was 

going out with a tractor with a baler trailing behind it to plastic-wrap bales for a 

neighboring customer. 

The back door &ced Ox Mountain and a large cemented area with metal-sided 

outbuildings about 20 feet high, cars, tractors, trailers, and sundry farming machinery. 

Several large sheds housed a car, more tractors, tools, an enormous wall of turf, and 

discarded bicycles. In the older but still used cow shed, the only outbuilding built of 

stone rather than metal siding, the milking machine aiKl its tubes Bridee so proudly 

showed me in 1987 was draped as it was on the last day it was used. Now, she and John 

attended only to dry stock. Their two sons were engaged in hired out Arming, tending the 

fields, and cutting and baling other &rmers' hay with machinery they owned, operated, 

and maintained. 
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Mae walked up and greeted her nephews. She hadn't seen them in a few years. 

She grew up cutting hay with a sickle or scythe and forking the hay as it dried into 

increasingly large haystacks. The dried hay was then hand "saved" by being placed into a 

covered bam for winter use. During her youth, her &ther invested in and improved upon 

horse-drawn equipment such as a mower, raker, and thresher. He hired himself out to cut 

other people's fields. She asked about a piece of equipment. 

"So, eh, that's for the silage. They don't wait for it to dry anymore," Oliver 

continued. "They bale it up wet inside black plastic." 

John Murray, Bridee's husband and the &ther of these young adults, joined in. He 

had been quietly inspecting one of the tractors. In his fifties, he was stooped but sturdy, 

with thick white hair. Like many farmers, he also held a permanent day job fixing roads 

for the Mayo County Council. As an only son, with many sisters, he had inherited the 

Murphy farm, which had been in the Attymass area for generations. His sisters went off 

to Galway, England, and America, as did their aunts before them. His eldest son, Edward, 

will inherit the land and fast-changing technology, economics, and ecological restrictions 

of Irish farming. As in Mae's generation from Mayo, Oliver and his sisters were destined 

to go. 

"They have their own way of doing it now," John said. "The cows like the silage 

better than the hay. The machines just wraps it, it takes up the balin', takes up the bales 

and wraps it." 

"Did you get finished or what7' Bridee interrupted as she came in. The men 

dispersed. "I'd say from the sunset and the moon tonight it's good weather for making 
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hay; it'll be hot tomorrow. The only danger is ye can get a thunder outbreak and it can 

kind of mess it all on you again you know. See, when it's really warm, ye probably know 

from America, you probably get a lot of thunder." 

We went back inside the house. A fluorescent overhead light in the kitchen 

contrasted with the mysterious blackness outside. The curtains were drawn. A modem 

turf stove provided heat for the room and was equipped with piping for central heating. A 

stack of Farming Independent journals appeared to have been handed around the 

community before taking up permanent residence on the credenza in Bridee's kitchen. In 

the middle of the room, a round formica-top table that seated a maximum of six people 

was attended by chairs of varying styles and sturdiness. Bridee automatically heated the 

electric kettle for tea water. One of the boys spoke up. "There was an Oliver brand tractor 

from the 1920s. Did you ever see one of these growing up?" 

"There was one on Dwyer's farm, a big big one," said Mae. "I drove around in 

that one. There was a man working with the tractor and I went out with the tea and a 

sandwich and I sez, 'Can I drive the tractor?' I drove a little bit." 

Mae and Bridee talked about foods. They con^)ared the American diet and health 

sensibilities with those of the Irish, uncovering each other's ideologies regarding salt, tea, 

and meat. Mae is a vegetarian. Bridee at one point told about how the Irish for a while 

weren't eating a lot of things but then "they got some sense in them." The conversation 

moved to how the boys would go to the funeral of the two lads the next day and then go 

right back to work in the fields. The men would carry the coflRns to the church for the 

service. 
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Bridee explained, "Like here, you see even the young ones here, they'll carry it 

like, they carry it from the funeral parlor to the church, even if its two miles, when its 

some young one and some tragedy, they always carry it like, you know, and then the next 

morning, then they carry it and walk their way to the graveyard like—it's a respect they 

always do that, like, with some young one, 40 years old even." 

I commented that that was a great thing. 

"Oh, it 'tis, yeah. It's on their arms; they be 40 or 50, changing hands, but, like, 

it's nice to see them do it, like." 

"Because I heard in the old days they did that," Mae said, recalling the dramatic 

story Seamus told about how when, in the early 1900s, Edward Gavin's young sister 

Maggie died, a huge crowd followed the men who carried her coffin from Cappachamaim 

all the distance to Aghagower, about four miles or more, where all the family was buried 

before the graveyard was founded in Killawalla. 

'That's, right yeah. Oh, they do it now!" exclaimed Bridee. 

"If you visit and say a few prayers, the meal, then it'd be over," concluded John. 

The conversation then meandered to the corruption of the local garda, the priests, 

the County Council, the judges and lawyers, and a certain neighbor with a falsified 

insurance claim. The evening wound up with some priest jokes from Bridee, at the end of 

which she laughed abundantly. 

At the breakfast table the next morning, we were trying to get ready in time for 

Duffy's funeral in Killawalla. Since Bridee had grown up with the older woman as a 

neighbor, there was no hesitation about whether she would go. Breakfast consisted of a 
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hardboiled egg, some Wheatabix with store bought milk, black tea, and brown bread. The 

red transistor radio, ever-present on the kitchen credenza, proceeded through its morning 

death announcements: Ann Cowan, Bridget Stanton of Ballina. The list was closely 

heeded by Bridee and the rest of us. 

As usual, everybody was quiet while the death announcements were read. "The 

death has occurred at the Mayo General Hospital, Castlebar of Julia Duffy, nee O'Malley, 

of Balloor, Ayle, Westport. Mass this Wednesday at Saint Patrick's Church, Killawalla at 

noon, with the funeral proceeding to the local cenjetery." Several murmurs of "now" 

followed Duffy's announcement. The radio droned on about Walsh, Daly, Lavin, Boyle, 

and Colman of England to be buried in Knock, details of the services for the two lads of 

Foxford, Callahan of Sligo, until we finally heard "and that concludes this morning's 

death and funeral notices. Radio West would like to extend sympathy to the &mily and 

friends of the deceased." These announcements occurred twice a day, seven days a week. 

Oliver opened up one of the pies Mae had purchased the night before and found 

some mold on it. Mae was indignant over this and insisted that we return it to the 

newsagent, where we had bought it. 

"When they had no fridges, you could keep milk and meat, even a warm day like. 

But if it was thunder, it'd go sour really quick. Oh it would yeah, that kind of weather, 

even if you hadn't the thunder here, but you had the thunder in the air like. You know, no 

air like, heavy like." Bridee took some of the blame from the newsagent by providing an 

explanation tied to the summer climate. 
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Mae immediately went to the past with her. "The hot, yeah, you can't get the milk 

to cool off, 'cuz years ago you just had to keep it in the pot to keep it, there was no 

refrigeration at all. 

"Then you would notice the thunder. It might even be cooler that day, but the 

thunder would have some effect on it. It'd have an effect on your feelings nearly, you can 

know it. A lot of people can nearly know if it's coming, you can feel it on your head like, 

not a pain really, but your head is kind of sleepy like." She seemed to speak from 

personal experience as one of those people. Meanwhile, the radio continued in the 

background as it would all the time. Everything from Irish "country music" to 

commercials laden with bagpipes filled the background ambience of the kitchen. 

The conversation turned from the freshness of food to that of the well water. 

Bridee described to me how they used to tend to the well. "They'd have to have 

movement. The water had to always be drained away from it, they'd have to have the 

movement away from it, if it's stopped or held up like, the spring won't keep producing. 

Like, if you go into an area that you don't know, you have to be careful the water nught 

not be that good. Like now, they're not taking care of the wells like they used to, like. 

Like, one time they used to remove what was stopping it up it in buckets and cans." 

The well that provided their drinking water in Cappachamaun was always the 

delicious Darby's Well, shared by many in the community. That had been one of Mae's 

many chores, to collect drinking water several times a day. "Were they still doin' it when 

you left, Bridee?" she asked. 

"Oh, they were, yeah. Now it's over 20 years ago since I left," she reminded Mae. 
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I contributed that when 1 had stayed in the Cappachamaun house in 1978,1 had 

carried ail my drinking water from Darby's Well. The other old-timers in the area were 

still dipping in that well. It was about one hundred yards up the road toward Bellaburke, 

from the front door of the house. Through a stile in the wall to that field, you had to stoop 

to dip your buckets into the hole in the earth. There was a minimal fence around it to 

keep the cattle away. 

John then spoke on the topic. "There was a man that committed suicide and his 

body was deteriorated in the reservoir, about two years ago, down by Knock. He'd be in 

it seven or eight weeks." 

Bridee was amazed that she'd never about it. 

"Well, because they didn't do much shouting about it," replied John. 

"Well, a tourist place like that, they had to be real quiet about it," added Mae. 

As we left, the radio, which John still called the '\vireless," was turned off and 

Oliver proceeded to cleverly tell us how the radio really still was a wireless, as was the 

cellular phone that Eddie kept with him in the tractor. 

Standing in the yard out back, the gravel operations were creating an industrial-

sounding ambience emanating from the otherwise pastoral appearing Ox Mountain. The 

morning light presented even more tractor parts and extensions scattered around the 

property. Bridee got instructions from John on exchanging some tractor parts and 

ordering some more black plastic as he headed down to a cutting job. Mae, Bridee and I 

boarded the Bluebird, off to Killawalla Church, the places of childhood and religious 

introduction for Mae and Bridee. Bridee, to the best of her abilities as a busy wife. 
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mother, and ferm helper, had maintained close ties with the relations and neighbors of her 

original home in Cappachamaun. As Bridee aptly handled the route, Mae and Bridee 

conferred on how to launder to get the grease out of the boys' clothes. 

"Do you still use washing soda? Years ago, we used to use an awful lot of 

washing soda," Mae asked, when Bridee complained that she couldn't get the grease 

stains out of the men's socks. Bridee expressed her doubts about it. Mae persisted, "We 

used to use it years ago to wipe the machines and everything remember? But, years ago, 

we used to boil the sheets." 

"There was no electricity then, you see," Bridee said. 

"Not baking soda. Washing soda," Mae interrupted. "Arm and Hammer Washing 

Soda." 

"I haven't used it much. I got a bit of it there sometime, but Angela's chef clothes 

are awful hard cleaned." Bridee referred to her daughter Angela, who was working as a 

chefs assistant in a tourist oriented restaurant in Galway. For many girls Angela's age in 

Ireland, the hotel and food business, spawned by a thriving tourist industry, provided a 

living despite the competition for these jobs. 

The scenery went by, including long stretches of gravel and sand mining 

operations. The Bluebird passed through Foxford to the Castlebar Road. The women 

talked about Bridee's daughters and their work involvement in the tourist industry in 

Western Ireland. Saddle, Bridee's eldest, emigrated to New York, where Mae and her 

daughters looked out for her. 
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"Oh, we kept after her, like, when she came over you say, 'Sadelle is looking for 

the job, and I'd say, 'Sadelle why don't you go into an office!?"' Mae was referring to 

Saddle's inclinations when she had come to America to work at minimum-pay, fast food 

counter jobs, such as Dunkin' Donut, or McDonalds. Mae thought that Sadelle's 

secondary school education, which was denied to Mae and her siblings, and brief college 

attendance at University College Dublin (UCD). Dublin qualified her for greater 

ambitions. Interestingly, when Mae had arrived in New York, she had started out as a 

salesgirl in a Horn and Hardart's South Ferry bakery in early 1948 before her move 

uptown to the 34th Street Schrafit's as a waitress. She had continued working as a 

waitress and barmaid until she retired in 1986. Mae thought she was showing that she 

was being a concerned aunt by sharing this with Bridee. Bridee, however, got defensive. 

"I know, because she, but like, you still cannot push one if they don't like the 

office. It wouldn't be fair really. It's like Oliver, he said 'If I went to school all me life,' 

he said, 'I wouldn't sit behind a desk.' And, like, he is brainy, like, you know. 'Cuz, like, 

he never brought home any book; he left them inside the school, never brought them 

home. All he brought in his bag was his pencil case. He's really smart; he's clever like. A 

lot of the teachers said he was." 

I mediated. "It's like you. Ma, I don't think you would have been as happy with a 

desk job as you were with the waitressing." 

"Oh no, I loved the waitressing!" 

Bridee went into several stories about how her sons kept teaching and training 

their peers who went off for a higher education in fanning. "It's amazing, like. They were 
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two years at it, and they're still training the fellers how to do it, like. Edward said, 'Can't 

they do anything without me having to tell them,' like. He could say, 'Have they any 

brains at all,' he could say sometimes. And they're the best of them, there's an awful lot 

of them that hasn't a clue at all." 

Mae, undisputedly on Bridee's side, said, "Because you really have to learn from 

experience. They just leam it from books." 

"It has to be in you," Bridee agreed. "You have to use your common sense, like. 

And the other ones could leam it and they still wouldn't know. They're good at sums, 

too, like math, like I was always good at math at school." 

"Yeah, I was always good at math, too," said Mae. 

"The boys used to be codding me for it, but Irish, I couldn't stand Irish. When I 

was young, I'd never write it down, I'd pick everything up in my mind. Everything, 

except the Irish," Bridee reminisced. 

The forced study of Irish is one of Mae's pet peeves. "The Irish was the main 

thing; you had to do that. We wasted so much education on Irish." 

"Oh I know," Bridee replied, "it was, like, we should be learning French or 

something, you know." 

"We should have been learning more English!" Mae exclaimed. 

Mae pointed out the furze that was so hard to dig out. She reflected on the bonfire 

night and how they lit the furze for the fires, checking with Bridee on this point. 

"They do, yeah," replied Bridee. "But not now, they don't now, no. They don't 

bum them up anymore. They might bum them a bit, but not for bonfire night now. It's 
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awful dangerous to set a fire that late in the year now, you know. You could be fined, you 

know. You have to do it before March; the place isn't too dry then. They usually spray 

them anyway, or dig them out. You have to kind of dig them out and get the machine in, 

you know." 

"You have to dig the roots up," Mae added. "If you leave them in the ground, they 

scatter all over, the seeds." 

"Look at this!" Mae and Bridee both dove into a conversation not favorable to the 

"itinerants" as they passed a caravan camp on the side of the road just east of Castlebar. 

Mae and Bridee are of one mind regarding the itinerants, agreeing that "They have a lot 

of space there.. .they are awfiil dangerous.. .they'll steal right from your hand... if they 

ask you for something and you give to one then there's a dozen around you...they'11 

break into your house and clean out.. .how vicious they can be if you mess with 

them.. .they got good training since they were little babies." 

Bridee determined that a man hitchhiking on the side of the road was not a tinker. 

"The tinkers wouldn't be hitchhiking because they are so well off." Bridee distinguished 

the gypsies as "Really swanky—If you put your best clothes on, you wouldn't look as 

good as they were, they have an awfiil lot of money, they have. They get it robbin' and 

seilin' and they're getting the dole as well. The tinker is the one that wouldn't travel 

around. They might be in a house in the town, but they're not to be trusted either, but 

they're not working, you might get an odd one if they're willing to work. The work the 

tinker is doing is going aroimd getting the information to pass it on to the gypsies." 
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As we headed southward, Bridee commented on a field to our left where "John is 

cuttin' a bit of hay for Eamon," referring to her and Mae's brother. 

Mae took the opportunity to ask Bridee if Eamon had left the key to their 

childhood house with her as we had requested when we had seen him in Dublin. We told 

him we just wanted to go inside the house for a few hours to bring up Mae's memories. 

There's nothing there," he had responded. "I left the key beyond," he'd stated, meaning 

in England. "It's been cleaned out years ago." He had provided enough reasons to avoid 

opening up the house, despite Mae's wishes, her age and his own bad health; it was 

unlikely this opportunity would ever arise again. I felt sure that being inside the house 

would cause Mae to recall things that would never otherwise be evoked. 

"Eh, no. He hasn't the key with him. I asked, see he doesn't shtay in the house 

now, you see. He shtays in the Bed and Breakfast," Bridee answered, skirting aroimd the 

issue. 

"I didn't think he would," Mae said. "Well, I hope everything worked out all right 

with his medical checks." Mae was referring to the recent reports we'd been hearing 

about Eamon having a "cyst the size of a grapefruit" on his pancreas. 

Mae remarked on the prettiness of the scenery as we whizzed by in the Bluebird. 

"Where are we now7' she asked. Bridee informed her that we were in Ballintober. Mae 

marveled at how well Bridee knew her way around. Ballintober, however, is not far, in 

today's automobile dominated terms of travel, from Killawalla and Cappachamaua Mae 

had been there, infrequently, as a child. 
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"Oh, we went there in the horse and trap, the family together, you know, on a 

special occasion like a bishop or somebody coming, somebody big. That was the parish 

church." The parish consisted of the three churches: Aghagower, Killawalla, and 

Ballintober, with Mae's church, geographically, in the middle. Mae was not a driver and 

wouldn't know the places according to the means of an automobile. Furthermore, so 

many new cottages, signs, and businesses had been erected since the days when Mae had 

lived there, nearly 50 years earlier, that the changes in the roadside landscape would 

cause exactly this type of confusion. "You have to go through Ballintober to get to 

Killawalla?" she asked. 

As we turned onto the road to Killawalla, Bridee, to help Mae orient herself, 

continued, "This isn't the road we'd be going through this way, we'd be going up from 

Ayle—Do you remember the road up from Killawalla from our house?" 

"Oh yeah, from Ayle! Oh yezih. You go straight up from there. So, we wouldn't 

be coming around here at all," Mae exclaimed, sounding quite relieved about why she 

hadn't recognized the Ballintober area right away. 

"We wouldn't, no." 

Ballintober village and the Abbey are located seven miles south of Castlebar, the 

county seat of Mayo. Like the terrain around it that extends to Clew Bay and the holy 

mountain called Croagh Patrick, the local history predates Christianity and everyone 

knows it. St. Patrick first traveled the trodden pilgrimage path to the bay and up the holy 

summit of Croagh Patrick. 
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The original Tochar Phadraig (Patrick's path) has also been rediscovered by 

archaeologists. The 22 mile Tochar stretches seaward to Clew Bay and Croagh Patrick 

and passes through Killawalla, iiKluding its neglected unconsecrated graveyard for 

unbaptized babies, Bellaburke and Cappachamaun, nearly in front of Mae's childhood 

house, past Darby's well. Midway between there and Westport, before the Tochar turns 

toward the holy mountain's summit, it goes through Aghagower, another church founded 

by St. Patrick on his pilgrimage to Croagh Patrick. This is where the Gavin's ancestors 

were buried before Mae's mother, Annie Gavin, nee Doyle, became one of the first 

interned at the new graveyard in Killawalla. The newly restored path now had 

whitewashed stiles with green numbers to guide the pilgrim over the fields where the 

farmers wouldn't dare deny passage. There were holy wells along the way but they 

hadn't been treated as such since before Mae's time. 

Along with Mayo's Knock Shrine, the Tochar, also known as Patrick's Causeway, 

was becoming a favorite of the worldwide returning Irish Catholic tourist agendas. Father 

Fahy, the local priest, guides tourist/pilgrims along the Tochar throughout the summer, 

not just on the traditional pilgrimage of "Reek Sunday." The Abbey was now like a 

museum and catered to year-round visitors and pilgrims from all over the world, 

providing tours, videos, and retreats. Nearby, the road also sported a thatched B&B 

Cottage that featured an educational pagan Celtic experience, including the Wren Boys, 

bonfires, Halloween, and May morning sun dancing. 

For the Gavin family, during Mae's childhood, the churches at Ballintober and 

Knock were like the farthest edges of their physical universe. Edward once took a train. 
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unaccompanied, to Meath to marry Amiie Gavin and bring her back to Mayo. But, 

although he lived well past 90, he had never been to Swinford, only 13 miles away from 

his home, nor many other places in Mayo. According to Seamus, during one of the 

storytelling nights in Dublin, Patrick Gavin, their paternal grandfather, popularly 

distinguished as "Rick," had purchased a suit for the young Edward to cheer him up after 

the untimely death of his young mother. That was before the turn of the 20th century. The 

father had had to go to Ballintober to a tailor there by the name of John Gibbons. 

Ballintober, because of its simple beauty and symbolism of historic Irish tenacity and 

faith, was and continues to be a source of great pride for Mayo locals. 

"No, this is not a road we'd be on at all." Mae repeated, referring to the 

automobile route. 

"'Tisn't, no. Oh, I wasn't at Eamon's house for years. Not since my father left it, 

like. No, I don't think I was in the house, no." Referring to my stay in the house in 1978, 

Bridee emphasized, "I don't think I was even up that time Kathleen, you were down a 

good bit. The kids were young at the time. Oliver was only a baby and the grandmother 

was there, as well. You know, she had a stroke, as well, and you had to keep an awftil eye 

on her, like, you know. If she went out, she wouldn't know where she was gone or 

anything." 

On the north side of the road, as we crossed a bridge that spanned a stream, the 

sheer stone wails of a derelict but once monumental mill appeared. "Oh the mill, the 

mill," began Bridee. 

"That was for grinding the flour and wheat, and all," Mae recalled. 



214 

"That was like before our time," Bridee said. She reminded us that Mae's 13-year 

seniority put her in a very different pre-war Mayo world. 

"Oh, you had to thrash the wheat, and oats, and all that," Mae continued, "There 

was a small mill by O'Malley's, too. We brought our whole wheat there, what we grew, 

but we would buy the white flour." In Bridee's time, however, the mill had been one of 

the many ways the Irish rural countryside lifestyles had changed. Her infant years 

occurred during wartime, with rationing of store-bought goods such as tea, sugar, and 

white flour; the homegrown grains were still a substantial part of the family's diet. After 

the war and into the fifties, the days of using the forge and homegrown foods were 

transitioned to cash, cars, motor- powered machinery, and store-bought food and clothes. 

Bridee was pensive as she drove. "That's right," she said, referring to the big mill 

we were passing, "There was Gavin beside it, they called them Gavin from the Mill. You 

see, there was an awfiil lot of Gavins in Killawalla at one time." 

"Yeah, a lot," Mae said. 

"They're nearly all died down now. It's amazing how a family dies down." 

"Yeah! I know!" 

Bridee explained, surely more for my sake than Mae's, "There must be 30 

families nearly, an awful number, a lot of the men didn't get married, the ones that was 

left with the place, like Eamon, and some of them might have all girls, and more of them 

emigrated. So, I don't think in the next generation, there won't be any Gavins in 

Killawalla. There won't be many anyway. Isn't it amazing and them once so plentiful, 

like? It's the same way now around our place. There was about 20 McNultys, you know. 
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and the very same thing happened to them like. The man that was left in the place didn't 

get married, and some of them had daughters, and more of them emigrated then and, you 

know, and sellin' the place or whatever. So, the McNulty family'd be gone the next 

generation." 

We pulled up to the church and parked. It was raining. Still chatting as we walked 

in, they confirmed that Mae hadn't gone to school here. She and Bridee had gone to the 

Bellaburke National School, a one-room building in the middle of the fields. Mae 

mentioned that Annie Cannon, Seamus' wife, had gone here, to Killawalla School, but 

Bridee corrected her and said that Annie went to Aghagower. 

Bridee's footsteps were strong. She was wearing the same slightly heeled, white 

but soiled, open back women's shoe that she wore while getting her "messages" and 

walking up the road to check on cattle. The priest's sermon could be heard before we 

went inside, as if it were broadcast from outdoor speakers in the rear foyer where the men 

usually linger during the Sunday mass. We were walking in near the beginning of the 

sermon. 

We could hear the priest saying, "The woman in the hospital bed wanted to know. 

'Well, for one thing,' said the priest, 'there's the fear of death. We all have the 

uncertainty, the possibility, maybe, of suffering.'" 

The priest's words became louder and deeper as we stepped inside the rectangular 

church. Arched windows lined the walls lengthwise, permitting soft brightness inside. 

Most of the right side was populated with men; however, a few men and women were 
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seated outside of the traditional seating divisions. Mae gravitated naturally to the 

women's side of the church. 

The priest continued his sermon. '"Maybe unbearable pain from serious illness.' 

'That's true,' she said. 'But I was watching the television ads this very evening. Father,' 

she said. 'All the wonderful places, Aer Linghus, and airlines to take a person across the 

world, and I often wondered,' she said, 'what kind of an ad would God put on to heaven, 

'cuz that's going to be my next stop.' 

"'Well,' said the priest, 'I suppose the ad would read something like this: Aer 

Linghus offers an out of this world tour, everything included, lasting forever. No ticket 

needed, time and departure unknown, so intending passengers must always be on 

standby.' 

"'Well,' said the old woman smiling, 'no travel agent has a package deal like that. 

And for sure no travel agent has so many on standby travelers either.' Whether we like it 

or not, from the moment of our birth, we are all standby," continued the priest, "for our 

departure of the life which follows death. Merely pay the first deposits on a one-way 

ticket with which we will one day cross through the stiles, through the gates of heaven to 

share eternal happiness with our creator, share eternal happiness with all our friends who 

have gone before us. Julia Dufly has gone home, gone to join all her friends who have 

gone before her. She'll also join her husband John and she died on Reek Sunday. 

"Around here, we all live in the shadow of Croagh Patrick," he continued, "and 

last Sunday many of you would climbed the Reek. I once heard a bishop say that he 

didn't go to the Reek to view the scenery, but to get a better view of his relation to God. 



217 

It is the annual statement at the top of the mountain of the importance of the spiritual; it's 

a way of insisting with one's feet that all life comes from that which is much higher. Julia 

Duffy's journey in life was a journey towards God. May her love be with her children 

and especially her grandchildren. So, her journey is now complete. And we pray that she 

will enjoy her rest. We will finish with two lines of a little parable of mothers, for the 

mother that at last reaches the wide-open gates of heaven. 

"And the mother said, 'I appreciate my journey and now I know that the end is 

better than the beginning, for my children can now walk alone and their children after 

them.' And the children said, 'You will walk with us mother, even when you have gone 

through the gates.' And they stood and watched her as she went on alone. And the gates 

closed after her and they said, 'We cannot see, but she is with us still.' The mother is 

more than a memory, she is a living presence." 

Despite the urgency of the summer work, the church was packed with people, 

both young and old; most of whom had been baptized in the very church where the 

Wednesday morning ftineral mass was being held. The mass was conducted in a time-

honored fashion, with the Prayer of the Faithful, polyphonic responses between the 

congregation and the three priests on the altar, the bells of the altar boys, the organ music 

and singers, the individual members of the Duffy family taking the podium with pertinent 

prayerful requests to which the audience responded "Lord graciously hear us," the 

preparation of the Eucharist, and a majority of the attendees lining up to receive the 

Sacrament of Communion. 

"The Body of Christ." 
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"Amen." The priest placed the wafer on the person's tongue or into open hands. 

At the very end of the service, the priest blessed the coffin with holy water and incense. 

As he recited the concluding prayers around the coffin, the church bell began to 

ring, surrounding us with far-reaching and sustained gongs spaced about 10 to 20 seconds 

apart. This stretch of sound is unmistakably for this function and is not remotely similar 

to any other use of church bells. The first ring puts the emotional body right in the center 

of every death one has ever knowiL As a child, Mae hadn't attended funerals but she 

recognized the solemnity of the bells ringing through the countryside. In the unusual 

event that a local did not already know about or did not attend the service, the far-ringing 

announcement of a local loss was unmistakable. 

"In peace, let us take our sister to her place of rest." The priest followed the coffin 

up the aisle. The congregation departed, evacuating the front rows first. As the coffin and 

priest passed each aisle, residents of that row made the sign of the cross. Gong. Organ 

music again, and the handful of locals in the choir sang, "He shall live forever." 

For a time, the punctuated silence, marked by the bell's solemn gong, seemed 

heavier than the threat of rain hovering over Mayo. Yet the murmuring of people 

emptying out and standing next to each other began to build slowly as they left their rows 

and gathered distance between themselves and the coffin, which was now well outside. 

Like the slowest of crescendos, the voices became a respectful soft din, like the 

buzz of a bee dance, providing news and information to the conununity. "How are yeT' 

"Is the weather going to hold? " "How is Margaret? " "Did Tim get that tractor? " "Have 

ye heard the latest, what the Council is doin' with the water scheme?" In the moment of 
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the mundane and everyday events of the profound, bonds are revisited to form the 

lifetimes of this community. Men and women, who had been meeting each other in this 

place in these ways all their lives, conferred on the weather, the crops, their children, 

their health, and their distant relations. Their adult children and grandchildren were there, 

as were the deceased generations: the parents, the grandparents, and great-grandparents 

who had preceded them, as they prayed, chatted, and wondered about those near and far. 

Gong. The death bell pealed. The sky burst and began to shower us with big 

raindrops. 

"Mrs. Dufify had two daughters and a son. I can't remember if one is in Chicago." 

The hearse arrived in the front and the crowd followed it on foot to the nearby graveyard. 

"They'd be looking for tea, I'd say. They'd be looking for some cold drinks," Bridee 

said. 

"Are you walking down?" Bridee Madden asked us. She used to be Bridee's best 

friend before they were married and is a younger sister of Annie, Seamus' wife. The two 

Bridees grew up on the same road and worked in the thread factory in Westport as young 

women. Now, Bridee was married with ten children. She maintained a farm with 

vegetable gardens, chickens, and cattle. Her husband worked in the hospital in Castlebar. 

A large, beautiful, and sturdy woman, with pronounced blue eyes and sunken 

cheekbones, she smiled self-consciously, trying to hide her bad teeth. 

She knew Mae and me right away, as we had met on previous occasions and at 

weddings. She would have been as young as Bridee when Mae left, and would therefore 
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have no original memories of Mae when Mae had lived in Ireland. For many, Mae is a 

mythical loved woman who went to America. 

She had news, "My son broke his ankle. Football, he can't play, the bone has a 

plate, chips came off the bone, he was disappointed, may have to have an operation 

and—" 

The rain stopped and intermittent pockets of soft mist passed through the air. 

Gong. Bridee started introducing people to Mae as they met. 

Bridee expressed concern. Then, she abruptly declared, "Oh, Mae, here is Mary 

Jane! Did you meet Kathleen? From America, she was the musician." Mary Jane 

O'Malley, well into her mid-eighties, with eyes too large for her emaciated skull and thin 

blondish white hair covered with an old-fashioned scarf folded into a triangle, slowly 

stood before us, frail as a woman can be. 

Mae was obviously gratified to be in her presence. This O'Malley family had 

lived right next door to the Gavins in Cappachamaun. The histories of the two families 

went back generations. Mae remembered this old woman's father, Owen O'Malley, and 

his relationship with her father, as well as the stories of the tribulations the three devout 

sisters went through as they either became or tried to become nuns. Mary Jane can never 

be mentioned without the trailer about how hard she slaved in the convent only to be sent 

away due to illness. She returned home and lived the rest of her days unmarried, celibate, 

and strictly devoted to practicing a quiet Catholicism. Her sister, Nora, succeeded as a 

nun, while Celia did not and eventually married. 
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Mary Jane was close to Mae's mother, Annie. The first words out of her mouth 

when she saw Mae were, "I remember the Gavins well, sure of course, and Armie, the 

Lord have mercy on her, she was very kind, a gentle woman. I do miss her." She nearly 

cried while greeting Mae. 

Gong. The lonesome solo ring reverberated throughout Killawalla. 

"Mary Jane, Katie Brennan, and my mother were like three sisters, they shared 

everything. If one was sick they'd bake and clean for each other. If one rode into town, 

they'd ride with each other on their bicycles," Mae said to me. 

Mae effusively told Mary Jane how young and beautiful she looked, which was of 

little value to Mary Jane, even if she had believed it. She was Paddy Gavin's godmother. 

She responded with an inquiry about his health. Even in the forgotten village of 

Cappachamaun, composed mostly of remnant houses and the ancient folks like Mary 

Jane, news of Paddy's hospitalization traveled fast. Gong. Mae provided the most recent 

news of her brother's condition. "Please God, he'll be O.K.," and all are assured by each 

other's faith in his recovery, while concurrently listing his attributes. 

The crowd, still socializing, took its time getting collected in the nearby 

graveyard. A delay seemed to be built into the service at that point to accommodate 

centuries of these kinds of interactions. Nevertheless, out of respect for the dead, people 

didn't tarry for too long and Bridee told Mary Jane, "We might call on you." 

"Sure, of course you would," replied Mary Jane. Mae told Mary Jane that I was 

researching and would like to visit with her also. "She'd like to see the country," Mary 



222 

Jane responded. "My memory is failing, too. 'Tis. The heat this summer is more than I 

can ever remember." 

Gong. The moumfiil bell brought our attention back to the place—^Julia's funeral. 

"Hello!" Bridee greeted another approaching friend. "How are ya'! This is Mae 

here now! Mae, you have no idea who this is! We'll just give you a minute." 

Mae studied the face of a very old woman. She was bent in fractal ways due to 

arthritis and walked with a cane. "No, I can't," she said thoughtfully, tracing her memory 

on the lines of the woman's face. 

"It's Mary's Jane's sister, Celia!" 

"Oh! Celia! Hi, how you doin'?" Mae kissed Celia on the cheek. Celia smiled and 

nodded. "No, I wouldn't remember you at all. You live right in Triangle, yeah, we were 

going to visit you! And this is Kathleen, did you meet her beforeT' 

">Jo, I didn't, and who is she now?" 

"My daughter, she was here in '78, she had her guitar and she played..." 

"Oh, I did hear of ya'," Celia responded, "I have the arthritis now," she said, 

addressing Mae's failure to recognize her. 

Mae updated Celia, who could especially appreciate and share news of Seamus 

Gavin's family, even though they were in Dublin. Seamus had married John and Delia 

Cannon's daughter, Annie. Celia had known the Cannon femily well since she had 

married into a household near them. 
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"Seamus' daughter, Ann, is buying a house in Bunrawer, a little house, 'cuz they 

like Mayo," Mae was delighted to tell of her English-bom Dublin-raised niece who was 

returning to her "roots" in Mayo. 

Again, the bell cut through the mist and buzz of the crowd. Bridee and Celia 

chatted about the cattle and the season. Celia's son, Andrew McTygue, unpopular locally 

due to ongoing problems with his loose cattle that roamed in everyone's fields and ate 

their flower gardens in the front lawns, took care of Celia and Mary Jane. Mary Jane was 

living in their &mily origin house, with their bachelor brother, Eugene, who had just 

returned "home" as an old man afler working on horse ferms in Kildare since he was 

young—probably as young or younger than Mae's 14 years when she had left for Meath-

Mae interrupted, "What about Nora, she's the nun, she was in the convent when I 

was here." She was told that Nora, the only sister who had succeeded in the convent, was 

now also in her eighties, slightly older than Mary Jane. She was still a nun, however, in 

England. 

Mae wanted to catch up more with Celia, and quickly also told her about my 

project. "We're going to come visit you, we'll find out from you," she added. 

Celia replied, "I don't have a lot of information." A standard, though usually 

inaccurate, response as I've come to leam. "Did you climb the Reek?" 

"No, the Meath cousins had a party, a reunion party for me the night before. All 

the Meath cousins were there; otherwise we would have been on the Reek. You know the 

mother's side of the &mily; they had a big, big party. Remember when I used to work in 

the Swan's Nest up in Meath? 
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"That's right," replied Celia. 

"It was like a party for me, it was great; they got all the cousins together, had a 

big, big party.They hired a whole room out for the party. Some of the cousins were, like, 

this big when I left, they were tiny little ones," and Mae put her hand below her waist to 

show the height of a generation she had once raised as a domestic servant girl in Meath. 

"Ah, sure," Celia and Mary Jane nodded. 

"Now, I wouldn't know them at all!" 

Celia empathized, probably remembering Mae as well, "They're bigger than 

yourself now!" 

"Oh, yeah, bigger." 

"They remember her." 

"Well, I would, her face now." 

"Oh, you would remember, now that I get a good look" 

Gong. 

"But your face didn't change at all. Hers did more so. Yours didn't change at all. 

But you still have the dark hair, but yours was never as dark as hers." 

"No, it was never as dark, now, it's falling out a bit with the heat of the summer." 

Gong. "Because she keeps it covered." 

A big man approached and Mae asked him, "HI, you're John Frank? No," she 

immediately answered her own question. John Frank O'Malley, Celia and Mary Jane's 

older brother was long dead now. He had lived in the house with Mary Jane until his 

death some years ago. 
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Mary Jane said, "T^o, that's Celia's son." 

He didn't seem interested in the genealogy going on around him, "How ya doin," 

he said without much affect. 

There were still a lot of people milling in and moving between clusters between 

the church and the graveyard, where the crowd was gathering. Gong. 

Mae, undeterred by his lack of interest and rejoicing to be near these dignified 

women of her childhood, extended her hand. "I'm Mae Gavin, the Gavins from 

Cappachamaun, right next door." 

Though he had lived in the area all of his life and must have heard stories, he 

responded with a flat "Hmm." 

Mae knew what connection he would understand. "Eamon's sister," she said, 

trying again to get a welcoming smile from him. Eamon was from his generation and was 

also known as a local cattle farmer. No doubt Andrew McTygue knew Eamon. 

Nevertheless, he did not inquire about him. 

"I went to America when I was 20." 

"Ah, yeah," he summoned up. 

"So that's why you never met me, but I'm one of them, Paddy and Seamus. Boy, 

you could be a football player. He's got a good build for it. Nice meeting you." None of 

the other women helped Mae get a response from this man. She knew when to give up. 

She turned to Celia, "Celia, is that your hubby? Who is that in the car?" 

"That's Eugene." 

Mae strode over to him, all smiles, "Hi, Eugene. Do you know who I am?" 



226 

"No," he had a pleasant countenance, a strong big man but well into his late 

seventies. 

"She didn't tell you? I'm Mae Gavin!" 

Mary Jane joined in, "This is Mae Gavin now, Eamon's sister. From America." 

Mae explained, "Yes, and Seamus and Paddy's, and Bridee's—^you know Bridee, 

Bridee is waiting down there. We'll see you down in Cappachamaun. So it was great 

meeting you all." Gong. 

The drizzle recommenced. Bridee commented on how bad their arthritis was and 

that she didn't know their age. Mae filled in the gap. "Well they were almost our 

mother's age, you know, right, a little younger, they'd be a good age, but Patrick now and 

Seamus would know their age better I'd say. They were O'Malley's. Now, Eugene 

wasn't married." 

Bridee kept moving and talking, "I don't know if Eugene got married or not, I'm 

not certain, like. We better get in to the grave quick because I dkln't speak to some of 

them at the church at all, like. If the wind is down, it'll be awful warm." 

Another clap of the death bell reminded everyone to gather in the area of the new 

hole in the soft black earth. It became quiet. Some of the crowd had thinned but remained 

substantial, over 50. A long quiet ensued. It seemed that each time the bell rang, 

everything came to silence, except for the whispering community standing in the 

graveyard and the cars that obliviously whizzed along on Ballinrobe Road. 

Over an inexpensive public address system, the priest recited, "Because God has 

chosen to call us to himself.. .we are dust and to dust we shall return. Let us commend 
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Julia to the Lord....Dust you are and to dust you shall return....We pray for all who are 

buried in this cemetery and for all our loved ones buried here and abroad—May their 

suffering be lessened, may their joys be increased, may the light of glory shine upon 

them, and may they rest in peace. God of holiness and power, accept our prayers on 

behalf of your servant Julia Duffy, for in her heart she desired to do your will. As her 

faith united her to your people on earth, so may your mercy join her to your angels in 

heaven. We ask this through Christ our Lord, amen.... We'11 say one decade of the rosary, 

the first glorious mystery— 

Gong. As the sound recurred, I wondered about the person up there ringing the 

bell. Did they stare at a wristwatch and pull the cord or throw the hammer as the second 

hand crossed after a certain interval? The intermittent Ballinrobe road traffic headed 

through Partry to Westport. 

"May Holy Mary, the mother of God, who stood at the cross while her son was 

dying, help those who mourn for Julia Duffy, comfort all of us in our time of grief " 

Bridee bore such solemnity, her mouth turned downward and her eyes hardened, 

that her face was almost like a mask. Gong. Though her mouth was closed, her 

countenance conjured up an association with the stone-faced Sheela-na-Gig, the chimera

like Celtic goddess, who was stuck to the sides of church walls like a thorn by those of 

pre-Christian persuasions. 

The service was over and the soft social din resumed in the graveyard. The 

community stood with each other in the wind. Patches of blue sky channeled the sun's 

diffused softness and provided a respite from the wet gray. Mae's voice became part of 
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the breeze and chattering community organism. Gong. As the graveyard slowly emptied, 

Mae and I visited graves, first Edward then Annie Gavin. 

"The third of September and February 9th. 1967 and 1980? Did you get a picture 

of that?" Mae asked. Together, we cleaned the weeds and some rocks away from the dual 

grave. Bridee and Eamon were the only two siblings left in Mayo. With Bridee up north 

and Eamon flitting between Westport and England, it appeared that they didn't visit the 

grave often. My grandfather's voice came back to me as I recalled standing there with 

him in 1978, saying a prayer for his beloved Annie. While we stood there, he had told me 

about how they had met at this exact location along the road, long before there was ever a 

graveyard there. She had been bicycling to the store in Partry and he ran past her. I shared 

the story with Mae, though I was sure she'd heard it before, when I heard somebody 

saying, "Hello, Bridee!" 

Bridee had just walked up to us. She introduced us to Mrs. O'Connor, and some 

further chitchat ensued. After the woman left, she said, "She's like a mother to Eamon 

now, the best of friends. How did she know me! I wouldn't know her. I hadn't met her 

before, so she done well. She was looking for me today. She was thinking I'd be here." 

"We were saying our prayers and pulled some weeds," said Mae. 

I said, 'They're probably there.'" Then the three of us stood quietly for a while, 

heads slightly down, with our hands clasped in front of us. 

"Thirty years, I can't believe it," Bridee finally said. 

Mae was on the same wavelength, "And Dad is IS, right?" 

"It's a long time, isn't it?" Bridee didn't really expect an answer. 
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I said, "He told me how they met over here." 

"That's right, yeah, she was nearly one of the first ones at that time, to be buried 

here," Bridee confirmed. "There's no Gavin relations here at all," she said, knowing that 

those of her father's family had all emigrated or left the area. The earlier local ancestors 

were all buried in Aghagower. 

"Great seeing you!" Mae said to another passing by. 

The graveyard had been filled with a community since Annie Gavin's pioneering 

gravesite: Gavin of Devlish, the Lawless family of Bohaun, the Lavelles of Bellaburke, 

the McGings, the Brennans from Drimneen, the many O'Malleys from all over the place. 

Cannon, Stanton, Costello, Maddens, and so on. Another gong droned its message across 

the cloudy sky. 

"Wait, Tommy and his wife Maggie Brennan, and John and his sister Katie 

Brennan, these Brennans were from Cappachamaun," Mae noted. "That gravestone sez 

they are from Drimneen village!" 

Bridee addressed an older woman. "How are you?! This is my sister, Mae, from 

America!" 

"Do you remember me?" Mae asked. 

Mrs. Costello of Bellaburke spoke through her toothless face, "I do, I do, sure, 

why wouldn't I?" The Costello &mily was one of many old &milies in the area that 

reminisced with Mae that summer about the wonderful times they had shared with 

Edward and Annie Gavin and provided animated local history on every topic; from the 
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horrors of the Blacks and Tans to the terrifying crack of the school master's ruler, from 

the sounds of the now endangered corncrake bird to the arrival of the wireless radio. 

Bridee tested her, "Ah, you wouldn't. She's gone for years, like, I was about six 

or seven, when she left," Bridee's math was off. She was three when Mae left. 

"I was 14 when I went to Meath," Mae said. 

A group of hellos, good-byes, and laughing banter continued for a while as more 

local stragglers left the funeral. 

"I went to County Meath to help out with my uncle, and then I came back and I 

was back a little while and then I went to America," Mae told Mrs. Costello. 

"What year did you go to America?" asked the old woman. 

" I went in '47, at the end of the year." 

"That's right, '47! Ooh!" said the woman. 

"I was here for a month before, you know, when I came from Meath, back then, 

so that's why you wouldn't know me. But then I was away from the time I was 14 up 

until I was 20,1 was up in Meath." 

"That's why we went up there for a reuruon with our cousins. It was all our 

cousins up in Meath," Bridee put the present with the past. "Oh, it was great meeting 

them because other times it would be..The telltale silence at the end of the sentence 

implied that a funeral would typically occasion for such a large family get-together. 

"They're all in good form." Then Bridee remarked of her own emigrated daughter, "The 

one girl is out now." 

Prompted, the old woman asked about Mae's and Bridee's daughters. 
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Mae gave the answer, "Saddle is out there, she's right beside my daughters in 

New York. She's married now.'^ 

"She's a year and a half now," added Bridee. 

"Is she?" The old woman laughed, delighted. 

"She fell in love with an American and got herself a husband," Mae said. 

"Oh, why not7' 

"She was determined she was gonna stay there," Mae continued. 

"Yeah, she was married on her 21st birthday..." 

The conversation became a jumble of traded information to be stored and 

discussed at future visits and occasions like this. The women were in a huddle laughing. 

Bridee changed the mood to talk about the recent Foxford tragedy. 

The old woman knew the future from her own recall of tragedies, 'XDh, it will. 

They're gonna carry the cofiBns together. Was Annie Cannon up there?" She referred 

back to the Meath party. 

"We seen all of them! She's great!" rebounded Bridee. And the mood changed 

faster than the clouds on a windy day. "In great form!" 

"As stout as ever," added Mrs. Costello. Another conversation ensued about the 

various weights of relevant women and who looked like their grandmother or some other 

relation. 

Meanwhile, two men were shoveling the dirt into the fresh grave oflf to our right. 

Gong. The bell was still pounding the air around us. Traditionally, a close friend, life

long neighbor, or a relation outside of the household is honored to dig the grave. This was 
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true for every grave in Killawaila, Aghagower, and most rural graveyards in western 

Ireland. The fact that Eamon Gavin shoveled the grave of Michael John Lawless was the 

type of fact repeated as frequently as was the identity of someone's godparent. 

"They just live next door, those ones that knew John Joe's father and mother." 

"He has brothers. Most likely the brothers will do it," Mae surmised. 

"Six of them in the family wasn't there, six boys," the old woman followed. 

"Six boys." 

"Oh, he was a boxer too, the— 

"The two of them missing—" 

"It's always the nice ones that goes." 

"Isn't it? We'll I'd better be going. Good to see you." 

"Yeah, all the same now!" 

"That's the last time now, we'd better go." 

I noticed the bells had stopped. We walked back toward the Bluebird. 

"I haven't seen her in so long." 

"Did you see Dooney McGing? In the church." 

We stopped to say a prayer beside the Lawless &mily grave. The sisters began 

doing their anthropology on each other again, comparing the Irish and American ways. 

They were talking about the procedures following a death. Bridee had been attending to 

every wake of near and extended family and friends all her life. Mae, on the other hand, 

had never been present as a family member at a death in Ireland or in the United States. 

She had learned of the deaths of her Irish &mily through the mail and, in recent years. 
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through phone calls. She was severed from her network of family, first the one formed 

with the Gavins she met in the Bronx, and then from the Morrison family into which she 

married, when she made a "clean break" from her husband and his drinking. When her 

Aunt Celia, one of the three aunts to whom she chain migrated and with whom she lived 

in the Bronx until she married, died, her mother-in-law and other family members 

unsuccessfully tried to find Mae to inform her. 

The few wakes and funerals Mae had attended in her life were as a friend within a 

work relationship, when she went to pay her respects to the bartenders and customers 

with whom she had grown close. Usually, she went to the funeral home while the 

deceased was being waked, in the evetiings, in between the lunch and dinner shifts or 

before going home. The death that probably hit closest to home was that of her good 

friend, Kathleen Sullivan, the wife of her employer, who was also a confidant, and an 

empathetic listener through years of marital physical abuse. Mae had gone to the 

restaurant and found it closed with a "death in the family" sign on the door. The 

customers at a neighboring business informed her that Kathleen had passed away. In 

tears, Mae went back to Brooklyn on the subway, changed out of her waitress uniform, 

returned to Manhattan and took the train to Palisades, New Jersey. Her workday and life 

was put on hold that day as she attended her best friend's funeral. 

"And they go to the wake, but they're not as big as going to the burial," Mae was 

in the middle of telling Bridee. 

"Oh, yeah," replies Bridee. 

"Because they have to take a day oflf from work." 
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Bridee provided information on the Irish side. "Like here, like they bury them and 

the mass is the most important because, like, that's what means going, like it's not going 

to the house, it's going to the church for the mass, for the person that's dead, that's what 

means going like. So here they concentrate more on going to the mass or going to the 

prayers the evening before, like, you know there's two funerals, like; there's one wake 

and there's two fonerals. You know." 

"Yeah, in America we have two nights in the funeral parlor and then, in the 

morning, mass and then burial." 

"Sure, that's an awfiil length to wake," Bridee was disturbed by the thought. 

"That's a long time." 

"Its tough on the mourners, isn't it like." 

"Yeah, well the Jewish people, they have sitting for a week after they're buried, 

they go visit the home, bring in some things into the home," Mae provided an even more 

drastic comparison from her multi-ethnic experience of New York. 

"Do they?" Bridee said with a mild disbelief. 

"I think it's a week after, isn't it Kathleen?" 

I responded with a question, "When you were growing up where did they have the 

wake, in the home or in the funeral parlor?" 

Bridee quickly answered, 'In the homes then. There was no funeral parlors then at 

all. 'Twas all wakes. 'Twas all, you know, if they died in the hospital, then they'd keep it 

in the hospital. You know, they had a place there for the people, you know, the fimeral'd 

be part of the hospital," Bridee's experience would have been derived mostly from her 
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memories as a young woman in the fifties. There had been no wakes in her home during 

her childhood. Children did not attend the nighttime home wakes when and where they 

occurred. Since Mae was only 14 when she left Mayo and was a servant in Meath before 

her departure from Ireland, and because no one of great significance had died during her 

years in Ireland, she never attended a home or any wake in Ireland. Since Bridee had 

stayed at home, she had heard traditional ways discussed among the old-timers. Because 

she was the youngest of her generation, she had experienced her parents' generation as 

aged and dying. Also, Bridee did not have to take care of younger children until she had 

her own family. 

"And the wake would be in the hospital." Mae checked to see if she understood 

what Bridee had just said. These details, important to Mae, afforded her a glimpse of 

what had happened when her mother had died in the hospital. 

"No, the wake wouldn't be in the hospital. Eh, the wake'd be in the house," 

Bridee corrected. 

"But the body wouldn't be." Gong. 

"But the body would be in the hospital, right." 

"Eh, well sometimes they do bring them back again to the house, then you know. 

They usen't to years ago, but, like, the time Mrs. Cannon died now, I don't know which 

of them, I forget, no, I think it was the hospital. 'Cuz I remember we going up, it was an 

awilil snowy night, we got a few skids going out that m'ght, it came awful bad going 

dovm, you know, below Castlebar, we got a few bad skids, yeah." 
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I asked Bridee, "When your mother died, did they have the wake in the home?" 

Mae was all ears. Sadly, the news of this death had reached her by mail. Her mother had 

died 20 years after had Mae left, long before Mae's first trip "home." 

"Eh, no, hers'd be, the wake'd be in the house alright, but, eh, she'd have been in 

the hospital, you know. Because that time they wouldn't bring them to the house if they 

died some other place, you know. But now, it's different, they do, like. At that time, 

they'd be, unless they died in the house, they wouldn't be in the house but the wake'd be 

in the house all right. They'd be coming to the house, the people, you know." 

"But they wouldn't be laid out in the house," Mae added, somewhat checking and 

stating at this point. 

"Eh, no they wouldn't be, no." 

"They wouldn't be laid out then at all," Mae said, thoroughly confused. 

"Eh, eh, they would, at the hospital." 

"Oh, they would in the hospital, so there would be like a viewing in the hospital^' 

"They'd go to the hospital, they'd be a few hours in the hospital, you know." 

In conclusion of this go-around, Mae observed, "Well, it's great for so many to 

come out to the fiineral, especially on days like this when there's such a rush to get to the 

hay and everything." 

Bridee remembered Julia and said, "Oh, 'tis, oh, 'tis, isn't it, yeah- Oh, 'tis. It's a 

great crowd now, like. And that'd have been that big yesterday evening as well, I'd say. I 

haven't seen her for years now. I think she's kind of not in good form for a good while. 
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like. It's years since I seen her." The memory of the bell seemed to pulse in the air around 

us and then traveled away with the eastward breeze like a dark cloud. 
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ENDNOTES 

' Iron Age people habitation sites were gathered in 30,000 to 40,000 ringforts, 
archaeological sites, many of which survive today. These sites were also fortified with defensive 
walls and used for hosting rituals. In early Irish, it was named as a Rath, Cathair or Cashel, 
names that survive in many towns today. Farmers occupied these ringforts up to the 16th century. 
The early Christian missionaries adapted to this settlement system, differfsnt from English and 
European systems due to the absence of Roman influence in Ireland, and as a result, the Celtic 
monastic system evolved. Church buildings were the feature of sparsely populated circulated 
enclosures. Hundreds of such monastic sites, now disappeared, are evidenced by the telltale prefix 
of "Kill" in the townland or church name. Some of the enclosures were used as unconsecrat^ 
grounds for the burial of unbaptized children. The word killeen is used today to refer to such 
graveyards (O'Dowd 1982). O'Connor provides an excellent examination of Irish folklore and 
traditions relating to unbaptized deceas^ children (1991). 

~ O'Dowd attributes the actual founding of Aghagower to the Patrician cult St. Senach in 
the fifth century (O'Dowd 1982:50). Aghagower's round tower is only one of about 65 that 
survive today, rising 16 meters, built in defense of Norsemen in Mayo around the beginning of 
the ninth century. Mayo had many monastic sites, also including Turlough, near Castlebar and 
Mayo {Maigh Eo, Irish for "plain of yews"), founded by English Catholic monks near Balla, 
about 16 kilometers southeast of Castlebar (O Mulaire at 13). 

^ For step by step myths and morality tales surrounding St. Patrick's activities in this 
area, see John Keville (1982) and Brian Mannion (1988). Archaeological evidence is shown to 
connect a worship of Croagh Patrick that predates Neolithic times (Corlett 1996). 

^ The Gavin children were provided with the legally required mim'mum six years of primary 
education at the Bellaburke National School. This consisted of a small one-room thatched building 
with a turf stove that was fed by local contributions from families that had a bog and could afford a 
cart of turf, a dry toilet outside in the field somewhere, no ruiuiing water, and no electricity. The 
generations before and after Mae's were also taught at this school. In Mae's time, like ail of the 
schools in the national system, the curriculum was weighted with a reinvented post-colonial Irishness 
that combined Gaelic language, nationalism, Celtic mythology, and an Irish Catholicism, which was 
Victorian in its sense of civility (Taylor 1995; Inglis 1987). The girls were taught knitting, sewing, 
and domestic service skills. The prevailing sentiment regionally in Mayo, as well as nationally, was 
one of a growing donunance of Catholicism in all the State hegemonies, including the national 
school education. Also, the Gaelic League, Gaeltacht Commissions, and other nationalist revivalists 
sought to reverse the colonial trend of Gaelic language decline. Despite the popular patriotism and 
Gaelicism imposed by the government, clergy and the elite, the local Mayo people seemed to have 
had the same attitude toward Irish as Mae and Bridee later expressed as adults; it was perceived by 
the middle-aged rural class as impractical and unmarketable, while English was generally seen as the 
language favored by parents for their children's social advancement (O'Donoghue 1987). 
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VI 
SENSES OF DISPLACE: EXILES, YANKS, BLOW INS, AND CULCHIES 

The kitchen at Seamus and Annie's is on the back end of their north Dublin house 

in Santry. A large window in it faces a small green patch of backyard. On the other side 

of a tall hedge is the backside of the Santry Garda Station. That evening was typical of 

many long evenings of tale spinning, social commentary, reminiscing, family and 

community updates, biscuits, and pots of tea. Both Seamus and Annie were talkative, 

knowledgeable, and up to date about "back home" in the Westport area, since they are 

both from there. Six of their seven aduh children were still living in the household with 

them; most were quietly listening to the conversations. On this night, Mae was not with 

us, as she was due to fly into Ireland within the next few days. 

Like Seamus, most of the people living in Santry had moved there and bought 

homes in the fifties and sixties when it was a new development. He was part of the large 

influx of rural people who migrated to urban areas. Many of them, like Seamus, arrived 

in Dublin after a few years in England. Theirs was a neighborhood composed of two-

story, two-family buildings. Mae and Seamus' brother, Paddy lived around the comer. 

Like the Irish populations that migrated overseas, these people were not destined to 

inherit the family holdings in the West. 

They had just read about the death of a childhood friend in the Mayo News. Any 

death in the vicinity of the old home place was repeatedly discussed across Ireland for 

weeks by that area's migrants. Nowadays, with the commonality of cars and better 

roadways, people often travel the three to four hours distance across Ireland to attend a 
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funeral. This is true even for migrants, like Seamus, who left their rural home over a 

generation ago. 

"He was pretty well off; wasn't he well-to-do?" Seamus asked Annie. 

Annie inhaled an airy, "yeah," and replied, "They were. They were always well 

off, the O'Connors." 

"How did he get to be well-to-do? Farming?" I asked. 

Generally, Seamus complained about the government aid they routinely received 

and how little farmers worked. "Things improved since they joined the EC; there was 

better sense about the grants. They're pretty wealthy down in the West," said Seamus. 

"But they weren't always wealthy. Isn't that why there was so much emigration?" 

I asked, thinking emigration was caused by poverty. 

Seamus turned it around and said, "You still have emigration, but then the farms 

get bigger. Some dies, some auntie or somebody dies, and they get two farms or buy a 

second one. We weren't hungry but we normally went to work someplace. Ya still had no 

money, because it took that money to keep the family." "We" signified those who had 

left and "they" referred to those who stayed and inherited. Of the three brothers, Seamus 

was in the middle. He never would have been in a position to inherit the farm; he didn't 

have the right by primogeniture' and he wasn't young enough to wait for the old folks to 

give it to him and let him marry. He always knew he would have to get a job away from 

the farm if he was going to support himself or raise any family at all. He saw emigration 

as alleviating poverty in the West. 

"How old were you when you left, Seamus7' 
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"I think I was about 23; I worked on the farm when I came home from work in the 

evening. I worked different places, whatever you could to get any money. You could be 

ten years of age and go to work for the Mayo County Council The turf, not so much 

digging, but saving, we done that for years. But it was good, that's during the war ya see, 

so 'twas no fuel in the country then. The turf came to Dublin and the cities, ya see." 

Seamus continued, "They grew their own food at that time, too, but it was taken 

away from them, ya know," to which a solemn chorus of "yeah" erupted around the table 

from Annie and half of his adult children sitting in nearby chairs or leaning against the 

washing machine. Seamus had abruptly switched to a long colonial period in Ireland, 

which included the memorialized famine periods of the preceding century. "Every 

boatload of food that came in, three went out of Ireland or four went out. It was an 

organized famine, really." Seamus loved to show his political and historical acumen. 

"The queen, she pitied the people of Ireland, so she wrote a check for the people of 

Ireland. She wrote out the check for the same size for feeding the cats and dogs in her 

home. It was terrible, wasn't it?" he asked me. 

"Now, why did you leave? Did they run out of jobs?" I asked. 

Seamus stopped and thought before answering. "But people say, 'Why did you 

leave the farm?' But nobody left the &nn, like. There's only one on the farm, isn't it?" 

Seamus replied about his and many others' life experience in rural Ireland. 

Annie joined, overlapping but never interrupting, "Yeah, only one can live on the 

farm, one of the family." 
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"People ask you different things like that. It doesn't make any sense, really. 'Why 

did you leave?' Why leave the city? Why don't you live in the house next door?" He 

answered his own question, "they wouldn't let you live in the house next door." 

"You can't, there's only one that can get the farm, like," Annie repeated. 

"Is it usually the oldest?" I asked. The two of them engaged in answers. 

"Well, not really, years ago, maybe. The youngest sometimes—Seamus started. 

"A lot of it used to be who looked after the &ther—Annie contributed another 

factor. 

"Sometimes the daughter, not too much— 

"So, how was it for you, being the middle brother?" I asked too directly, I realized 

upon reflection. Seamus didn't let on at the time that I had blundered over what was for 

him a painful personal and social fact of life. 

"We don't think of those things at all," he said tersely. 

"We don't think of those things," Annie said almost simultaneously. 

"What you get, you have to find yourself," Seamus said. "You just go to any 

city," he answered. "Most of the people down in Mayo were up in England, up and down 

over the years." Seamus had gone to England in the early fifties. There was a postwar 

construction boom in England at that time and emigration barriers had been relaxed. "I 

was very scared, I didn't have a job. I just went to look for work. Everybody's the same, 

keep going. I got different jobs in Coventry. I worked in a carpentry place, a 'joinery." 

Seamus then digressed, discussing how people were removed from their holdings 

in eastern Ireland by Cromwellian campaigns and pushed into the poor rocky farmland of 
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Mayo and the West of Ireland. Some western people had later been relocated to 

redistributed holdings in Meath with the help of the Land Commission in the 20th 

century. The small holdings in places like Mayo were then striped and distributed to 

neighbors in a redistribution land scheme designed to increase farm sizes and improve 

productivity for the small farms. Unlike their neighbors, however, Seamus pointed out, 

his father didn't qualify for any augmentation to the holding. Somehow, this led him back 

once again to 19th-century landlordism and the history of the Cappachamaun holding. 

"If the rent wasn't paid, ya see, another one could work it with the landlord. Your 

rent was supposed to be paid at a certain time but the landlord would come along to a 

neighbor and say, 'You pay the rent and you take over the place.' Ya know?" 

Aimie sounded as if she worried about it still. "It was terrible altogether." 

"The two O'Malleys, they took the old Gavin place, Tom Frank's and Oweny's, 

the two houses next to Michael," he said of the adjacent families, distant relations with 

whom the Gavins had been in a seemingly cooperative relationship for generations. 

"Yeah, they took the land from the other ones. They paid the rent, maybe only a few 

shillings or something." 

These events happened long before Seamus' &ther was bom, before the Land 

Acts of the 1880s ended the tenancies and the government lent money to farmers to buy 

the depreciated laiKl from English and Irish landlords. The historical resentment belied 

the endurance of memory when it came to place ownership and grievances. 
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John, Seamus' eldest son, who had been listening quietly alongside his siblings, 

jumped into the discussion. Rather than blame the tenants' actions for these social 

maladies of the time, he said, "But, like, it was the landlord that gave it to them." 

"It was the landlord that gave it to them, really. There was one house, Gavin," 

Seamus agreed. It was easier to explicitly blame a force seemingly external to the 

community. 

With an air of indignity, John said, "The landlord didn't care how he doled things 

up." John was a stout working class man in his late thirties. He had taken over his father's 

carpentry service. 

Seamus continued, "I think why they were so small, it wasn't like our times, ya 

see. We were lucky, really, to go away. But there was no place to go at that time, ya 

know. And if they'd only ten acres of land, they'd probably divide it between two sons or 

three sons, or some daughters had a baby or something else, you know. You take two 

acres over there, and somebody else would get a garden, and some of them would 

probably die then, and it would probably go back to somebody." Seamus was referring to 

the pre-famine practices prior to the middle of the 19th century. 

"How did the family first get Eamon's 30 acres?" I asked. All of the siblings 

referred to the home place as either Cappachamaim, by hs village name, or "Eamon's" 

referring to their youngest brother, a bachelor who wound up with the place after they all 

left. 

"They bought that, yeah." Seamus was silent. Then he smiled. 
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"Have you this thing switched off so?" he pointed to the cassette recorder on the 

table. He was laughing so I didn't turn it off. 

"We won't get imprisoned," laughed Annie. Her shoulders bounced up and down 

when she giggled and she closed her mouth to hide her teeth problems. She was a buxom 

woman, all bread and butter with a rosy seamless complexion. 

"I don't know really," Seamus said, speculatively. It seemed he was designing his 

story and thinking about his recollections; the ways it had been told to him and the ways 

he had told it before. "It was Joyce's there now, of Hazelrock. They had a big &rm, 

thousands of acres." 

"That's where your grandmother went to work," Annie said about Mae and 

Seamus' mother from Meath. 

"Yeah, part of that farm was originally Gavin," he said with an air of conclusion. 

This kind of information placed the Gavins historically in the area. It qualified them as an 

engrained part of the place, implying a certain entitlement to respect and historically 

based local authority and knowledge. 

But the seeds of the tree were widely scattered. "Yeah, there was an aunt, an aunt 

of Granddad's," Seamus said to me. "Some Gavins came all the way from America. And 

her auntie was Mary Gavin from this place. But this goes back further. It was a 

generation before that. They came all the way after three, maybe four generations. They 

came from America once, right down to Cappachamaun. They got it right down to the 

house. But then somebody gave them the wrong information." 
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Seamus had shown such concern about these distant relations who had searched 

their roots that I was surprised a few weeks later when he told me he thought my own 

family history and genealogy project was "stupid." On that day, he had insisted, "There's 

no point in going back. I don't give a feck about the—and he listed all the distant past 

relations who were allowed to remain on the holdings in the West or who devised the 

land to American relations. We were standing in a graveyard and one of the gravestones 

had an inscription that it was provided by some nephew from America. We had to sit on 

the grass and listen to his tirade about how the Yankees would get the land from old 

childless relations despite the many years someone like Seamus worked for them under 

the implied promise that he would get the land. 

Seamus resumed the long story of begrudgery he had started. "On the other side 

of the road, years before, the father's grandfather, he was a big farmer. There were two 

brothers on the farm. The man that owned the farm said, 'I'll build a house now on 40 

acres' and he buih a house. But the landlord came along and there was some law, you 

couldn't have two smokes on the one farm. And he was threatening to kick them out of 

the house. 

"See, the Gavin man had a faster horse than the landowner. And [the landowner] 

often did say, 'Sell me the horse.' And he said, 'No, I want as good a horse as you.' So he 

wouldn't sell him the horse. That's what got the landlord going then. The landowner got 

his chance then when [the Gavin man] built the second house and there's some old law. 

The two smokes, ya didn't need any excuses. The landlord put him out. But the house he 
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built, it's still there, the house he built for the brother with the 40 acres. My father's 

grandfather, I'd say. 

"But ya see, you can't go to this house and say, 'is this the house that Gavin lived 

in,' like. You can't do that like." Seamus seemed very concerned that I would stir up old 

conflicts. 

"Why?" I asked. Just a few minutes before, he had expressed empathy for the 

group of Americans that came to his childhood home to see where their great ancestor 

lived. 

"Well, you might get into patchy country, you know what I mean." He credited 

tne with more knowledge about old land grudges in the area than I deserved. I was still 

imagining all the country Irish folk as the transcendental non-materialists depicted in 

sentimental songs and movies that I grew up with, the contemporary tourist images, and 

exoticized functionalist ethnographies. The tension between the imaginary and reality 

was the foundation of my curiosity about why people had migrated away from that land, 

often depicted as an idyllic Brigadoon. Hadn't people like my mother left this beautiful 

landscape? And her brother, Paddy, who had a primogeniture interest? 

"They're there after many generations," John jumped in with an answer. 

Seamus expounded with his own tangent, "Yeah, it's like Britain or Ireland or any 

other thing. The one that's injured, too bad. It's the other one that's bitter, isn't it? It's 

always the other one that never forgives. You couldn't go back and say," Seamus started 

laughing, "Eh, 'Are ye the blow-ins here,' like, ya know?" 

"The what?" I had never heard that expression before. 
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"Yeah, any people that comes to a new area," Seamus clarified. 

John repeated, "A new person in the area." 

"It's, like, after with the Land Commission. Each former got two or three acres, ya 

know. And other farmers went to Meath. They didn't want them in Meath. You couldn't 

talk down in Meath about being up from Mayo or— 

Both Annie and Seamus droned sets of serious "Oh, no, oh, no." 

"They didn't want them up in Meath." 

"Oh, they wouldn't want you like, no." 

"Oh, no." 

Seamus was speaking for the Mayo farmers relocated by the Land Commission 

and implicitly about himself. When he first left Mayo, like Mae, the Meath relations 

wanted his labor but there was no place for him there; he had to go Dublin to settle down. 

Another cup of tea was poured for everybody. Annie washed up a few things at 

the sink. A current calendar advertising McGings Groceries and Pub, in Ayle, near the 

Gavin home place, hung on the kitchen wall next to the Sacred Heart of Jesus. McGing's 

was also the Post Office and telegraph service. All in all, it was, and still is, a local 

institution where Seamus and Annie grew up. 

Seamus returned to the 20th century as abruptly as he had entered the 19th, "But 

you see, it kind of works both ways. I think the biggest problem was not the people who 

moved around but the people bringing them out. Those that left were probably a bit lost. 

Maybe if they get a niece or a nephew out, they were building up the clan, wasn't it? You 

know. The older people, that was a lot of it, too, like." Seamus had probably heard his 
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Aunt Celia and Mary encouraging Mae to join them in America when he was a young 

boy. "A lot of them brought them over like and maybe paid for them. Ya had to have 

your, the States, what you call yourself, they don't want any of us unless you have—" 

"Someone had to claim them out—" Annie said. She had finished up the sentence 

while tidying up at the nearby sink. She sat back down with us. 

"—A sponsor. She couldn't go to America, like, " he said, referring to Mae. There 

was a tinge of irritation in the tone of Seamus' voice. "You had to get affidavits." Seamus 

would have been lingering around his mother's kitchen table a lot while she was talking 

about and filling out all of Mae's emigration paperwork. 

Seamus, still worried that I would go "searching my roots" at the old Gavin place, 

returned to the previous warning, "You going back to Coonan's. Coonan we do call them, 

where the Gavin man built the house for his brother on the 40 acres. If you asked 

anybody about that down there now you'd be run out of the place." 

"You mean the blow-ins that you were talking about before?" I asked. 

"Right," Seamus continued. "Right, or any of the neighbors. You can't mention 

that when you go." 

Seamus and Annie provided a chorus of "No, oh, no. You couldn't. Oh, no, 

couldn't say anything like that. You can't any place." 

Seamus and his wife, along with their eldest daughter and son, identified more 

with Mayo and old-fashioned ways than with metropolitan Dubliii. They presented a 

stark contrast to their younger adult children, who were more identifiably "Dubs," or 

Oubliners, in their accents, clothing styles and lifestyle activities. During my time in 
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and his wife as "culchies." The term was used loosely, including children of migrant 

farmers who hadn't completely assimilated to modernity or farmers who had just come to 

Dublin for a weekend vacation or family visit. 

I sensed that it would have been painful and perhaps perceived as a challenge if I 

asked Seamus directly about whether he might be labeled as a "blow-in" or "culchie." I 

had observed that, when he was in Mayo, he defended the integrity of Dubliners, 

including his sons, against the local pub patrons. When he was in Dublin, he always 

proudly and defensively announced himself in most conversations to be a Mayo man. In 

general, he felt somewhat cheated and badly treated by both of the Irish subcultures to 

which he belonged but was unable to articulate his frustration with these divisions and 

what he felt was his disadvantaged place in-between. 

A few days later, an intense conversation between Seamus and Mae further 

illustrated the tensions between siblings in the Irish dowry and stem family tenure 

system. We had been sitting at the same table after another wonderful dinner cooked by 

Annie. We had just picked Mae up at the airport that afternoon. Knowing that Mae is a 

vegetarian, Annie served cod fillet, a vegetable side dish, "chips," and the ever-present 

boiled potatoes and breads. The dinner was followed by ice cream, trifle, cookies, and 

tea. The youngest daughters cleared away the table and washed the dishes and we all sat 

in the kitchen talking for hours. 
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The siblings' ire concerned a runx>r that had been initiated among the wealthy 

landholding Meath relations about their mother, Annie Doyle. Seamus had gone on a 

tangent about the old dowry systems in Ireland, giving Mae the upsetting information, for 

the first time, that Annie Doyle was alleged to have brought a handsome dowry with her 

to the Mayo holding. Mae had been shocked to hear that the Meath relations held the 

belief that her mother had brought such an enormous dowry with her to Cappachamaun. 

"See, you wouldn't know about anything really, you know what I mean, but I 

wouldn't believe the other thing for a moment." Seamus was referring to the rumor and 

Mae's lack of knowledge due to her emigration. He had heard it a few years ago from the 

young Paddy Dwyer, a first cousin of theirs and wealthy landowner from Meath. He had 

reportedly told Seamus that Armie Doyle had brought 500 pounds as a dowry to the 

Gavin marriage, which, in the 1920s, would have been a fortune. 

The practice of a dowry would have been typical of such a Meath family in the 

early 20th century; however, Mae and Seamus perceived this recent rumor to be 

inconsistent with their own and their father's honest and hard-working lifestyle. The 

narrative indicated that they also perceived it to be a condescending lie from their 

economically superior Meath relations. Seamus and Mae saw their mother as a hard 

worker who had been treated badly by her own class of people and family. By marrying 

into Mayo, she had also been socially relegated to a lower economic class, which Seamus 

and Mae believed to be more honest. Neither ever felt that the Meath relations had done 

anything kind or gratuitous for the children of their sister. Their relationships with the 

Meath relations didn't begin until the children were consigned at working age and 
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migrated from Mayo. They perceived this as self-serving exploitation of poorer, less 

educated family members. Since wonaen and girls' labor was less valued on the farm, 

Mae had gone when she was only 14. 

"That's in the Quiet Man" Armie said, referring to an American film starring 

John Wayne, a "Yank" returning to his mother's home place, and Maureen O'Hara, a 

local farmer's daughter. In that film, the Irish woman wants to contribute a dowry to her 

marriage to the wealthy metropolitan American as a matter of personal pride. He sees it 

as insignificant. In the film, her need for integrity in the form of a dowry is depicted as 

emotional and backwards, as are the other Irish characters in the film. The film premiered 

in America in 1947, the same year that Mae had arrived in America, and had been filmed 

in Mayo. 

Seamus, Mae, and Annie sat and talked about the news of the rumor most of the 

evening, repeating how shocking, hurtful and impossible this untruth was to them 

"Because 500 pounds, that's a lot of money years ago! Think about 500 pounds 

years ago," exclaimed Mae. 

Seamus replied, "You wouldn't hear much about dowries back then. In Bohaun, 

they'd say, '40 pounds and a bouncing heifer, Mary CuUens brought to the lecher.' You 

wouldn't hear much. But when we were working on the Walsh's house, we put a roof on 

that. When we got the old roof off." Seamus then started whispering about how he'd 

found an old box all wrapped with twine. He thought he had found a dowry up in the 

roof "Yeah, I opened this box, lace and red and white, it was getting smaller all the time. 

I told the father, he was working up the road. The &ther said that was a dowry. He said. 
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' Wrap it up the way you found it.' He said that could be ten generations, petticoats, that 

could go from one to the other as the dowry. He didn't know but that's what he thought. I 

wrapped it up and was sad and put it back in the roof." 

Seamus said he hadn't told Edward Walsh about his find. Edward Walsh, first 

cousin to Seamus' father, and his wife had been a disappointment in Seamus' young life. 

He had worked for the childless couple, in the hopes of inheriting the farm, but then 

Edward's widow devised it to an American nephew who had never even been to Ireland. 

Mae said, "And the minute you told Edward Walsh, he'd say, 'Did you find 

something in it?'" She was revealing some of the perceptions of Walsh as a suspicious 

miser without directly labeling him as such. 

"Oh, yeah, you couldn't say anything," agreed Seamus. He'd known what she 

meant. 

Mae went on projecting what would have happened if Seamus had reported to 

Walsh what he'd found in the old roof, "He'd be telling stories about how Seamus got all 

the money and left us the rest. And a few months later, he went oflF to England. And then 

he got married and had a big wedding!" Mae laughed. 

"That's why I don't believe stories," Seamus said. 

"That's why I believe Kathleen before I'd believe anybody else," Seamus referred 

to their Aunt Kathleen who had supposedly said that Annie Doyle didn't get a dowry. 

According to Aunt Kathleen, her oldest sister didn't get anything from her mother except 

pushed out of the house and sent to work for the Joyces in Mayo. Kathleen's story about 
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how the mother tried to push her off to Mayo shortly after Annie was married was retold 

as well. 

"I'd believe Kathleen because I was there," Mae agreed and added first-hand 

credibility since she had been a domestic servant for her and other relations in Meath. '*! 

was there as things were happening." Mae was referring to the early and mid-forties. "I 

mean, I was young, but they were living the high life. They were living like the rich. 

Paddy Dwyer and Aunt Mae, they'd have the breakfast, they'd be out the night before. 

They were living. And the horse races, and—A long conversation ensued about all the 

luxuries that the Dwyers of Kilmoon had, their huge holdings of rich land and the 

squandering of money. 

Immediately following that, however, Mae enumerated a long list of Paddy 

Dwyer's positive attributes. "Paddy Dwyer had a heart. He had an awful lot of workers 

and, when he came in to the Swan's Nest, he bought drinks on the house and had a big 

feed for all the workers. But 500 pounds, I can't picture that." Mae had returned to the 

dowry rumor. 

"It definitely wasn't right," Seamus crossed his brow and stared at the table. He 

repeated the story about how the elder Paddy on his deathbed told his son Paddy that 

Annie's dying mother had told him about the Doyle/Gavin dowry. 

"But was he raving or maybe he was drunk?" Mae asked. 

"We were terribly shocked when young Paddy said it," said Annie. Everybody's 

tone was dead serious. "Aunt Kathleen didn't believe it," Annie said. 
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Mae assured Seamus and Annie again about Kathleen, "Oh yeah, Kathleen would 

have said, 'You know it wasn't fair, that.' You know?" 

"Yeah, but she got it, too." Seamus was suggesting that Aunt Kathleen had also 

received a dowry, while aghast at the suggestion that his mother received one. 

Mae cleared that up right away, "Kathleen wasn't treated right. So, I don't know 

if Kathleen got it either." 

Ever skeptical, Seamus said, "Well, she said she wasn't treated right, ya don't 

know. Like, they're always helping everyone if you listen to them, giving them money." 

"Bragging about themselves." Mae agreed. "If Dad ever heard the story, he would 

be very hurt about that." 

"You would yourself, too," Annie agreed. 

Seamus said, "I was thinking, never a pound ever came from Meath." 

"But can you imagine how Dad would feel?" Mae asked. "I mean, if you feel bad 

and I feel bad, can you imagine how Dad would feel?" 

"Oh, he would, yeah, it was very nasty, really, wasn't it?" Seamus said. But then, 

as if to break the spell of the built-up resentment the three had just expressed about the 

Meath upper class relations, there was a round of "nice" things said. One of the things I 

heard from Mae all the time when I was growing up was, "My mother always told me, 'If 

you don't have something nice to say about somebody, don't say anything at all.'" 

"Oh there's no one like him really, he's a grand man, Paddy Dwyer. He's a grand 

man, like." 
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"He's a grand man, really. Like, and I worked with him, the poor man, Paddy 

Dwyer." 

"Ah, now, Paddy Dwyer is a very nice man, there's no doubt about it." 

"But," Mae said, "You think they honestly believe it? Did Paddy Dwyer hear this 

from his mother or something^' Mae was referring to their first cousin. The old-timers 

were all dead. The last of them, Kathleen, had died just a year earlier. 

"His daddy told him, before he died," Seamus told her again. 

Mae said, "And he believes it, too, maybe." This in some way shifted her past 

relationship to her younger cousin, the aristocratic Paddy Dwyer. She was a domestic 

servant in those parts and had to take care of all her younger siblings. But now, she 

reacted as if he had always thought that the Gavin family and her father were spared from 

worse poverty by the beneficent Doyle dowry. Paddy Dwyer was also a known walking 

encyclopedia on trivia about everyone; he unabashedly collected and distributed his 

information. 

"'Cuz he was really questioning me, Paddy Dwyer," she continued. "He was 

really nice to me at Bridee's wedding, you know when I first came home. And he was 

really interested in me because he didn't remember a lot of things. And he was 

questioning me about this and that and the other." Mae was talking about her sister's 

wedding, which she attended as part of her first trip home in 1973. 

"No, he's very nice. That's why I got a surprise when he said it," Seamus said 

again. 
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"But he may have heard the stories and I guess he wanted to find out from me if I 

heard the same stories," Mae responded. 

I couldn't quite understand why this matter, whether it was truth or untruth, was 

such a huge transgression against the Gavins. "When he brought it up about your mother 

getting a certain dowry, maybe in his mind that doesn't mean anything bad about you 

though," I finally suggested. 

"Oh no!!" Seamus and Annie both exclaimed. "Oh no, I didn't think that. I just 

had concerns, that, eh, that they didn't get it," finished Seamus. 

"We would have seen some evidence," said Mae. 

"You would, building the house, there'd be no worries like," agreed Annie. 

Mae was the only Gavin grandchild who personally knew their grandnxither, Jane 

Finnegan. When Mae worked in Meath as a young girl, she used to spend evenings taking 

care of the old woman. "Jane Finnegan was very quiet, very quiet, you know. She'd ask 

about all you children and all that, but she was very quiet." Mae said to Seamus. "Maybe 

she had problems with her children, too. I mean she couldn't say anything to the 

grandchildren, I mean she couldn't say anything to me." 

The story digressed to how the Meath relations didn't notify or invite Annie 

Doyle to her own siblings' weddings. The last sister in the household, Kathleen, got 

married on the same day as the youngest, and inheriting, brother. "And Annie Doyle, we 

used to call her Annie Doyle, didn't know they were getting married, sure she didn't. 

No." Annie said, referring to Seamus and Mae's mother by her maiden name. 
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"Would she have gone out to the wedding?" I asked, wondering what 

opportunities for mobility had existed for Annie Doyle in the late thirties. 

"Of course she would, if she knew, like," answered Seamus. 

Simultaneously, Mae burst out, "She would! I mean I was older then, right? We 

were older then, I was in Mayo then," she said, providing the logistical answer. Mae was 

in Mayo and old enough to take care of the younger children and household while Annie 

would have been gone. 

Seamus said, "My mother met this woman, a Mrs. Cannon, from nearly two and a 

half miles away. And she said, 'Haven't you got a sister, Kathleen Doyle, in Kentstown? 

They got married about two weeks ago.'" 

"She saw it in the paper," Mae had another fact or version. She would have her 

own childhood memory of it as well as the many times she and Seamus had obviously 

been through this story together before. This was reminiscent, though Mae didn't bring it 

up to her siblings, of when Mae, living in New York, received a newspaper clipping of 

her own mother's death. Mae had always felt that had the &mily notified her in time, she 

would have attended the funeral. 

"Saw it in the paper," Seamus continued. "And I said to Paddy Dwyer that they 

didn't tell the sister. Paddy now, he was stunned, he couldn't believe it." 

"A double wedding," Mae emphasized. 

Mae continued, "I guess they made an excuse. They said they figured she couldn't 

come," she said about the Doyle's later explanation. Mae had been burdened with four 
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young children and fineincially struggling when her family made the same presumption 

about her ability to attend her mother's funeral. 

Seamus denounced that notion. "They'd be making excuses for other people. I 

don't like excuses." Mae agreed with him. 

It was plain that their allegiance was to the Mayo underclass side. Their 

perception seemed to be that Annie Doyle had been abandoned for marrying into the 

small holding in Mayo. 

"Her brother and her sister, like, it was." 

"From her home, and them living at home in her own house." Interestingly, they 

were referring to the home place, to which Atmie Doyle could not lay a remote claim, 

being the eldest daughter, like Mae. 

"And the last ones out of the house." No one mentioned the fact that once Thomas 

got married, Kathleen, the youngest, was going to be either uncomfortable in or removed 

from her mother's house. If Thomas hadn't married, the siblings could have lived 

together in that house until death, as so many siblings in Ireland do. No wonder Kathleen 

got married on the same day as her brother. 

"Strange. Five hundred today would be a lot," Mae never lost the thread. 

"I can imagine how hurt my mother would be or fether," Seamus' voice reached 

to an emotional and high pitch. 

"Seventy years ago," Armie said. 

Seamus offered yet another example to show how much 500 pounds had been 

worth then. "I know the O'Malleys down the lane from Eamon; there's two O'Malleys 
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down there in Brennan's. Well, Antony bought his house. A hundred pounds he paid for 

the farm and the house." 

"That was a big farm, too," Mae responded. 

"It wasn't big, but—This was in Mayo now, down by Eamon's, down by the 

bog," Seamus corrected. "But the father could have bought that place for 100." 

"He could have owned all of Cappachamaun,'^ Mae said, "for 500." 

"He could." 

"I mean it's terrible to say things like that," Mae insisted. "He's in the real estate 

business; he knows money," she said of Paddy Dwyer. "He's a well educated man. He 

went to Blackrock College. No, it's not under his hat. He knows what he's talking about." 

Seamus said, "And he's quizzing all the time, researching and everything, more 

so than everybody else, about everybody. I was shocked. I couldn't believe it. So much 

money. It made me sick. And they're so well off. They all went, Mrs. Dwyer and all the 

girls, they all went to secondary school." Seamus was getting himself upset. Secondary 

school was a privilege that was denied to the Gavin children because of economics. 

In comparison, the only known dowry on the Gavin side was much smaller and 

more historical. Seamus, proving to be a displaced seanachie of his home place, told the 

story. "My father's grandmother was O'Malley, from three doors away. They'd a little 

land, maybe four acres, something like that, something very tiny. When she got married, 

she got one field, a half acre of the land. Then, sometime later, the cow or a few cows 

were very hungry. So the Gavin man and woman, the newlyweds, they said to the 
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O'Malleys, let your cows into the half acre. So, that was the end of it then, wasn't it, it 

was a nice gesture, wasn't it?' 

Annie murmured in agreement, '"Twas, it 'twas, yeah." 

"That was the dowry." 

"But there was one time, the dowry wasn't always money, didn't have to be 

money," Annie said. 

"Today now, the half an acre, it'd be worth ten thousand now, a site for a house 

isn't it, it was a lot?" Seamus added some appreciation to the real estate event that had 

taken place over 100 years before. 

Mae said, "That's going back a long way, ya see, I never knew that." 

As we saw in Chapter 2, Mae's emigration narratives initially cause her extreme 

displacement from her native Ireland. At 20, she was suddenly suspended in the choppy 

liminal waters of a transatlantic boat journey. Onboard, she was a stranger without any 

sense of place or belonging, mentally and physically sick, while longing for home and 

stable ground beneath her feet. When she landed on the other side, she was whisked 

underground, which previously had no other association except the grave, and pushed 

into the roaring Christmas rush hour New York subway. There she held on for dear life to 

the hand of a stranger. Her confusion resulted in laughter from her experienced Irish 

American aunts because she "just got off the boat," an expression reserved for 

dumbfounded immigrants. 
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While Mae was one of the many Mayo women of her time who "voted with her 

feet" (Neville 1995:210), her narratives, however, are personal. Although the historical 

and sociological evidence provides a strong argument that supports perceptions of the 

dispersed Irish as "exiles" (Miller 1985), an identity that has been promoted both 

politically and commercially,^ Mae did not paint herself as such. Mae's narratives show 

that she perceived her migration, though seamlessly connected to Ireland's colonial 

history, to have been more occasioned by the 20th-century global desire for a modernity 

that offered more opportunity for women than a diaspora of postcolonial "exiles." She 

envisioned and actualized a desired different life through nwdemity, media and mobility 

—a "proactive cosmopolitan impulse" (Schein 1999:363; Appadurai 1996). Mae's 

emigration narratives exemplify the "pull" factors of America. Like Mae, those most 

likely to be impressed with visiting Irish "Yanks" were also the most likely to be 

potential emigrants: single young females. As Mae's narratives and the national folklore 

archives attest, American clothes served as a major measuring stick for overseas 

successes (Neville 1995:212). Unlike Seamus, Mae didn't expound upon the lack of 

employment available to her in Mayo in political or historical terms. She never explicitly 

questioned the fairness of Irish land distribution or treatment of women. However, Mae's 

emigration decision was an instantiation of rural Mayo women's response to the 

economic and labor policies of the post-independence Irish government (Daly 1997, 

1997b; Moser 1993; Travers 1995). 

Seamus' narratives, on the other hand, expressed more of a politicized and social, 

rather than personal, response. Especially when blending his migration story with 19th-
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century landlordism and colonialism, Seamus depicted the ''push" aspects more typical of 

an exile discourse. Seamus didn't express any attraction for the visiting "Yanks," his 

aunts or the neighbors. Indeed, he never spoke of them except to denounce their 

promotion of emigration to other Irish. The national folklore archives also revealed an 

attitude on the part of the Irish who stayed at home regarding returned female emigrants, 

whether visiting or staying. Generally, for many informants (who were mostly male), 

there was a rejection of many of the clothes, accents, and manners of returned emigrants, 

male or female (Neville 1995:211). These attitudes coincided with the contradictory 

expressions of excitement, parties, and awe that greeted visiting emigrants who arrived 

with gifts and news of relations overseas. 

Seamus was one of an enormous population of displaced and disinherited men 

who were forced from the farmlands to migrate and work as laborers in England and 

metropolitan Ireland. Miller (1990) posits that the post-famine emigration would have 

been more attributable to the development of Irish capitalism, the profit maximization 

within the Catholic community of landholders, graziers, and farmers than to Protestant or 

British landlordism or policies. However, Seamus' embittered but corroborative phrase 

that "There's only room for one on the farm," is layered into a history that he tried to 

locate in famine times, landlordism, and colonial terms about the small injustices and 

land begrudgeries that commonly occurred between &milies, extended relations, and 

neighbors in rural Ireland. Irish nationalists on both sides of the Atlantic, usually men, 

did not acknowledge the harsh economic policies of the post-colonial Irish govenmient as 

a cause for ongoing emigration, especially of women. Men like Seamus, as well as Eddie 
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Gavin in America (Chapter 4), continue to buttress blame for this ongoing depopulation 

of Ireland on English/Protestant colonialism. 

The "exile niotif' also depicted emigration as a communal necessity within a 

Catholic worldview that devalues individuality. It is the tendency in a last modernizing 

society with uneven distribution of resources to explain expatriation in pre-modem terras 

that permit negative aspects of Irish development to be blamed on colonialism, 

anglicization, and uncontrollable "alien" forces. The ongoing emigration, which benefited 

the agrarian-capitalist interests of the Catholic and nationalistic bourgeoisie, needed a 

romantic ideological explanation. The illogical discourses of 20th-centiiry "exiles" and 

"diaspora" victims from a mythologized anti-modem Holy Ireland provided that 

explanation (Miller 1990). 

Inattention to female migrants resulted in a homogenizing label imposed on all 

Irish emigrants and their children as "exiles" and people of a tragic "diaspora" or 

"scattering." Some historians paint modem Irish emigration, however, as a voluntary 

decision to find greater opportunities abroad (Diner 1983; Nolan 1989; Akenson 1993). 

Travers (1995) posits that the study of the female emigration after the establishment of 

the Free State undermines the popular conceptions of "exile" as stemming from the after

effects of colonialism as increasingly untenable. 

Those who stayed behind, like Seamus, however, continued to express 

ambivalence toward socio-economic "pull" mechanisms of chain migration to America. 

This was evident when Seamus discussed his sentiments toward his aunts who sponsored 

Mae. He was perceptive in recognizing, however, what Murphy (1997) terms the 
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"Fionnuala Factor," after the daughter in the fable, 'The Exile of the Children of Lir." 

The emigrated daughter, like Fionnuala, was oftentimes able to help with the crossings 

and relocation of siblings and nieces, not as an obligation, but, rather, as a way to 

reformulate family and avoid the experience of an exile (Murphy 1997). Neville points 

out that female emigrants ftinded and helped avoid many a financial crisis in rural Ireland 

spanning the 19th and 20th centuries, whether from remittances of cash that helped pay 

for land, the steady flow of allowaiKes to the femily at home, or the funding of the 

passage of countless sisters, nieces, cousins, and other emigrants. Seamus' narrative 

expresses the unrecognized intra-national "exile" who did not appreciate the further 

rupture of families on Irish soil caused by well-intentioned relations overseas. Seamus' 

explanation, "There's only room for one on the farm" also recognizes the contribution 

that migrants like himself made to economically sustaining the household and the West 

of Ireland simply by leaving. 

As Akenson (1993) argues, the "exiles" label, as a shorthand explanation to Irish 

emigration history, treats these emigrants as "mere passive bits of flotsam on some 

alleged historical tide." Certainly, structural adaptations to colonialism, famine, and 

world economic transitions played a part in making living conditions so difficult that 

rural and unskilled women, disinherited men, and even heirs were inclined to individuate 

and leave their families for distant shores (Taylor 1980; Guiimane 1997). Subsequently, 

however, de Valera's economics levied the determining blows in the 20th century, 

especially in the treatment of Irish women. ̂  That internal conflict was initiated as much 

by individual action as it was by the alienating structural restraints of life in western 
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Ireland. Lee (1989), a historian, argues that emigration has become engrained in the Irish 

social structure as an individual and cultural cure for economic problems. 

From the 1870s on, many women who emigrated found that American urban life 

provided more economic power for them than what they left in the Irish countryside, 

which contrasted with many men's emigration experience (Miller 1995:315, 375). No 

wonder that, over time, men were more apt to apply the notions of "exile" to themselves. 

Their revised memories of Ireland perpetuated glorification in patriarchal production of 

cultural discourses: song, theatre, and transnational politicized identities (Williams 1996; 

Ibson 1990). 

Thus, the "exile" discourse upon reconsideration also obfuscated and 

depoliticized the reality of many Irish who were "exiled" from rural life in western 

Ireland to Irish urban centers and alienated jobs. While people and their descendants in 

America, such as Eddie Gavin, may employ the "exile" discourse to craft their ethnic 

identity, people like Seamus were without a legitimated identity critical of the economic 

structures that caused his migration, "blow-in" or "culchie" identity, and sense of 

displacement. For instance, Seamus could not speak directly about his own 

disappointments that he didn't inherit a &rm; all he could say was, "They don't want 

you" in the metaphorical house next door. Rather, the sum of his attitude toward the Irish 

"haves" was an objection to a system that rewarded the "possession" ethic over the 

"performance" ethic, Irish practices expounded upon by Lee (1989). Seamus, like many 

Irish, learned that his "perft)rmance ethic," i.e., working hard on his father's and his 

father's cousin's farm, would not reward him with a holding of his own. Rather, the heir 
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was oiten an Irish American who had never stepped a foot in Ireland or a younger brother 

who invested relatively little or nothing to the holding. 

Mae and Seamus are aligned in their complete rejection of any dowry story 

involving their mother. Their mother, Annie, who also endured a radical geographic 

transition in her youth, experienced being treated as a "blow-in" for many years in the 

Cappachamaun area. She was so involved in the Church and was such a perfect Irish 

Catholic mother and homemaker (Inglis 1987) however, that the neighbors came to love 

and regard her highly. Also, while she stepped down significantly in class and education 

&om her native Meath, she did not put on any airs, was kind, and worked hard. Another 

story frequently told by all who knew her and Edward Gavin was the lifelong strong love, 

uninfluenced by dowries and economics, which they shared. Thus, the notion of a very 

large dowry composed of Meath money tainted the ideal image Mae and Seamus held of 

their and her love of Mayo, their father, and the poorer classes that led to her renunciation 

of Meath and her gentry family. Mae and Seamus were convinced by the evidence of 

their childhood poverty that the Meath relations, who had never been anything better than 

exploitive of their labors, had concocted a story that alleviated the possible guilt of 

pushing the girl out of the home and also kept the Meath people economically superior in 

the femily folklore. They would prefer to believe that their mother did not bring her 

"place/Meath" (symbolized by the hefty dowry) to the humble Mayo holding. Further 

insulting to them was that, if SOO pounds had been brought to the marriage, "he could 

have bought all of Cappachamaun." Evidence of that kind of wealth might have reduced 

emigration among the Gavin siblings. 
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These narratives about the lives of Mae and Seamus provide updates to Irish and 

Irish American ethnography while challenging functionalist paradigms. Functionalist 

paradigms present stability as normal and can not adequately accommodate the 

perception or analysis of change, its causes and the agency of individuals (Gibbon 1973). 

The analysis of social organization gave more agency to people living in large-scale 

complex societies under the traditional/modem dichotomy. Cole posits that "structure 

implies stability, or equilibrium—But when society is seen as consisting of processes 

rather than structures, social analysis becomes the study of motion" (Cole 1977:363). 

While descriptions of what Mae and her contemporaries nostalgically remember of rural 

Ireland resonate in part with the functionalist observations of Arensberg and Kimball, 

Evans, the Blasket literature, and other such writings, their narratives also show the 

tensions of embodied transitory processes and negotiations. 

Harris (1988) criticizes earlier functionalist (Arensberg 1937; Arensberg & 

Kimball 1940; Brody 1973), and Marxist (Gibbon 1973) depictions of rural Ireland. She 

posits that both had incorrect assessments of Irish social structure, notably the Irish stem 

family, inheritance, and social equilibrium. She argues that "All sociological analysis 

tries to study both agency and structure but if no serious attention is paid to real actors, 

they emerge, inevitably, as mere puppets of our concepts" (Harris 1988:417). Harris uses 

ethnography and argues strongly in favor of "the value of detailed micro-analysis—to 

understand the motivation behind patterns of work and transmission of land" (1988:418). 

She adds that the methodology of Gibbon as well as Arensberg and Kimball are faulty 
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because they paid too little attention to detail and particular families and people (Idem). 

As a result of this inattention, the bias that skewed earlier observations of data was 

untested. For example, both Marxist and functionalist positions are premised on the 

assumption that men make all of the decisions for individuals, family, and community 

(1988:423). 

"Motion" in social analysis is meant to signify movement and also the undeniably 

processual nature of culture in place. As we can see from Mae and Seamus' narratives, 

the social processes of Irish rural areas, such as Mayo, are both repetitive and changing. 

Their histories include outward migration as a major repetitive fact of Irish social life, 

intimately tied to many complex factors; social practices of inheritance and dowries; the 

history of colonialism, famines, and displacement; industrialization; and patriarchal 

economic policies in post-independence rural Ireland. Migration is a significant element 

in Irish identity. 

Historical and ongoing constructions divide, expand, and problematize "Irish" 

identity along the lines of place and motion (Caims & Richards 1988; Taylor 1993; 

Kiberd 1995; Eagleton 1995). These include: inter- and intranational notions of east/west; 

urban/rural; emigrant/native; Ireland/Britain; and Irish/America. 

The narratives provide a slice of the varieties of Irish identities constructed 

through memory according to place and movement. Taylor (1996) discusses the sense of 

place/identity in his writing about the ironies of Irish joke telling along the lines of 

nationalistic "othering." Similarly, we can glean from these narratives of mundane 

conversations and life histories that nationalist, regional and local notions are reified 
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between various Irish groups (for examples: a Meath man and a Mayo man, rural Irish 

["cuichie"] and cosmopolitan Irish [Dub or "yacAce/i"], Irish American ["Yank"], and 

local native and "blow-in," etc.)- Many colonial constructs of Irish identities, such as in 

Seamus's narratives, persist in Irish representations of themselves in the postcolonial era, 

a discourse phenomenon Quinn (1999) calls "still/colonial." The internal displacement 

and migration in Ireland continues today alongside persistently strong resentments and 

nostalgia about the home place. 

A sense of identity comes from an emplaced shared knowledge of and a 

connection to these local and non-local places. '"''Dinnsenchas" is the Irish word for 

concepts of historical consciousness and creative local place names (Saris 1996:543). 

Thus, to not know the place or to not be of a place carries severe social consequences. 

Saris (1996) likens a mythological story from medieval Gaelic poetry to current 

narratives about a Sligo mental hospital to show the beliefs long held between lunacy and 

spatial displacement. Recognizing the place in which the story concludes by naming it 

"the Madman's Well" completes the triad that forms Irish landscapes: place, person, and 

story (Saris 1996:542). Another example is the disdainful category of "blow-in" for 

settlers who, in local memory, originally came from another place, whether in their own 

or in preceding generations. They will never be authentic. Even the "Yank" returning to 

his or her own original home place is treated with ambivalence, as illustrated in the song 

by Larry Kirwin: 

Sit down by the fire, put your feet on the grate 

Spend the night reminiscin' till the hour grows late 
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Always remember at the end of the day 

You can always go home—you just can't stay/ 

Paul Gilroy writes about England's representation of itself The following excerpt, 

which supports the notion that "cultural insiderism" is intimately tied to a sense of place 

and memory, could apply equally to Irish post-colonial nationalists and rural locals 

jealously guarding the purity of their parish, township, or county against "blow-ins," 

"culchies,"^ "Yanks," or others: 

They are extensively supported by a clutch of rhetorical strategies that can be named 
"cultural insiderism." The essential trademark of cultural insiderism which also 
supplies the key to its popularity is an absolute sense of ethnic difference. This is 
maximised so that it distinguishes people fix>m one another and at the same time 
acquires an incontestable priority over all other dimensions of their social and 
historical experience, cultures, and identities. Characteristically, these claims are 
associated the idea of natkinal belonging or the aspiration to nationality and 
other more local but equivalent forms of cultural kinship. (Gilroy 1993:3). 

Thus, in many ways, what used to be dinnsenclias, a functionalist Irish "sense of 

place," has become for the various categories of migrant Irish more of a "sense of 

displace." The question of whether one identifies himself or herself or others as an 

"exile," "Yank," "blow-in," or "culchie" is one that is exemplar about how, as Tonkin 

poses the question, "memory makes us, and we make memory" (Tonkin 1992:97). As 

Tonkin also asks, "Why is it that across the world, people seem to remember different 

aspects of the past?" (1992:1). She argues that "one cannot detach the oral representation 

of pastness from the relationship of teller and audience in which it was occasioned." 

(1992:2). 
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As much as "place" is ordered along regional ideological folklores, we find that 

so are the senses of "displace." Various social and economic forces in post-independence 

Ireland continue to fiiel the earlier 19th-century exodus from rural western communities 

to America as well as metropolitan areas in Ireland and abroad. Nationalist and local 

identity constructions based upon discursive Irish histories, such as "exile," "Yankee," 

"blow-in," and "culchie," imply socio-ideological dichotomies. These are derived in 

senses of origin/place and displacement. The degree of emplacement, ownership and/or 

continuity in an area also implies degrees of privilege. In the following narratives, it is 

apparent these notions survive and are employed in the postmodern 20th-century Irish 

cultural context. 

These displaced Irish find themselves in conversations when, despite their 

different experiences or perceptions of migration, they form an alliance in a conflict, 

imaginary or real. Here, Mae and Seamus join forces against the eastern Anglicized Irish 

gentry over the rumor that their mother came from there to Mayo with a fortune of a 

dowr>'. 

Engaging other speakers who lived alongside Mae's life stories enables memories 

to be contested and augmented, as illustrated in the chapters with Eddie Gavin and 

Tommy O'Brien. In these conversations, Mae is simultaneously recollecting, telling, 

learning about, and expanding her own life history. As seen here, the influences and 

stories of a person's life can go beyond their locality as well as their lifetime. Situations 

in the life of a contemporary, such as her siblings, are also of the contextual web of 

influences that compose Mae's sense of place-oriented identity. 
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Where is the "space of culture" (Stewart 1996:13) when we speak of the 

migratory Irish, the most predominant part of the Irish people, and the performance of its 

imaginary? In the narratives of sibling migrants from rural Ireland, we see strained social 

identities that imagine a confused Irish historical sense of self. About Appalachia, but 

also perfectly appropriate for Ireland, Stewart suggests. 

Imagine, in short, how culture in an occupied, betrayed, fragmented, and 
finally deserted place might become not a corpus of abstract ideas of 
grouiided traditions but a shifting and nervous space of desire immanent in 
lost and re-membered and imagined things. Picture the effort to track a 
cultural "system" that is "located," if anywhere, in the nervous, shifting, 
hard-to-follow trajectories of desire and in-filled with all the confusion and 
aggravation of desire itself...and becomes a kind of anticipation, a mode of 
questioning the world, an incessant search. (Stewart 1996:16-17) 

For the "Yank," the "culchie," the "blow-in," and the "exile," or those imagined 

to be such, "in the space of marginalia and ex-centricity—^there are 'places' still caught in 

the ongoing density of sociality and desire. Places to which 'we' might return—in mind, 

if not in body—in search of redemption and renewal" (Stewart 1996:5). This is where 

most Irish find themselves and others, in gaps and spaces rather than in tidy fixed places 

created by structural functionalists, politicians, or tourist boards. 
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ENDNOTES 

' Stem family inheritance has been the desired practiced since the Great Famine but the 
eldest son migrated away from the farm long before transfer of the property. Daughters didn't 
inherit unless there were no sons. The youngest son typically inherited by default since he was the 
last one still nearby. Sadly, however, even they were no longer in their youth and many of the 
women either migrated or were married by the time they inherited. Thus, today, one finds many 
bachelor farmers in rural Ireland and remnant houses. Mae's brother, Eamon, is a typical bachelor 
farmer. The Gavin siblings frequently called the holding "Eamon's" when they don't call it by its 
village name of Cappachamaun. 

^ Many Irish Americans and Irish legitimate a historical identity of "exile" for the 
generations of people whose ancestors stem from Ireland. An example of such includes Mayo-bom 
Mary Robinson, who rose to become President of Ireland and kept a candle lit in her window to 
invite the "Irish exiles worldwide" into her presidential home in Dublin. She and many others, 
notably including the Irish Tourist Board, would refer to Mae and her daughters as "scattered" 
"exiles" of Ireland's "diaspora." Mae is quick to interpret this revised Irish discourse as a means for 
attracting Irish American tourist dollars. 

Concerning post-independence emigration, surveys conducted for the Commission on 
Emigration of intending emigrants before they left Ireland revealed that female emigration was the 
result of poverty, restlessness, lack of freedoms (including inability to get farmers to marryX the 
monotonous nature of the rural lifestyle, the attraction of overseas and urban amenities, and 
economic opportunities (Travers 1995:191). 

•* Larry Kirwin, "American Wake," in Black 47, Home of the Brave (New York: SBK 
Records, 1994), quoted in Wall (1996). 

^ Sometimes also referred to as "Culchie Dans," "Culchies" are also characterized as 
"backward bog trotters" by those who view themselves as more sophisticated metropolitans, 
Dubliners or otherwise. As Angela Burke conveyed to Eileen Quinn, she couldn't get her Dublin 
students to make the Irish language sounds because they remarked that those were the sounds 
from which they were trying to escape (personal e-mail conversation with Eileen Moore Quinn, 
May 23, 1999). When asked on another occasion, Seamus told me, "The Dubs reckon the real 
culchies are in Santry. Culchies hid in the woods; Santry was the country then, it was the places 
to hide" from the English and encroaching civilization (conversation February 26, 1996). 
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vu 
MOTHER MACHREE: BRIDGET MCGREAL'S KITCHEN 

The stories of how Mae reminisced and recollected memories as we "gathered 

places" in the present, show that Mae, like most people, often recalled her physical 

experiences of childhood and adult activities through her senses. Sharing tea and brown 

bread in the kitchens of nearly forgotten people, walking on the soft bog, or smelling the 

turf fire prompted spontaneous discussions of the resurrected past. 

When visiting the old neighbors, relations, icons, and edifices of her life in Ireland 

or the Bronx, Mae's body memory and her memory of the body combined and were 

expressed in the present social context. For Casey (1987), the body is always involved in 

memory. "Body memory" is the way that the past informs the body how to move or 

respond in the present. It is how the body remembers to do things, such as drive a car or 

play a guitar. "Memory of the body" involves the memory of things that have happened 

to the body in the past and the narration of those events according to the remembered 

bodily experience by reminiscing or recalling. Oftentimes these distinctions are blurred. 

The important thrust of Casey's analysis is that the body in all of its sensuous wonder 

should be at the center of any analysis of memory. I chose the methodology of soliciting 

Mae's life stories while physically in the places and talking with the people from her past 

because I intuited what was later corroborated by Casey's writings: that "the richest route 

into recollection is through body memory" (1987:171). 

For example, the nostalgic unique hardness of a wooden chair was marveled at by 

all in a conversation contained in this chapter. In Chapter 5, Reunion, the way Mae 
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walked into her childhood church and automatically sat on the left side, designated for 

the female half of the congregation, conformed to the social practice existent in the days 

of her past and was enacted in her body memory. These lived instances took Mae's mind 

to sensed historical and bygone places and times that she might never have otherwise 

thought of again, much less relived in embodied memory. All of these instances proved in 

numerous ways that while memory is a web in process, pathways can also be re-opened 

along threads that were dormant. The spontaneity of these interactions within Mae were a 

wonderful means of triangulating her own orientation to her past as well as adding a vital 

element of surprise and mystery to our research. 

Seremetakis observes that the memories of sensed things evoke ideological 

histories, cultural symbology, and personalized cultural discourses. As an example, she 

writes about a once common peach, known as "Aphrodite's Peach," in Greek culture's 

recent past that has disappeared and been replaced by European or global agricultural 

products, such as the kiwi. Any reference to the peach evokes its absence, resurrected 

stories, and commentaries that encapsulate a mythical or folkloric chronotope (1994:1-

17). 

Similarly, as the Irish narratives show, time deposits things into the jurisdiction of 

the forgotten past while their absence is noticed on occasions and negotiated: nighttime 

Reek pilgrims with torches, the potato grown in Irish soil, the midwives and home births, 

the practice of confession to a priest, the remnant house, attendance at mass, or the 

physical manual labors of farming when cows and crops were touched daily by human 

beings. The common internal and international migration of rural Irish people creates 



277 

overlapping heteroglossic' experiences of these senses of nostalgia, body memory, and 

chronotopes. 

Like the century-old song about the dearly missed Mother Machree, Mae's story 

includes the disappearance of an era and a place, which, like the history that Bridget 

McGreal also embodies, can be expressed through the symbol of a departed person. This 

is true because of the many cultural, socio-technological and economic changes that have 

occurred in Ireland and around the world during Mae's lifetime, culminating nrast 

recently in Ireland's Europeanization. It is also true because Mae, like a remembered 

object herself, is in "exile" from the object's natural occurrence in space and/or time. As 

Seremetakis points out, "sensory stasis.... can occur through forced experiences of crisis, 

separation, and cross-cultural contact" (1994:17). Ironically, because so many women 

left, Mae is also like the "Aphrodite's Peach," the representative "ginger-haired girl on 

the bog" who disappeared. Indeed, Ireland's mythical literary world has long depicted 

Ireland as a vanishing woman. Like the old wooden chair or milk pitcher, the types of 

people who stayed in one place and came to represent an era gone by as the world 

changed around them, as well as those who, in stark contrast, became Irish emigrants, 

variously embody chronotopic qualities like extinct social icons. 

After a tiring aftemoon of picking bohola weeds in one of Bridee's rented 

pasturage fields in Meleek, Bridee, her husband John Murray, Mae, and I headed to 

Westport at about 9:00 p.m. In the summer in Ireland, the day doesn't begin to end until 

9:00 p.m, and darkness doesn't descend until 10:00 p.m or later. The pubs get an extra 
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hour of revelry, until 11:30, because of the late start and the long harvest days' thirsts. As 

the Bluebird rolled within the range of Westport, the western reaches of the European 

world presented the dominating holy form of Croagh Patrick, beyond which spread the 

Atlantic Ocean and deeply purple dying sunlight. 

"Now that I'm looking up at it, I can't believe I went all the way up there," I said, 

reflecting on the day I had climbed the Reek^ with thousands of pilgrims in 1978. 

"You could hardly believe it I know," Bridee agreed, "I was 13 or 14 times up 

myself, did you see the church? I went up every year, I went climbing until John found 

me and then, after I got married, I didn't climb at all. Ain't that a lovely sight?" Bridee 

continued. "John had a car then. We met at a dance in Pontoon. It was a good distance, I 

met him over there. I met him before my mother died, and then she died and I didn't go 

to a dance for a year, a long time, he probably thought I let him down. At that time, you 

couldn't go dancing for a year after the mother died." 

"How many times did you go up. Ma?" I said, assuming that Mae too had climbed 

Croagh Patrick many times. 

The car radio was playing one of many lesser-known country-western style 

ballads about an emigrant missing Mayo or some place in Ireland. Thich was one of the 

most popular genres RTE Radio West played. 

"I didn't go that many times," Mae said, thinking and answering at the same time. 

Her facial expression and pause conveyed that she was trying to remember. "I think only 

once or twice." Everyone in the car was reminded that she was only 14 when she left. 



279 

Before that, the parents would have left her to mind the younger children while they had 

gone on the pilgrimage. 

We drove straight to the mountain, through Westport with its traditional music 

pub-crawling tourists, herds of shouting Irish and newly arriving European youths 

hunting for drinks and disco. The crowds were explained by the feet that it was summer 

and Westport was then one of the busiest tourist places in Western Europe. We managed 

to get through the pedestrian and motor traffic on the town's centuries-old roadways 

before turning to the south on the road toward Louisburgh and Connemara. The country 

was soon around us again: farm houses, cattle, sheep, and a graveyard at a crossroads. 

After a right turn uphill into the mountain's shadow and along a road lined with 

farmhouses and layers of fields that abutted the ascent to Croagh Patrick, John said, 

"That's it now." 

Mrs. McGreal's village was Knockfin. Bridget was frequently with Edward 

Gavin, her first cousins, and his wife, Annie, over the course of their lifetimes. She was 

bom in the house where Edward's mother was bom, in Bohaun of the Partly Mountains. 

Only a few miles &om Cappachamaun, it is part of the Killawalla parish and has suffered 

some of the most extreme tragedies of the 19th-century famines and evictions. She was 

the second wife to Willie McGreal, after his first wife died. Despite her advanced age 

when they married, she bore him two surviving children, a son and a daughter. The 

bachelor son, Timmy, lives with her. Willie died and is buried up the road, closer to 

Westport, in the parish graveyard of Aughaval. Bridget, 94 years old, is the last of that 

Gavin and Lawless generation. 
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Bridee added, "Where the red car is, there used to be no houses back here only 

one or two, you know, there was Fahey's house down here. All them are new houses, you 

know." Bridee was not commenting positively about the addition but, rather, the loss of 

the pristine landscape and fanning lifestyles. Regardless of the decades of desperate 

emigration from Mayo, tourist places in the West enjoyed abundant growth and 

development. This farm area was beginning to see a degree of suburban/rural spread from 

Westport. A clear female radio voice was singing a traditional Irish-styled air with a 

popular style arrangement about how she missed her brother and mother. 

"Is this the place? That's his tractor, is it?" John asked. The Bluebird hesitated. 

The day-glo red late siunmer sun had sharp edges against the clear sky. We got to the 

house just after the sun dropped below Clew Bay. 

"'Tis, this is it," Bridee assured him. 

A dog started barking from somewhere between the farm outbuildings. In the 

foreground was a whitewashed stone house. Bridee got out of the car and told us to wait 

as she wanted to be sure that it wasn't too late to visit before we all went in. She 

disappeared through the door and foyer. The lady speaking on the radio brought her voice 

up an emotional notch to climax in the verse, "but if I love my country," and the dog kept 

barking. It was getting darkish now, so it was nearly 10:00 p.m. A collie with long black 

and white hair appeared with a tail wagging behind him. Bridee returned within a minute 

full of excitement for a good visit. We went in. 

Like all traditional rural homes, the kitchen was the main room of the house, the 

heart. Everything happened there. There was a door on each side that led to a bedroom. 
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On the backside, someone in recent years had added a bathroom next to the scullery. As 

usual, a "modem" turf stove took up a section of one wall, where a large open hearth 

used to be. The fluorescent overhead light and electric water kettle were the only 

evidence that the kitchen had entered the age of electricity. As we entered, a woman bent 

and so old that you couldn't see how tall she once was except for her exceptionally long 

arms, got up with her walker and began heading for the teapot and cupboards. 

Bridee loudly said, "You sit down, Bridget! Won't you? Don't fuss at all." 

Bridget McGreal ignored the perfunctory remarks. "Get a chair there, and make 

yourselves at home." Everyone obeyed and the chairs in the kitchen were rearranged to 

accommodate all of us and to prepare for a communicative visit. Mrs. McGreal was alert, 

friendly, and ready to stay up all night talking. She started pulling food out of the 

refrigerator until her son told her to sit down. Bridee made the tea and we opened the 

packaged apple "tart" that we had brought. Later, Bridee told me disapprovingly that 

Timmy wouldn't usually make any tea when someone came; "Mrs. McGreal would do it 

or none would be made." 

"Hello Bridget," Mae got in front of the woman, put her hands on her shoulders 

and hugged. "How are you? How ya doin', I seen ya last time I was here. You look 

great!" 

A sociable woman, it was a delight for Bridget McGreal that there were visitors 

from America; a grand reason to get the kettle boiling and enjoy a good talk. Bridget was 

up for the excitement. "Oh...yeah," she studied Mae's fece, "we'll let you sit down 

there," and pulled a chair right next to her own. 
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"Bless you," Mae was still exclaiming how beautiful Bridget looked. "And this is 

Kathleen, did you ever meet Kathleen?" 

"No." 

"My daughter, Kathleen." 

"Hello Bridget, how are you, I'm happy to meet you," I had heard a lot about 

Bridget and her history from Bridee, Seamus, and Annie over the summer. 

"Yeah," she looked all over my eyes and head as she held my hand, "I'm glad to 

meet you, welcome home." 

"You're great," Bridee jumped in. "So we'll let you sit down for a minute, 

Bridget." More chairs were moved around. 

Bridget McGreal sat down in a chair by the turf stove. She wore a soft floral 

patterned housedress with an open cardigan sweater and wore slippers with white socks 

that rippled up higher than her low hemline. 

Mae commented on how much she loved the smell of the burning turf, that it 

reminded her of her mother and childhood. Mrs. McGreal explained that it was the first 

day of the long hot record-breaking summer that she had lit turf. 

By now, Timmy and John were droning on like the experts they were, with 

endless information about making hay, raising cattle, tractors, and the peculiarities of this 

historically warm summer that both already knew the other knew. 

Mae stood by while Bridget steadied herself into the chair. "You're doin' good," 

she said. 

"Here, take a seat there, now." 
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"I like those old-fashioned chairs. Now, this brings back memories." Mae's voice 

went up, emphasizing her pleasure in recognizing the wooden chairs made by hand in the 

same era as the cupboard; they were the same type that had been in Mae's childhood 

kitchens. The legs and &n of spindles wedged inside the open arch back were turned on a 

lathe. The seat was hand carved and smoothed with subtle symmetrical recesses on each 

half. These had been painted a turquoise color. The "press," a freestanding cupboard with 

glass doors, had china inside, including one row of identical flowery ceramic table 

pitchers, the type that adorned the table when my mother was a girl. Mae expressed her 

delight in seeing them again. 

"I know!" Bridee chimed. 

"This reminds me of old times, these chairs." It was plain to see Mae was happy. 

"It does, I know, yeah," and Bridee shared the appreciation. 

"Kathleen, sit on one of these chairs," Mae, who often lectures on the attributes of 

sitting up straight in one's chair, sought to prove the obsolete comfort she was re-

experiencing and how healthy a handmaid wooden chair could be. "I'll sit on this one. 

John, I want Kathleen to sit on this chair." Mae gave me the prime example of all the 

similar wooden chairs in the room, an endangered species of furniture. 

"Oh, I know, yeah," Bridee had also sat in many a similar chair. 

"Those are the old ^hioned chairs, from years ago." 

"Oh, I know, yeah." 

"Aren't they good?" 

John joined in. "Yeah, they're lovely," he said, in his soft voice. 
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Having been asked enough times, I sure didn't want to put a wet blanket on this 

consensus. "Oh, they are good, they're better than the new chairs," I said. 

"Oh, they are, they're a lot more solid; they are." Bridee's voice was serious. 

Mae complimented Bridget. "Those chairs are great, how did you hold on to them 

so long?" 

"She minded them," Bridee complimented and answered for the old women. 

Bridget said, "We have a number of them, up in the other room." She turned to 

face Bridee, "Did I tell ya we're having the stations?"^ 

"Oh! Are ya, yeah? But the stations is an awful job, isn't it7' Bridee has had them 

at her house and her mother's house. 

Bridget's monosyllabic ascending response was clearly a concurrence and not a 

question, "'Tis." 

"Oh, 'tis, it 'tis," Bridee replied. "It's a big job getting ready for the stations." 

"Well it 'tis." No doubt, Bridget had seen many over the course of the 20th 

century. 

Bridee added to the culturally prewritten script, "But the main thing is just get 

inside and just have the stations, ya know. One doesn't have to kill themselves havin' 

them, ya know." 

Bridget was agreeing to the balancing contradictions. '*No, no." 

"And ye are having the stations, Timmy," Bridee said, bringing Timmy into this 

conversation and emphasizing his responsibility. Timmy's accent was thick and he spoke 

quickly. As one of his jobs in preparation, he was going to put new tiles on the floor. The 
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conversation leapt into the strategies of making the silage the following week and who 

was going to do the work with him. They discussed that Timmy was square baling his 

hay that year like many farmers, because of the warm, dry summer. Then followed a 

lengthy discussion about the attributes of square baling and the weather. Mae, Bridget 

and I listened to the men and Bridee. She was as knowledgeable and as strong as any of 

them and made no retreats in such kitchen conferences as these, on the topics of tractor 

types, equipment, and the many ways to do what used to be called "saving the hay." 

I sought to establish my relationship with Bridget McGreal through the living and 

the deceased. "I met your brother in 1978, Michael John, when he was in Bohaun with 

his wife Bridgee. He was a great man, Bridgee as well, great people." To prove that I had 

been there, I added, "He loved all the western books. He told me how he loved to read 

Louis L'Amour, Zane Grey, and all the western writers and movies." 

Bridee was now dominating the conversation with John and Timmy: "It wouldn't 

be dry enough for cutting until about 4:00, I'd say." 

Mae, Bridget, and I huddled into our separate simultaneous conversation, assured 

from experience that the "balers" would eventually come back to us. 

"Bridgee Lawless made nie a sweater back then." Bridgee, Michael John's wife, 

made the finest Connemara fisherman sweaters by hand. She bragged that she never used 

"a machine," meaning any kind of loom, or cheated in any way. Her wool was the best 

English wool, not the coarse stuff that was sheared off of her own herds of sheep that 

grazed on the Partry Mountains. It was her cottage industry, one of the strongholds for 

women that experienced a decline after the industrial &ctories in the northeastern Ulster 
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counties and England brought mass-produced competition and price reductions in the 

decades before the Great Famine. She sold them to individuals and market entrepreneurs 

who forwarded them to the better tourist shops in Westport, Galway and Dublin. I 

dropped more names from Bridget's past while the baling talk continued loudly around 

us. I recalled her niece, Ann, the youngest of a femily of daughters who had inherited the 

farm from Bridget's brother and into which Aim's husband married. 

She was listening and listening. An occasional gentle, "oh yeah" came forth. 

Suddenly, Bridget asked us, "Did you like the weather, its lovely! Well, isn't it grand 

weather." My time in Ireland and with people in their senior years taught me that this first 

question is the beginning of real conversation with them. Mae and I then raved about the 

weather. It truly was a "brilliant" summer. Bridee criticized the way one of the farmers 

handled his hay. 

"Are you long home?" Bridget asked Mae and I. That was part two of the Irish 

social script with the old folks signaling an imminent interaction. I had forgotten that 

these questions come before any genealogy. 

"Last year you couldn't sell it but this year you would sell it," the baling trio were 

intensifying their exchange of information, "Oh, but other years they didn't want them, 

but sure, last year, Edward hardly square baled at all." Square baling requires a dry period 

of time, such as this summer. Rain can ruin the hay. 

"Mom is here till early September and I'm here till the end," I answered Bridget. 

"Oh, very good!" she smiled and leaned back against the chair. 
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Mae said, "She's staying here longer. She likes Ireland!" Mae seemed quite proud 

as she told Bridget McGreal. 

Bridget looked at Mae; "She's like you, isn't she?" 

Mae brought the balers back to us. "So, I didn't meet your son before." Timmy 

would be Mae's second cousin. He was bom after Mae left Ireland. 

Bridget replied, looking at him, "Oh, but this year he's non-stop at it." The 

weather was so good that there was no rest and plenty of cutting and baling to do with no 

respite. 

Bridee's attention came to Mae. "Do you think he's a good bit like Eamon? He 

is." A conversation cannot occur in these old households without at least one person 

being compared to a relation. 

"Oh, yeah! A lot, his voice sounds the very same," Mae answered. 

Timmy and John were still discussing farming. 

Bridee left them, "He's home at the moment. He stays at a B&B in Westport, for 

ages now, he likes it, like, it's home there, you could say." Everyone knew Eamon was a 

destined bachelor like Timmy. However, because of his mother's absence and his regular 

commutes to England since the sixties, there was no comfort to be had in the old house. It 

was shut up and abandoned. He spent his time at the home place in the bam, the 

outbuildings, and in the fields checking on cattle when he was there. In conversations, 

someone might comment, usually a non-family member, that "'T'was a shame he never 

married, and that such a fine house." The locals continued to marvel at the only two-story 

house in the vicinity. The old-timers helped or watched Edward Gavin slowly build it by 
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hand, quarrying the rock from near and far. They never failed to mention the integrity of 

that house and the get-togethers hosted there whenever they thought about the long-gone 

Gavin family. Now they called it a "lonesome" house. Mae hadn't been in the house 

since she left. 

Mom jumped right to Eamon's unopposed side. "And it's convenient, it's beside 

the town and all that." 

John joined in, "'Tis, yeah, he's like at home." 

1 mentioned to Mae that the turf stove was like the one in Eamon's house in 

Cappachamaun. 

"Oh, it is?" Mae asked 

"They didn't have one like that when you were out there?" 

"No, no. It was open, yeah. The open hearth," she said. 

Joking about the old turf stove, I quipped, "All the modem technology came when 

my mother left." 

Bridee said soberly, "It did, yeah." 

"The car, the stove," I listed. "What about the refrigerator, was there a 

refrigerator?" 

"No," Mae laughed at me. I remembered that they didn't have electric for many 

years to come. Under the conservative leadership of Eamon de Valera, revolutionary hero 

and president of the Free State, the government's electrification scheme didn't reach the 

rural areas until the middle 19S0s. It was the 1970s before Cappachamaun got electric 

wiring. The house still did not have running water. 



"What did you use? Ice, did you have an icebox?" 

"No," Mae said smilingly. 

Bridee joined in. "No, you couldn't have ice then." 

Mae said, "No, you just have the food out in the scullery, on the back of the 

kitchen." 

The conversation shifted to toilet facilities. "It was outside," Bridee informed. 

"The outhouse," Mae kidded, as there was no toilet outbuilding. One "just went in 

the back in the field behind the house" as Mae had told me previously. It was the same 

when I had stayed at the house in 1978, which hasn't changed since. 

Mae told Bridget again how beautiful she looked. "Wonderful, good, great health 

and beautiful skin and a nice head of hair." 

A unanimous round of "yeahs" followed. 

Bridee asked whether Bridget saw Ann Lawless (her maiden name) often. Bridget 

mentioned each of her only brother's daughters, Ann, Mary, Peggy, and praised them and 

how oflen they visited her. "They're the best children. They always come. But when he 

was dying, the Lord have mercy on him, Michael John, he called Peggy and he told her 

that whenever she comes, they're never to pass without coming to see me and Maggie 

Mary." 

"I know." 

"And why, every year, they come two and three times." 

"They're good." 

"They're very good," 
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"I know, yeah." 

"They are, very good," Bridget repeated. 

"They respected his wish, you could say," Bridee interpreted. 

"They did," Bridget said without hesitation. 

"A grand femily." 

"But they do come, they do, ah sure it will be 12:00 or 1:00." Bridget was still 

answering Bridee's question, "And John Conway as well." 

Bridee and everyone agreed, "Ah, John is lovely." 

"They are, a grand family, and they're all nice," Bridget wasn't missing a beat. 

Bridee added the best then, "Sure, Michael John, he didn't have a son and he 

always said he couldn't pick a nicer son than John Conway." Bridget agreed. She knew 

since her brother probably told her many times how grateful he was that John Conway 

had come to that ferm. John and Aim were as fastidious and traditional as her &ther. 

They kept the place immaculate and perfectly maintained; every wall and field, 

outbuilding and ridge of potatoes was in place. Everything from the butter to the 

whitewash was always fresh. 

Bridget turned to me. "You didn't change a lot, Mae." 

We all laughed and teased Mae about how young she looked. The resemblance 

between Mae and me is great and Bridget McGreal had only seen Mae once since she 

was 20. 

I had been at a ceili dance a few nights earlier and a man introduced himself to 

me. He told me how he remembered seeing Mae, "A ginger-haired girl on the bog," when 
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he was a young man. It was an image he never forgot. She had left for America soon 

after. Bridget McGreal also spoke of how "Mae was a lovely girl, lovely brown hair, and 

them freckles." 

Mae seemed to light up over the course of the summer whenever anyone 

remembered any specifics about her. For 48 years, she had been in a world of people who 

had known nothing of her first 20 years in Ireland. Each time someone remembered her 

or something about her, it was as if someone had caused her original life and her identity 

to exist and made it a solid reality for her. 

She excitedly responded to Bridget's memory and started proudly showing off her 

freckles like a child, corroborating that, indeed, she was real. "All the freckles, I still have 

them, look!" And the once skinny freckled arm was thrust out for examination, now with 

a hued and dryer Arizona skin, some looser flesh, and freckles blended with the liver 

spots and keratotic bumps of senior years. 

Even though their relationship was that of first cousins once removed, for a 

moment, it was like a mother answering a child. Bridget was in the eternal position of 

being a full generation older than Mae. Bridget never left Mayo. She had the continuity 

of a place into which Mae was bom but left. Mae never saw her own mother again after 

leaving for America. 

"I bet you have. You have the freckles all the time," Bridget answered. 

"Bridee has some," Mae said of her sister, younger by 13 years, "but Bridee's 

don't stand out as much as mine. See how big my freckles are, Bridee's are more 

together," Mae explained as arms came forward to be compared. 
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Bridget complimented Mae by commenting about me, "She is tall, strong." 

Timmy and Bridee helped Bridget put together a traditional visiting spread of 

food: black tea with milk, and a variety of breads, brown, brack and white, with butter. 

The packaged apple pies we brought were also opened and shared. 

Bridee stated what all present already knew. Like so many Irish kitchen 

conversations, the past were remembered and repeated frequently. Over the decades, 

relationships and their qualities were underscored and became important local and family 

folklore. Speaking of her father, Edward Gavin, and Bridget's brother, Michael John 

Lawless, she said, "They were awfiil close because Michael John had the two sisters and 

my father had his brother and sisters in America. Sure, they were the only two lads." 

Bridget included the bond she and her sister had with the Gavins; "Maggie Mary 

and I used to visit all the time. Oh, she was always in Cappachamaun. She used to spend 

a lot of time. She was a great girl for dancing and singing. She could make up songs or 

anything, Maggie Mary," Bridget continued. Her sister had died within the last year, also 

in her nineties. She had married into a household and lived in Ayle, located in the middle 

between the three siblings. All the people of this generation, these siblings and their 

cousin Edward, would have bicycled these distances to visit with each other. Edward also 

used to bring his horses over to Bohaun and help with the fields. 

Mae urged me to sing a song for Bridget, but I wanted the attention to stay on 

Mae, Bridget, and Bridee so I made the excuse that I didn't have my guitar. In my 

research, a description of the way the stations used to be done included live music and 

merriment after the mass and the meal. 
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"I'll come back with the guitar." I asked Bridget if I could come to the stations at 

her house. 

''Why, sure, why wouldn't you? September." There was a definite delight in her 

voice. 

Bridee reminisced with the goal of advising Bridget again to not overwork for the 

stations. "One time, they used to go to so much bother, but the priests now are awful 

plain." 

"But the priests are lovely now. And there's no confession now," Bridget 

answered, referring to the stations and that the priest used to hear confession in the home 

before the mass was said. 

"Not in the stations, like. I don't know, people were always a bit shy in a house, 

weren't they?" Bridee noted. 

"That's right." 

Mae, not having gone to many stations since she left Ireland so young, expressed 

how much Catholic practice has changed generally. "But, now, they don't go to 

confessions at all, even church. They don't have to go every week like we used to go." 

Bridee kept her observations local. "What's wrong now is, when we were young, 

we didn't mix with the priest at all. But, now, the priest mixes with everyone, so a lot of 

them do go to Knock for confession." 

"They want a priest that doesn't know them," Mae understood the local scene. It 

would have been different in the larger parishes she attended in New York. 
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"My father," said Bridee to the group, "ushta tell a story about the priest in 

Killawalla. And at that time we ushta to have a horse for bringing the priest around for 

the sick call, the horse and trap, so they ushta. The priest had a driver, the lad who 

worked for him. He used to cycle into Westport for confessions. One Saturday night it 

was really wet and he said he wouldn't cycle in, he'd go to Killawalla. So he went in 

anyway, and told his sins, and it was going fine and at the end the priest said, 'Don't 

forget to throw a little hay to the horse.'" 

Before any laughter got a hold, Bridget then expressed her opinion about how 

"frightful it is for young people today. And even years ago there was nothing for them to 

do for employment in Westport except work in fectories," which, from the sound of her 

voice, wasn't an attractive option. This led to her misgivings about the young people 

today and their behavior and attendance at church, to which Bridee, who had worked in 

the factories in the fifties and sixties, had a defense. 

"But a lot of the young ones are good," she said. Bridee has four young adults of 

her own. The fiill extent of their participation in the church consists of going to mass on 

Sundays, holy days, funerals and weddings. There is no resemblance to the daily rituals 

and ubiquitous religiosity of the days gone by, remembered by Bridget and Mae. You 

wouldn't hear Bridee's children use the common phrases, "The Lord have mercy on 

him," after mentioning the name of a deceased person, or "Please God" as a trailer to 

some statement about something, such as a planned meeting, in the future. Mae's 

American bom daughters do not even attend Mass unless it is a special occasion. 
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Bridget defended her position and era: "You won't see them at mass on Sunday 

morning. Some of them go to the Saturday m'ght mass. You won't see them on a Sunday. 

Timmy sez you won't see them on a Saturday m'ght either." Bridget, having been 

a steady fixture in the parish since she had married Tim McGreal over 50 years earlier, 

would know each individual in each generation and, like keeping track of sheep, she 

would know exactly who is not going to church and what families were slacking. 

John, who doesn't speak much and has been known to take a nap in the middle of 

these long visits, said, "Well, you do get changes with a different generation. And the 

church changed a lot of rules." 

Bridget was louder on this point. "The church has changed. You can have the best 

breakfast now you ever had in your life and get communion. And we had to walk to 

church without even a morsel," she said. The changes around Communion are the most 

frequently discussed: there is no longer a requirement to go to confession or to fast before 

Communion. Another bone of contention, for many, is the ability of lay people to assist 

the priest in giving the Eucharist. Some extremely devout people eigree with it, such as 

Angela Gavin, who serves Communion in Dublin. Bridee's neighbor denounces the 

practice and will not receive communion at all except from a priest. Others, like Mae and 

Bridee, receive communion whenever they go to church and have no qualms either way. 

They simply say an internal Act of Contrition and get in line to receive from a layperson. 

Yet, all of these people can talk for hours about the changes in the church ways. 

"You couldn't even have water! Then, years later, they let us have water," Mae 

said, recalling the religious tribulations of her young life. 
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Bridget was up on her f^t again, heading toward the teapot and biscuits. 

"You sit down Bridget. You sit down," Bridee admonished her in a friendly way. 

Mae continued, "The man had to take off his hat but today they leave their hats 

on. And the woman always had to wear something on her head, and we used to have to 

do penance, and—" Mae's list would have gone on, but for the distracting shuffle of 

biscuit plates being circulated again. Instead, she pointed out the ceramic milk jugs lined 

up in the glass enclosed cupboard shelves. 

"These are the old fashioned ones, Kathleen. Did you see the pitchers behind you? 

Let Kathleen see the old ^shioned tea canister." 

"That's a real antique, like, you could say that's worth a lot. It's perfect the way it 

is, like," Bridee observed. Mae and Bridee enjoyed seeing all the items similar to those 

their mother used to have in the home place. 

"Those are the old jugs we use to use on the table. We never had a little creamer. 

We had the milk in the jug, like this," Mae described. 

I asked whether the pitchers were made in England or Ireland. 

No one knew. Their faces expressed that they had never thought about it. "I 

haven't a clue where it's made," said Timmy. To everyone's surprise, on the bottom of 

the jug was written "CESCHSLAVAKIA." Those pitchers, a matching collection of them 

amounting to about ten, must have been at least 60 or 70 years old. 

The ambling conversation veered its way back to the locality. With Croagh 

Patrick just out the back door to the west. Clew Bay with over SO odd-size islands in it, 

and Connemara to the south, I commented that Bridget lives in "God's country." Reek 
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Sunday, which had just passed, had to be discussed at least once during the evening. It is 

one of the biggest annual pilgrimages in Ireland and Europe and lends a facet of 

continuity to the locality that spans beyond written history. 

The path up the mountain on both sides is so worn, it is as visible as the mountain 

itself. It was mentioned that people used to go up at night with torches so that they would 

reach the top and the little church for a sunrise mass. 

"But they don't do it anymore?" I asked. 

"Not now, no. But you would see them from here. Some priest cut that out." 

Bridget told us that she used to climb the Reek every year, but now, at 94, she no 

longer went up. "Maggie Mary was 94 when she died. Her birthday was in November. 

I'll be 94 on November 18th, if I survive," Bridget told us. "Have a bit more brack 

bread," she said, and second helpings went around as the teapot got another helping of 

hot water. 

Bridget McGreal brought up the topic of Seamus Gavin's daughter. At the time, 

Ann Gavin was an unmarried eldest daughter 35 years of age. Ann never visited the West 

without stopping in to see Mrs. McGreal. Ann was bom in England and grew up in a 

north working class suburb of Dublin. She had always shared her parents' nostalgia for 

the area of west Mayo. Of all the cousins in Ireland, she was the only one to collect the 

family photographs, genealogy and history. Ann was quiet and country-like, similar to 

her parents. She didn't fit into the Dublin disco and college scenes as well as her younger 

sisters. She worked as a nurse in a Catholic hospital run by nuns. That summer, she had 

spent her savings to put a down payment on a traditional three-room cottage in Rockfield, 
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near her mother's family. Undoubtedly, Seamus and Annie would be visiting with Ann 

frequently since their hearts were still in the West. For Ann, Mrs. McGreal, a saintly 

woman and the last of that lineage, was a treasure. 

"Well, Seamus' girl will be near now, she's a lovely girl," Bridget said. She may 

have been looking forward to the company as well. 

John guessed that, saying, "Oh, she'll be over to see you often." Visiting was still 

a prized activity for many rural Mayo natives. The television hadn't yet found a place in 

Bridget McGreal's kitchen. 

Mae and Bridee expressed their hopes that Ann would meet a nice man in the 

country; that the men from the city were too "fast" for her. Bridee compared the situation 

with that of her daughter, Sadelle, who went to America with the flood of emigrants in 

the eighties. The girl immediately fell in love with a Staten Island man. Bridee said, "Paul 

had great courage to come on his own." He had come without his parents to meet 

Sadelle's family and marry her. 

Mae corrected Bridee, "But Patricia wouldn't let them get away." Mae was proud 

that her daughter had played a part in protecting Sadelle. For Mae, it was if it were her 

generation's turn to be the aunt for an immigrating Irish niece. As Patricia explained at 

the time, she was also empathizing with Bridee's situation by comparing it to Mae's 

mother, who had never met Mae's husband or children. 

"New York is not the same as here," John added. Neither John nor Bridee knew 

the story about Mae and her relatk>nship with her own Paul, a common-law husband for 

eight years. It simply was not ever discussed. 
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Mae knew well what could happen in New York. People are more mobile and 

anonymous there. In contrast, rural and urban folks in Ireland still know each other, their 

genealogies, relations, and reputations. While this was truer in the pre-war isolated 

localities that Mae experienced in the first half of the century, modem Irish still chitchat 

about genealogy between strangers, associates, friends, and family. It is amazing how 

quickly two Irish people who just met can, within five minutes, discern each other's 

family places and genealogies and find some shared relationships between their families 

and networks. Even though it appears to be "chit-chat," the conversants will remember 

every detail about the genealogy and network information they gathered from the other 

person, no matter how fleeting the relationship may seem to be. 

I asked, "How old was Sadelle when she went overT' 

"Eh, 21," Bridee answered, "How old was Mae?" 

"Twenty," Mae responded immediately. 

John said, "She was young when she got married." 

"I didn't get married 'til I was 25," Mae ofifered. 

Bridee was defending Sadelle's experience and decision to marry. "But she did a 

good few years of knocking around." 

"But, see I was around..." and Mae was about to talk about how she had been 

around so many children that she didn't want to get married right away. She had wanted 

some freedom before she settled down and had to take care of children again. But Bridee 

changed the subject to Bridget's grandchildretL 

"What age are they now, Eileen's7' 
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Bridget listed the ages of her grandchildren and their school progress. 

"You're not getting tired." 

"Oh, no!" resounded Bridget. 

Bridget reminisced about how Edward Gavin came to visit often. He and Armie 

would come on the bicycles late at night after the day's harvesting and work was done. 

She described a few of his stunts, how he would knock on the door late and pretend to be 

someone else. 

Bridee said, "They were good at cycling, the two of them. They loved to come 

here. They were like a courtin' couple, even when they were old." 

"It was a second courtship just when they would be going for a walk. They loved 

to go for walks together," Bridget reminisced. 

"And Sunday, he wouldn't work on a Sunday. He worked awful hard on the house 

for years. But then, he tried hard not to work on a Sunday. He'd look at the cattle. Or, if 

there was really bad weather altogether, the priest might announce that you could make 

hay today. And Edward wouldn't. He worked so hard on the house all those years, he 

said he wouldn't work on a Sunday. He'd get all dressed up. He'd go visiting people. 

That Sunday was probably the day that he was doing the house, because he'd be working 

making hay all the rest of the week. The other ones wouldn't work Sundays but he was 

more sincere about it." Bridee would remember the restftil Sundays but she had been 

bom long after the new house was built. As a child, Mae helped her fether do 

construction chores on the new house. Their centuries-old thatched cottage was slowly 
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dismantled room by room so that the rocks could be used for the new house. It took him 

years to build but all agree that the product was magnificent. 

"What year was the bad freezing that Granddad told me about?" I asked. I 

remembered him describing a particular winter snowstorm that froze sheep and cattle in 

the fields. 

"The year of the big snow," Bridee immediately said. 

Mae knew that storm also. "The year of'47, there was bad snow all over. It was 

in New York, too! I just got there when it hit." 

"I wouldn't remember too much. All I remember is looking down at sheep and 

they used to warn me that I could get lost in the snow, cuz I was a terror for being out 

after sheep, you couldn't keep me in," Bridee said of herself proudly. 

"You still are," Mae said to Bridee. For Bridee, that was a compliment and an 

encouragement to keep talking. She loved to work outside. 

"I used to be out after 5:00 to see after the lambs and everything. My father used 

to enjoy me, how I used to be, he couldn't keep me in that time." 

I asked Bridget if she kept any livestock. 

"Yeah, we do. Cows. We have no sheep though, just the cattle." 

"What was your mother's maiden name?" 

"Ellen Nathan from Drummin, nobody in the house now, they're all gone, all 

dead," she responded. 

Whenever we got into the topic of Bridget's genealogy, inevitably Bridget would 

raise her sister's name. Each person agreed again about what a great singer she was. 
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Since Maggie Mary lived between Bohaun and Knockfinn, near Cappachamaun, she was 

in a great position for visiting in all directions and being visited, as people would stop in 

to visit with her on their way to other destinations. Bridget couldn't mention her name 

without praising her singing. 

As the old folks would have done in her day, I thought I would contribute a song 

to the evening. 1 sang the moumiul "Bold Fenian Men," a song and topic Bridget would 

have heard of often in her life. I was a smash hit in the little country kitchen, so I belted 

out a round of a humorous popular song. 

Bridget talked about the songs they sang in Cappachamaun and specifically listed 

Swanee River and Mother Machree, although she pronounced it as "Mother Mahree," like 

Marie with a soft "h". As I sang, she studied me and the sounds note for note as the 

expression on her face made no attempt to conceal. Mae asked her if she remembered any 

words to Mother Machree so I could leam it, thinking she would recite them. She was 

silent for a minute. Since there was no oral record we'd ever heard about her singing at 

all, we were astonished when she broke out in song: 

"There's a spot in my heart, which no colleen may own. 

There's a depth in my soul never sounded or known. 

There's a place in my memory, my life, that you fill. 

No other can take it, no one ever will. 

Sure, I love the dear silver that shines in your hair, 

and the brow that's all furrowed and wrinkled with care. 
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I kiss the dear fingers so toil worn for me. 

Ooooh, God bless you and keep you. 

Mother Machree." 

Her pitch was accurate and her breath was strong throughout the brief 

performance. There were no reservations especially on the last line, when she reached up 

to the top and held her supplication, before dropping down to a tender "Mother Mahree." 

After we sat there dumbstruck by her lovely and unanticipated smging, there followed a 

full ten minutes of praises. By now, it was well past midnight and someone realized that 

we should probably get on the road back to Foxford and let the "poor woman have some 

rest." 

The announcement of leaving was actually a prelude to another half-hour of 

conversation. Bridget said several times she was not tired and could stay up with us. 

Bridee and Bridget discussed the stations at the home place in Bohaun and the priest 

there. Bridget had a detailed knowledge of the current makeup and the histories of the 

families up there, how many in each family, the genders, where the children were, what 

they were doing, which one left for England, and what girl came home last year with a 

black man, etc. 

Eamon's visit to Bridget the Sunday before, his medical tests, the sale of seven 

calves at a profit, and his automobile dealings between Westport and England were all 

quickly discussed. Then, as part of the closure to this visit, I asked if everyone would let 

me take a group photograph. Mae told me to get a picture of the "original cupboard, 

everyone had one like that." 



Everyone thanked Bridget again for the lovely song. 

"My father was a lovely singer, the Lord have mercy on him." 

"And Teddy O'Neil, do you remember it? That was a lovely air." 

"Dad used to sing that all the time," Mae remembered. 

Bridget remembered, too, "Yeah that's right, he used to always sing it." 

"That was one of the favorites. I remember when we were children and going to 

school, he'd sing that. Do you know any words to that one?" Mae asked Bridget. 

"I don't but its a lovely air," Bridget declined. 

Bridee remembered from her youth, "And Katie Brennan used to sing it lovely 

too, do you remember Katie?" 

"Yeah." 

Bridee said again, "She used to sing that lovely." 

Bridget didn't recall that. "Use'd she? 'T'was a nice air." 

"The old songs are all back again," said Bridee. 

After a gap of silence, Mae said, "We'll see you soon again." 

"Do! Do!" Bridget ordered. 

Bridee answered, "Well, I like coming to meet you. 1 remember when I was small, 

when I used to come back and seen all the pudding bread put out for Christmas. You 

couldn't see anything else except for the pudding bread!" 

Bridget enjoyed this memory and laughed heartily. We were all standing at this 

point because we had been on the verge of leaving. She stayed in her seat by the stove. 

Bridee and John in unison entreated Bridget, "Don't worry about the stations." 
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"Eileen will be coming down," she said to help put them at ease, assuring them 

that she would be all right and had help. 

Mae joined in the concern, "The place is lovely, the presses are perfect, all 

polished and all." 

"The priests aren't as fussy as they used to be," added John. 

"But just one priest that conies, and the table, and they say the mass, and a cup of 

tea, and him standing there," Bridget envisioned, pointing at the kitchen table. 

Bridee, trying to lighten Bridget's burden, said, "And they enjoy that." 

"They don't expect the breakfast like they used to," John said. 

They were a team, Bridee and John, on this project of advising Bridget to not kill 

herself over the stations. "Oh, they'd be disappointed if you overdid it, one time people 

used to be awfiil nervous about getting the breakfast for the priest." 

"Everything would have to be right." 

"And you'd have to do it a certain way, like." 

Bridget was making light again also, "Well, now the only thing is sweep the 

floor," although everyone knew she couldn't mean it. 

But they went along with it. "And, now, you don't have to be buying extra stufi^ 

that's all they want," John said. Of course, the truth was everybody still painted and went 

to great lengths to provide a &ncy break&st for the priest and all the parishioners who 

attended. They'd do everything they could for the stations. I saw it myself a few weeks 

later at the stations in another household, headed by a woman in her eighties. 
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We had finally said our final goodbyes for the evening and everyone started 

stepping outside. Bridget stayed in her chair. It was half past midnight. I was the last one 

out the door. As I glanced over my shoulder, I saw Bridget's hands untangling her rosary 

beads. 

Bridget McGreal passed away peacefiilly just days before her stations, about two 

weeks after the death of Paddy Gavin in Dublin. I made it back in time for her wake in 

the house. The day before she died, she had asked her daughter if the "musician" was 

coming to the stations. 



307 

ENDNOTES 

' Without claiming to be an expert on Bakhtin, I employ this term in its most overarching 
implications. I use heteroglossia as meaning the multiple voices that infer layered and contested 
ideological stances Irom both a single speaker, as well as within a group of people with an 
identity-binding feature, such as Mae's siblings or people from Mayo or Irish Americans. I also 
employ the terms "multiple voices" or "multi-voic^" for one person or one group as deflned 
along the lines of Donna Haraway's theories (1991). Her discussion is about the cacophonous 
nature and polyphonies of voices that combine to reveal the disjunctures and contested nature of 
culture. Haraway also suggests a better epistemology by rejecting the single omniscient gaze and 
voice as the only narrator. 

^ The mythical landscape of Mae's childhood is rich with spiritual and political meaning, a 
"sacred geography" (Taylor I99S). The local terrain (see figure 1.1 map ofTriangle area) is rich 
with locations relating to the reported activities of Saint Patrick during the fifth century and establish 
Mayo's early cult of Saint PatricL From Ballintober, St Patrick traveled westward through Mae's 
childhood landscape to Westport He then turned southwest, following the coastline, and began the 
long climb up the summit where the mythical Druids and pagans had pilgrimmed and worshipped for 
centuries. That mountain, the most famous of Patrician sites, is now known as Croagh Patrick 
(2510'), and has been a site of Catholic pilgrims' ascent historically dateable as early as 1106 (6 
Morchain 1982:218). The locals have climbed up in multitudes every Reek Sunday, the last Sunday 
in July Gdem). This fact appears in historical texts as early as 1432. Thus, it is still oAen referred to 
as "the Reek." Croagh Patrick is prominent and has a unifying effect from many vistas in Mae's 
childhood, always visible on her western landscape. 

^ "The Stations" is an old custom in which each house in the village hosts the mass. It 
may have started when Catholicism was penalized and/or could involve providing services to old 
people who can no longer get to church. In any event, it has been going on since anyone 
encountered in this fieldwork can remember. The household puts its best efforts and resources 
into this activity: painting, cleaning, and providing food for the priest and the locality who attend. 
The fewer houses in the village, the more frequently each house hosts the stations. 



308 

VIU 
HEGIRA: A WOMAN'S PLACE 

If anything is about a "sense of place" in the modem world, it is the issue of 

citizenship; a defined sense of place is often joined to discourses of opportunity and 

human dignity as elements of where a person might desire citizenship. New York as a 

choice of home place and its relationship to Mae's rejection of Ireland is intimately tied 

to her rejection of dependency. If one word were used to summarize why Mae left her 

home in Ireland for America, it would be "employment." She believed, based on her 

experience while in Ireland, that there was no other place in the world that could 

guarantee employment for her. For her, employment meant independence. Mae's account 

shows that her aversion to early marriage was not based solely on the post-femine Irish 

patterns of postponed marriages and increased celibacy, which is the usual explanation of 

most history books (Foster 1989; Akenson 1993; Kennedy 1973). Unlike Nolan's (1989) 

proposition about Irish female's emigrating in pursuit of marriage, Mae's account shows 

that she left Ireland to gain autonomy, self-reliance, and to postpone marriage while also 

avoiding spinsterhood. 

As Mae's first hand accounts illustrate, she toiled throughout her youth caring for 

a score of children, cleaning house and pub, and tending to &rm chores as a domestic 

servant. In the meantime, glimpses of modernity were becoming more frequent and 

sustained as she lived around her wealthier relations in Meath and experienced the more 

cosmopolitan and industrialized eastern Ireland. The benefits of noodemization, which in 

many ways was liberating for women, would be palpable, however, if she left Ireland. 
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She repeatedly discussed how she had wanted freedom from domesticity and taking care 

of children, at least for a few years before entering marriage. Unlike today, marriage in 

those days was synonymous with childbearing. Her narratives show her belief that 

emigration was an opportunity for her own improvement and "that she wouldn't have to 

work as hard." This sentiment was expressed by a woman universally verified to be a 

"stout woman'," "a hard worker," and a "great worker" by informants' first descriptions 

of her. 

Regardless of whether Mae articulates her decision to emigrate in feminist terms, 

the accumulation of her views in the narratives about specific aspects of her life (the 

forced learning of Gaelic, the underpaid exploitation she endured as a servant girl in 

Meath, the austere life for women in farm work, her inability to advance her education, 

and overall limited choices in Ireland) shows that she fled patriarchal premodem Ireland. 

Concerning Irish post-independence emigration, surveys conducted for the Commission 

on Emigration of intending emigrants before they left Ireland revealed that female 

emigration was the result of poverty, restlessness, lack of freedoms, the monotonous 

nature of the rural lifestyle, the attraction of overseas and urban amenities, and economic 

opportunities (Travers 1995:191). In February 1948, just two months after Mae's 

departure, the exodus of Irish citizens from rural Ireland, two-thirds of which were 

women, was reaching levels that prompted calls for realistic responses from the 

conservative leadership. De Valera conceded employment was a factor and that the 

government could not interfere with women's human liberties (Travers 1995).The 

folklore archives, combed by Grace Neville for an understanding of gender and Irish 
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emigration, provide revealing accounts which indicate that women "voted with their feet 

as chain migration threatened to drain the country of its young women" (Neville 

1995:210). 

Thus, despite the unimaginably vast differences between rural Ireland and New 

York City, Mae was motivated not only to leave Ireland but also to adapt to and fiilly 

enjoy her new individuated life in New York. Mae is similar to many of the post-famine 

Irish women who had emigrated 50 years before her and who, as interpreted by Diner 

(1983), were seeking opportunity by emigrating. She was going where "the streets are 

paved with gold" and where a woman purportedly had better access to well-paying 

employment, choices in choosing a mate, access to urban household utilities and 

amenities, fine clothes, and where the lifestyle of modernity, dating, and dances were 

more sophisticated aflairs with anonymity from the eyes of the local parish and 

neighbors. 

Interestingly, the folklore archives also contain gender exclusive warnings or 

scare tactics for females about the vulnerability and biases of their host communities, 

folklore to which Mae was undoubtedly exposed as a child. Neville speculates on 

whether part of that was a popular discourse designed to stem the flood of female 

emigration. Neville notes that the depictions of women in emigration songs also made 

them "losers," whether they left or stayed in Ireland. If they left they were depicted as 

having bad luck and health, suffering a miserable lonesome death, or the loss of female 

morality, illegitimate pregnancies, either overseas or as a returning emigrant.^ If they 

stayed, they mourned and cried over the loss of brothers and lovers overseas. It is 
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important to remember that these folklore archives were partly collected from National 

School children across Ireland during the years that Mae was a student. The children 

were given assignments to collect folklore, myths, tales, and stories from the old folks in 

the village or home. Some of what has been coUected in these archives reflects the 

worldview that was being openly and repeatedly discussed in the presence of and for the 

purpose of socializing girls to not emigrate. 

Valiulis argues that modernization was a threat to the power of the Catholic 

Church. It made women's bodies the site of the battle between pre-modem traditionalism 

and modernization, not only in Ireland but also across the Catholic world (1995). In 

democracy and modernization, feminists demanded the new equality, merit, and 

citizenship enjoyed by men (Valiulis 1995). Modernization was the hegenwnic fecility of 

democracy, as religion is the facilitator of patriarchy. The puritanical propaganda against 

women's modem clothing &shions in Ireland was latently more concerned with 

maintaining immediately established and recognizable social and class hierarchies 

(Valiulis 1995:174). The objections to cinema were as much about the fact that female 

attendees might find a comparison that would show them how drab their rural Irish 

existence was as it was about sexual demoralization (Idem: 174). 

The threat of deportation was an unthinkable outcome and to a degree played a 

part in Mae's control by Paul. With the prominent image of emigrant women as childlike 

victims and losers, it is no wonder that Mae had too much pride to return home to Ireland 

when things went badly for her in the United States. Fear of deportation back to Ireland is 

evident in the folklore archives as a &ctor that distinguishes female emigration from the 
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male experience (Neville 1995:203). From the examples that Neville culled, it was 

believed that pregnant emigrants would be barred from entry. Any incidence of 

illegitimate motherhood made a woman unacceptable in the United States, even though 

many sought to escape worse stigmatization in Ireland. 

Worse still, however, was the limited autonomy she would have faced in Ireland 

as a married woman and mother if she retvimed. In Ireland, Church and State were of one 

mind in morality and the institution of the family. The Criminal Law Amendment Act of 

1935 prohibited the sale of contraceptives. In the same year, the Conditions of 

Employment Act restricted and prohibited much of women's employment in industry 

(Beale 1986:8). Finally, the 1937 Constitution officially wrote Catholic doctrine into the 

Irish govenunent; the cornerstone of that state became the Catholic patriarchal family and 

mandated the subordinate status of women within the home; in that section, the words 

'Svoman" and "mother" are used interchangeably. 

Despite the fact of daily public reports of severe domestic violence in the Irish 

newspapers, the 1937 Irish Constitution banned divorce, making it impossible for women 

to legally leave abusive husbands (Steiner-Scott 1997). The Irish courts upheld divorce 

and nullity bars, citing Irish common, constitutional, and Catholic canonical laws 

(Blanchard 1963). That governmental mandate, along with prohibition of divorce and 

contraceptives, was so tightly wrapped with the hegemony of the Catholic Church, which 

coursed through every thatched cottage, kitchen, and bedroom, that few people would 

complain and risk being irreligious. Documented wife-beating in Ireland from the late 

19th century makes evident that the problem was rampant and severe (Steiner-Scott 
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1997:131). In many cases, however, women asked for the sentences to be ameliorated 

because of their dire economic circumstances; they were completely dependent on their 

male spouse and risked destitution and the workhouse for themselves and children if the 

husband remained incarcerated (Steiner-Scott 1997:132). 

While Mae was in Ireland, she went from a situation of dependency on her father 

to a dependency situation with an uncle/employer relationship in Meath. If she had stayed 

in Ireland and married there, she would have become financially dependent on a husband. 

Despite the fiill seven-day work week in which rural Irish mothers slaved, a woman's 

contribution as an equal co-producer on the farm was overlooked. It was the husband's 

work that was valued as that of an "employed person." Indeed, because of the 

constitutional requirement for women's domestication, the statutory bars to employment 

for married women, and sparse opportunities for paid labor, Mae would have had little 

choice in Ireland except to stay home on the Irish welfare system while raising the 

children. 

Both countries have "male origins of definitions of democratic citizenship" (Hoff 

1997:18). Whether in Ireland or in New York, women still lacked three freedoms that 

men enjoyed under constitutional and democratic societies: "freedom from inferior 

legislative, constitutional or judicial status (fewer economic, educational, and legal 

opportimities and choices); freedom from fertility and family discrimination 

(reproductive rights, access to abortion, inferior position within traditional family 

hierarchies); and freedom from fear (fewer protections from the uncontrolled and often 

ignored violence against women throughout the world)" (HofiF 1997:17). Women 
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remained inferior through the transitions from rural to industrial to post industrial, and 

from colonial to free state/democracy. A sex-segregated market labor arose, ensuring 

dual workloads for women like Mae who worked outside the home. 

The discourses employed in the struggle for full citizenship rights to sit on a jury 

illustrate the second-class citizenship women shared in both countries (Valiulis 1997). 

Indeed, it wasn't until the late seventies that the right to jury duty was universal in both 

countries. 

"(The) right to participate fiilly in the public body...the 'natural and normal' 
gender divisions discussed in the dispute on both sides of the ocean placed 
woman in the home as cook, mother, housewife, and that they did not have the 
inclination or time to serve on juries. Both saw the matter as 'gender correctness' 
and painted women who would want to be on a jury and outside the home as 
mannish, lesbian, abnormal. The 'derivative indirect nature of women's 
citizenship' was a public sphere issue, from which woman should be spared." 
(ValiuUs 1997:171) 

Mae was inclined to negate dependency in any case, Irish or American. In Ireland 

she would have been "entitled"—actually required—and in America she was qualified to 

receive welfare. In Mae's view, which was in accordance with the world around her, 

welfare dependency was demoralizing; she saw it as a product of laziness and would have 

been ashamed to be associated with welfare. As she often phrased it, "I wouldn't take a 

day off from work to stand in a welfare line." 

Fraser and Gordon (1994) outline a genealogy of the discourses of dependency. 

They start with the proposition that, in pre-industrial society, dependency was a common 

and normal state of afi&irs without any stigmatization. The political standing of a worker 

was part of the political and economic personality of the boss, master, feudal lord, father, 

or, in Ireland's case, the estate owner, or the landlord. Women and children, while below 
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their husbands and fathers, were included in the multiple layers of interdependent 

contributors to feudal, slave, or wage labor society. However, according to Fraser and 

Gordon (Idem), the radical transformations that guaranteed life, liberty, and the pursuit of 

happiness to all men increased the citizenship and independence of all white men. These 

rights, however, also required that they become independent wage earners or be 

stigmatized. In Ireland, the farmer bom in tenancy became a landowner under the Land 

Acts of the late 18th-century men and women were given democratic voting citizenship 

in the Free State in 1922. In the 19th-century United States, abolition and voting rights 

extended this fiill "independence" to black men in 1870 and women in 1920.^ 

Dependency was still a natural condition for lesser citizens, such as women, children, 

"the dark races," and colonial "natives" (Fraser and Gordon 1994:315). 

In defining what citizenship means for women in the Western world, Hoff 

recognizes a historical stage in the 20th century that genders citizenship as a commodity 

of dependency. For women, rather than having the rights and privileges of public 

responsibility and participation, such as military service, jury service, and holding public 

office, entitlements like welfare"* became associated with their domesticity (HoflF 1997). 

More extreme is the summation that "dependency was antithetical to citizenship" (Fraser 

and Gordon 1994:315). 

The three industrial icons for dependency were pauper (deviant), slave/native 

(normative), and "housewife" (normative) (Fraser and Gordon 1994:316). The 

"housewife" is an industrial invention, a life in luxury for the wife of the independent 

white working man who brought home a wage that provided for a dependent &mily 
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(Idem). This industrial manifestation appeared in rural Ireland in the post famine era, 

right after industrialism began in England and the northern Ulster cities of Belfast and 

Londonderry (Clear 1997). Women began to receive domestic training in home 

economics courses at school as part of the required national curriculum, prompting 

improved hygiene in the home across Ireland, for which women were responsible (Clear 

1995, 1997; Beale 1986). This was a conflict in the context of the underdeveloped rural 

areas of Ireland in which Mae was raised, in which there was no plumbing, electricity, or 

other amenities to lighten a women's increased domestic responsibilities (Daly 1997). In 

this new economic paradigm, however, women were converted from pre-industrial 

"partners" to a representation as dependent post-industrial "parasites" (Fraser and Gordon 

1994:318). The social order of wage labor hegemony was about the white workingman's 

economic independence via a family wage built atop the subordinate and dependent 

status of an unrecognized and unpaid "dependent" wife (Idem:319). 

The housewife lessons learned by women over the generations have amazing 

tenacity. In 1910, the Irish domestic training went with the newly defined femininity in 

Ireland. A housekeeping rule for the new Victorian industrial hegemony was learned by 

Mae's mother in the esteemed secondary school she attended in Balbriggan, Dublin, with 

the Sisters of Loretto. This was handed down to Mae and is now repeated to a four-year-

old redheaded granddaughter in New Jersey. Mae asks her, "Where do things belong?" 

"A place for everything and everything in its place," Alyssa proudly recites back 

to her delighted Irish grandmother (Bourke 1993:15; Beale 1986; Clear 1997). 
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As the 20th century progressed, the welfare state arose between 1890 and 1945 

(Fraser and Gordon 1994) with distinctions of dependency that differed between the 

United States and Ireland. While the United States increasingly defined dependency in 

images of defective individuals, Ireland defined dependency in terms of the woman 

fulfilling her obligations to the patriarchal State. Nevertheless, the stigmatized image of 

"pauper" in either society was now broadened to include women. With the goal of 

making dependence on a husband more preferable, the embarrassment and intrusive 

nature of a state relief investigation was so involved and humiliating, only the most 

desperate turned to public assistance (Fraser and Gordon 1994). 

With the transition to postindustrial capitalism, all forms of dependency became 

"bad" with the idioms of psychological pathology replacing racist and sexist depictions. 

In the 1950s, social workers and psychologists began to pathologize dependent women; 

they were "dependent, irresponsible, and unstable, they respond like small children to the 

immediate moment," according to a 1954 expert (Fraser and Gordon 1994:325). With 

social workers operating with these biases in their background and training, it is no 

wonder, what with the added stigma of an Irish immigrant identity and alcoholic 

husband, that the only relief offered to Mae after the briefest of conversations with 

Catholic Social Services in 1956 was the suggestion that she put her children up for 

adoption. 

The independent/dependent dichotomy, when framed in terms of individualistic 

moral/psychological deviance, further spawned the dichotomies of breadwiimer/nurturer 

and public/private along hierarchical sexual divisions of labor (Fraser and Gordon 1994). 
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These same dichotomies endowed independence and citizenship with the state and public 

body in varying degrees, the attainment of which Mae sought by both leaving Ireland and 

insisting on working rather than relying on charity or welfare in the United States. 

Unlike the situation in Ireland, however, married women in America could work. 

Like American black women, married and unmarried Irish women have been wage 

earners in America as domestic servants over the last 100 years (Diner 1983). During 

Mae's work years, the forties, fifties, and sixties, many Irish women filled waitress jobs 

(Corcoran 1996; Cobble 1991). Most of those women were either separated or divorced 

and raising their children without the full benefits of a male breadwinner in the household 

(Cobble 1991). 

During Mae's second relationship, with the ever-present danger of domestic 

violence, she was denied access to freedoms taken for granted by men and, to a lesser 

degree, women: free access to public places, associations, and speech, and freedom from 

bodily harm. These denials of basic freedoms were curtailed by the man who repeatedly 

physically, verbally, and mentally attacked her, as well as the insufficient social services 

and law enforcement, along with cultural perspectives that put forth that wives, especially 

beaten wives, were inferior and dependent. 

The psychological effect of this type of ongoing abuse is that women forego many 

of the natural spontaneous "inalienable" rights that men comfortably take for granted. As 

writers of feminist jurisprudence have pointed out, the actual and implied violence 

against women causes a formal and obvious subordination that amounts to a de &cto 

enslavement (Frug 1992). Social structures, cultural attitudes about and societal responses 
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toward domestic and gender violence, enforce this "sexual terrorism" in dispersed power 

resident in the male body in all social spheres and effectively erode public and private 

support for victims and their respectability (Sheffield 1987: 171). Frug outlined how legal 

rules terrorize, matemalize, and sexualize the female body (1992).' 

The years during which Mae endured domestic violence, from 1952 to 1967, took 

place during an era before the "second wave of feminism" in the seventies. There was 

little public secular or religious outcry and no educational discourse about domestic 

violence. In the course of her relationship with Paul, Mae was terrified of his violence 

and his threats to take Patricia and have Mae deported. E>espite the fact that, over the 

years, Mae was the primary wage earner in that household, even in the best of spells, she 

would have had to live with social, interpersonal, and threatened physical coercion. The 

enduring demand for intimacy in exchange for respectful or pleasant behavior illustrates 

the little power she had to control her life and resources in her domestic relationship. 

Consistent with the above discussions about equal citizenship rights in terms of 

independence/dependence and public/private, laws curtailing violence against women did 

not arise until the 1970s and were not enforced until the 1980s.^ 

On another unusually warm July day in 1995, Mae and I headed into Dublin City 

Centre to visit bookstores and cafes and amble away a few hours. We were standing at 

the bus stop on the comer near a few shops where Angela and Annie went to get their 

"messages," a newspaper, or Lotto tickets. 
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Mae was describing the vaccinations and medical tests that preceded her 

permission to emigrate. She credited her mother for the correspondence that led to her 

emigration. 

"She had more education than I did, secondary school." Mae and her siblings only 

got through the sixth grade. Of all the in-laws, only Paddy's wife, Angela, had secondary 

school. As a result of her education, she worked in the government's civil service but, 

under Irish law, had to leave when she married. She was thereafter assigned strictly to 

motherhood and domesticity. Mae, on the other hand, had bar and restaurant experience 

that enabled her to be the sole provider for four daughters and an alcoholic husband. Yet 

Mae always commented on the fact that someone had received a secondary school 

education with a subtle mixture of awe and envy. 

"How much time in school did the girls have to spend learning the homemaking 

stufT, the baking, and knitting and stuff?" I asked. 

"You'd have projects to do and stuff, history and geography, reading and writing. 

But girls had to do the blanket stitching and the knitting and the cooking and sewing." 

We were chatting away when the woman living next door to Seamus and Annie 

walked by after getting her messages a few blocks away. She had stopped to enquire 

about how we were. We mentioned something about the "old days in Mayo," since she 

had also grown up there. "Forget Mayo," she said cynically as she continued on her way 

home. She had left there 44 years before. Although she still returned to climb the Reek, 

unlike Seamus and Annie, she didn't entertain any romantic notions about the West and 

Mayo. We boarded the downtown bus. We were seated upstairs where we could see 
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everything. As we passed a billboard on the right, which read "Abortion is Murder," Mae 

commented, "the church is going to lose a lot of people." 

The conversation rambled on to Bridee and that she used to work in the factories 

in Westport during the fifties, before she got married. 

"How come you didn't work in the factories in Westport?" 

"I don't think they had the factory there at that time. There was no employment," 

Mae said of Mayo in 1940. 

A group of teenage children boarded and moved upstairs. They were running and 

yelling, more people were boarding at each stop on their way to City Centre, and the 

noise increased to an ambience of anonymity. Eventually, Mae and I got off downtown 

by the River Liffey and O'Connell Street. We walked westward to Capel Street and 

arrived at the Women's Health Center, where my friend, Olive, a native Dubliner, was 

working. Hot water for tea was put on the burner and Mae and Olive struck up a fast 

friendship. 

Olive asked, "Who did you go to in America?" Mae told her about her aunts and 

their influence on her choice to go to America. Olive had been toying with the idea of 

emigrating herself She thought perhaps she would have better economic opportunities 

and, as a lesbian, would be in a less oppressive environment than Ireland. Even though 

they were a generation apart, they both complained about how they'd had to leam 

knitting, hemming, making socks, and other domestic skills in school. 

Olive got back to work and we resumed our Dublin meandering. On busy Capel 

Street we were met by the colorful stores and a city in transition from daytime businesses 
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and shopping to nighttime revelry and pub hopping. The eternal buses and 6:00 bells of a 

nearby church were among the many sounds in the din. In Dublin, people didn't stop to 

say the Angelus prayer, at least not in public. The national television stations, however, 

pause at six and a long series of chimes mark a period during which most rural people 

used to pray. 

We found a Cajun food restaurant across the street from the Dublin Castle. Mae, 

who loves spicy foods—Mexican, Cajun, Indian, the spicier the better—found her 

favorite eatery in all of Ireland. A recording of a big band tune was playing on the house 

speakers as we sat down and read the menu. 

"We used to dance to this one," Mae said as she listened, "when we went to the 

Hibernian dances in the Bronx. We'd fox trot and waltz. The Hibernian dances were at 

lots of different halls; there were lots of Irish. It wasn't Irish musicians. Trumpet and 

saxophone, big bands. They had the accordion, too. The Hibernian dances had all kinds 

of dances. I went to ceili dances on 3rd Avenue and a hundred and thirty-something 

Street. Margie, my cousin, and I used to go, after I came. She loved the Irish stuff. I 

didn't go out with her a lot 'cuz she was married. She was always bubbling about Ireland. 

She was already married when I got here—^when I got there! I forget which country I'm 

in," she laughed. 

We talked away in our private world through the diimer. We entertained the 

waiter whenever he would stop by and check on us. 

"Did you write home a lotT' 
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"I wrote home quite a bit, once a week the most. My mother, that's the only one I 

wrote. The other ones I wrote maybe at Christmas time. Then I sent clothes, parcels, 

right? When I sent clothes, I sent them to Cappachamaun and my mother would deliver 

them. Later years, I didn't send any. About five years after I got married I stopped 

because the postage was so expensive." 

Joe Venuti and Eddie E^g were stringing away on Limehouse Blues as we 

departed the Cajun restaurant. Outside, the streets were still busy and the sky was bright. 

We headed north and west, toward the O'Connell Street bus stop. We stopped and read a 

bronzed textual memorial of Joyce's writing about Mr. Bloom along the LifFey. 

"I walked these streets with Brida," Mae said as we resumed our walk. "Not so 

much in Dublin. We walked mostly around Finglas. But when we went down to Dublin, 

deary's was there, oh, forever. I didn't do any shopping then, just followed around. 

You'd walk down O'Connell Street and browse about, but not that much." These events 

would have occurred during the forties. 

We moved slowly among the shoppers and hawkers in the Henry Street and 

Moore Street open markets. Numerous young children and women on various comers 

were yelling to the crowds walking by. "Straaaaawwwberriees!" "Bananaaaaas!" Goods 

were sold from various makeshift stands and wagons along the thickest parts of Henry 

Street. On the fringes of the market, the cry of"Cigarrrrrreeeeeeeetesl"has replaced the 

now imaginary historical "CockJes and Mussels" cry of the Dublin's infamous Molly 

Malone. We talked about how little Mae had heard about World War II because she was 

so busy working. She didn't get to read newspapers until she lived in New York. A 
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was spilling out of small speakers in the doorways of the shops along Henry Street. 

"What were your favorite Irish songs. Ma?" 

""Someday I'll go back again to Ireland. I don't know if there was a song with that 

name, there was a song like that, there was some song. That was an oldie." I thought of 

the hundreds of songs about Ireland with that theme. Peg Of My Heart! That's the one 

my father used to play all the time! I liked all of them. Lily Marlene was very popular 

before I left. 'Underneath the lamplight at the village gate,'" Mae attempted the words 

and melody, 'my own Lily Marlene.' You've heard that one. We used to play Moonlight 

in Mayo, and Galway Bay. They were popular, before I left and after too. The Gavins in 

the Bronx used to play that all the time. Moonlight in Mayo. They were popular because 

you were from Mayo, right? Oh, and Danny Boy was number one, right? In the Bronx, 

my cousins Rita and Margaret liked their Irish dances and Hibernian dances. They'd do 

the Highland Fling. It was like a polka and a jig, you know. Stack O' Barley and a jig. 

Some people were doing jigs and reels. I don't know what happened to them after they 

married." 

Mae reminisced about a long list of single Irish and Irish American cousins and 

girlfriends with whom she used to enjoy social activities before she got married. They 

were all either in domestic or food service industries. Many of them also lived near Mae's 

Aunt Celia in the Bronx. The young women used to go dancing, shopping, eat out on a 

Friday after work, and even went on a trip to Niagara Falls together. "And Winifred 

Glennon, my maid of honor, she married one of the O'Reilly Boys. I didn't go to her 
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wedding, I was busy at the time. I was working and Pop was drinking at the time, or what 

not. I just didn't go. I never kept in touch 'cuz I moved away and Aunt Ceiia moved away 

so I had no way of getting in touch." Mae had &llen out of touch with Celia and 

everybody else because Mae, not Celia, had moved away and left no forwarding 

information. Mae disappeared because of her crisis with her alcoholic husband and her 

attempts to evade him. 

People were chatting all around us at the bus stop. Mae and I were freely 

discussing the most intimate details of her life in an environment away from the ears of 

relations and neighbors. She was very relaxed. We were anonymous in the crowd around 

us. 

"It must have been hard for you to leave everybody again. Did it remind you of 

leaving Ireland?" 

"I know. No. I had to disappear." Before Mae left Morrison, she'd met Paul, a 

customer who was grieving the loss of his wife and children, who had recently been 

killed in a house fire. She began a friendship with him. We girls were three to six years 

old and pretty, with long blonde and reddish hair that Mae used to curl every Saturday 

night before Sunday church and outings. He was attentive and affectionate toward the 

children. Mae began considering what at one time was impossible for her: a separation or 

divorce from her husband. Meeting Paul seemed to be a break since she needed 

emotional, financial, and time-sharing help raising her daughters and earning a living. In 

the late 1950s, a mother living in New York without any man in the household was also 
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an awkward role, especially for an Irish immigrant. He was so heartbroken and seemed so 

nice, she thought she was helping him also. 

One morning in 1959, Mae refused to give Donald any more drinking money. A 

fight with threatened violence ensued. Mae gave him five dollars. The minute he went out 

the door, she looked at her three daughters and announced that we were leaving. I was 

nearly finished with first grade in the parish school, Claire was four, and Donna was three 

years old. With barely a suitcase of items and some meager "mad money" she used to 

hide away for rent and an emergency, Mae left with three toddlers in tow. She severed all 

contact with Morrison, her own relations, and friends. 

"Paul said he was so lonesome, he said he had to be pulled out of the fire because 

he loved his family so much. We met a number of times and went to New Jersey, the 

Palisades, some boat rides with you girls. It seemed to really help him. We went to 

playgrounds. He was a quiet drinker. He didn't drink much in the beginning. We took 

nice trips together, to Kingsbridge and the riverfront and we went to movies. And he 

spent time with us, which Donald never did. Things were getting worse with Donald. 

Paul said I should just move out temporarily. Finally, I just got out and moved and we got 

the furnished room. I wouldn't have had an apartment in New York if I hadn't met him, 

I'd have never moved out. I needed help. I knew I could get a furnished apartment or a 

hotel for the time being. I left everything. I walked out and called Paul and he got the 

place. Then he started talking about how he had some money coming from the fire or 

something, some settlement or insurance that his mother was sending to him." 
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"Two for Santry," I told the bus driver as we boarded and gave him two pounds. 

The chatter intensified as we piled inside the vehicle. We went upstairs and found some 

seats. The bus filled to beyond maximum capacity and people stood flush against each 

other. 

"After I split up with Morrison, I didn't stay friends with anyone, cousins and 

everybody. I got lost then. Period. I had to make a clean break because they were all 

connected with tlie Morrisons," Mae continued. She disappeared into the city as her only 

way out from under the leaching effect of her marriage to Donald. Since the Gavin family 

was so connected to the Morrisons in the Bronx Irish network, Mae thought that as long 

as she maintained contact with her relations and friends, Donald would be able to locate, 

harass, and exploit her. 

She also lost touch due to the awkwardness of disclosing the shameful fact of 

another man. She continued to write to her mother in Ireland and included that she was 

having problems with Morrison's drinking but said nothing about Paul. What was 

happening was completely opposite counter to Mae's expectations about her American 

life. Not only did she lose the security of her extended Bronx family in the second 

severance of her life, she also lost the security of a fast dissipating Irish enclave in the 

Bronx. It was thinning due to postwar white suburban flight. She also left the security of 

the good job she had at Harry's Hub, where the tips were good and she could work 

evenings but where Donald could easily find her. 

Worst still, the Catholic Church failed to offer any support. As if being in a 

marriage with an alcoholic wasn't enough of a disappointment and embarrassment for 
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her, Mae was now entering a world that was replete with all of the worst sins and 

downfalls of the folkloric female emigrants about which rumors filled her youthiul 

socialization. The folklore told by old people and heard by children during Mae's 

childhood contained cautionary tales about nameless tragic women who had emigrated to 

America (Neville 1997). All of the commandments ofde Valera's nationalist and Mae's 

mother's Catholic world were broken: she emigrated, worked outside the home, left her 

husband, and was now living in sin with another man. 

Not only did she reflect on her situation from the Catholic viewpoint she learned 

as a child but certainly felt that others who shared that worldview, such as her mother or 

aunts, would be even more hard-pressed to comprehend or empathize with her situation. 

The National Schools which Irish children had attended since 1830 featured lessons in 

civility and domesticity from puritanical Catholic catechisms (Tyans 1985; Taylor 1995; 

Inglis 1987). For example, the following excerpted "truths" taught to children were 

hardly modified by the time Mae learned these during her first to sixth grade education, 

except that they were taught in Irish: 

Q: Is it lawful to tell a lie for a good end? 

A: No; for no reason or motive can excuse a lie. 

Q: What kind of gluttony is most sinful? 

A: Drunkenness. 

Q: What do these commandments forbid? 

A: The one forbids us all carnal knowledge except between husband and wife. 

The other fbrbiddeth even the desire of such carnal knowledge. 



329 

Q: Is it a breach of these commandments to have impure thoughts, when one has 

no desire to commit the action? 

A Yes it is, if we entertain such thoughts willfully and with pleasure. 

Q How must a husband behave towards his wife? 

A: He must use her lovingly, carefully and tenderly, like a part of his own body, 

as Christ doth his spouse, the Church. 

Q: How must a wife behave towards her husband? 

A: With love, respect, and submission, as the Church does toward Christ. 

Q: Do those who go to communion in a state of mortal sin receive the body of 

Christ? 

A; Yes; they receive it to their own damnation, as Judas did. 

Q; How does the Church punish those who, having arrived at the years of 

discretion, confess not for a whole year, nor receive the Blessed Sacrament within that 

period, especially at Easter? 

A: The great Council of Lateran orders, they shall be debarred of divine service 

and entrance into the church during life, and deprived of Christian burial at their death. 

(Tynan 1985:28-29). 

On another occasion, Mae and I were talking in her home in Arizona. She was 

reflecting on how difficult times were after Donna, her third daughter, was bom. Her last 

confession took place when a Bronx Irish priest refused to give her absolution because 

she had missed Mass. "Donna was just bom so I missed the first Sunday after. The 

weather was bad the next week and all of you three girls were sick, so I missed the mass. 
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He gave me absolution for the first Sunday but said there was no excuse for missing the 

second Sunday. I asked him if the Church was going to pay the doctor bills for dragging 

you girls out in the snow when you were sick. That was right after the Church told me to 

put you girls up for adoption when I asked for a few dollars for the babysitter so I could 

go to work! Right? He refused to grant me absolution. So, I couldn't receive Communion 

anymore. Years later I told a priest who used to drink at Sullivan's. He said that priest 

was wrong and he gave me absolution. 

"There was Toni next door at Jessup Avenue and she was nice. She had three 

sons. Her husband was a sailor, too, but he sent home the checks. She'd go out and I'd 

watch her children for her. I paid her something to watch you girls while I worked. She 

didn't work. We used to sit on the stoops all the time and talk. In those days, the TV 

hadn't taken over. She knew after Donna was bom that I was down and out and couldn't 

pay my rent. While we were sitting outside, her landlord came up and she asked her 

landlord to lend her money. He did. I was shocked that you could ask the landlord to 

lend you money. She was great. I mentioned it to her and found out she borrowed the 

money for me so I could pay my rent. I paid her back right away. After you have a baby, 

you fall behind 'cuz you didn't work for a week or two and have to take extra work to 

catch up. We had each other's keys. 

"I heard some years later that she committed suicide. She didn't go out to work, 

she had too much time on her hands. I got out and met people. I had my work. I loved my 

customers and the people I worked with. I stayed busy, right? Mrs. Gerardi told me she 

committed suicide. After I moved out of Jessup Avenue, I still used to go back and talk 
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with Mrs. Gerardi. She was someone I could talk to, I didn't have a mother or anyone to 

talk with. She was Catholic, very religious. When the priest wouldn't give me absolution, 

Mrs. Gerardi told me not to worry about it, she said I was right. 

"I went to Catholic Social Services and I asked for, like, a loan of 15 dollars, just 

to get a babysitter for one week until I could get on my feet. The church gave me two 

lousy dollars. They said I should put my children up for adoption." For a moment, Mae 

wept as she spoke. "I got more determined. I was so mad. To think of all the ten percent I 

put in the basket at church for years for Catholic Social Services." 

These events happened before Mae left her husband and began living with Paul 

out of wedlock. She considered herself "excommunicated" from then on. The anonymity 

ofNew York certainly helped alleviate the watchful eyes of a parish. If she had returned 

or been deported to Ireland, the local parish would have facilitated a panoptic sense of 

shame. 

Typical of the Dublin transit system, once everyone was on the bus and settled in, 

the driver announced that the bus was broken we had to change buses. The full double 

decker bus groaned and the weary workers disembarked and boarded the next bus. 

Luckily, we got onto another Santry bus readily and were snuggled back into our seats. 

"You didn't want Morrison to find you. How come?'' 

'"Cuz I didn't want to support him anymore. That's what it was all about, I just 

couldn't do it anymore. I had tried to talk to him, like, 'Why don't you just go on your 

own or stay here but not borrow money from me all the time,' right? It didn't work. He'd 

show up or he'd call me and say he's in a jam, help him out. I mean, he'd come in from 
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sea and he'd have no money. He didn't have the price of a cigarette. He'd be in from sea 

coming out of a big paycheck, I mean a big one. You know he really worked very hard. 

And I'd say, 'You know, you really should give me some money,' and he'd say, 'No, I 

have to pay this guy' or 'I have to do this. Then, I'll give you some money.' And next 

thing he'd go out and he'd come home broke. He wouldn't have the price of a pack of 

cigarettes. Hmm? And after working two or three months out at sea, six whole nwnths 

sometimes. Pitiful. 

"I mean, he was out at sea, right?" she continued. "He had plenty of time out at 

sea to get straight, to sober up. Sometimes I'd be so broke and all of a sudden I'd work 

extra jobs and make some money. Then he'd come in. And I had saved some money. You 

know? Before he'd get home. And he'd be broke; somebody'd 'rolled him. Before he got 

into port. And he'd be so disappointed. 'It'll never happen again.' I know he'd be 

heartbroken." Mae took a long reflective pause. "Terrible, but he meant well." 

"So the day you left, you left ail the ftimiture and everything?" 

"Left everything there, yeah, just packed the clothes and a couple of things and 

that's it, only you girls. We didn't know 100 percent where we were going, right? We 

had to get a room, right? I was just going and that was it. I had to get out. 'Cuz I figured 

that's it, and if I try to make a break and try to move out furniture and all that, no matter 

where I move he'd be right with me. It was just the straw that broke the camel's bank. 

This was it, I can't do it anymore, I can't do it anymore, and all of a sudden he blew it 

again. That's it. I'm out." 

"Did you leave a note?" 
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''No, I just took off. I think I left a note. Something like that. 'Cuz I had told him 

if he doesn't straighten out I'm just picking up and goin'. He sez, 'You can't do that.' I 

sez, 'I can do it.' I sez, 'I don't have to support you, I can take care of the girls but I can't 

drag myself down every time I build up.' You know? And then he had broken his leg. Do 

you remember the time he broke his leg? He had his leg in the cast for the longest time 

and I figured that would straighten him up. He was in the bar and he fell over and it 

broke. If he was drunk, who knows, right?" 

"So he was in town the morning you left?" 

"He was out drinking." 

"He must have been pretty shocked when he came home." 

"I had it out with him before he left. I don't know what it was, the same old thing 

over and over and over again, like a repeat a thousand times. And I told him,'You go 

your way and do whatever you want to and I'll take care of the girls.' And he sez, 'No, 

you can't do that.' I sez, 'I can, I've proven I can do it.' I sez, 'You're dragging me 

down.' You know?" 

"So what did you take?" 

"Nothing, just a couple of clothes, that was it. Took a cab and that was it. I don't 

remember if it was a weekend or what. I don't remember how much money I had. I 

always had saved enough money to pay my rent. I buried it. I'd hide it. No matter what, I 

always had money to pay my rent." For Mae, the meanings surrounding rent, landlord, 

and eviction was weighted with the devastation of her ancestor's &milies in Mayo. No 

matter how bad things got, she made sure she was never evicted for lack of rent money. 
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"We went to 69th Street. I was already pregnant when I got the apartment in 

Manhattan, on 69th Street around there. It was the west, it was right close to Central Park. 

You had a babysitter named Bonnie. She used to walk in the park with you. She was 13 

or 14. She was young, a really nice girl. Then we moved to Stewart's, the landlord, in 

Brooklyn, on 8th Avenue and 4th Street. I hadn't gained any weight and I didn't tell them 

I was pregnant. And when Patricia was bom, we had to get out. That was against the law. 

You had three children and four was too much. But it was six rooms. That was very big. 

Then we moved to Twelfth Street. And when we were in Brooklyn, we used to go to 

Prospect Park." 

"So when you put two and two together about Paul you must have really flipped 

out." I said. 

"I almost died. When I heard the lies, I couldn't believe it. He was polished. He 

was something else. I believed it all. He was pretty smart. Who would have believed 

somebody would lie about losing their wife and children in a fire? But, I mean, he just 

loved you girls so much. He was a good father when he was straight. He had a lot of 

concern. He used to chip in and clean house and clean shoes and he was anything but 

lazy. But when he flared up he was gone. Terrible isn't it, who'd ever think? Whatever he 

was on..." Mae had suspected he was also on drugs. "When I first met him, he didn't 

have a drink or anything. Then, all of a sudden.. .Patricia was bom in '61 

"So, do you remember the day you found out you were pregnant with Patricia? 

How did you find out?" I asked. 
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"How did I find out? I missed my period! And then you kind of figure maybe its 

just a little bit late, then you figure you could miss it for some reason or another and get it 

next month but no way, right? But at that point I took a hot bath and stuff too, you know, 

you figure it'll come on, right. I wasn't planning on getting pregnant. I had gotten a 

diaphragm from the doctor and everything." 

"How did Paul react7' 

"He was happy. I was happy, too. He said, 'We'll have the money soon,' right? 

'We'll have it much easier.' Patricia was a couple of months, I don't know how old she 

was when we were living on 12th Street, when I found out that he had been married, that 

his wife was still alive. I was in shock. I told you about the time that he started yelling 

and screaming and saying I was this and I was that and he just took ofif with Patricia. It 

was at nighttime and he went down to the theatre, you know the Sander's Theatre, where 

you walk to the train? And he's taking off, he's taking Patricia from me, right? And I 

chased after him and he's making a phone call at the booth on the comer there. And I'm 

standing over and saying, 'Forget about it' you know, 'You better come home and take 

Patricia home.' And he's making the phone call and he's going, right? And as he's 

making the phone call, my eyesight was good, I wasn't on top of him but, I could guess 

the numbers he dialed. I called up that number later. 'Cuz, he didn't go, I talked him into 

coming back but I called up that number later and it was his mother on the phone. And I 

told her who I was and she said 'He's such a liar, he's this he's that, he has a lovely wife, 

he has a daughter and a son.' So I got it from the horse's mouth, you know? I knew then 

what was happening. But I didn't tell him. He never knew I called her. But this way I was 
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one step ahead of him. 'Cuz if you say something you just get into an argument and get 

beat up or something, right? But he had so many good points; it was just that he flew off 

the handle altogether and I never knew when he would for no reason. " 

Of course, the settlement money never appeared. Paul's schemes to get money 

increasingly involved Mae borrowing from her femily in Ireland. As she told me, "I just 

sent the letter to my mother and said everything was fine, going great. I didn't want to 

worry her. Before Patricia was bom, I just said that Pop was out to sea. I got some money 

from Seamus. I couldn't tell them I was pregnant." From the stories that she repeatedly 

told later, she never recovered from the fact that Paul had taken that particular money and 

"splurged like a big shot in Manhattan, drinking." He was also obsessively jealous and 

mistrustful of her, always checking up on her, showing up at her work place, and flying 

into a violent rage if he imagined any extra friendliness between her and a customer. He 

not only showed up and drank her tip money but he also began to beat her. 

To avoid explanations and stigmatization, they held themselves out as a married 

couple. The social environment in those days precluded any interference with a 

husband's right to beat his wife. Furthermore, Paul ofren threatened that she would be 

deported back to Ireland if she called the police on him. Mae had lost her opportunity to 

file for permanent citizenship back in 1955. She had five years from the time she filed her 

intention to become a citizen in 1950. Situations after her marriage made it too difficult to 

take the time off from work. Thus, she remained in the United States as a permanent 

resident alien. 
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Because of the domestic secrets and isolation that Paul increasingly built around 

Mae, she didn't develop any relationships with her neighbors and they had little 

information about her. During those years, even though Mae put in endless wage-earning 

hours, she could not afford to buy anything for herself; a new dress, nice high heels, an 

"eggcream soda," or any of the things she had enjoyed in the years before she married. 

However, because she worked at night, people were nevertheless, inquisitive. 

By 1962, the family had moved to a quiet neighborhood composed predominantly 

of two-story houses in Brooklyn's Borough Park. We called that apartment "Lavaro's," 

again after the landlord. It was a "white" neighborhood compared to the transitional Irish 

to Black-changing Bronx and the Hispanic neighborhoods in Manhattan and Park Slope 

that we had just left. Borough Park is a Hassidic stronghold in the heart of Brooklyn with 

synagogues, strict observance of Shabbat on Saturdays, social segregation from goyim, 

kosher everything, and ubiquitous Hebrew and Yiddish in the public places. Holy Ghost 

Church was four blocks away on the border of the Italian American neighborhood of 

Bensonhurst, which abuts Borough Park to the south and west. To the east were the 

Puerto Ricans, from Sunset and Park Slope neighborhoods. Except for scattered old-

timers what hung on in Woodside, Queens, or Bay Ridge, Brooklyn, the Irish during 

these years were gone to the suburbs.' 

Mae got a steady daily lunch shift at a good-tipping midtown Manhattan bar and 

restaurant called Sullivan's, on West S7th Street. The place capitalized on the theme of 

Irish ethnicity—shamrocks and leprechauns, Bing Crosby records in the jukebox, St. 

Paddy's Day Corned Beef specials, and an attractive Irish waitress. The establishment 
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attracted many Irish American customers and a steady stream of upper-middle-ciass 

white working men. They worked for nearby big businesses such as the New York 

Coliseum, Columbia Broadcasting Systems, Roosevelt Hospital, the Hudson Hotel, and 

General Motors. Her lunch clients included many "big shots," actors, executives, 

newscasters, politicians, and wealthy and powerfiil men. Mae was a popular waitress. She 

made good money at Sullivan's and worked lunch shift there for 17 years. 

The owner, Pat Sullivan, was from Cavan, Ireland, and his wife, Kathleen was an 

Irish American who had never been to Ireland. He, like many employers at the time, did 

not want Mae to join the waitress union, which would have required him to pay for a 

certain amount of benefits, medical coverage, sick leave, and other fair labor practices. 

He satisfied the minimal requirements and monitoring with a union bartender (male). 

Although Mae would have liked to have joined the union and received some medical 

benefits, the business and tips at Sullivan's were excellent. "The different places I 

worked at since you were a baby, like Schrafft's and Harry's Hub, they had one or two 

union people. But if you made good money, you just let it go, the boss didn't want you to 

join the union. In Sullivan's, they were always asking him constantly to join the union 

and he didn't want any part of it. Only a couple of people were in the union. The 

bartender was usually the one," Mae reported. 

Sullivan also was abusive to his wife. Kathleen Sullivan and Mae became close 

supportive friends to each other. They helped each other with self-protection strategies 

and contingency plans. They co-signed safe deposit boxes for each other. Each had a 

copy of the other's key in case something happened to one of them. Kathleen had money 
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saved in case she ever had to leave Pat. They would also keep sundry documents and 

copies of private things in the safe deposit boxes, since they enjoyed no privacy in their 

married lives. 

Kathleen advised Mae to get a picture of Paul and keep it in her safe deposit box. 

For once, Mae had someone to trust with her problems. The two women were a comfort 

and source of strength to each other. On days when Mae's scheduled childcare for 

Patricia failed, she could bring Patricia into Manhattan and Kathleen would happily 

watch and entertain the child so Mae wouldn't miss a day's work. 

The violence against Mae and the children continued to escalate. It was harder to 

hide it from the neighbors on quiet 49th Street, although no one ever discussed it or 

called the police. Then, as Mae tells it, she went into work one day and found a notice on 

the door that the restaurant was closed for the day due to a death in the family. Mae went 

next door to the Henry Hudson Hotel where someone told her that Kathleen died. 

This was probably the hardest story, emotionally, for Mae to tell. As Mae told me 

the story, she added, "It felt so empty when I went back to work. It was strange how she 

died. Pat had had a couple of drinks; she didn't drink. Some way she fell down the stairs 

in the garage. It was a sudden death so there was a question mark underneath that. When 

he passed away, it was the same garage. The car was running and he fell asleep there. 

With all that money, houses, stocks, the bars in Manhattan, he left no will. Then his wife, 

Mickey, she was nice, a few years later, she ended up in the same place with the gasoline 

and the car running in the same garage, dead." 
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She went to work every day, hid her tips in her girdle before going to the subway, 

counted her quarters at the end of each night, and put some aside for the rent. Everything 

she bought was paid for in cash from saved tip money. She was able to keep a rented 

apartment, raise four daughters, buy some luxuries such as a washing machine, and pay 

Paul's bar tabs when necessary. Sometime around 1967, Paul left the household and got a 

small apartment on the Lower East Side of Manhattan. The reason he gave was that he 

was in trouble; somebody was looking for him, either the police or some "people." 

Because he didn't want to leave any evidence, he destroyed every picture of himself. 

Finally, he was gone. To this day, Mae doesn't know where he is, nor does she want him 

to know about her. 

By now it was nighttime, as the bus pulled into the Santry area. The windows had 

tamed black and the fluorescent lights were turned on inside the bus, which by now had 

lost most of its commuters. 

"When did you leave Pop?" 

"I forget, '59? It was hard, really hard, to pick up and leave, hmm?" Mae's voice 

grew soft. "I had no choice. It was just take care of your family, that's it, right? It was 

just make the best of it, you know? Then it broke my heart to tell anybody. I couldn't tell 

anybody about Paul, going again into another mess." 

"You mean, telling the folks in Ireland or in New York?" Mae didn't ever tell her 

relations in Ireland. 

"In New York," she answered. "My cousins and everybody. Maybe at that point, 

if everything was working good, I could hold my head up and say, 'This is great,' right? 
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Right? What are you going to do, right? I mean years from now, you say, 'Oh, you're 

doing great now. I'm doing this.' I couldn't, right? You better off just keep quiet. What 

would you do?" 

I had no idea what I would have done. In today's world, domestic violence and 

alcoholism are openly discussed. Today, at least there are shelters, free counseling, and 

support for women in such a situation, although services are still lacking, especially with 

the complications that arise for resident aliens under the new stricter immigration laws in 

the United States. Protective orders exist today that are easily obtained without legal 

representation that can order the husband to stay out of the home and have no contact 

with the spouse. In the fifties, however, the term "domestic violence" didn't even exist 

(phone conversation with AJfred Kahn, Ph.D. at the Columbia School of Social Work, 9/23/99). I 

couldn't even begin to address Mae's question, her circumstances were so remotely 

different. When the bus pulled over at our stop in Santry, we were ready to disembark. 

Stepping off, Mae was still talking. 

"It's hard to imagine," I empathized with her. 

"You know, you don't have your mother to run home to or a sister," she said. 

"It must have been so hard to not pick up the phone and call Grandma Morrison 

or somebody to say hello. That must have taken tremendous will on your part," I said. 

"I know, what could you do?" We walked slowly toward Paddy's house deep in 

thought. 

"Did you try to get some legal separation or divorce or child custody or something 

after you left Pop?" 



342 

"Oh, I went after that." Mae repeated that phrase several times while she collected 

her memories and thought. "Where did I go to? I went to Catholic Social Services to get 

some help and they said, 'No, but you should get some support or put the children up for 

adoption.' Paul wanted me to get support, too. He didn't care where I got the money 

from." 

She corrected herself, "No, I had gone to court before that, before I broke up, 

before I met Paul, right? Because Pop wasn't giving me any money. And he was going to 

sea and spending all the money. So I'd gone to court so they could take it from his 

paycheck before he spent it, right? You know, legally I'd get it, right? He was on 

unemployment for a long time. He got a check all the time when his leg was broken, 

right?" 

Suddenly her whisper was gone and she was in fiill voice again, "And he 

wouldn't give me anything at all. Nothing. I was keeping him and supporting him and 

everything else. He wasn't even working. I said, 'You're gonna have to give me so much, 

help pay the rent' and all that. And he just got real nasty. And I said, 'They're your 

children just as much.' And I went to court. It wasn't that I wanted the money from him, 

it was that I didn't want to support him. Because he had plenty of money to support 

himself. This was what the argument was about. So I went to court and finally they 

agreed that he had to give me a percentage of his check. So I started getting it, but he 

would get it back because he'd be broke the next day; he'd have no money, right? 

Rightr' 

"How did you do it? By yourself? No lawyer?" 
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"I just did it myself. I just went to smali, eh, legal court. And then I went back in 

again because I wasn't getting my check and I told them. He ended up in jail one night. 

The judge sez, 'You pay or end up in jail.' So, at that point, I had said to the judge, 'I 

don't want the money, all I want is that I do not have to support him.' I sez, 'I have to 

support three girls and I have to work. I have to pay a babysitter.' I said, 'He borrows 

more money before he gets his check,' I said, 'and then he doesn't give me anything 

back.' The judge told me not to give it to him. But you can't live in the house with 

somebody who is going crazy for a cigarette. The judge said, 'The court doesn't work 

that way. He's going to jail.'" 

We were now walking past the house and around the block to finish our 

conversation. However, true to the notion that the "walls have ears," Mae's voice 

dropped to the feintest whisper, despite the fact that we were walking with a tape recorder 

held out in my hand right in front of our faces. 

"I tried to borrow from everybody to get him out but then I called up and he was 

already bailed out. He was so mad, he was so mad. He came home, he was furious. So, 

that was the start of it all, you know?" 

"At that point, did you think the court system was not going to help you?" 

"Well, I had to be more stem and not give it to him but you couldn't. There was 

no way in the world. They going crazy with themselves. But he always had to have 

money. He didn't have a job. And then he couldn't get a job if he didn't have money to 

go out everyday and go here and go there, right? So I used to give him money to get a 

job. You can't go anyplace without nx>ney. But the money never went past the comer. So 
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no matter what I did, I couldn't win. Right? You say its not worth the argument, you just 

give it to them. Right? It was a short time before we moved out. I didn't want him to go 

back to the jail. I didn't want no part of it, right? No. There was no winning." 

"Had you already met Paul?" 

"Before I moved out, I had already met him, yeah. I had just pleaded with 

Morrison to get a separation. I mean, when I went to court, that was the last straw but I 

thought that would straighten him out. But after he went to jail, he was even worse." 

We had circled the block and had now come around to the front of Paddy's house. 

I asked Mae if she wanted to go around again and talk some more. She opted to go inside. 

It was late. Angela was watching the '*telly" with her son, Joseph. We talked about 

Paddy's condition and how "Please God" he would feel better tomorrow. Before we 

retired, the four of us said the rosary, as we did most nights in Angela's house. In classic 

Irish fashion, we said the "Hail Marys" and the "Our Father's" faster than a New York 

AM radio disk jockey. 

The same social skills that made Mae a successful waitress had to be used in the 

household to avoid violence toward herself or her daughters. The waitress training that 

she received in her first chain restaurants, such as Schraffts, and which she used 

throughout her career, included friendliness and restraint. No matter how wrong or 

abusive a customer was, a waitress had to respond with patient good humor. Indeed, one 

chain restaurant taught a "charm formula" for the psychology waitresses should use with 

customers which was to "make the customer happy with life in general." From this, they 
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developed "tips for wives" that included "don't answer back, no matter what he 

says...Don't do any little thing which irritates him, such as tapping your foot, rustling the 

newspaper, or slamming things. No matter what he does, don't be ruffled" (Cobble 

1991:47). Mae had to forego confrontations with her domestic partner or risk beatings. 

She had to suppress her responses with abusive employers, bartenders, cooks, and 

customers or face a loss of tips and unemployment. 

The suppression of anger or disagreement in a naturally cheerful woman, was 

now necessary. These restraints became engrained in Mae's character at work and at 

home as means of survival. The mandate to be polite or passive, however, even when 

being disrespected or abused, inevitably leads to emotional exhaustion and "self-

alienation" as C. Wright Mills termed it (quoted in Cobble 1991:48). In terms of Mae's 

identity, the "self-sacrifice" of the ideal Irish Catholic mother (Inglis 1987) with the 

emotional "self-alienation" of a waitress career and domestic violence in the home may 

have combined to impact significantly on Mae's processes of identity and independence. 

In many ways she both succumbed to and resisted these personal and social identity 

syndromes. 

Regardless, Mae felt that her ability to work saved her not only financially but 

also psychologically. She saw the cause of Toni's suicide as the fact that Toni didn't keep 

herself busy enough. So, the sociality of her job, the good nature she shared with some 

customers and co-workers, as well as the dignity and degree of self-reliance that paid 

labor brought her, kept her from being dependent. 



Without any financial, legal, or social resources, women at that time couldn't get 

a divorce or find a way to survive with the children besides escaping, as Mae did from 

Donald Morrison, or increasing their submission within the household and putting up 

with the abuse, as she did with Paul (Kakar 1998). This was the status quo, despite the 

fact that Wolfgang, a noted criminologist concerning delinquency, documented in the 

fifties that the home was the most frequent site of violence (1958). There is a dearth of 

research or services concerning domestic violence during the first three-quarters of the 

20th century. During the period between 1890 and 1960, there was a hegemonic aversion 

to infringing on the privacy of the patriarchal family from religious leaders, judges, 

legislators, and law enforcement (Pleck 1987). Because of the social attitude during those 

70 years, the few existent laws against wife-beating were neglected and a social response 

to the problem was non-existent. Law enforcement had a "hands-off' policy in practice 

which was written into training manuals nationwide and was used when officers were 

called out to a domestic violence situation (Kakar 1998). Family violence was considered 

to be "outmoded" and the general apathy was premised on the notion that the problem 

didn't exist in "modem" society (Pleck 1987).* It wasn't until the feminist movements of 

the late 1960s and 1970s "rediscovered" the issue of domestic violence, dormant since 

the early progressive era in the 1890s, that any social policies and laws began to protect 

women (Pleck 1987). Shelters for battered women weren't founded until the 1970s 

(Idem). Interestingly, it was the birth of the civil rights movement for Black Americans, a 

decade earlier, which provided the momentum for the rebirth of the women's movement 

(Pleck 1987). 
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There was an additional problem for Mae when the "charm school" waitressing 

melded with the sexual tease associations of female service jobs that reached their zenith 

in the sixties, the decade of the Playboy image (Cobble 1991:48). Paul would interpret 

any friendliness with a customer as flirting and beat her for being a 'Svhore." 

Over the course of the 20th century, waitressing became a woman's job. When 

Mae's aunts came to the United States, men still retained most of the wait jobs. A 

sociologist in 1920 wrote about waitresses as breaching codes of morality for women 

with "lives of semi-prostitution" and proven to be "genuine Bohemians" because they 

"appeared to be happy, too, not cast down and ashamed of their degradation" (Cobble 

1991:24)' As Cobble also points out, the observers of the early years in waitressing 

misinterpreted the sexual banter and sassiness between customers and waitresses as 

subtexts for prostitution, rather than simply an aspect of women's working class culture 

(Cobble 1991 25). 

With the post-prohibition expansion of informal food service in the urban 

breakfast and lunch industry, waitressing slowly became more respectable and the imzige 

and settings became somewhat more sanitized (Cobble 25). Negative images of 

waitresses as sexually available, however, persisted decades later, both by male 

customers and moralistic women. One retired waitress described what she believed upper 

and middle-class moralistic housewives thought of her; "A waitress is one step ahead of a 

hussy and losing ground &st" (quoted in Cobble 1991:26).'® 

Working as a waitress caused Mae to leapfrog over the industrial era's Victorian 

Irish housewife to a postindustrial service sector worker. Food service became one of the 
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principal wage earning sectors for women and the demand, even in the 1940s, enticed 

girls seeking opportunities from as far away as Ireland. 92 percent of over a million food 

servers in the United States by 1970 were women, although women still endured a 

second-class status within the industry. (Cobble 1991:3, 27). Women still typically 

worked breakfast and lunch shifts, with men on the more lucrative dirmer shifts, and in 

the better restaurants and liquor service, as bartenders. As Cobble points out, the personal 

service sector, offering employment for waitresses, cooks, and cleaners, continues to be 

the largest growing occupational field well into the nineties, with waitress work second 

only to retail sales in frequency of occupational preferences and opportunity for women 

(Cobble 1991:2). 

Despite the feminization of an expanding postindustrial food service, men, 

preferably white, continued to hold the most prestigious and better paying formal food 

service jobs. On the other hand, informal food establishments catered to a demand for 

"beauty, sex appeal, and a pleasing personality" from the servers; with typically male 

customers, waiters could not compete in that level (CobbIe:22). This was one of the big 

differences between female and male food servers who provided the more valued aloof 

interaction in the "elite" world of waiting (Cobble 1991:5-6). 

The food-serving relationship between male strangers and female servers was a 

close personal interaction, loaded with sexual associations, which caused her 

respectability to be elusive while enhancing her tipping potential. Mae had all the work 

ethic, good health, friendly disposition, and physical attractiveness that allowed her to 

build personal bonds with her clientele. She was able to turn down sexual advances and 
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dating propositions without offending the customer or losing the tip. Nevertheless, at a 

minimum, she became well versed in the oral literature of men's sexual joke telling. For 

example, a typical lunch conversation joke told by a male executive while she served his 

lunch and martini follows: 

"Hey Mae! What's the definition of a mermaid?" 

"Not enough woman to love and too much fish to eat!" 

As Cobble delineates and Mae's case underscores, "Only through this primitive 

exchange relationship with individual men could working-class women earn more than a 

poverty wage" (Cobble 1991:6). Nevertheless, when asked, Mae genuinely proclaimed, 

"I loved my customers!" To her, they were her only "fiiends" during those years of 

marital isolation. 

Like most working women in the 20th century, Mae still had the dual work 

responsibilities of homemaker and mother of four. Consistent with the learned example 

from her mother's Meath-Victorian housekeeping skills, she maintained an immaculate 

apartment, regardless of the problems or how little she had. For all her hard-won luxuries, 

for which she had left lamily and country, such as modem amenities like hot piped water, 

she still lacked the added appliances to lighten her workload. For instance, she had to 

wash all the clothes for the household in the bathtub by hand, which was still easier than 

in Ireland where she had to carry the water to the house, keep the hearth going, and boil 

the clothes. It was a luxury to haul the laundry for a lamily of six, including diapers, in a 

grocery cart to the laundromat around the comer in Brooklyn. 
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Waitresses constituted a segment of the female population that also rejected the 

Victorian notions and middle-class ethos that female morality resided in the private 

sphere, in the home. Mae's work life corroborates that waitresses and their social 

identities were very much attached to their work culture and occupational community and 

also served as a realistic tool for survival as a primary wage earner (Cobble 1991). Aside 

from a crucial mode of survival, the job, as hard as it was, was her only break from 

domestic drudgery and a housewife's boredom. Furthermore, Mae, like many waitresses, 

took great pride and pleasure in her work. Her narratives reveal that she self-assessed her 

work positively. Mae's feelings about waiting on people hadn't changed from her 

original days at the Swan's Nest. The social interactions, immediate gratification of tips, 

meeting new people, pleasing customers, and the excitement of a world of people coming 

and going in the microcosm of a waitress station, all amounted to reasons why Mae, and 

many women, preferred waitressing to any other type of job (Cobble 1991:52). The 

"girls" she met at the various jobs also had a lot of domestic problems in common and 

they talked to and supported each other. For many reasons, Mae's ability to work saved 

her welfare, self-respect, and sanity. 

After we said the rosary, the household retired for the night. Mae and I were 

sharing a bedroom upstairs. We turned off the lights and lay in the dark, quietly thinking 

and falling asleep. Mae's whisper broke the silence and continued our conversation from 

earlier in the day, before we had entered her brother's house. 

"Strange isn't it, the things that are supposed to be. Right? Hmm? I mean what 

decisions you make when you're young, what, how they can change your whole life isn't 
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it? Kathleen? Hmm? Like my decision with Paul and everything else, right? I mean, that 

changed my whole life too, right? With Patricia, and if there was no Patricia it would be a 

different world for us too, right? She's a blessing, right? So it's great, hmm? Right? So 

the decisions, sometimes you say you make the wrong decisions but sometimes they're 

the right ones, aren't they? Hmm? I mean there couldn't be anybody more perfect than 

you girls all of you, right? So you say, 'Ah you made the wrong decision' but I look and I 

say, 'I've been blessed.' Right? I mean, that's the way I look at it." 
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ENDNOTES 

' Some old-timers will use this expression for a person who is known to be a good 
worker, probably one of the most favorable qualifiers in subsistence economy Ireland. 

Neville lists songs such as J.M. Croft's ballad Noreen Bawn, The Maid of Coomore, My 
Charming Kate O 'Neill, Nora McShane, My Lovely Irish Rose, The Maid of Galway Town, Annie 
Laurie (Neville 1995:203). Noreen Bawn is also about an emigrant girl who returns home to die 
of consumption. It was a favorite song of Mae's brother Paddy, who sang it often and sadly after 
Mae left, about popular local girls whose lives were destroyed in America. See Appendix for 
words to Noreen Bawn 

^ Amendment XV, Section 1, of the Constitution of the United States of America: "The 
right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States 
or by any state on account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude"(Ratified 1870). 
Amendment XIX: "The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or 
abridged by the United States or by any state on account of sex" (Ratified 1920). 

'*The more gender-neutral facets of these entitlements, such as national health insurance, 
have yet to occur in the United States. Postwar soldiers had the benefits of GI loans, medical 
coverage, and a host of other benefits recognized for serving the country. This factor is one 
among many that created a two-tier work force and economy with women on the bottom. 
Traditional concepts of citizenship were based on civic obligations to serve one's community and 
country patriotically, but women have not been accorded those opportunities. Hoff warns that 
women's rights are not going to improve under global citizenship, with male owned MNCs and 
global economy. She argues that without an overarching democratic government in a MNC world 
order, the commodified citizenship with entitlements under the global MNC world will see a 
greater imbalance and gap between rich/poor and male/female (Hoff 1997). 

^ Frug's Manifesto presents a tripartite legal and political scenario for women: 
Terrorization occurs by the social and legal acquiescence and mandates that combine inadequate 
protection from physical harm fi'om men while simultaneously enforcing a system that makes 
women seek reftige with men ostensibly in order to protect them from the danger of other men. 
Matemalization is the social process that equates the female body as a vessel for maternity and 
rewards and penalizes the body accordingly. Heterosexual obligation, along with pornography, 
which engenders the female body as an instrument available for sex with men, is part of the 
institution that legitimates the sexualization of the female body, with protection contingent on a 
combination of sexual compliance and monogamy (ownership) (Frug 1992). 

^ For example, marital rape was exempted from criminal liability until 1986, when New 
York State became the first state court to lift the exemption. Marital rape, which is difTicult to 
prove because of the assumed consent issues, if proven, still often involves a lesser sentence than 
if a man raped a woman to whom he was not married. Although it was illegal to beat a wife in the 
20th century, police officers did not interfere for decades if it was a marital relationship, until the 
outcries of the 1980s. However, ironically, the same laws that criminalize domestic violence 
contain discourses that medicalize the victims and continue to diminish their full human rights. 
Similar to the pathologizing of welfare recipients (Fraser and Gordon 1994), victims of domestic 
violence have been increasingly medicaliz^ and stigmatized at least to the same degree as the 
perpetrators. For example, if a medical diagnosis is imposed on the domestic violence victim, such as 
Post Trauma Stress Syndrome, battered woman syndrome, burning bed syndrome, or even simple 
depression, they could lose fuither constitutional rights such as the right to bear arms under the 
second amendment and possibly be denied a permit to carry a weapon for protection. 
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^ Irish neighborhoods reappeared in New York with the "New Irish'^ immigration of the 
i980s, notably in the same vicinities they once enjoyed in the early 20th century; Sunnyside, Queens; 
Bay Ridge, Brooklyn; and some pockets in the Bronx. 

Not coincidentally, while the sanctity of private family life prevailed as one of the premises 
for curtailing femily violence, women's bodies were subject to state-regulated reproduction until the 
Supreme Court fosMoned new "privacy rights" out of the Constitutional amendments to allow the 
purchase of contraceptives and availability of abortion in the 1970s. See Griswold v. Connecticut and 
Roe V. fVade. 

'Quoting Frances Donovan, The Woman Who Waits (Boston, 1920, rept. New York, 
1974): 16, 26-27, 36, 63, 140, 221. 

Cobble attributes this quote to that of an anonymous veteran waitress interviewed by 
Jacqueline D. Hall (Hall, 1986). 
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IX 
PALIMPSESTS 

Holy Wells? No, we didn't go to them. I mean we got our water from wells all the 
time, but my mother didn't talk about holy wells. That was before my time. But 
we always prayed for the crops, the weather for the crops, for the rain, the health 
of the crops. In the same way you pray for your health, we prayed, even more for 
the weather and the crops. Also, for the deceased, but more important was the 
crops and the weather. Everybody prayed for that, the children and all. Farmers 
were always attentive to the health of the potato. They were concerned about 
blight. They didn't discuss the &mine. People didn't refer to it. I don't remember 
Dad or Mother discussing it. In school, we didnt discuss it either. We learned 
about the "troubles," Cromwell, and all that, not the famine. Now I got articles in 
the mail from Annie Gavin that tell the numbers of people who died in each 
village, Gortbaun, Cappachamaun. I felt sad when I read that, but shocked at the 
numbers of people that were there in those times. It must have been crowded, the 
people on top of each other. The houses must have been tiny, like the Parsons' 
house. All those ruins along the roadside. Here you pray hardly for the weather or 
the crops. It's always for your health. You say things for nice weather but its not 
tied to crops or health like home was. (Mae in phone conversation with author, 
September 5th, 1998) 

As I learned about Mae's childhood world during telephone conversations or 

through late night talks around kitchen tables, it became clear that an embodied sense of 

the material culture and "sacred geography" (Taylor 1995) of the places are remembered 

by the people who left. Not only do Mae's home places contain landscapes, but those 

landscapes are symbiotically indissoluble from the narratives of the sacred, magical, 

folkloric, and historic. The record of people, featiues, events, and practices of the place 

define the place, continuously "re-narrating the landscape" (Taylor 1996:43). These 

narratives, consistent with the Irish sensibilities outlined by Taylor's discussion on 

"sacred geography," provide fiirther examples of how, for the Irish imaginary, place is 

patterned by embodiment and defining stories. Even the menoories silenced in Mae's 
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childhood era, such as those concerning the famine times, surface in the narrated 

landscapes by the adults and children who remember feeling haunted by depopulated 

ruins. 

As a contextual backdrop to the personalized oral narratives that follow, one 

should be aware that most of the place names in this specific area are related to folkloric 

memory: or what in Irish is called dinnsenchas. The most commonly known dinnsenchas 

of the area's sacred geography includes Saint Patrick's fiflh-century missionary journey. 

The route called the Tochar Phadraig, Patrick's Causeway, is the pilgrimage path where 

the Saint walked from Ballintober (the town of the well) to Croagh Patrick (Patrick's 

mountain). It passes through Mae's village. The area is composed of such names as 

Cruach a Nagart ("the priest's hill," a place where a priest once lived near the knee print 

of Saint Patrick), Clock Phadraig ("Patrick's chair," a rock upon which Saint Patrick 

sat); and Pol na gCon ("hold of the hounds," a place where Saint Patrick encountered two 

vicious hounds and, raising his hand, made the earth swallow them up). 

Many places in Mae's childhood vicinity are named in reference to distinct 

memorable features, a practice antithetical to the Cartesian construction of "sites": 

Aghagower (the field of the spring); Maigh Eo (Mayo: plain of the yew trees); Ait an 

Bhealaigh (the place of the way); Culintra (the place of the holly); Crotty's Wood (where 

Crotty, the landlord, was shot and lost his eye); Lough na gCeann ("the lake of the 

heads," where priests' heads were disposed of by a locally infamous priest bounty 

hunter); Killeendirimh ("the little graveyard of church of the wastes," where many 

unbaptized infants were buried); Lag na hAItore ("the hollow of the altar," where masses 
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were held in transitory outdoor places featuring large rocks as altars in order to avoid the 

penal laws); Creggaun a Damhsa ("the hillrock of dancing," where fairies reportedly 

revel); and Gort Dubh ("black field," one of the places where victims of famine were 

buried). 

Memory and place were also defined by commonplace habitual activity. Each 

landscape place held clusters of "home places" commonly called by the family's name. 

The family's place carried its own specific local history like personalized luggage from 

generation to generation. "The Lavelles," "John Frank O'Malley's," and the "Murray's" 

signified places narrated by the genealogies of stem families with matrix-like horizontal 

expansions to the places that family members would eventually emigrate to and visit or 

send news from 

These narrated places also tell us of seasonal work and traditkinal beliefs. Saint 

Patrick's Day marked the last day for planting potatoes. Whoever found the most 

'iambeens" in the springtime would get the most colored eggs on Easter Sunday. Mae, 

along with her siblings, scrambled to harvest everything by HaUoween before the pucas, 

Irish for a certain type of fairy, spoiled whatever was not yet harvested by "peeing" on it, as 

Mae reports. One would not dare eat an unplucked beny after Halloweea Pishrogues, the 

Irish word for superstitions, and sacred inteipretatk)ns of the landscape's features, such as 

fairy forts and fairy trees and holy rocks and mountains, span back to the pre-agricuhural 

periods of humanity. 

The pagan spirituality that permeated many areas is indicative of a landscape imbued 

with animism and a belief in the spirit of natural things. Catholicism condemned such 
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beliefs. A fearful respect, however, kept the children, and most adults, in awe of such 

powers and mysteries. Superstitions and religion held a mixture of taboos. The people would 

not dare tamper with a fairy tree or remove any holy rocks, lest some curse befall them. 

Haunted houses caused children to "fly" past empty residences on their bicycles and 

unexplained "frights," caused by an unnamable and unknown ghostly or supernatural power, 

couJd lead to sickness and even death. As the narratives show, the members of Mae's family 

also assigned benevolent supernatural powers to saints, holy persons, and relics, such as 

Padre Pio's glove, which could appear on the landscape and among its actors at any time 

and thereby re-narrate the place as well as create a view that "mediates, in a very real sense, 

their relationship" (Taylor 1996:55). 

The Irish experience of their native place, according to Gibbons (1987), is unlike 

that of the American' in that, for the Irish, there is no desire to pursue an experience that is 

pre-coded, pre-symbolic, or pre-linguistic. Irish romanticism, while having a sense of the 

wild, also has an averskin to individualism, which values perception more than language 

(Gibbons 1987:208). Thus, the Irish, according to Gibbons, are not seeking a sense of nature 

unadulterated by man's activities, symbols, or language. Echoing and exemplifying the 

distinctions drawn by Casey (1993) between the Greek and the Cartesian senses of place. 

Gibbons adds that the Irish, as personified by writers such as Yeats, do not imagine scenery 

reduced to just itself, as a site without inhabited meaning (Gibbons 1987:208). Taylor 

recognizes this practice as it occurred historically: the cok>nial cartographers in Ireland, 

through their maps, "sought to fix and thus control all the vaguaries of that Irish landsc^ie. 
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even to the holy wells—For both surveyor and storyteller, landsc^)e and language are 

interdependent" (Taylor 1996:61). 

It may be easier to understand the inherited native "sense of Irish place" by 

employing a comparison with phenomena in the United States, such as that visualized in 

western expansion provided by Gibbons (1987:207). The sense of place in Irish 

romanticism, symbolized as a landscape scattered with ruins representing successive eras, 

does not seem to be cognizant of or valuing an empty uninhabited place. For the American, 

symbolized as a blank expansive prairie, however, "'silence and solitude become central to 

the pioneering, romantic quest" (Idem). The preceding narratives concerning the Irish 

landscape support Gibbons' opim'on that it is "as if a grid of language, history, and social 

relations is placed between the observer and the natural world in Irish romanticism" 

(Gibbons 1988:209). 

With this in mind, it should be no wonder then, that in 1995, a group of displaced 

Mayo natives between 60 to over 80 years of age could have perfectly serious 

conversations about the curses of tampering with trees and rocks, the bad effects of 

supernatural frights and spirits, fairies, and seeking the cure through an old holy man's 

glove. Mae, Seamus, Annie, and Tom recall their Mayo landscape as a place interwoven 

with families, hard work, and lively music. The hillside potato fields of remnant houses 

still hold the whispers of embarrassed late night potato pickers. Even the most commonplace 

reflections about their childhood places include features and forces, invisible and visible, 

malevolent as well as benevolent Seemingly abandoned ruins contain a personality, dead or 
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supernatural Their narrated landscapes hold them inside of a nature embedded with ancient 

palimpsests. 

"And think of all the dancing your &ther used to do, and playing the music and 

going down to Brennan's parties. Brennan's was great, wasn't it? This little house and 

all that used to fit into it! You see, my father and Maggie Brennan and my mother used to 

go over there often. And your father would go down and play his violin, wouldn't he?" 

Annie reminisced. 

"The flute, the violin, the fife, and he'd dance," Seamus answered. 

"And Tom Lavelle, do you remember Tom Lavelle, Mae?" Tom Murray, Annie's 

uncle asked Mae. Tom, a bachelor in his eighties, had migrated to England from the 

home place in Balloor about 15 years before Mae left. He settled ultimately in Dublin, 

working on the docks. He arrived for dinner at Seamus and Annie's house every Sunday. 

"Yeah. Those little houses, like Cappachamaun, there used to be so many people 

in that kitchen, right? They playing music, do the reels and jigs and sing. One of the 

Hoban girls was a great singer, remember that7' Mae said. 

"That's right, yeah. And Annie, your mother, was so sweet when she did play the 

violin, all the different— 

Remembering the endless list of chores that had to be done, I asked, "When 

would she find time to do that?" 

"They always made time for everything. People now say there's no time. People 

say how busy they are," Seamus answered. 
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"They had so much time," Mae joined. With five or six adult children, Tom, Mae, 

me, Seamus and Annie, there was a kitchen full of talking over the Sunday dinner. We 

were all squeezed into Seamus and Annie's kitchen. Potatoes, bacon, cod, and cabbage 

were heaped onto everyone's plates. Steam rose ftom the mounds of food and huge 

aluminum pots on the stove and traveled to the now translucent window. Annie also 

made some culcannen, a potato dish she learned from her mother. 

"Culcannen, that means there's onions in it," Mae said. "Down in Cappachamaun, 

they call it culcaimen, but in a different village nearby they might call it something else." 

Seamus agreed. "Yeah, they do put different things in it." 

"I think some, they do put cabbage in it," said Annie. "I just put the potatoes and 

the scallions and a little butter, that's alright, I didn't put too much butter." 

Mae returned to the problem of time. "There was no television then and they 

didn't spend much time reading. They didn't get the paper and sit down and read for a 

couple of hours. So, they had a schedule. Like, when the Angelus bell rang, you knew the 

time, you'd say your prayer, and you'd break away at that time. Except when there was 

going to be rain then you'd work a little overtime. But now, Bridee works longer hours 

than we do, doesn't she? She doesn't seem to have the same, eh, schedule or something." 

Mae was referring to the Gavins' youngest sibling, Bridee Murphy who, with her 

husband, had a holding in the Foxford area of Mayo. Because of Mae's close and 

extended visiting this summer, she got to see first-hand Bridee's endless chores. '3ridee 

seems to have no time left," Mae continued. Mae, along with anybody who knows 

Bridee, would universally agree, that Bridee is a "great worker, non-stop." 
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"Like, they always had plenty of time for everything didn't they? The mother and 

father, didn't they—7' Annie wondered aloud. "They always got the work done— 

"Sit down and visit," Mae added. 

"Like things are so easy now in comparison," Seamus said about how limited time 

seems today. 

"They had no tractors, no nothing," Mae said with amazement. "Saving the hay." 

"The field, years ago you were always digging it, the man digging it by hand 

years ago." It seemed Seamus could still smell black earth turning over the unharvested 

potatoes, roots, grass, and wild chamomile. 

Mae marveled, "But they got everything done and they did such a job on it. Like 

Dad with the mowing machine. And he'd be painting it and it'd be like on display! Each 

little line. And he'd go to details like an artist— and they'd be going out in the field and 

be cutting hay in no time. And how he'd take care of the horses. But now, people don't 

even touch the animals at all! They don't touch the hay with their hands at all." 

"He had great pride in the trap," Tom remembered. 

"And remember around the house there wasn't one weed around the house, the 

hedge was cut to perfection and out in the stables, everything," Mae added. 

Seamus said, "Ya see, now farming really is an hour in the morning and an hour 

in the evening, most of the year, except when they're doing something big." 

"Like domg the hay and the turf Mae said. 

"But they get someone else to do that, they get some grant and they give him the 

grant," Seamus brought the whole image up to date. Most of the food is now packaged 
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Store bought and the hay and turf is produced by machines run by people, such as 

Bridee's sons, hired to plough, cut, or bale large fields. The bog still requires some 

handiwork for stacking the turf to be dried but machinery has now taken over a great deal 

of the cutting and hauling. Edward Gavin used to hold himself for hire, with his horse 

drawn machines, as the community meitheal^ was dissipating during Mae's youth. 

"I'd cleared all the furze off our land, in our field, right, Mae?" Seamus said. 

"Yeah, you did a lot of clearing, I was over there clearing too, remember? But the 

heather, Kathleen! The heather is so hard to get out, isn't it, Seamus? The roots go down, 

I mean, there's no end to it!" Mae had obviously done her share, too. 

Seamus' daughter, Bridee, pointed out, "They're selling the heather now." 

As if she were still digging, Mae exclaimed, "They're trying to grow it up here 

and we trying to get rid of it!" 

But then everyone cooed, "Ah, there's lovely colors in it," and "they were 

beautiful, yeah." 

Mae still threw a torch into the aesthetic moment, "But then we'd bum them." 

Seamus was right behind her, "—and the furze, we'd dig them out with an ax. 

They were there for generations like, when people say they work so hard, the farmers—" 

Mae remembered, "They were there when I left." 

"They were there until I pulled them out," Seamus said. "But burning it was the 

lazy man's way of doing it. They did it like that for generations. They grew up then and 

every time they'd grow up then they'd bum them. But every time you'd bum them the 
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roots just got bigger. They were there but no one ever dug them. They owned the land. I 

didn't own it, still I cleared it," Seamus said, upstaging his ancestors. 

"You had to do the dishes. See we had to knit sweaters and scarves and hats. The 

men had to do the shoeniaking and you had to clean the bam and the hen house and the 

pigs," Mae listed. 

"Now ya see there's none of this, there's nothing. They're bored now," Seamus 

often spoke cynically about the modem Irish former. 

Mae was still going, "Yeah, we had to clean the stable. We had to clean the duck 

house. We had to clean the pigsty, the cows. Then we had to clean all the yard all around 

about it and feed the hens and chickens, boil the potatoes for the chickens, and water 

cattle. And then we had to pick the nettles, and card the wool, and make the wool, and do 

all those sweaters, socks and gloves and everything." 

"Everything," Annie added, "my mother used to make the wool blankets and 

material." 

"One thing, how do you make the lime for the wash for the houses, burning it up 

and making the whitewashT' Mae asked Seamus. 

"They bum the stones. They put turf in the bottom. They make a kind of land kill. 

They put turf in the bottom and they put rocks. And they bum it for weeks. You have to 

have a special kiln down in the bog. Ya have a place underneath it for taking it out. The 

lime comes out then. The stones come out like chalk. They wouldn't be that big, but 

snow white then." 
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Pretty soon, we were leaning back in our seats with full bellies. Seamus' two 

youngest daughters began to quietly clear some of the plates. 

Annie gave Seamus a poke on the shoulder. Her pink cheeks fanned and eyes 

turned into arched slits while her mouth moved into a persuasive puckered laugh, "Oh, 

Seamus, just start that one over. The O'Malley sister was telling Granddad that the 

electric light was great. She was so innocent, like." 

"She said, 'When I go to bed now and I be a bit shaky,' she said, 'the electricity is 

great and the finger on the switch, no worries, I'm not scared anymore.' So the &ther 

said, 'The ghosts don't like those switches. Before you put on the light when you put the 

finger on the switch, I know people that felt a cold hand on their back of their neck.'" 

Seamus was laughing away. 

"Ah, stop," said his daughter, Bridee, sympathetically, "the poor woman." 

"The poor woman was scared, she was scared for ages," Seamus shoulders were 

shaking up and down to the rhythm of his laughing frame. "This woman in her fifties," he 

emphasized. 

"They were so innocent, ya know." 

"She thought the father was innocent, or maybe she thought there is something. 

And then she was disappointed. This is O'Malley, that lived down by the bog, some of 

their children died too with the diphtheria, it was sad." There were at least four O'Malley 

families in the nearby vicinity. 

'"Twas two of them buried the one day wasn't it7' Annie said. 

"We all went to school together^" added Mae. 
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"It was a big funeral," Seamus and Annie intoned together. 

"Yeah, I know I was up New Year's Day with Bridget O'Malley, and it was so 

sad. It was the first of January and the two coffins there," Annie recalled. It should be 

noted that nearly all the houses mentioned in these stories are in a state of ruin today. 

With the thatched roofs deteriorated and disappeared, the bare stone walls that were once 

small three room cottages along the roadside now look just like another generation of the 

many abandoned piles of structural gray rubble dating back before ^unines and evictions. 

Seamus said, "And just that Christmas morning, Mr. and Mrs. O'Malley and all 

the family were out caroling. Christmas morning like ya always went off to the mass, 

walking one immediately after the other. And every one of them could sing, they were 

lovely singing at mass. And, like, as if ya could hear them on the telly, lovely voices in 

that family. And they all sang on the way up to that Christmas morning mass in the dark. 

Such a happy family and one week later, two of them dead, like." 

"We were all immunized. But you had to get three injections. But I think they 

only got one or something like that. They were more careless than the rest of us." Seamus 

informed us, undoubtedly drawing on what he'd heard some adults saying at the time. 

"Awful," Mae mowed. 

"And they were poorer, the O'Malleys', everybody else was—Seamus started. 

Mae finished, "Better off than they were, even though that we weren't that well 

off." 
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"They were poor. The reason is he bought the place for 100 pounds. So he'd 

started from scratch, hadn't he? The other ones got it from their fathers or their mothers," 

Seamus said. 

"It was bordering our land," Mae said of that O'Malley holding. 

"Very, very sad, wasn't it? They reckon that they bought second hand clothes and 

they could come in from other countries, ya know." Seamus offered another poverty-

based reason for the tragedy. When I heard this story on other occasions, the bad water 

supply near Oweny O'Malley's was also blamed. The Aille (Ayle) River goes 

underground at Cappachamaun but there is a low place, only a few feet around, in front 

of Oweny's where the water surfaces. That was where the locals got their washing water. 

There are other stories of people getting sick from that water, including one blaming it for 

the death of Edward Gavin's mother. "And they had no money that time, you know, the 

war and all that, ya know. But that's what they reckon. It was some clothes, second hand 

clothes they bought in Castlebar or Westport for Christmas or something." 

"But you never knew where it came from." Mae didn't admit that she used to buy 

second hand coats in New York for herself and daughters. "We used to get packages from 

America, too," Mae said. "Maybe that prevented us from buying them I think that may 

have helped." 

"Yeah, we were lucky enough. We used to get a lot from America," Annie said. 

"And they were good that time," Seamus insisted. 

Mae smiled. "We'd be so excited." 
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We were all sitting in the front parlor after dinner. The summer afternoon was 

ending but it would be hours before darkness. A lace-curtained picture window faced the 

street. The three flowery wallpapered walls were accompanied by a couch and assorted 

chairs. The television was on a low stand alongside the window. Framed prints of English 

countryside scenes were spaced on the walls. 

"Do you remember the night of the strawboys, Mae?" Annie asked. 

Tom Murray answered, "Sure, she knows about the strawboys herself." 

"I remember when they used to get dressed up," Mae said. 

Annie continued her story. "I was talking with your father and I said, 'I seen them 

once at my aunt Annie's in Balloor.' 'Oh, did ya?' he said. And he got ail excited and I 

said, 'I never knew who it was.' So, he told me. It was himself and Mae," Annie 

concluded her story. 

Tom described the outfit as basically clothes stuffed with straw, straw wrapped 

around the person, and a straw hat.^ Today, there are numerous revived strawboy groups 

around the country that perform at "cultural events," such as town fairs and concerts. 

Annie, who is in her fifties, said, "At wedding receptions, they start it oflf. I 

remember them coming alright, but I was very young." 

"The uninvited guests, right?" Mae reminded everyone of another aspect of their 

existence. 

"Yeah. You didn't want to make them leave or they'd stop up the chimney and do 

nasty tricks." Though no one in the room had experienced such antics, they would have 

heard about these folkloric traits. 
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"And the wren boys—said Annie. 

"Oh yeah!" Mae interrupted and began the reciting she did as a child when they 

went from door to door with a trapped wren, "'7%e wren, the wren, the king of all birds,^ 

St. Stephen's Day, right?" 

"I mean the strawboys," Annie laughed at herself. "No, they used to dress up. You 

did yourself one time." She was looking at Mae. 

"Yeah, St. Stephen's day, wasn't it?" Mae was still thinking of wrenboys. 

"No, strawboys. And they'd dress up covered with straw. It was Mae! I seen ya!" 

said Annie. 

"You were in the straw yourself?" I asked Mae. She didn't remember it. 

Annie answered. "She was, yeah. You don't remember it," she said to Mae. "The 

time Annie Murray got married, my aunt, the wedding was at home, in Balloor." She 

clarified this detail because all the weddings now are in a hotel in the towns. "And I 

remember the two coming and dancing and the father dancing and all. I never knew for 

years and years who it was. And he was talking here one day and he was saying who 

went and that he used to go dancing and dress up. Ya got free drink or something, wasn't 

it?' she asked although she already knew the answer. "It wasn't really for the drink, for 

the fun of it. It wasn't really for the drink," assured Annie. 

Mae said, "No, I don't remember it, getting dressed up, I remember getting 

dressed up in 'the wren, the wren.' Any old jacket, mother's oldest one that she wouldn't 

use. For some reason, I don't remember being a strawboy," Mae said sadly. 



369 

"Any old thing, like," Annie said, "and you get kind of a box and you put the 

wren into it." 

Mae recited, 

"The wren! The wren! The king of all birds! 

Saint Stephen's day, was caught in the firs. 

Although he was little, his courage was great! 

Set up you ladies, and give him a treat! 

Mae stopped reciting and asked, "Wasn't that the way it went, or did I say it 

right?" 

"Oh, you did," said Seamus. 

Mae continued, "And then they say. 

If I don't have a ha'penny, a penny will do. 

If you don't have a penny, 

God bless you! 

"Or something like that." Mae was pleased with herself for remembering. 

'That was a saying they're doing around now: 'If you don't have 50 pence, a 

pound will do!" Seamus laughed. "The kids, when they go around now." 

"Oh, they do it now?" Mae asked, quite surprised. After a period dating at least 

back to medieval times (Peate 1936), the St. Stephen's Day practice of trapping a wren 

and going around for contributions had died out with her generation's childhood. 

"When they go Halloween around the houses," Seamus answered. 
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"That's here now, not in the country," said Annie. "Trick or treat is at Halloween 

isn't it, and the wren is on St Stephen's Day." Halloween started with pagan ceremonies 

in Ireland. In the 20th century, after World War II, the United States developed the 

children's trick-or-treat practice which is becoming popular in urban and suburban 

Ireland. 

"But Granddad remembered that Mae was a strawboy that time at Armie 

Murray's," Seamus told us. "Annie Murray remembered it too." 

People loved to tell the romantic story about where Edward first met his beloved 

Annie Doyle. Seamus gave the shortened version today. "The &st time he'd seen her was 

on the road and it was right where the two of them are buried now. Just in that spot and 

we used to say it's strange how they met there." 

Mae added an important fact, "And there was no graveyard there then," referring 

to the Killawalla graveyard. "They loved each other so much. But it is strange, isn't it? 

Them buried right there, like." 

"I was oflen in your house, like, as a girl," Annie said to Mae. "You'd go for a 

clutch of eggs from Annie Doyle or swap something," said Annie. "I was just thinking 

about that this morning. Like, John and Paddy used to go to the bog for turf. We'd always 

go together, right past your house." 

"The bog is lovely. There is a nice breeze on the bog on a hot day," said Seamus. 

"It's swampy, the moisture. I remember Patricia going out to get the donkey and 

she had the shoes on and she was 13 years old and the feet started sinking. It's like 
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quicksand," Mae laughed as she thought of her New Yorker daughter during her first trip 

•'home" in 1973. 

"We used to have this at home with jelly or yogurt," Annie said as she began 

serving up ice cream and apple tarts, followed by cups of hot tea. 

Mae sought help trying to remember the name of one femily of neighbors. "There 

was one house that we were talking about, Kathleen, Angela, and I. There was Duffy's 

and Parson's and Cannon's and then the house after that. We couldn't remember that." 

"Garrett's," Atmie was quick. "They were always very friendly. My mother used 

to go down a lot to Brennans. She'd try and go down with your mother and father. 

They'd all go together. She went down one night and they were coming home and your 

father and mother wanted to leave my mother home and she said, 'Oh, no, ye go on in 

now and I'll go home.' But she got a fright anyway. She got some fright. She thought 

there was something out there, something after her. Well, ye can imagine can'tchyaT' 

Annie knew that Mae and Seamus had both experienced fear of the supernatural 

unknown in the opaque blackness of that country road. 

"She came in; she was white. She said, 'I should have let Edward and Annie back 

with me. That'll never happen to me again.' I can remember my father getting up, it was 

pretty late like— 

Between bites of tart I asked, "What kind of thing would somebody imagine to be 

afraid of, like?" 



372 

"Well, she heard a noise in the pitch dark," Annie answered. "There was so much 

noise with the bike and it was the road, was all kind of stones, the little stones, little 

pebbles— 

Mae joined in, "You weren't afraid of people years ago." 

"No, you weren't afraid of people, like," Annie echoed. 

"But they always tell ghost stories, remember?" Mae looked at Seamus and 

Annie. 

"Maybe they were telling them that night," Annie suggested. "They were always 

talking about the haunted houses and stories like, weren't they?" 

Mae recalled, "Like, the house, you know, we used to take the shortcut to 

Bunrawer, on the left? There was an old house that nobody lived in, remember there was 

ruins in there?" 

"The old barracks," Seamus knew. 

"Yeah, I mean, but there was nobody living there. But people used to say it was 

haunted. You'd be riding a bicycle and you'd go past there and you'd go fast. Did you do 

thatr' 

"That's right." Seamus afilrmed. "But Fitzpatrick's now, between Paddy's and 

Eamon's, eh, I suppose they had a lot of hard luck. Different things happened, you know. 

But, still, people are afraid passing there. John Dufify now, his son is there now, John died 

a few years ago. He was about a hundred years of age. Nice man and all. You remember 

him, Mae, he used to come down." 
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"Oh, yeah! I remember him well, yeah. Well, John Brennan and him and Dad, 

they would be up there." 

"But, John, no matter what his fim was, darts, drafts, or all different things, John 

wouldn't stay after 10:00. He'd come over to our house and he'd go home. And he'd 

always go before ten because he was afi^id. His own house is next door to Fitzpatricks. 

He was afraid to pass there if the lights were out, ya see. He wouldn't wait till half past 

ten. Well, ya see, this man got a fright. He was going for the priest for, eh, some relation. 

To get them anointed. So, he reckoned he'd take the bicycle and he was passing the house 

and there was nobody there. And so he got a fright. But wouldn't tell us. He didn't want 

to make us afraid. But he reckoned whether he was nervous at the time; somebody dying 

and you going oflT and some are scared of the dark anyway, you know. I'm not too brave 

myself right now, at the moment. When I was younger, I didn't mind," said Seamus. 

"Oh, but today, you have a reason to be afiaid. It's not a ghost, it's a live one!" 

said Mae. Her ghosts had been replaced by the stalkers, muggers, rapists, and murderers 

she had read about in the Daily News and risked encountering on New York subways 

during her long career as a waitress. 

"No, but at the same time, if I walk now maybe 10 years ago or 20 years ago, you 

walk from Paddy's house to our house and you'd still think of all the people you met, 

like. If you walked that when we were young, you'd meet 20 people and they're all dead 

now." Seamus said. 

"They're all in cars now," Annie brought the picture up to date and added her own 

tale. "One time, we'd came back for the boys at the bog. And we started off and it was 
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really dark. And there was a bit of a plant at Fitz's. It had a lovely smell. And I said to 

John, 'Hold on and I'll get this bit of a plant,' ya know. And now, when I think of it, I 

was frightened of my life! Oh, I had heard about the Fitz's house, I didn't really know. 

Tom used to be on about it." 

In the midst of these "ghost stories," Annie introduced one with religious 

elements. "The last time I was down, John Duffy, John got a great age, like. But there 

was this glove belonged to a priest, is it Father Pio?" 

"Father Pio, I heard the name," answered Mae. 

"He had a glove and there was supposed to be a cure in it," continued Annie. "He 

had the same thing as Our Lord on his hands." Her speech became paced and serious. 

"His hands used to bleed. But John Joe's son came to Paddy looking for Eamon to go and 

get this glove in Galway. And Mammy was inside on her own. Eamon was even talking 

about it the other day when we were down there. And Eamon said, 'Well, John Joe can't 

go, no. Would you come, Paddy?' So, they started off that night and they kept going. The 

h'ghts were with them, they were all green." 

"Through Galway and all that," Seamus, impressed, commented on all the green 

lights. "A great road, away up the mountain someplace, isn't it?" 

"And up the mountain someplace. And Eamon said, 'There was a car beside the 

road and a man sitting in it.'" 

"Yeah," Mae listened attentively. 

"Yeah, a man sitting in it, wasn't it very unusual, like? At 3:00 in the morning or 

something," Aimie said. 
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"And an elderly man, wasn't he?" said Seamus. 

"He was!" Annie exclaimed. "And Eamon said, 'There's a light back there in that 

house.' And she said, the one with the glove, that she'd wait for them. It was late! And 

they pulled in anyway and they asked the man where is Mrs. Such-A-One's. 'Oh, that 

there in the field,' the man was there, like. It was hard to believe it!" Annie said 

excitedly. 

"Yeah," Mae was wide-eyed with awe. 

"An old man," Seamus repeated. 

"All this time Eamon never got over it," she said, "just sitting there, waiting to 

give him directions." 

"Like a guardian angel," Mae said. 

Annie laughed as she said, "Yeah, and Dooney McGing, Dooney said, 'Let the 

poor man die in peace beside go up to Gaiway for a glove!"' On that note, they all 

laughed. At the same time, they reverently acknowledged the pursuits and persistence of 

miracles. "But this man that the glove belonged to, he has been seen in, when he was 

alive, he'd be seen in two different places in one time. He'd be saying mass somewhere 

and he'd be seen somewhere else at the same time," Annie added with sincerity. Several 

pictures of Padre Pio were produced. "The man was there. It wasn't Eamon that told but 

Paddy." Annie continued. 

"Well, ya'd think, he was dying of old age. Why they were going through it all 

nobody knew, ya know," contributed Seamus. 
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"It's not that long ago, it's not that long ago," said Annie. She dated the event 

alongside the birth of her brother's first twins, which would have occurred just under 18 

years before. 

"They used to have it here in Church Street." Seamus said of a downtown Dublin 

church. "There's a priest there, eh, with a cure." 

"He would have poh'o. He would have something wrong with his hands," Annie 

began. Alongside her, Seamus was affirming "yeahs." "He was down there in Beaumont 

Hospital one time Paddy was down. I remember I was down there with Angela," she 

spoke of their sister-in-law. 

"He used to go around with the glove and bless people and that." Seamus said. 

"This woman who gave it to Eamon got cured, too. Whoever gets cured, they 

have to pass it on, isn't it something like that?" One of Seamus' children asked. 

"They would keep the glove, is it?" Annie asked. They carried the myth in 

questions and answers. "There's something in it." 

"I don't know." 

"I don't understand it now." 

"The one glove." 

"I don't know that either now." 

Mae suggested, "Eamon would know, after he delivered it— 

Annie had a response to that. "I don't know because Eamon brought it back to 

Jack, Jack Murray. Jack had something wrong with his hand, of course he was pulling it 
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on. My mother was saying 'Oh, don't put that on ya. Jack! Oh, don't put that on ya! Now 

don't!"' Annie enacted the scene. 

"Did it help that man out, do you remember7' I asked. 

"Oh, it did!" Annie exclaimed without any hesitation. 

"Oh, it did! He got better, yes." Seamus said at the same time. 

We looked at the pictures of Padre Pio on the table again. Annie had purchased 

the holy pictures in the gift shops of the Irish churches. "We got some one time when 

Jack was in the hospital." 

I recognized the bearded man. I had seen his picture in several places around 

Angela's house and on the mantel over hearths in a number of homes. 

Annie told Seamus, "Tell them about the crossing the fields and— 

Seamus promptly entered the story to which Annie referred. "I don't know what 

age I was at that time. There was an Islandeady station and I got off there because I didn't 

have the taxi fare from Westport. And I could walk home from Islandeady in a half hour. 

All you had to do was cross two fields. Tommy Cannon's from the other side, and you 

cross some fields two or three and you go across some bohereens there, ya know. I 

thought I'd go up there and I never thought I'd be afraid, ya know. 'Twas a good night, 

not too dark or anything. You could see where you were going. I come into Cannon's 

anyway, and this is coming up from the far side now, like the back of Eamon's, you come 

in from a different road. And the Cannons were in bed, and the other lights were gone." 

Mae knew the exact orientation, "You went across through the bog almost, right?" 

Seamus and Annie said, "yeah" at the same time. 
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"Not a worry in the world. I crossed this and suddenly this fire appeared. There 

was a rock. A reddish rock and this blaze was on it, flickered away there when I saw it 

now. I stepped backwards with the shock. I wasn't afiaid of it anytime. Soon as I stepped 

back there was no fire. So I kept my direction. I thought something could put me wrong. 

Then I thought something could put me right, ya know. So, I go forward a few yards and 

it came up again. So I was close. I didn't want to leave the path too much because the 

other place is wet and there's a stream, wasn't it, a river or different things, by Tom 

O'Malley's. But every time I would make for this bohereen, this would come up. Now 

this is no doubt, the flames could be six or seven feet high. At first it was on a rock, I'd 

see the rock and the flames in the rock. So I, eh, I often stood a few minutes and try 

again. And it'd come up in the same spot." 

"Yeah, boy, you had it all together. You weren't afi^id," Mom seemed impressed. 

"If I didn't come out of that bohereen I come out maybe Brennan's, go into their 

fields or something. I knew this one better. It was drier land, ya know." 

"Oh, that's a long way, there's a lot of walls to cross and everything else. I mean, 

it's not just a straight path," said Mae, who hadn't taken that path since she was 14. 

"The last time I seen it, it was at an old house. I think there was people living in it 

when my father was young, you know the Ludden land near Eamon's hill. I was getting 

near home then, you see, and I was at this old house. Next thing, I saw it at this house and 

I didn't have to go near this house. I was going a different way. And I thought now, 'I've 

gone past it now, I'm all right.' After Ludden's field then and Eamon's hill. But Ludden 
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must have six or eight horses there and some of them were wild young horses. Well, they 

all came around about me—" 

"They were afraid," said Armie. 

"They were afraid and all their ears cocked. You know the way they cock their 

ears?" 

"Yeah," Mae said, "the way the ears, the horses—" 

"But they came around about me, and they— 

Mae said, "—to protect you. Or for you to protect them." 

Seamus continued, "I had great comfort. They were looking back at this flame. 

Well, I must have stayed ten minutes. It's like everything else, you don't want to panic 

too much because you could drop. You know you could get a fright, you know." 

"You could, yeah," Annie confirmed. 

"When I got over the wall into the next field, the stone wall, I looked back and 

there was no more flames. I walked up that field then and into our own field there. I 

wasn't scared. I got to our own house but it was late then." 

"Wasn't that strangeT' said Armie. 

"Nonsense! Ghosts!" Tom Murray had just finished up his Sunday diimer dessert 

and was ready to head into the front parlor and listen the Clare v. Munster football game 

on the radio. 

"They're fairy tales!" Annie started laughing. "Did you ever see anything^' she 

asked Tom. 
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"No. I did not; nothing worse than myself," he answered. 

Seamus said with an air of suspicion, "The Holy Ghost they changed to the Holy 

Spirit, didn't they?" 

"Ah, sez a person after he died, 'there's no such thing!" Tom protested. 

"There is, yeah," Seamus said softly. 

"Ah, Seamus!" Tom's tone underscored the fact that there would always be a 

generation between them. 

"I remember one time, wait and I tell you," Seamus said as Tom tried to interrupt 

with more argument. "I remember when Jimmy Duffy died, the old man, John Joe's 

granddad— 

"Yeah, yeah," Tom said, with an intonation indicating that he was already 

remembering the man and the upcoming story. 

"And we met coming from school. He said, eh," Seamus smiled and whispered 

with great excitement, "'Jimmy Duffy was seen since he died' and we were all shocked." 

"Oh, yeah, the mght of the wake." Annie also knew the story well. 

"I'll make it easy for you," Tom provided some mysteries of his own. "If you go 

up the road to the guard's barracks," Tom was referring to the remains of barracks that 

had been destroyed in the War of Independence before Seamus was bom, "and you come 

up to the Garrett's house. Remember the Garretts?" The Garretts had been a household of 

unmarried brothers and sisters. The old thatched cottage they lived in doesn't even exist 

today as ruins. Before we could get to the point of the story (which everyone had heard 

before), the Garrett family history and genealogy had to be reviewed, shared, and 
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calibrated, which is a typical circumlocution: where the family came from, which 

generation moved to the locality, and who their relations are. 

"There's no back door on Garretts." Seamus finally said. The point was the 

evidence of fairies and the supernatural, the concession Tom made by mentioning the 

Garretts in the first place. 

"The smoke! There was no way for the smoke to escape in the back. They had no 

windows in the back," Mae exclaimed. She remembered the Garretts personally. 

"No, no windows." Annie knew that, too, because she had lived the closest to the 

Garretts. "They used to do a lot of tricks on them, didn't they? There was a door at one 

time, ya see, and there's a fairy fort outside the back door still," Annie said. 

"It's gone now, isn't it?" Tom asked. 

Annie sounded urgent, "I don't know if it's gone." 

"And they used to throw the water out and the water would come back in their 

face," Seamus said. "But it was the same at Aunt Nora's. They had no back door, big 

farm house. In Meath. They reckon that's why that was nailed up, too, the back door. 

They closed it up because there was a fairy fort," Seamus said. 

Ann, the eldest daughter, mentioned that "there was a fairy tree, also," at Garretts, 

which was associated with some executions during the war. She had surely overheard that 

in previous conversations between her parents. 

Annie, picking up the cue, acknowledged the invoked tree immediately and said 

with solemnity, "That was supposed to be a feiry tree." 

"Keep out the enemies," said Seamus. 



382 

Tom, the disbeliever a few minutes earlier, said with an elder's authority, "You're 

not supposed to go near that." 

Annie continued, "—and they knocked it! Oh, they did! The County Council! We 

were talking about that below. It was back of Jack's and I was asking Willie. And I said 

to Paddy, 'Have ye still the fairy tree down in the garden?' And we were always told not 

to go near it. And you wouldn't go near it." 

Tom had heard the same childhood admonitions 20 years before Annie. "Yeah," 

he concurred. 

"No," Mae concurred. 

Annie continued with her story, "Well, we never went near it. I never touched it. 

Paddy said, 'Oh, I wouldn't touch it,' and we were always warned never to go near that, 

like. My father was so afraid." 

Tom was old enough to remember the Fitzpatrick family before they had left the 

area. Their house became one of the "haunted ones" and people used to have "frights" 

when near it. "The Fitzes there, by Joe Cannon. It's gone now, but Pat Fitz, he wouldn't 

let anyone near them feiry bushes back there." 

"Oh, no. No. No one would go near them, no," said Annie. 

"Oh, they wouldn't." 

"The hawthorn, the bushes," Mae said. 

"The hawthorn, or the blackthorn, or the whitethorn, as some calls it," Tom said, 

"but, no way, Pat Fitz would not let you touch one. And after the Fitz's leavin'. Patsy 
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Cannon came and cut on them and cleared the whole lot of them. None of them Cannons 

have ever been right ever since," Tom concluded with certainty. 

"When you think of it, they weren't," agreed Annie thoughtfully. 

"No. None of them were right since," Tom steadfzistly maintained. 

"They were my cousins," Annie said for my benefit. "Paddy was telling too, 

about, eh, Mrs. Whadya call and his brother, and he cut one down." 

Tom provided the authority on that, too. "And he was whadya call, he cut it and 

the banshees cut him across the face and he went home and died!" 

I was amazed. "Is that right?" 

"Yeah, that was one now," Aimie said, "but I think the two of them died." 

"And then Paddy said when he was going to the chapel the Newell man was seen 

coming out of the fort," Tom said, meaning a fairy fort. 

"Paddy said that this man, what did he say, Ann, do you know?" Annie asked her 

daughter. 

"I thought he said he got blinded," Ann answered. 

"That was somebody else, or his hairs were on the pillow the next morning, some 

man from Killawalla," Seamus said. 

"Oh, I wouldn't touch them, like," Annie said again of the fairy things after the 

list of various punitive traumas was reviewed. "Like one of them lost his sight in one eye 

or something." 

"When did this happen to him, the Newell guy?" I asked. 

"Oh, 40, 50 years ago," Annie said. 
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"Before I came to Dublin," Tom answered also. "I knew him," he added, thereby 

confirming the veracity of the whole story-

"And another thing to it, do you remember the big rock at McTyge's?' Aimie 

asked everybody. 

"Yeah!" Tom answered. 

"That was taken away. It was Saint Patrick's Rock"* we used to call it. Do you 

remember, Mae? 'Twas a big rock, like." 

"Yes, she did." Tom answered for her. 

"Oh, yeah," Mae confirmed. 

Annie continued, "Well, John McTyge took that away. And they used to always 

say, like, that none of them was right ever since." 

Tom echoed, "None of them was right ever since." 

"No, like, John was sick, wasn't he? John McTyge, Celia O'Malley's husband. 

'Twas in his way. He wanted more land," Annie thinly veiled her disapproval. "No, it 

was a pity really. It was St. Patrick's Rock," Annie said. 

"They called it St. Patrick's Rock," Tom repeated gravely. 

"Yeah, that's what we always called it. 'Twas very high, wasn't it?" Annie had 

seen it. 

Mae suggested that maybe McTyge cut it up and quarried it. 

"They were surprised now, really, my mother and father, when he did that," 

Annie shook her head. 
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The theme music for "The Simpsons" was playing on the television from the front 

sitting room. I was in the kitchen helping Annie put together a surprise birthday cake for 

Mae and Tom. We lit the two candles, one for each of them and called them all in. Mae 

and I had bought the cake as a contribution to the dinner and Tom's birthday. Annie 

added a mountain of homemade and store-bought white and brown breads, jams and 

butter. The largest available aluminum teapot was steeping. 

A thunderous storm with tree-bending winds was pummeling the other side of the 

large kitchen window. 

"It's lashing out there, you're not going anywhere for a while," Annie said to Tom 

as she served from the big plate of sliced homemade breads. "Oh, its very heavy today, I 

was falling asleep. Ya want white or ya want brown?" 

The phone rang loudly in the hall. Annie left the kitchen to answer. We could hear 

her greeting Eamon, Mae and Seamus' younger brother, from the other room. When she 

returned, she told us the news: that Eamon was going to England for medical tests right 

away. "Eamon is worried. He's afraid about the tests." 

Mae said, '"We can say a prayer at the Reek for him." 

"Do the pilgrims still start at Ballintober?" I asked. They would be walking near 

Darby's Well,^ not fer from the Cappachamaun house, on their way to the holy mountain, 

Croagh Patrick. 

"Oh, that was the pilgrim walking but now I imagine they drive, don't they?" 

Tom said, "Years ago they went up in the dark, with a bit of a torch. Some only go up as 

far as Paddy did." Tom laughed and told how Paddy Dwyer had driven out from Meath 
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one time, parked his car at the foot of the mountain and walked a few hundred feet to a 

statue of Saint Patrick where the ascent up the mountain begins. At the statue's base are 

instructions about what prayers to say before starting up. 

"You go around the statue. You go around so many times and say so many 

prayers," said Seamus. "This time they went round about, Paddy turned down the hill and 

Aunt Mae said, 'Come on, Paddy.' 'If Saint Patrick went to the top, they'd put the statue 

up there,'" Seamus laughed as he quoted Paddy. 

"Paddy Raftery, you're brother-in-law, Annie Cannon's husband," Annie oriented 

Tom genealogically, "Well, he used to be home every Reek Sunday. He came down from 

Killavally^ mass. And he came in and he stood by the front door and he said, 'My mother 

said, 'Paddy, you must climb Croagh Patrick.' And he said, 'Well the dead I am not, 

Delia!' He said, 'If I fell now and cut the knees in me trousers. Saint Patrick—Tom was 

already bursting with laughter. His face got red and he was trying to hold it in. Finally, he 

began coughing and laughing at the same time. "'Would have to buy me new trousers.' 

And my mother couldn't get over it, that St. Patrick would buy him new trousers." 

"Oh, right by the house they were going, the pilgrims, remember?" Mae said of 

the scene out of her childhood. 

"That's right, very long journeys, weren't they?' 

"'Twas a long one. Ah, they'd be walking for miles," Tom added. 

"They use'ta," agreed Annie. 

Mae said it was because of the famine that they did it, "The frimine hit Mayo very 

bad." 
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A chorus of "yeah" responded to that. 

'"Twas a Dublin person that said 'Mayo God help us!'" said Seamus. The 

conversation moved on to discuss a relation of one of the girls who worked at the nearby 

Omni Center, a mega-mall shopping center that had been built a few years before. The 

shopping center had a supermarket in which the produce section labels every type of 

produce by its origin in the EC, the Middle East, and as away as New Zealand. The 

girl's uncle was a fisherman in Donegal, who had recently drowned with two other men 

near the Tory Islands. Outside, Swords Road and the Omni were flooding with this 

afternoon's rain, which would make the evening news. Aimie was offering more tea and I 

began putting the cake plates in the sink to wash up. 

Patrick and Jean were leaving the house to get "messages" for Aimie. She called 

them back to give them extra money for a Mass card and some Lotto tickets. 

"So, anyway," Annie changed the subject, "Do you remember going to Meath, 

Mae? Seamus was talking, em, before you went to Meath. Eh, I think he said it was in 

September. And the potatoes were in the ground and you had to go out and pick them, the 

two of ye. What did he say? 'Twas late, someone was supposed to pick them and they 

didn't and you went, like. And you were to leave the next day and you go out picking 

potatoes, you know!" 

Mae started laughing out loud, "I figured it'd be a long time before I'd be picking 

potatoes again. I imagine this is what you think sometimes. I knew I was going to a place 

where they didn't have any land." 
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"Oh, because you knew it was the Swan's Nest, a store instead of a farm?" I 

asked. 

"Yeah, right," she answered. "I never been there before. We never went back and 

forth. Seamus was never out there. I knew ahead of time that I was going to go. I knew 

when I finished and got all the summer work done. There was nothing to do then." 

"That's right," Annie said. 

"Everybody wanted to go to get out and make some money for themselves," Mae 

added. "My mother arranged it with Uncle Richie ahead of time. She talked about it 

ahead of time. You know, 'You think it would be a good idea,' and what not. It was 

exciting. It was a change. And to meet different people. I remember, you know, going in 

and helping. Like, Uncle Richie would be out and I'd go in and help somebody in the 

afternoon. And they had some things, cheeses and stuff that you'd sell on the other side 

of the store, not on the pub side. So, I would pitch in. Then, all of a sudden somebody 

would want a drink. So, I would fill it, you know. Open a bottle of Guinness for them. So, 

gradually I got—" 

"Got used to the bar," said Aimie. 

"I knew I wasn't going to be picking potatoes." Mae laughed. "Sometimes, like 

before you leave, you want to have everything done. I don't remember that, picking the 

potatoes." 

Seamus came back in alone. Annie told him what we'd been discussing, that he 

remembered Mae digging potatoes on her last night. 
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He turned to Mae, "Do you remember the night before you went? I was to go 

someplace that day, I don't remember, and there was rain that day. The night before you 

left now, you were getting ready to go. I don't know where I was all day, someplace, 

anyway. When I got back it was light, you know, but it was getting late in the evening. 

They had to be picked that night because there was frost. You know, if they get the frost, 

they'd all go. They were OK in the soil but they were so many potatoes all dug out there 

during the day, two men digging them. Maybe I was one of them, I don't know now, 

Paddy or what. I had to go and pick them anyway and Mae said, 'I'll go along,' you 

know. Even though she was going away the next morning." 

Seamus started to laugh at what they must have looked like, picking potatoes in 

the dark. "That was late, it was actually nightfall. But I can always remember because 

there was some roads nearby. It was like a meeting place, wasn't it?" 

"Oh, yeah! Everybody going for their water—Mae said of the nearby Darby's 

Well. 

"Couples courting and all this. But eh, old Clancy was there, Clancy O'Malley 

and some of them, he was there." 

"Oh, yeah," Mae sounded a note of recognition. 

"We started late. We'd be ashamed of picking potatoes at night, you know. It 

looked so stupid, you know. We were whispering so they wouldn't hear." 

"Ya'd think there was ghosts out there," Mae said. 

"That's right, there was two ghosts." They laughed at the image of the courting 

couples frightened by two ghosts picking potatoes in the dark. 
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"They were down by Darby's well there, you look down the top of the hill there." 

"In that field and the one in back of that field they used to have potatoes. There 

was a lot of potatoes in those fields," Mae said. 

"There was a lot of potatoes at that time, yeah," said Seamus. 

"Boy, don't you wish you had some of those potatoes? They were good," Mae 

said with exuberance. "That was my last potato picking. I don't remember before I went 

to America if I picked potatoes or not. It would be too late, yeah. December 23rd I got to 

the United States. Got there for the snowstorm. So, that was way too late for picking the 

potatoes." 

Seamus and Annie both said, "'Twas, 'twas, that's right." 

She continued, "But one frost and then the potatoes are ruined, you know, what 

happens? How they get sweet and then they rot? Ever get a frosted potato when they are 

sitting out?" Mae stuck her tongue out and turned her jaws downward to show how bad 

that tasted. "It's like the fruits outside in the cold, the fruit stands in Brooklyn. You can 

taste it when they have that sweet taste. You know how it spoils." 

"They must inject them to keep them fresh," Seamus speculated about the New 

York street market practices. 

Seamus told us about a series of dreams that he had as a young laborer in England 

that had come true. These included a dream about Paddy, his older brother, showing up at 

the train station near where Seamus was living. After awakening, he received a letter 

from Paddy with news of his imminent arrival in England. 
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Mae listened patiently while she waited to tell her important dream story. "I 

dreamt of grandmother, Jane Finnegan. I just got to the United States, right? Not very 

long after. And I dreamt I was back in the room, sitting with her and Marie was with me." 

Mae was referring to Marie Dwyer, her cousin in Meath with whom she used to go 

dancing and have fim. They would watch the old woman together. "And I was back 

home! And I never dreamed of Ireland or anyone in Ireland before or since! Strange, 

right? And then somebody wrote me, I forget who. She died just at that time. And clear! I 

could see her so clear, you know? It was like right there." Since their grandmother had 

passed away before Seamus made his way east, Mae was the only one of her siblings to 

know the woman. 

"And the morning your mother died, we were going to see her, we were to take 

the train from Dublin," Aimie responded to Mae's story. "Like, I was wide awake now, 

and I could hear the bell ringing just about the time she was dying. I could hear the bell 

so plain, I was wide awake, 'cuz I sat up." She turned to Seamus, "And that was the 

morning Paddy Brennan came with the word. Paddy Brennan, John and Katie's brother." 

Mae remembered him from the bonfires when she was a little girl. "Do you 

remember the bonfires?" she asked Annie. "We used to have it on the road, as you go to 

the church, the new road." 

"There wasn't much around later. When was it. Saint John's Day?" Seamus 

asked. 

Mae answered, "The bonfires were the 23rd of June, the eve of Saint John's." 
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Mae said to Seamus' adult children, who were standing around, "You'd have a 

flask of tea. We used to have it down the road as you go to the church on the new road, 

the one as you go up to Brennan's new house, as you go up to the limestone and the 

quarries and all that just before the bohereen. There's a road on the right. And we'd bring 

things to the fire, turf. You know, the one as you go up to Brennan's new house. As you 

take the shortcut up to church. It's right beside Cappachamaun. It's just before the 

bohereen. The bohereen is on the left as you go to the bog and the road is on the right as 

you go up." Mae listed all the places on the way. 

"We always started the fire, like," said Seamus. 

"We'd bring turf, you know, leaves and turf." 

"Kids would enjoy it and stay there for hours, courting," said Seamus. 

"And you had to have enough turf But didn't we light up the fiirze trees, the ones 

that we'd cut out?" Mae recalled. Alter Seamus had confirmed her memory of that, Mae 

continued, "They would dance and sing. The Cannons used to come from Balloor, Katie 

Brennan, and all." 

Seamus had been talking about how the bonfires broke up the seasons and that 

they were from pagan practices. "But, then, you have All Saints and All Souls Day, all 

the stories about the poor souls, and all the witches are out." 

"All Saints, you went to church. All Souls was making sure you got the harvest 

in," Mae sounded confident about that. 

"All Souls, you prayed for the dead," he said. "One was for the horse fair and one 

was for the cattle fair." 
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"You made sure you had everything in or the witches, the pucas, got it and you 

couldn't eat it, the apples, the berries," Mae said seriously. She blamed the pucas, the 

fairies that "pee" on the unharvested produce on Halloween night. 

Seamus reasoned, "Eh, it made sense 'cuz that's just the time the fruit got bad. If 

you didn't pick it on time there was all worms in the blackberries. A week later you 

might end up with 50 or 20 before you got a good one." 

"And then you get the frost after that," Mae recited right out of her childhood. 

The next morning, Mae, Angela, and I were in the kitchen drinking tea. Angela 

was in good spirits, despite her worries about Paddy in the hospital. Whenever the phone 

rang, the household braced itself with anticipation. As usual, we had our boiled egg, 

brown bread, perhaps some "Wheatabix" cereal with milk, and, of course, black tea. 

Angela's kitchen was also on the backside of the house. On the other side of the large 

kitchen window was a patch of green joining rows of other similar North Dublin 

backyards, each with their flowers and walls. The magpies frequented the roof of 

Angela's shed, which sheltered a few forsaken ancient bicycles. 

"It didn't differ very much from our own, you know, at home. Things would be 

the same but, you know, Mae, about your place and our place," she was saying. Angela 

grew up in a rural area outside of Sligo town, between Mayo and Donegal. 

"Yeah, the cows and the school walk, and we be doing the same thing. Like, we 

picking the sloes on the way from school and the, em, hazelnuts. You'd be doin' the same 

thing, picking the blackberries ofiFby the side of the road, rightT' Mae replied. "On your 
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way home from school, you be eating blackberries, you be eating hazelnuts, did you eat 

hazelnuts?" 

"Oh! Hazelnuts we used to love!" 

"And we used to go into somebody's field over the wall." 

"Yeah, oh the hazelnuts, we used to go shake the tree and get them all down," 

Angela was laughing. 

"And you be eating them, breaking them, we used our teeth all the time," Mae 

said. 

"Yeah! We used our teeth! Imagine that!" 

"Oh, we had good strong teeth, break them with our teeth!" Mae was enjoying the 

memories and having survived with teeth intact. "I didn't see any sloes when I was back, 

did you see any sloes?" Mae asked. 

"No, no, I did not. We used to pick the sloes, Kathleen, they're like a miniature 

plum, and put them into a bottle, and put water into it and sugar, and bury it under the 

ground and we'd have sloe wine." Angela always had morning chats with us before she 

went to her daily 10:00 mass. This summer, the hospital also became a vigil for her. 

"Hmm, must have been good wine, was it?" I asked. 

"Oh, you know it was!" she laughed and thought aloud, "But that wasn't alcohol 

was it?" she asked with a mock air of innocence. 

"Oh, why, was it after your confirmation? After you took the Pledge?" I asked 

and we laughed heartily with her. 
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"No, it was fermented a little bit, like cider. The cider here has a nice taste," Mae 

covered for her. "But the sloes were delicious, just eat them off the bush." 

"We never took them and eat them like that. You'd have to have them really 

ripe," said Angela. She obviously preferred the buried fermented version in the bottle. 

"They were ripe in the end, before trick or treat, right?" Mae said. "You couldn't 

eat them when they weren't ripe. But when they were ripe they were really good! There 

was strawberries and there was raspberries—Mae began to list all of the berries. 

"Strawberries would grow up on the rock; there was moss," Angela visualized. 

"On the side of the road, on the side of the road," said Mae. 

"It was bigger than that Mae. Bohereens are small, a narrow one. But this was a 

wider road. Beside it, it was cut away and it was wild. The moss, wherever you see moss, 

the strawberries. Oh! They were lovely!" 

"Mm hmm," Mae intoned an agreement. "They wouldn't last that long. When 

they were ripe, somebody would pick them and eat them. Whoever was the lucky one 

when they were ripe got them. You didn't waste any time. It's later in the year the 

blackberries come out. September maybe, Angela?" 

"And then you have to get the potatoes in." 

"Late in the autumn." 

"Late." 

"Oh, everything was done before Halloween! That was the harvest. Everything 

was in! That was the deadline. Everything had to be home because the weather changed 

then. If you didn't have it done by then, then you'd lose it. They used to tell us years ago 
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if you didn't have everything in by Halloween, the apples and everything else, the fairies 

do come around— 

Angela reported with an objective voice, "The feiries'd get it." 

"The fairies come around and everything'd be peed on all over it, you couldn't eat 

them after that!" Mae was crystal clear about that. "All the pucas and everything would 

come around then. Isn't that what they call them?" 

Angela said, "That's right, the fairies." 

"The little people," continued Mae, "you know all the fairies they go around in 

bushes and you couldn't eat anything after that. But that was the frost!" 

"That was to get you to do it before that time, to make you hurry up," Angela 

included. 

"To make sure you had everything harvested before the frost would come." 

"Oh yeah, you would have, even in October, you'd have frost. But now here, you 

don't have that hard frost like you used to have. Things have changed weather-wise. We 

have a mild winter. That's strange. 'Tis, isn't it? Now, I remember, when we were young, 

Kathleen, you're hands'd be falling with this cold. And you nught be picking the 

potatoes, you picking them, you kriow when you peel them and start picking them—" 

"You'd have pains in your fingers," Mae was feeling it too. "It's not cold like that 

anymore, the system is confiised." 

The two women were comrades in their remembered labors. They volleyed their 

shared memories between nibbles of brown bread and marmalade washed down with a 

second pot of tea. 
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"Because there'd be a line of potatoes that were dug out and you were to pick 

them and keep up with the person that's digging them. So your hands'd be stiff with the 

cold, yeah! There'd be no feeling in them hardly with the cold. And then, when they got 

them all dug, they'd have to put them into a pit." 

"A pit, you dig it down in the bottom and then put straw around them." 

"Straw, and put the potatoes in and then straw again, on top of them." 

"You bury them." 

"So you had a kind of underground thing shaped liked that and they'd keep the 

potatoes there until it was time to take them in, wasn't that it, Mae7' 

"Yeah, mm hmm." 

"Yeah, because when you'd want some, you just go out and get them." 

"Then the frost wouldn't get into them or anything, because they'd be down 

underground and the straw was around them, safe from the pucas, right? Yeah, some of 

them would be over the ground, but the clay would be on top of them." 

"Clay on top," Angela confirmed. 

On Halloween Day in 1998, Ann Gavin, Seamus and Annie's eldest daughter, 

married a man by the name of O'Grady. They had the ceremony in Aghagower and the 

reception at a big hotel in Westport. As mentioned elsewhere, Aghagower also houses the 

dead from many generations of Gavin and Caimon ancestors, "The Lord have mercy on 

the whole lot of them," as a Meath cousin would say. The reception was full strength. 
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with a dinner feast, an evening country band, and a disco that started after midnight and 

lasted until nearly daylight. Over 200 guests and locals attended or crashed the party. 

Mae, Seamus, and Bridee were the remaining Gavin siblings at this point, since 

Paddy had died in the late summer of our long visit in 1995, and Eamon the following 

September in 1996. The holding in Cappachamaun had already been auctioned ofiFand 

purchased by an American-bom nephew of the extinct local Brennans. There was an 

unspoken relief that Ann, a kind woman nearing 40 years of age, had found a husband. A 

mechanic by trade, O'Grady was moving into the Rockfield bungalow she had purchased 

a few years earlier with her Dublin nurse's wages. 

Mae and I spent time in the lobby after several hours of dancing and talking. 

Hordes of Irish youths, literally hundreds, were pouring into the front doors of the hotel, 

paying £5 entry, and being absorbed into another hall in the hotel which was starting a 

late night disco with a license to sell after-hours liquor. 

Some men in highly grotesque drag, with gigantic artificial breasts, false 

eyelashes, tacky wigs, and mini-skirts, intermittently staggered past us. One of Mae's 

Meath cousins sitting in a large chair in the lobby watching them come in was loudly 

cursing and seriously trying to provoke the "feckin' fairies." 

Returning to Ann's wedding reception, the diverse crowd included a good size 

collection of local bachelor farmers, covering the ftill range of eligible marriage age for 

male farmers in Ireland, which is 17 to 80. At about 1:00 in the morning, a curly dark 

haired man asked me to dance. By then he'd had quite a few hours of "the drink." A 

cousin of mine winked at me and said, "He's chattin' you up," as if I, by now an "old 
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maid" by any culture's standards, should be flattered and hopeful to perhaps snag an 

interested fanner with a bit of land. The poor man, about my age, was admittedly 

''distracted by the drink," though he kept finding me after I'd duck away in the busy 

crowd. Making small talk, I mentioned what everybody in his generation or older knows 

from their rural Irish childhood, "Isn't tonight when the pucas ruin the fruit and crops?" 

His eyes darkened and flashed somewhere between the rural development bonanza and 

the anti-climax of his personal life. He growled into the creamy foam topping his pint, 

"Arrh, there aren't as many fairies in Ireland as there used to be." 
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ENDNOTES 

1 This reference to "Americans" does not pertain to Native Americans (see Basso 1996). 
2 An Irish word for a social work gathering in a farmer's field to help save the hay. This 

was most common before the horse drawn machinery and tractor arrived. 
3 Strawboys have not been seen much over the 20th century but are being revived in the 

tourist style of traditionalism. Evans (1957) writes that they were youths in disguises of straw that 
were uninvited guests at the dances of weddings in Ireland. The leader had a right to dance with 
the bride. I have seen reenactments of the bawdy behavior of strawboys, which nowadays is in 
performance dancing at a town festival or tourist summer event. When I saw the strawboys dance 
at a ceili in a church-sponsored museum-like thatched cottage, the hats were conical shaped and 
covered the whole head so the strawboy couldn't be recognized. The strands of straw were spaced 
loosely enough for the dancer to see. The strawboys are like the disruptive "clowns" of a 
gathering, pretending they are drunk and dancing with each other. There is usually one skirted 
strawboy dressed as a woman, who with "her" husband, has a few comical rows. It is typical in 
many respects to like the clowning that occurs in many cultures. I have seen comparative 
activities and themes enacted by Pasqua Yaqui chapayekas during Easter ceremonies in Tucson. 

4 The Mass Rock, called "St. Patrick's Rock," is mentioned in a text published and sold 
by the Ballintubber Abbey. The informative booklet combines recent archeological excavation 
and research, historical texts, and a collection of stories from the old local people. Two known 
mass rocks were recently bulldozed, according to the publication. About the one in McTyge's 
field in Triangle, Stile 56, it reads, "In the second field was a large rock called St. Patrick's Chair 
which was recently bulldozed away. A wonderful view ofCroagh Patrick can be seen from this 
spot" (1989:32). 

5 Nearest to Cappachamaun, in Bellaburke, at Stile 40, the Tochar goes near John 
O'Malley's Dance Hall, which was actually a barn with a raised wooden floor where revelers and 
fiddlers danced the night away. Mae danced there a few times before she left for the United 
States. At Stiles 43 and 44, across the road from Dilly Baines', nee Lyon, house is Stile 43, which 
is also the site of the ruins of Teampleshaunaglasha (the Church of John of the dykes or claishes 
(streams, channels)) an old church not used since 1562 which may have been the site of an earlier 
Patrician church. The church was also called Killeendirimh (the little graveyard of church of the 
wastes). A killeen accompanies the site, which is a unconsecrated graveyard for unbaptized 
infants. I interviewed Dilly Baines as she showed me this site. She, like many woman of her time 
in this area, had many children buried here. According to local folklore, forts, or "fairy forts," 
were also used as burial places for unbaptized babies, making it more understandable why people 
do not tamper with purported fairy forts even though they say the aes sidhe (good fairies) live 
there. Dilly Baines told me that when they were building the currently used Killawalla church, a 
generation before her time, the priest ordered the laity to use the stones from 
Teampleshaunaglasha but the men refused to move them. The angry priest moved the first stone 
to motivate them and, according to Dilly's uncle, the priest was dead in a week's time. She also 
told me that an American tried to remove a cross from the Teampaill to bring back to the States as 
a souvenir. A wind knocked him down and killed him. Mae grew up hearing all of these stories. 
Dilly Baines and other local old people contributed their knowledge to the Ballintubber 
publication listed in the bibliography (1989). 

6 Killavally is another name for Killawalla. 
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X 
HETEROTOPIA 

Of the places that Mae and I gathered, not all were visitations of the past. We 

were present at memory-making events and witnessed oral constructions of the present, 

which served the purpose of scripting memories for future narratives. An important life 

event for Mae occurred while we were doing our ethnobiographical research in Ireland, 

the death of her closest brother. In this ethnographic narrative, his sickness and death 

became the stage and focus, simultaneously mundane and profound, on which memories 

and diverse symbology were constructed and/or reified by and for the siblings as 

individuals, femily, and culture. The locations of his sickness and death, especially of the 

hospital room, took on the nature of a "heterotopia," or "other place," as defined by 

Foucault (1986), wherein the juggling of postmodern Irish identities occurred.' It is in 

and around such culturally designated rooms and places that the people involved in life's 

dramas construct and maintain social identities and memories (Taylor 1999). 

Because each actor carried to Paddy's hospital room his or her symbolic "place" 

and "otherness" within Irish identity, the hospital room was both a functional space in 

reality as well as a heterogeneous stage for the representation of the diverse Irish world 

and diasporic history. For example, all of the siblings brought rural Mayo's past. Each 

also brought traits of other Irish places and experiences: Bridee, Mayo's present rural 

domesticity; Eamon, both the Mayo bachelor and English cotnmuter; Paddy, the model 

Catholic Dublin migrant; Seamus, the Dublin "culchie," embittered by the personal loss 

of and displacement from a western homeland; and Mae, diasporic Irish America, the 

20th-century tourist daughter of Erin. As in the remote Donegal community described by 
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Taylor, they individually and collectively negotiated their internal Western past and niral 

peasant-oriented sensibilities with those of the metropolitan and transnational "civil" 

middle class (Taylor 1992). 

In myriad ways, hospitals, graveyards, wakes, and places of death are among 

"other places" by their nature, that which Foucault termed "heterotopia" (1986). 

Heterotopia is a Greek medical term for "other space." In his article, titled "of other 

spaces," Foucault describes principles that distinguish heterotopic spaces from all others. 

A heterotopia acts as a counter-site connected to all other places through relationships 

with those sites and that "simultaneously represents, contests, and inverts" other places 

(Foucault 1986:24). It is not all other places even though locatable in reality. Taylor's 

"sacred geography" (1995) and Turner's "sacred ritual spaces" (1969) is somewhat akin 

to heterotopia, where the space is both sacred and secular, mundane and profound, and 

processual and reifying, with shifting and interstitial reflections as if in a house of 

mirrors. However, as outlined below, "heterotopia" may be more relevant to post-

structuralist and post-functionalist theory. 

Heterotopia is a useful trope for anthropologists responding to Marcus' challenge 

of "tracing and describing the connections and relationships among sites previously 

thought incommensurate" (1998:14) and his call for a "multisited ethnography." Marcus 

writes, "What's needed is a shift in the chronotope of ethnography—^that is, the space-

time in which ethnographic narratives can occur—from place to places, simultaneously 

and complexly connected, by intended and unintended consequences" (Idem: 19). 
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Foucault argued that the 19th century was "history: with themes of ... crisis and 

cycle, themes of an ever accumulating past" (Foucault 1986:22). Turner's theories about 

cycles of crisis are contained in an insular society that ultimately relaxes back to an 

assumed functionalist posture. For Foucault, however, in this present "epoch of 

simultaneity ... we are in the epoch of juxtaposition, the epoch of the near and far, of the 

side-by-side, of the dispersed" (Idem:22). According to Foucault, unlike the Middle Ages 

on down to Turner's ritual spaces, there no longer exists the dichotomous and "hierarchic 

ensemble of places: sacred places and profane places; protected places and open, exposed 

places; urban places and rural places" (Idem:22). Our past notions of place, influenced by 

Galileo's discovery of our place in space, involved oppositions and the "intersection of 

places that constituted what could very roughly be called medieval space: the space of 

emplacement ... a thing's place was no longer anything but a point in its movement" 

(Idem:22, 23). 

Emplacement, for Foucault, has been replaced by ''relations of proximity between 

points or elements ... Our epoch is one in which space takes for us the form of relations 

among sites" (Idem:23). The spaces in which we carry out our day-to-day lives, where we 

exist, are heterogeneous, according to Foucault; "We live inside a set of relations that 

delineates sites which are irreducible to one another and absolutely not super imposable 

on one another" (Idem:23). He adds, "But among all these sites, I am interested in certain 

ones that have the curious property of being in relation with all the other sites, but in such 

a way as to suspect, neutralize, or invert the set of relations that they happen to designate, 

mirror, or reflect" (Idem:24). 
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Utopia has a "relation of direct or inverted analogy with the real space of 

Society," (Idem:24) a version of a space, but it is unreal. Heterotopias, on the other hand, 

are real and virtual spaces, site and counter-site, at the same time. With the mirror as an 

example, one sees oneself where one is not, in a virtual space behind the sur&ce of the 

mirror, which does not exist. Yet the mirror and its surface do exist in a real place, thus 

also functioning as a heterotopia. The mirror "makes this place that I occupy at the 

moment when I look at myself in the glass at once absolutely real, connected with all the 

space that surrounds it, and absolutely unreal, since in order to be perceived it has to pass 

through this virtual point which is over there" (Idem;24). 

Heterotopias are various and frequent ("there is probably not a single culture in 

the world that fails to constitute a heterotopia" (Idem:24)). Similar to Turner's sacred 

ritual spaces, there are what Foucault calls "crisis heterotopias," which he reserves for 

"so-called primitive societies" (Idem:24). These are the clearly delineated stages and 

spaces of liminality that occur in sacred places (adolescence, women's menstruation, the 

elderly, wakes). These places are disappearing in modem times, all the while being 

replaced as events that take place "elsewhere," such as in boarding schools, old-age 

homes, hospitals, etc. Thus, they are "nowhere," a heterotopic place without a geography. 

Because the places of "crisis heterotopias" have been situated "elsewhere," Foucault 

asserts they have become "heterotopias of deviation" (Idem:25). These are the places of 

prisons, hospitals, rest homes, and funeral homes. 

As a society changes over time, the heterotopic function of a place shifts in 

different ways. Death and wakes previously took place in the home and the burial in the 
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parish graveyard. Now, as we see in the following ethnography, the first generations of 

rural Irish are experiencing these major life events in hospitals, funeral homes, and 

commercial graveyards. This type of change is what Sally Falk Moore called a 

"'diagnostic event," indicating significant changes occurring within processual culture 

(1987:730). Furthermore, with the advancement of travel and communications 

technology, the reunion of the "living" and the "dead" at funerals or deathbeds takes 

place on several levels in postmodern Ireland. While the previously alive join a host of 

deceased people in heaven, the "dead" emigrant revisits and reunites physically with the 

waking family. The modem hospital is also very much like the cemetery, which Foucault 

interprets as heterotopic because the cemetery is "connected with all the sites of the city, 

state of society or village, etc., since each individual, each femily has relatives in the 

cemetery" (Foucault 1986:25). Also, just as sickness has been removed from the home to 

the hospital, cemeteries have been removed away from the sacred spaces near churches 

and community to suburban fringes, the "other city where each family possesses its dark 

resting place" (Idem:25). 

The heterotopia may juxtapose a real place with symbolic contradictory sites and 

sup>erimposed significance. Foucault provides the example of the oriental garden because 

it also symbolizes the world in microcosm. In Paddy's hospital and spaces of death, the 

family brought with them an imagined representation of a reunited Irish world. 

Heterotopias are "heterochronies...most often linked to slices in time" (Foucault 

1986:26) or are places that "accumulate time," (Idem) such as libraries and museums. A 

sweeping glance at a graveyard yields the same quality with all the headstones marking 
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generations and eras. Heterotopia may also have a transitory nature such as carnivals or 

tourist trips. Mae's visit was often also referred to as a "holiday," implying that she was a 

tourist in Ireland. Paddy hovered between the loss of his life and the permanence of 

eternal disappearance. Others involved shared these views of Paddy in their imaginations, 

medical discussions, and religious rituals. For them, the hospital became a heterotopic 

fleeting place, followed by the equally heterotopic graveyard that accumulates time 

indefinitely. 

Unlike totally public spaces, heterotopias "always presuppose a system of 

opening and closing that both isolates them and makes them penetrable" (Foucault 

1986:26). Such things as a mandate, purification rituals, or permission may be a 

prerequisite for admission or inclusion. Access to the hospital room was controlled either 

by the immediate family, Paddy, or the hospital authorities. Spiritual and hygienic 

purification was considered appropriate before one entered into the hospital room, 

especially the room of a dying man. 

Heterotopias function to "create a space that is other, another real space, as 

perfect, as meticulous, as well arranged as ours is messy, ill constructed, and jimibled" 

(Foucault 1986:27). Here, again, the hospital clearly qualifies. The hospital is imagined 

ideally as hygienic, professional, and organized, despite the frequency of malpractice 

folklore. 

Heterotopias are physical spaces that are perceived and experienced as 

"absolutely different from all the sites that they reflect and speak about" (Idem:27).The 

hospital room, as an example, consists of illness and death. People do not typically 
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consider a hospital room a "sacred space" or a place set aside for the practice of what 

people recognize as rituals. In Paddy's early life in Ireland, these things took place in the 

home. In modem Ireland, people go to hospitals to tend to their illness and, in Paddy's 

case, to ultimately die, while the pretext of the discourses and rituals is about a cure or 

miracle. 

In observing the events that led to Paddy's death, the layers of heterotopia are 

ethnographically thickened by attending to postmodern Irish identities. Here, the dying 

occurs in the midst of a reunion of dispersed Irish siblings. This heterotopia, in which 

fields of religious, medical, and family fields mingled, became the sacred place and event 

around which these siblings contested diverse expressions of "Irishness." Furthermore, 

their rare reunion at such a meaning^l time and place also evoked their personal and 

regional histories, the negotiated relationships between Ireland, England, and the United 

States, ambiguous cultural identities in a threatened Irish Catholicism, and their 

perceptions of "other" between themselves. The participants engaged in the ongoing 

processes of heterogeneous, porous cultural, and national identities forming. This is akin 

to what Taylor refers to as "culture in action" in constructions of religion, medicine, 

dying, and death (1996) and hearkens back to conflict theory in anthropology, which 

called for a reconsideration of functionalist paradigms. 

A number of scholars have written extensively on binary cultural discourses that 

originate with the historic dialectics of "otherness" constructed between colonial Ireland 

and Great Britain—the West rural/wild/irrational/feminized/Catholic/backwards Celtic 

versus and/or complimenting the East civilized/rational/masculine/Protestant/superior 
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Anglo-Saxon. Ireland's long colonial and post-colonial history contains literary and 

political discourses that define the nation in terms of binaries; east/west political and 

religious oppositions parallel nature/culture dichotomies and class and imperialist 

constructions of other (Eagleton 1995, Caims and Richards 1988; Kiberd 1995; Taylor 

1993; Taylor 1996). Many colonial constructions of Irish identities persist in Irish 

representations of themselves in the postcolonial era, a discourse phenomenon called 

"still/colonial" by Quinn (1999). 

As Taylor (1996) has illustrated with Irish joke telling, "otherness" becomes 

reified between Irish sub-cultural groups and Irish emigrant groups. Taylor uses em 

example of joke telling that ironically comments on the Irish and a reflective "other," 

such as an American. In Taylor's exemplary joke, an American member of the "Scientific 

Pig Farmers Association" is studying international pig farming techniques. He finds a 

farmer in Donegal who feeds the pigs one at a time by holding a pig up to an apple tree 

and letting it munch on the apples. The American comments that the procedure is 

"unscientific" and adds that it is "incredibly time consuming." The Irishman smiles and 

replies, "What's time to a pig?' (Taylor 1996). 

Jokes are safe narrative venues for comparing imagined differences between 

stereotyped varieties of Irish character types: a rich Meath man versus a poor Kerry man, 

a Catholic Irish versus Protestant Irish, a rural Irish ("culchie") versus cosmopolitan Irish 

(Dub or "jackeen"), Irish versus Irish American (Yank), or a native versus a "blow-in," 

etc. Taylor also illustrated the wide heterogeneity of Irish culture in various "fields of 

religious experience" among Irish people living in the same remote community, church. 
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or religious occasion (Taylor 1992, 1995). Furthermore, the Irish in Ireland and in the 

United States are engaged in an ongoing construction of Ireland and Irish cultural 

identity: "A process with its own symbolic geography that defines Ireland internally and 

externally in relation to a limited number of significant and changing 'others'" (Taylor 

1996:215). 

Integrated with this geographic cacophony are the co-existing temporal divisions 

of traditional (pre-modem), modem, and postmodern Irishness. As this ethnographic 

description reveals, the "quest for a cure" (Idem; 245) in urban Dublin gives both the 

priest and the doctor an opportimity to concurrently regulate procedures. The seekers are 

located equally between religious (defined by Irish nationalism) and medical (defined by 

global capitalist science) fields of experience. As Taylor points out, the Irish community, 

in its interpretive process, includes not only priests but also teachers and doctors as 

"models of civility" (Taylor 1995:243). I would add that these are also the models of 

authority. 

In comparison to the traditional church burial grounds or the West Room^ of the 

rural cottage, in which families waked their departed^ and where one can locate many 

generations of ancestors, the hospital room as heterotopia is a place without memory. On 

the other hand, recent memories exist of contemporaneous suburban neighbors and rural 

elders dying in this hospital. The space is also sacralized by the fi-equent occunence of 

"miracles"—recoveries, births, and escapes fi-om death—^which are always profound 

among family and friends. As the narrative here will show, sickness and death are 

attended in the hospital space with the practice of religious rituals. 
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Paddy died in September of 1995 after a long summer in Beaumont Hospital. His 

sister Mae was there from Arizona, not only at the moment of his death, but also during 

the preceding months of sickness and prayer. The presence of all of his siblings and 

family at his deathbed was an unusual occurrence in Ireland, a nation dispersed by 

emigration. 

For Mae, it could have happened like that sad summer day in 1966 when she was 

living in Brooklyn, New York. She had received a letter with an enclosed newspaper 

clipping reporting that her mother, whom Mae had not seen in nearly 20 years, had 

unexpectedly passed away and was already buried in the graveyard near their rural family 

church. Mae was the only one of five siblings who had emigrated to the United States. 

Although her grief was staggering, no one in "America" could wake this loss with her. To 

this day, she weeps whenever she hears a story about a person not being able to attend the 

distant bedside of a dying loved one. 

Or it could have been like the time in 1980, when she could aflbrd a quick flight 

to the Dublin hospital to say goodbye to her dying father. He was 94 and there was ample 

notice of the inevitable. As she entered the hospital room, he heard her voice, perked up 

out of his sickbed slumber, asked the nurse for a comb to fix his hair, and jested in the 

melodic tenor of 19th-century Mayo English, "The Yanks are here! The Yanks are here! 

My daughter has taken a notion to cross the ocean to see her father." He died within days 

after her visit. The family and social history of Edward Gavin will always include the 

phrase, expressed with wonder, "And wasn't it great that Mae could see him before— 
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When her brother Eamon nearly died in an English hospital in the early 1990s, 

Mae had been present among family members only by telephone. In 1993, Paddy had 

also been on his deathbed in a Dublin hospital with heart problems. Again, Mae received 

telephonic news. 

As one Dublin cousin had said, "Going to funerals is an Irish hobby." In Ireland, 

people renew and strengthen their family and social connections by gathering around 

such shared events: weddings, funerals, anniversaries of weddings, anniversary novenas 

for the dead, and, in more recent times, 21st birthdays. "She was robbed!" was one 

Dublin woman's loud emotional response when told that Paddy's was Mae's first Irish 

wake. This spontaneous and strong reaction came, ironically, from a middle-aged lesbian 

who had yet to disclose her identity to her own mother. Aside from the seeming 

deprivation of "Irish" culture, Mae also didn't attend many funerals in the United States. 

She had been long separated from what family she had there. Ironically, when her first 

husband, Donald Morrison, died from alcohol-related diseases in the hard-luck 

Tenderloin District of San Francisco in 1975, Mae was visiting Ireland. She would not 

have been at his deathbed anyway because of their estrangement, nor has she ever visited 

his grave. 

Paddy's siblings' families were frequently at the hospital but none of his other 

relations from Mayo, Meath, or Dublin visited. Unlike frmerals, hospital visits usually 

involve family and neighbors consolidating within a tighter sphere of relations. The 

immediate and closest members will be ever present. If the person has a nuclear family, 

many other distanced genealogical members, who would definitely be at the funeral and 
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may have known the deceased personally for a lifetime, might not appear at all at the 

hospital. This is out of respect for privacy and avoidance of tiring the patient. 

However, the patient will frequently be visited in thoughts, prayer, and 

conversation. The patient will be a source of constant inquiry and comment among 

friends, family, and acquaintances nationwide. This is especially true with someone as 

widely loved and respected as Paddy, who, along with his brother Seamus, originated in 

West Mayo and, after a few years sampling life in England, migrated to the Irish 

metropole of Dublin as a young husband and father. It was in the north Dublin area, not 

far from the airport, that he had reared his children, worked as a carpenter in the local 

construction industry, and spent the rest of his life. Both brothers frequented the West and 

had maintained family relations and friends there and in Meath. At each of our visits to 

homes across the land, every person from Dublin to Mayo began with questions about 

Paddy's health reports, descriptions of the hospitalization, promises of prayer for his well 

being, and recitations memorized from the stories repeated about Paddy's last near-death 

hospital bout. 

As it happened, Mae and I had returned to Ireland in 1995 to do research for an 

ethnobiography of her life. Mae enjoyed experiencing daily life and extended close 

visiting with her family for the first time in the nearly 50 years since she had left. The 

previous visits had all been brief and her husband, who had arrived with a tourist 

itinerary, had accompanied her. The mundane details of her siblings' daily life had been 

suspended during her earlier short visits. In contrast, this trip enabled Mae to speak freely 

and be immersed without distraction in all of the run-of-the-mill activities, from daily 
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mass to grocery shopping to making hay, filling the stove with tur£ attending family 

events, and listening to local radio. 

In this land characterized by its historic and ongoing habitual diasporic levels of 

emigration, the extended visit led to a synchronistic twist of fate and an unusual event. 

Paddy died in a hospital with all of his siblings present. Typical of the historical Irish 

perspective on emigration to the United States, Mae's long absence had been grieved in 

death-like metaphors. Many family members had told us how badly Paddy had missed 

Mae after she left. One of the songs he began singing after her departure was "^Noreen 

Bawn" an example of the many songs about popular local girls whose lives were 

destroyed in America."* But that summer, Mae "lived" in the household and was 

intimately involved in the daily details of this sickness and dying process. It was 

perceived as destiny that the ticket she had purchased early in 1995 had a return date that 

coincided with the day after the then unforeseeable funeral. At the time of death, which 

was around midnight, Bridee had also been present from Mayo, Eamon had flown in 

from England, and Seamus had traveled from the neighborhood locality. 

Mae's visit to Ireland began with conversations among the siblings about Paddy's 

ominous illness. Usually, when a &mily member from America arrives in Dublin airport, 

numerous members of both Dublin families are there to greet the traveler. It is a ritualized 

meeting, emotional and deeply meaningful. Photographs are usually taken of these 

historical family moments of reunions and partings. This time, however, Paddy was 

conspicuously absent. At the airport, Angela told us that he was '^ot well" and was home 

resting and waiting for Mae. 
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Mae and I stayed with Paddy and Angela, his wife of nearly 50 years. From that 

first day, we heard the long summer's worth of reports about "tests": a "test for the 

blood," "the camera down the throat," a "test that will make you roar," tests for the "fluid 

on the lungs" or "the glands," appointments for anticipating tests and receiving the results 

of tests, and for deciphering their ambiguous meanings. Paddy kept failing, coughing 

more frequently and violently. Within a few weeks of our arrival in early May, he was 

admitted to the local hospital, the same one in which Mae had visited her father years 

earlier. An ambulance came for him in the middle of the night. He did not return home 

until the funeral motorcade crept by the house nearly two months later. 

During those summer mornings, one magpie was frequently seen through the 

large kitchen window. Because of the impending tragedy, ever-present in our minds, no 

one would verbalize the expression we associated with that sight: "One for sorrow, two 

for joy." When two magpies appeared, however, there would be a hopeful comment. 

Deference to Paddy's anticipated situation was the spoken and unspoken guiding variable 

of our schedules. 

"Will ye have the dinner early tonight?" 

"I don't know. If Paddy is doing well, I may go to hospital." 

"Shall we climb Croagh Patrick on Reek Sunday?" 

"We'll wait and see what happens with Paddy." 

"Are you going to Mayo next week, Mae?" 

"It depends on Paddy's tests. We don't know how he's going to be." 

"Shall we stop at Knock and say a prayer for Paddy?' 
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"Let's." 

"Angela, what have the doctors said about the swoUen legs?" 

"They're waiting for the results from the camera down the throat." 

"How long are ye home, Mae?" 

"'Til September, but we don't know with Paddy now—" 

While Angela spent a lot of time at the hospital, Mae cleaned and did household 

chores to be supportive. Scheduling for each day was prioritized depending upon whether 

Paddy would be able to see visitors. Mae attended more weekday masses with Angela in 

Dublin that summer than in all her years in America. When Mae was visiting Bridee in 

Mayo, she was ever ready to return immediately if she was needed in Dublin and, in fact, 

did so several times. The same was true of all of the siblings, whether it was Seamus 

visiting his daughter and wife's brothers in Mayo, Eamon and his footloose double life 

between Mayo and England, or Bridee during the critical times of summer cattle marts, 

hay-making, and funeral-hopping all over Mayo. 

Paddy's hospital room became an important referential focus. Few conversations 

did not include fraught descriptions of Paddy's current medical location or evoke the 

possibility of his death, whether the speakers were reminiscing about the past or 

discussing the present. For example, as the eldest of 32 first cousins from the maternal 

Meath side of the femily, most of whom were living in Ireland, Paddy was conspicuously 

absent, although remembered in his hospital room during a party for all the cousins. Mae 
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and I visited households in Dublin, Meath, and Mayo extensively. Every host expressed 

concerns and required briefing on Paddy's condition. 

The hospital room also signified a place where two major social institutions, 

medicine and religion, proffered distinct explanations and Utopian hopes. Repetitive 

critical discussions about how confused the doctors seemed to be, what the tests would 

show and mean, and testimonial litanies of tangential medical stories about the recovered 

and the dead were told and retold. Simultaneously, as both an obligation and a desire for 

either a miraculous cure or the spiritual acceptance of God's will, a focus on Paddy 

permeated every rosary, Angelus, mass, communion, and visits to graveyards or shopping 

mall chapels. 

Minds and imaginations were always brought back to that hospital room 

whenever visiting a church or attending other religious activities, such as the Novenas at 

Knock or petitions to St. Rita. The memories evoked in conversational stories ranged 

from a mix-up of medical charts to Eamon's night quest for Padre Pio's miracle glove to 

cure an old dying neighbor. Prayers to St. Anthony for a "happy death" tempered one's 

anticipation of not receiving the miracle cure requested fi'om St. Rita. A battalion of 

saints. Our Lady Queen of Peace in Achill, and miracle workers were employed through 

the use of religious relics, matrix medals, and a purse full of prayer cards. Angela would 

place a row of religious items on the hospital bed and, in prayer, touch Paddy with them. 

Neighboring patients would sometimes borrow a certain relic from Angela. One 

afternoon near the end of Paddy's life, while Angela was laying out her relics on him. 
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Paddy turned to Mae and me. In a complete contradiction of his lifelong religious 

character, he said sadly, "It's fiinny, isn't it, you don't feel like praying in a hospital." 

St. Rita was especially implored for a cure on Saturday mornings in a large 

downtown Dublin church where a congregation, composed mostly of women, engaged in 

donations, prayers, and 100 petitions for miraculous recoveries. Prayers to St. Rita are 

geared towards a married woman's struggles and her duty to her husband. If he is abusive 

or neglectful, petitions to St. Rita will help him change for the better, especially 

important in this country where divorce still did not legally exist.^ For Angela, however, 

St. Rita only needed to heal Paddy's physical body, as his spiritual nature and loyalty as a 

husband were above question in the family and community. 

Because of the changes in Irish culture over the 20th century, and variations in 

age and individual migrations among the siblings, there were different flavors and 

degrees of submission to religious practice and medical authority. These things were 

contested in the many discussions about Paddy's circumstances and how individuals did 

or didn't interact, argue, express their opinions, meddle or seek to help, or react to events. 

In varying degrees, however, all self-identified and practiced religion along the lines of 

Irish Catholicism- The siblings shared doubts about the Catholic Church regarding its 

politics and scandals. The Church was under daily challenge in that summer's media 

headlines and talk shows, whether the focus was on a priest's sexual scandals, debates 

over abortion, euthanasia, divorce, or even public breast-feeding. These politics also 

entered the conversations between the siblings, with Mae on the "liberal" side and Paddy, 

and especially his wife Angela, on the conservative and most devoutly charismatic end. 
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The other siblings, Seamus, Bridee, and Eamon, while more active Catholics than Mae, 

would join her without hesitation in scathing critiques concerning the hypocrisy of the 

Church. Unlike Mae, however, they would dodge the controversial issues of divorce, 

abortion, and homosexuality. 

The siblings had been raised in the twenties and thirties with a newly postcolonial 

Catholic national school system and home life in a small remote area in West Mayo. 

Their household, especially through their mother, instilled classic Irish religious 

hegemony, an aspect of Irish culture that Tom Inglis (1987) outlines in his writings about 

socialization to the Irish church. Their father and the head of the household had been a 

model for nationalism. An IRA soldier during the early 20th-century years of the 

uprising, he was often likened in appearance to the popular Eamon de Valera, one of the 

few unexecuted rebels in the 1916 uprising and President of both Sinn Fein and Ireland. 

Their siblings' 1930s school textbooks and curriculum resurrected the Gaelic language, 

culture, and history. Their map of the world consisted of a closely-knit rural locality, the 

physical borders of which were decided by how far one could travel by foot, bicycle, or 

horse and trap. Their mother was bom and raised in Meath, a county known for its rich 

soil and bourgeois economy in the east of Ireland, which none of the siblings would see 

until they arrived there to live and work as laborers and servants for their imcles. Mae, 

because she was a girl and her labor was less valued on the farm, had left first when she 

was 14. Her disinherited brothers, Seamus and Paddy, had gone to Meath when they were 

in their early twenties. 



419 

Farther across the Atlantic was the land of opportunity, which sent home 

seductive packages of used clothes from the emigrants of the poorer paternal Mayo side 

of the family or an idolized well-dressed ex-local "Yank home on holidays." While 

"America" was "magical" for Mae and millions of Irish women before and after her, 

historically it also evoked a place of permanent exile. Indeed, even in Mae's time, it was 

27 years before she could return home to visit. Because of Irish class structures, however, 

Meath, the land of prosperity situated near the Dublin metropole, and therefore 

geographically closer than America, held less long-term opportunity, despite the fact of 

'Svell-to-do" relations. 

The three eldest siblings, Paddy, Mae, and Seamus, held childhood memories of a 

pre-WWII Mayo, while Eamon and Bridee experienced most of their active childhood 

after the war. The eldest shared memories of the fairy forts and trees, mass rocks, 

tuberculosis and cholera, daily devotion to the Catholic Church, haunted houses and 

abandoned military barracks, midwives and women's cures, stories of neighboring 

families, and the open hearth for cooking and heat. It was a world without electricity, 

running water, toilets, or cars, and of little cash. 

Paddy, Mae, and Seamus were bom in an old thatched house. There was endless 

work to do, including helping their father build a two-story stone house by hand, a task 

that took years. Their clothes were homemade, remade, and recycled. As children, they 

cut hay by hand with sickles and tended to a range of farm animals, a few cows, some 

sheep, a pig, and chickens. Extra eggs were traded to the traveling grocer, Devlin, for 

white flour, sugar, tea, or Friday kippers. The one who found the most "lambeens" during 
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the spring got the most eggs on Easter morning. Their parents were young, active, and 

hard working. They, like others in the neighborly community, did much of their own 

manufacturing and/or repairs of household items and were self-sufficient. 

Bridee emd Eamon's childhood experiences, though overlapping, were different. 

Having been bom in the completed slate-roofed house at least a decade later, their 

childhood crossed into the era of postwar Ireland after their older siblings had migrated 

away. Mae had left for Meath when Bridee was only a year old, easing the financial strain 

on the household. The 1950s were still economically depressed but were much better than 

the preceding decades. The &mily enjoyed the increasing availability of automobiles, 

expanded mobility, local factories, and employment. Eamon's prospects of inheriting the 

farm were assured by the departure of his elder brothers. 

The house remained, however, without piped water or a toilet and was not wired 

for electricity until the 1970s. Some of the handwork of haymaking was reduced by 

increased usage of horse-drawn machinery and, later, tractors. Cash crops took more 

prominence than those of subsistence. Increasingly, raising dry stock cattle became the 

preferred mode of farming. Their mother began incubating chicks for a poultry business 

in Castlebar. Furthermore, as the parents aged and with Eamon frequently absent and 

working in England, there was only Bridee left to provide the intensive labor required for 

a self-sufiRcient farm. In all, a cash-based economy increasingly supplanted their previous 

subsistence lifestyles. 

As a result, Bridee and Eamon's adult lives followed different trajectories from 

those of their elder siblings. Despite his landholding, Eamon had few prospects of 
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securing a wife, since so many women had migrated from Mayo. Thus, he remained a 

bachelor, earning money by conducting cattle, hay, and, in later years, car deals between 

Mayo and England. Of all the siblings, Bridee was the only one left to care for her aged 

parents and tend the farm in the 1960s. She was bound to farm life out of necessity. Her 

mother died in 1967 and, after a year of obligatory mourning that included no dances or 

dating, she married into a small farm in North Mayo. She was, therefore, the only sibling 

to continue the lifestyle into which she was bom. Eamon was traveling most of the time 

around Ireland and England and neglected his aged widower father for long intervals. 

While Bridee cared for her infant children and elderly invalid nwther-in-law, the siblings' 

father had to leave the farm where he and his ancestors had been bom to live in Dublin, 

and be cared for by his daughters-in-law. Eamon also neglected the house, the tedious 

building of which still inspires awe in the tales of the old neighbors, and it fell into 

disrepair and loneliness. The wild and tenacious furze reclaimed the hard-worked fields. 

Throughout the summer, Paddy, the patient and focus of attention, was revered as 

both a "good patient" and "a saint." It was often said that he was "too good" (especially 

after he had died and his chair and recent photos became sacred icons). Throughout the 

hospital experience, he typified the highest of "Irish" ideals in suffering. He never 

complained or questioned the doctors or his circumstances. It was commented upon 

endlessly that, when asked how he was feeling, his response would be an ever 

weakening, "Not so bad now." Paddy perked up when a priest was admitted and occupied 

the bed next to him for a short while. 
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Although Paddy was a very religious man and said the rosary every night, Angela 

was the vigilant force for daily religiosity at home. She attended mass every morning and 

administered the sacrament alongside the priest. Her home's interior decoration is 

predominantly sacred art, from the nationally common Sacred Heart of Jesus over the gas 

hearth, to the holy water container in the doorway. A 3-D picture of the pope towering 

over Rome adorns the wall over the sitting room couch. 

Though Mae is not one to complain about anything personal, she will readily 

converse critically about the Catholic Church, medical practices/institutions, politics, and 

economics. To varying degrees, her siblings are similar in these respects but are generally 

less prone to criticize the doctors. Mae was always appropriately polite and 

unquestioning when inside the hospital room or the church. Mae also embodies the rural 

peasant Irish work ethic. The most frequently mentioned impression of her in Ireland is 

that "she was a great worker." A discussion about the hospital food led to Mae's repeated 

complaint that potatoes are no longer being grown in Ireland. This was important to her, 

since her idea of a proper Ireland is as much about the work ethic involved in growing 

good Irish potatoes as it is about abortion or divorce. In Ireland, the potato continues to 

be the one constant at the dinner. When asked by medical staff about Paddy's diet, 

ever>'one knew what Angela meant when she responded, "he's a seven- or eight-potato 

man." No one else was inclined to complain about this evidence of Irish laziness since 

few who live in Ireland today care to grow potatoes. Angela half-concurred by noting that 

the imported potatoes had black spots and '*the priest," Paddy's neighbor in the hospital 

ward, "cuts them in half, and pushes them away." 
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Seamus and his wife, Annie, who was from one of the neighboring families on the 

same road in Mayo, never miss mass on Sundays or holy days. They also religiously 

frequent the grave of their one child out of eight who had died as an infant more than 25 

years before. Seamus is private about his religious beliefs. He is not inclined like Paddy 

and Angela to visit weeping Mary statues locally or to travel to Lourdes. He has no 

qualms about heading down to the local pub on a Sunday for a pint or raving about his 

many resentments: his unmarried adult children who still live with him, farmers and their 

tax breaks and subsidies (implying his brother Eamon), the upper classes, or the English. 

He often follows such complaints with a contradiction about how "nice they are," or how 

he "doesn't have anything against them." 

Seamus' connections to the West are strong because his wife is from the same 

area and her brothers are still there. His eldest daughter returned to her "roots" and 

bought an old farm bungalow in Mayo. Seamus is a quick-tempered Dublin migrant who 

would have stayed in the West and farmed there had he either married into or inherited a 

farm. He also resents Americans for inheriting farms that they have never even seen from 

childless aunts and uncles in Ireland after relations at home, such as himself, worked for 

the old folks and their farms for years in the hopes of receiving the property. 

Eamon, who darted so frequently and independently back and forth from Mayo to 

England that Mae called him the "will o' the wisp," would be seen at Sunday mass 

intermittently at the family parish whenever he was in Mayo area. This was, perhaps, out 

of religious observation, and definitely for social networking with local cousins, friends, 

and farmers. Despite his commuter lifestyle and the privacy of his religious beliefs, he 
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would appear at most weddings, funerals, and big parties. He was well known among the 

Mayo locals for his old-fashioned unexpected social visits. Eamon visited Dublin a 

couple of times over the summer but made it clear that he hated hospitals. He only went 

to the hospital when Paddy^s condition seemed grave. 

The experience may have brought to mind his recent hospital crisis and fear of the 

future, as he was pitching hay bales that summer despite a cyst "the size of a grapefruit" 

on his pancreas. He endured his own share of medical tests in England. No one had been 

in the family home in Mayo for years because Eamon kept it locked up. We asked him to 

let Mae into their abandoned childhood house in order to evoke her memories. Even that 

summer, with Paddy's imminent death, Eamon's precarious health, and Mae's advanced 

age, he denied her access saying on several occasions that he "left the key beyond," 

meaning in England. Everyone was concerned about not appearing overly interested in 

the property, especially since Eamon was not well. 

Bridee's style of Catholicism was simple and unadorned but persistent. None of 

the siblings could match the stone solemnity on her fece when she prayed. In between 

unrelenting schedules of summer farm life, she attended funerals all over Mayo and 

brought to the Dublin hospital room the news of the old &miliar folks there. Despite the 

fact that they are "farmers," Bridee purchased all of their food. She had four adult 

children who were following the historical demographic Mayo patterns of emigration, 

despite the current "Celtic Tiger" economy. Unlike the children of her Dublin and United 

States siblings, all of her children are migrating overseas. Her eldest daughter had already 

immigrated to the United States and was pending a divorce. The next daughter was 
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poised to leave Ireland for a career in cooking and hotel work. She subsequently spent a 

substantial amount of time in the United States and then moved to England. The other son 

left to live and work as a mechanic in a larger Mayo town, such as Cong, and then left for 

England. Bridee prayed frequently, rosaries and the Angelus, but privately. Rather than 

use a rosary, she counted her prayers on her fingers. She religiously attended the funerals 

masses of her large and lifelong Mayo community, as well as the typical Sunday and 

Holy Day masses. 

The fact of Mae's marital separation was one of the more obvious 

cultural/nationalist differences between her and her siblings, which had numerous 

expressions and repercussions. For example, while they visited Knock, Bridee, a minimal 

Irish Catholic herself, tried to corral Mae into the confessional booth. But Mae, a believer 

in a silent inward prayer of contrition but not formal Catholic confession to a priest, 

deftly changed the subject and said she was put off by the tourist-like aspects of the 

confessional building and the long lines. Part of Mae's unspoken reason, however, sprung 

from her clashes with the unrealistic rigors of the Irish Catholicism taught to her by her 

parents and community during the numerous hardships that she had &ced in America as 

an urban single wage-earning mother. Furthermore, in comparison to the riearly 

charismatic daily devotion of Angela and Paddy, Mae had spent years away from the 

Church, due to her separation from her first husband. She had pronounced herself as ex

communicated in the 19S0s and got on with the daily demands of providing for herself 

and her daughters. 
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Mae was also distinct among her siblings and Irish contemporaries as a married 

female wage eamer. Another anomaly is that she worked in the public sector as a waitress 

and barmaid. Even if women in Ireland were inclined to work in the fifties, the Irish 

government required them to stop salaried work after marriage, thereby instilling a life

long inclination toward housewifery and domesticity in that generation. For the most part, 

those who were compelled to work were relegated to the private sphere of domestic 

service (Travers 1995; Clear 1995; Moser 1993). 

The conflicts of cultural beliefs underscored many a conversation between the 

siblings. For example, even though Mae and Paddy were closest in age and also enjoyed 

a special bond with each other among the siblings, within 24 hours of Mae's arrival they 

and Angela were delicately advancing their positions concerning abortion, divorce, and 

euthanasia. These taboos define Irish nationality when compared with America, England, 

and the European Community.^ Paddy and Angela represented the gentle and soft-spoken 

holy Catholic Ireland, troubled by the increasing threat to their beliefs, while Mae 

represented the progressive Democratic Irish American Catholic who disagreed strongly 

with the pope on these issues. These matters contained other nationalistic equations; 

divorce was seen as a Protestant invention legal in England, where Irish women also went 

to take care of an unwanted pregnancy.' Part of catching up with cross-Atlantic relations 

was to discern, in a non-confrontational manner their current stances on political, 

cultural, and religious beliefs. 

There is also an "othering" of Irish Americans, "Yanks," that depicts them as 

being pedantic, bossy, and egotistical. The National Folklore Archives reveal an attitude on 
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visiting or staying. They were regarded as "uppity" women who forgot their subservient 

position and acted "above their station" as a result of the manners they acquired in the 

United States (Neville 1995:211). While the siblings marked and treated each other's 

politics and marmers, no love was diminished. Furthermore, this summer was one in 

which the need to address any disharmonious feelings between the siblings would have 

been postponed or suppressed due to the portentous nature of Paddy's medical condition. 

We waited in the corridor until after the rounds were done. A young male Irish 

doctor, casually sporting the uniform white coat and carrying a stack of files, approached 

us (Angela, Mae, Paddy's son Joseph, and me). He took Angela about two feet away and 

within earshot loudly said, "There's no change today. He's the same. There's no 

progress." He made a superficial gesture of giving her any privacy. In fact, he initially 

appeared confused about which of us was entitled to the latest evaluation. Though 

respectful, Angela didn't make much time for him. 

After the hospital, we went to the OMNI shopping center to get our "messages" 

for the evening meal. On the way over, Mae pursued her previous suggestions to get the 

family to consider what in America is called a "living will," the legal document Paddy 

would have to sign to ensure that he wouldn't be artificially sustained on medical 

machinery. 

"It's not that we believe one way or the other what's going to happen to Paddy. 

Young people in the best of health have this in case, God forbid, something happens so 
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their family and the doctors won't be burdened with the decision or they won't be kept 

alive against their wishes by a doctor," Mae pushed. 

Joseph's terse response, "He won't need that," abruptly ended the discussion. 

Later that evening, when Mae brought it up again, Angela said, "He's not the high 

doctor, he's not the one I want to talk to. The doctor will be there tomorrow afternoon." 

One August evening, Angela's older brother Sean was visiting from Sligo, also in 

the West. Such visits from afar were weighted with the unspoken understanding that 

people might be saying goodbye to Paddy. Over tea in the family sitting room, not the 

parlor, which is reserved for unfamiliar upper class guests and special occasions, Angela 

said something about Paddy still being on the "heart thing." Mae and I asked for a 

clarification of the "heart thing." 

Angela said, "You know, the, uh, drip thing, to make his heart stronger." 

"Oh, what's in it?" I asked. 

"The drip," she responded. She said, looking stimned and baffled. 

"What's in the drip, what is it? You know, it could be saline solution, medicine, 

nutrition," I asked. 

Angela retorted, "Well, I don't know Kathleen," in a suddenly impatient voice, as 

is if it was unnatural to know any such thing. As if I were questioning all things holy, she 

added, "1 nnean, you've got to trust the doctors. They know what they're doing, don't 

they?" Though she said my name, her response was indirectly also addressing both Mae's 

and my frequent suggestions that either contradicted or augmented the doctor's orders. 
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Sean chimed in, "Aye, sure the doctors know what they have to do. There isn't 

any use in questioning them, and he mightn't tell you anyway, or he mightn't know 

himself," he said, with no tinge of irreverence or irony. 

Whereupon, Joseph piped up from the kitchen, "They know what's in it," but 

didn't go on to challenge any notion that they wouldn't tell you. 

Sean and Angela went into a serious and lengthy lecture about how "you have to 

let the doctors do whatever they think they have to do, and its no use, what use would it 

be, to ask them such things." Their tones verged on defensive and anxious. To them, it 

was not to be questioned that "they have the knowledge and we don't know anything 

about it." 

But, early that morning at the kitchen table, Angela was describing Paddy as 

someone who didn't ask the nurses or doctors any questions "when they examine him or 

stick him with needles and whatever." She said she'd be constantly saying, "And what is 

that? And what are ye doing now? And what's it for?" 

When the siblings differed over medicine and health, "Americans," such as Mae 

and the others who had preceded her, were perceived as condescending, pushy, and 

pedantic. Paddy would suffer a "setback" and seem upset if any of the "Americans" by 

his bedstead questioned the medical treatment or asked the nurses to do something such 

as get water or provide bedding and care that would prevent bedsores. This was wholly 

different from the other extreme in American hospitals in which nurses and attendants are 

often treated like servants. 
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Not all Irish are similar in this behavior—certainly the more educated Meath 

relations would have been less intimidated—but this generation and rural Mayo 

backgrounds enhanced these qualities of intimidation, which often are referenced as an 

Irish form of civility and gentleness. The Meath relations, however, would not have been 

perceived to be as forward or "bold" as the Americans. Generally, the Irish siblings do 

not advise others how to lead their lives. For example, Bridee expressed no moral 

judgement or advice concerning her daughter's separation from an abusive American 

husband. Eamon wouldn't even advise a worker on how to properly stack bales of hay on 

a truck in order to avoid losing bales on the roadside. When I suggested it, Eamon, with 

some irritation, told me, "I don't tell other people how to do things." I found this 

reluctance to direct others, as well as a disdain for those who do, usually "Yankees," to 

be somewhat common among the west rural Irish. 

Mae would not question a doctor directly but her conversations are often peppered 

with critiques of the modem medical systems. She would rather avoid them by following 

alternative, or preventative, health care and would prescribe the same to everyone else at 

any opportunity. That summer, she told Paddy daily to "drink plenty of water" in 

contradiction to the doctor's orders and suggested other natural remedies. These well-

intentioned lecttires were perceived as national "differences." Angela, Seamus, and 

Bridee would respond to Mae using "y®»" plural, instead of "you," the singular, 

meaning that they perceived Mae's voice to represent that of the "Yanks." In response to 

Mae's suggestions, Bridee at one point complained that "Americans" are often telling the 

Irish what and how to do things, a practice that obviously irritated her. Mae did manage 
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to get her sister and sisters-in-law to take raw garlic, vitamin C, vitamin B, and drinking 

water at every turn during her summer stay. Because Seamus had negative feelings about 

Americans as upper class and associated them with strangers who undeservedly inherited 

the farms of Irish uncles or aunts, he wouldn't hesitate to contribute a "They think they 

are smarter than us; they can be arrogant, can't they?" into such a discussion about 

Americans, 

Every night at Paddy and Angela's house, we said the Rosary,® or at least a 

"decade," a portion of the prayers. Every person assumed a place on his or her knees in 

front of a couch or chair in the informal sitting room. An extra strand of rosary beads 

would be found for me, since I didn't have one of my own. Mae hadn't done the evening 

home rosary in nearly 50 years but her body conformed immediately to her past religious 

regime. She chanted the prayers with the same fast tempo and rhythms as those who have 

done it all their lives. Though in age she is second only to Paddy, she had the straightest 

kneeling posture and maintained a childlike humble countenance. In her kneeling posture, 

she closely resembled her brother Paddy. The evening ritual of the rosary is a throwback 

to her own childhood with her mother, a time of innocence, which she reflected as she 

said her prayers in a soft girlish tone. Angela knew all of the "mysteries" and led the 

sessions. Mae often claimed that she didn't remember all the mysteries, but nevertheless 

recited them in step with the others. Each of us took a "decade": one Our Father, ten Hail 

Marys, and a "Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Spirit, as it was, is 

now, and ever shall be, world without end." 
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One Saturday morning, instead of going straight to the hospital, Angela drove into 

the "city centre" of Dublin, to St. John's Priory, where the "Petitions to St. Rita" have 

been going on for over 20 years. On Saturday mornings, St. Rita is implored for a cure by 

a gathering of mostly women who engage in donations, prayers, and 100 petitions for 

miraculous recoveries. Some were read directly by the priest from notes that were sent up 

to him. According to Angela, the same priest may have been delivering the petitions all 

along. "That priest had a tumor last year," she added. Paddy's was one of the brief 

petitions; "And pray for Paddy in Beaumont Hospital suffering with fluid on the lung." 

Women prayed at the foot of every saintly icon and "lit" hundreds of electric votive 

candles. As August wore on, there were many other ritualized religious/medical 

entreaties between the daily hospital visits, such as the August 21 Anniversary of the 

Apparitions at Our Lady of Knock, at which time a candle was lit at the house for each 

night of novenas. Angela's brother, Martin, an even more charismatic Catholic than 

Angela, was doing the novenas at Knock. Martin devoted his time for his own salvation 

and spirituality, but also for Paddy's recovery and to observe the anniversary of his own 

mother's death in 1955. 

On Thursday, August 31, we spent most of the day at the hospital. A steady 

stream of people wove in and out from the hall to Paddy's deathbed: Angela; Bridee; 

Mae; Seamus and his wife Annie with their adult children; Paddy's adult children, Joseph 

and Kathleen; and me. Kathleen's two daughters demanded to see their grandfather, who 

by now was literally skin and bones. Five-year-old Julie gave her mother an especially 

hard time, insisting that everybody was "getting to say goodbye to Granddad" and she 
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was being "kept out" which made her "hate them all, even the nurses." After much 

deliberation among the femily, Kathleen let the girls come in for a brief time, fearing that 

the girls would always hold it against her if she didn't. Angela commented in hushed 

tones about whether Seamus was "sure to have had some brandy before he came over" 

and that he'd "probably have a pint when he got home." 

"What can you take when you get such a shock? What about some tablets?" 

Angela sought an answer for her blanketed panic. She said, "The drink might be good for 

some," but her tone belied that she was more curious about how she was going to cope 

emotionally than that she was approving of alcohol. Mae predictably mentioned prayer 

and brewer's yeast. 

Paddy was back in the private room near the nurses' station. A few weeks earlier, 

he had returned from a room in the coronary ward, which he called the "Hilton." Seamus 

said he heard a sound coming from Paddy, which he expressed with a gesticulation of his 

hand around the upper lung area to indicate the gurgling of fluids in the top of the 

respiratory system. The fact that the reunion of these dispersed siblings was almost 

complete did not go unnoticed. Everyone was waiting for Eamon to arrive from England. 

In conversations after the event, all agreed that Paddy had waited for Eamon before he 

died. In the evening, Paddy could only struggle to breathe. Abruptly, however, at one 

point, he looked up to Angela standing over him and said with great concern, "Mae's not 

going back tomorrow, is she?" 

The rhythms of the day were set by Paddy's struggling spasms of breathing, 

rattling, and then long rests with no movement, bringing all together in spirit, love, and 
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remorse. For most of the day, only two or three family members were allowed in the 

room at one time. After a long pause, each time the breathing began again it was a 

surprise. Suddenly, near midnight, Paddy began breathing violently. Bridee, Seamus, and 

Annie came into the small room from the hall. We were all touching Paddy soothingly. In 

his struggle, his eyes opened wide and focused searchingly on Mae and Angela, bent 

closely together over his head. While he stared at their faces, both women desperately 

stared at the incomprehensible red digital numbers blinking on a monitor next to his bed. 

The breathing stopped and Paddy relaxed. The heart monitor confirmed that peace had 

come over Paddy. 

I went out to get the others in the hall. I could hear Angela urgently saying, "Wait 

Paddy, wait. Eamon is coming! Wait, Paddy!" Indeed, as I stepped out of the room, 

Eamon was running down the hallway in his heavy set lumbering manner, wearing his 

mussed gray bachelor suit, good for airports or hayfields. He seemed to have been 

running since he got off the plane from England. The alert eyes on his ruddy face flicked 

toward mine. His body followed my gesture to the room. "Hurry," I said solemnly. 

Eamon was embraced into the circle of siblings around Paddy's bed. No one will ever 

dispute the facts that were constructed that moment, as they will be retold forever; that 

Eamon got there moments before Paddy died. 

A large crucifix appeared at the foot of the bed along with a hospital staff priest in 

a brown hooded gown and an oversized rosary hanging from his waist. Paddy's body was 

straightened out. The medical apparatus, tentacles, and persotmel were evacuated as 

Paddy passed from medical to religious jurisdictk>ns. Several candles were lit on one of 
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the hospital tables near the head of the bed. Paddy's hands were sculpted into a clasp of 

prayer. After a long silence, Angela commented that he had lived to see exactly one year 

of peace in the North. Some marveled that "He's still warm." The priest explained twice 

that he wouldn't become "stiflf" for hours. That observation continued into the next night 

at the private viewing held at the funeral parlor. Several noted how "soft and warmish" 

and "nice looking" Paddy still was, evidence which confirmed that "he was a saint." 

The next night, for the first time all summer, Paddy and Angela's parish priest 

came to the house, just before the wake got underway. Everyone stopped the preparations 

and sat with him in the living room as if he were speaking from the mount. 

Synchronistically, the 29th anniversary of the siblings' mother's death was within two 

days of Paddy's death. She was among the vehicle of souls who would greet Paddy at 

heaven's entrance. The priest spoke irrelevantly of long distance relations and 

grandchildren and their limited knowledge of the Irish world and the dead. He talked 

about "how it's different when the death occurs far away" and "that it's not the same 

when the relations are in a different country far away, maybe they never even knew their 

grandparents." Paddy had no overseas descendants. I reflected on the day that Mae had 

received the newspaper clipping about her mother's death. Her grief was amplified by the 

distance and lack of rituals that she needed for closure. When the priest left, before the 

wake got underway, he stopped at the door to ask about Paddy and what kind of a man he 

had been. This was despite the &ct that Paddy had been active in that church and had 

religiously attended mass for over 30 years. Indeed, he and Seamus had been on the 

construction teams paid for by their Meath uncles that had built that church. 
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The wake began Friday night after the private viewing at a funeral home, where 

Paddy's body remained. While we were waiting for the people to begin arriving at 

Paddy's house where the two nights of wake were held, there was a highly unusual 

sighting of a single swan. It flew slowly in a line directly over Paddy's house and went 

toward the graveyard to the north. The story of this unusual sighting was told and retold 

over the evening. Teresa, Paddy's sister-in-law from Sligo, said a robin had been inside 

their home earlier that summer. A Donegal woman present in Teresa's home at the time, 

who was known to be a "person whose dreams came true and no one wanted to know 

what she was dreaming," had told them, "When a robin flies into your home, it means 

someone will die." Jimmy Malloy, Paddy's brother-in-law also from Sligo, said "The 

swan was a symbol of purity with the old folks in the country....I fit flies over the house, 

there will be a death," or it meant that there had been a death, he wasn't at all sure. Mae 

insisted on finding a swan knick-knack and placed it in Paddy's open casket at the funeral 

home. 

The funeral and burial were held on Monday. In a break with tradition, Paddy had 

purchased his gravesite in a commercial graveyard that had developed over the last ten 

years in North Dublin. His parish in the city did not have an attendant graveyard of its 

own, as did the traditional churches back in Mayo. He would be the first of this &mily 

not to be buried "with his people" and near a church. The new graveyard was across the 

street from the international airport, where airplanes monotonously take off and land 

directly overhead. The cemetery is populated with recently departed suburban neighbors 

and well known contemporary Dubliners. At the burial, some folks from the West 
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commented disapprovingly about the details of the proceedings. Mumblings of "That's 

not the way it's done in the country" could be heard in the rear fringe of the group. There 

was a catered gathering that evening at a hotel on the airport road. 

It wasn't until the next morning, on Tuesday, that Angela called her doctor to the 

house and became a grieving widow. The doctor commenced to treat her with "tablets" 

for over a year. Mae took her flight back to Arizona. At the airport, everyone kept saying, 

"It's great that you were here" and marveled at the timing while more tears were shed. 

Everybody said, "Please God, Mae, you'll be back next year with Al, and give our love to 

Al and everybody." 

Eamon stayed over after the funeral and was present at this airport scene, which 

was highly unusual. It was the last time Mae and Eamon saw each other. He died in an 

English hospital a year and a day after Paddy's death. Mae, the "Yank," commented 

disapprovingly, "He wouldn't even die in an Irish bed." Indeed, he was very sick in 

Dublin and refused to even go to the hospital there. Despite everyone's pleadings, he 

rushed over to England and died in the same manner as he lived, alone and without 

family involved in his personal life. He left his affairs in complete disarray. Without a 

will, the remnant house was left to no one. It was auctioned and the proceeds were 

divided between the siblings and Paddy's children, according to intestate law. 

On the way to and from the airport, we said prayers ft>r Paddy as we passed the 

airport graveyard. That morning, I saw hundreds of gulls on a distinct path from the sea. 

They all arrived at a place in Santry above Paddy's house and performed an elaborate 

dance in the sky. Then the leaders turned around and the flock followed, streaming back 
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on the same skyway path toward Dublin town and the Irish Sea. I called Angela and Mae 

to watch and Angela proclaimed, "Well, now you know the weather is going to change." 

The whole operation took about five minutes. There were so many birds, all so 

coordinated. We might call these Irish seagulls. But, sure, what do seagulls know of 

"other spaces" or the map of Ireland? 
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ENDNOTES 

' Here, "postmodern" identity refers to post-World War 11, the identities of post-coionial 
Irish further splintered by globalized media and politics and commuter style transnational ism. 
Postmodernity is referenced as a body of theory for understanding Irish identity inseparable from 
this era wherein heterogeneity, fluidity, and relativity are increasingly existent and are 
acknowledged epistemologically. For an in-depth discussion about the construction of contested 
Irish identities, see Taylor 1995, 1996. 

^ Arensberg (1969) is always cited for this phenomenon (See Taylor 1999; Birdwell-
Pheasant 1999). Evans corroborates Arensberg's observations. It is difHcult to ascertain from his 
writing, however, whether Evans actually heard people refer to it as a "West Room" himself or 
whether he is relying on Arensberg. Evans adds to the discussion by claiming that "Death within 
the year is said to be the fate in Mayo of the man who lengthens a house by adding to the west 
end," but cites C.R. Browne, The Mullet, for that observation. Evans posits that Arensberg may 
have confused the Irish word iarthar, which means both "west" and "back." In any event, Evans 
reports that this is the best room because it stays warm situated behind the chimney. In his own 
personal experience, Evans heard people call it, simply, "the room" (Evans 1957:44). 

^ A few weeks after Paddy's funeral home wake and internment at a commercial 
graveyard, I attended a traditional wake in the home of his and Mae's first cousin once removed, 
a woman of 96 years, in the Louisburgh area of Mayo. 

** J.M. Croft's ballad Noreen Bawn, is about an emigrant girl who returns home to die of 
consumption. See Appendix for the words to this song and a similar historical poem titled "The 
Irish Peasant Girl." 

^ Since that time, however, the divorce referendum has narrowly passed and the High 
Court has upheld it. 

^ Interestingly, as Taylor points out, the borders of Irish nationality are protected along 
the same parallels of the female body (Taylor 1996). Ironically, however, the same nationalist 
policies have caused many females to depart from Ireland. Outnumbering Irish males, Irish 
females historically comprised the largest segments of immigration to America (Diner 1983; 
Nolan 1989). 

7 Bunreacht Ma hEireann (Constitution of Ireland) Fundamental Rights: Articles 40-44 
includes explicit mandates against abortion. In 1995, divorce was also legally unavailable. The 
current constitution reflects allowance for divorce. However, that referendum passed by a very 
narrow margin in the countrywide elections in 1996. The Constitution continues to encourage 
state support of the mother, encouraging her place in the home with the children, rather than as a 
worker outside of the home. Article 40.3.3 states, "The State acknowledges the right to life of the 
unborn and, with due regard to the equal right to life of the mother, guarantees in its laws to 
respect and, as far as practicable, by its laws to defend and vindicate that right. This subsection 
shall not limit freedom to travel between the State and another state. This subsection shall not 
limit freedom to obtain or make available, in the State, subject to such conditions as may be laid 
down by law, information relating to services lawfully available in another state." Article 41.2.1, 
"The Family" says that "the State recognises that by her life within the home, woman gives to the 
State a support without which the common good cannot be achieved. 2. The State shall, therefore, 
endeavour to ensure that mothers shall not be obliged by economic necessity to engage in labour 
to the neglect of their duties in the home. 42.3.2, The State pledges itself to g;uard with special 
care the institution of Marriage, on which the Family is founded, and to protect it against attack." 
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* The Rosary is a form of prayer said by using beads to help count the prayers. 
Traditionally, 15 decades or tens of Hail Marys are said with one Our Father per decade. The 
Creed and prayers concerning meditations on the Mysteries of Redemption are also recited for 
each Rosary. In modem times, the Rosary is considered to be five decades. 
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XI 
AFTERTHOUGHTS: BRIGAOOON REVISITED 

About Place 

The ethnographic accounts and narratives that occurred in the quest to study 

Mae's life illuminate several of the locations of heteroglossic Irish identity, including 

those of modem diasporic Irish women's identities. In this dissertation, the "authentic" 

voice is as much that of a 20th-century woman in the real and imaginary places of a 

transatlantic Irish culture as it is the typically presented aged farmer who never left the 

locality of his village. In the expansion of a single field site to mukiple places, physically 

and temporally, I have also expanded the solo "authentic voice" of an informant to that of 

the cacophony of conversational voices speaking from their own places and memories. 

Borrowing a term from Taylor (1996), each chapter contains a "re-narrated 

landscape." In the dialogical narrative ethnography presented herein, the reader can 

appreciate how Mae and her cohorts talk about these places as easily as they talk across 

borders. They produce, as Tedlock and Mannheim described, "a discourse whose 

intertextuality spans the differences between generations, between rural and urban life, 

moving through the remembered past and constructing, in the present, a possible future" 

(1995:19). Dialogic anthropology has come to encompass the embodiment of culture as it 

"emerges" in lived activity and talk. As Tedlock and Mannheim have articulated, "to 

propose that language and culture are dialogical to their core is to relocate them in the 

interstices between people" (Tedlock and Mannheim 1995:8). This approach is well 
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suited to examining the emergent spaces between what was previously considered 

bounded Irish culture as separate from itself across the Atlantic. 

In the narratives of Mae's life, in response to the realities of the unbounded nature 

of and journeys through place, we experienced and examined the "hybrid and fluid 

zones" and "place indeterminacy...beyond culture" (Feld and Basso 1996:6). We 

gathered spatial as well as temporal places, and real as well as imagined places: postwar 

and modem-day New York and Ireland in its post-indeperidence stages up to its current 

era as the '"Celtic Tiger" in the European Community. These are gathered as multiple 

versions of embodied emd mythical "places." as re-narrated events bringing together 

space, time, and memory (Casey 1996:38). 

In order to gather up the stories and what they reveal about the complexities of 

Mae's life and cultural worlds, we needed to return to and inmierse ourselves in the 

places of her past. Embodiment of the phenontjenon of place courses through this 

dissertation. Mae and I attended events in "gathering places," i.e., places that gather 

people, such as kitchens, churches, parlors, graveyards, and hospitals. Our fieldwork was 

to actively "gather places" as concrete and evocative containers for memory. This 

included conversational, imaginary, and material things, such as photographs, documents, 

houses, fields, saints' relics, hazelnut groves, bohereens, wells, farm equipment, 

tragedies, wakes, weddings, tenements, subways, restaurants, and other gathering places 

and events. These material or representational things, places within or about places, are 

where Mae found long-lost and forgotten memories that suddenly came to the mind and 

lips. Many of these places are where Mae "found herself and the stories of herself. In the 
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performance of narrating these memories, Mae and her siblings recreated their identities 

and iconography about places. For example, every time that an oft-repeated memory of 

Cappachamaun was raised, another metaphysical grain of sacredness was added to the 

memory of that place and its times. 

The chapters reflect the key places of Mae's life's events and activities. She spent 

her childhood in her mother's kitchen and the kitchens of locally admired women, such 

as Mrs. McGreal, the archetypal Mother Machree herself, as described in Chapter 7. 

From her childhood, she learned an animated interpretation of place populated with 

fairies and ghosts. This was a world in which one prayed for the health of the natural 

place surrounding oneself: the weather and the crops. While Mae rejects a nationalistic 

label of exile, to this day she wouldn't tamper with a fairy tree if her life depended on it. 

She and her cohorts have not forgotten the fairies but they nevertheless grieve the loss of 

those landscape features through repetitious nostalgia, which we witness most notably in 

Chapter 9. 

As we see in Chapter 5, graveyards and churches are hosting places for the 

reunions of neighbors and family. There, the borders between the living, the dead, and the 

emigrated are dissolved in the same way as the seamless ambience one may experience in 

an international airport, to borrow from the priest's metaphorical sermon. Between the 

abandoned ruins, home places, fields of potatoes, churches, and mountains and paths 

traversed by Saint Patrick himself, we can read the palimpsests of her places, the "re-

narrated landscapes" of her Irish localities. 
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Mae's landscape broadens and shifts as she finds herself in what Foucault (1986) 

calls the perfect heterotopia, the boat at sea. There, Mae finds herself in a place where she 

doesn't belong anywhere. Once on the other side of her journey, her sense of place 

quickly develops from the shock of an underground nightmare of a rush hour subway to a 

land of opportunity and modernity in mid-town Manhattan: dances, savvy cousins and 

girlfriends, and fashionable Irish Americans whose recorded visual landscapes are on the 

rooftops of Bronx tenements. After marriage, America changes to a place where she 

struggles to save her children from poverty and adoption, a place where the Irish Catholic 

Church holds out no comfort or shelter. As a working woman with her primary education 

and Irish ethnicity, Mae fits right into the New York waitress work force and spends the 

better part of her days and years in public places - delicatessens, restaurants, buses, and 

trains - as her narratives describe in Chapter 3. 

Hegira, a journey away from danger or an uncomfortable situation, is composed 

of the spaces and routes, mobility, and the uncertainty Mae experiences as a woman 

historically situated in the 20th century. Her first journey and severance is from home, 

family, and Ireland. Her second is an escape when she suddenly leaves her Irish 

American family and network in order to flee the oppressive trappings of an abusive 

marriage and economically draining relationship with her first husband. That flight seems 

to simultaneously continue and remain imminent for eight more years as she endured a 

domestic relationship with a violent and coercive man she initially believed to be a friend 

and safe harbor. In terms of the structural constraints that reify oppression of and 

violence towards women, hegira is the '^voman's place" in the modem domestic home. 
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narrated in Chapter 8. Furthermore, even for a strong woman like Mae, the risks of losing 

waitress tips or being beaten for expressing a reaction to abuse at work or at home were 

too great, thereby causing an emotional alienation in both environments, a hegira from 

her ovvTi sensitivities. 

In Chapter 10, it becomes especially clear that returning "home" is as impossible 

as trying to step into the same river twice, as Mae experiences the solidarity and distances 

she has with her siblings during the long summer and shared focus of their eldest 

brother's fatal sickness in a Dublin hospital. The fact that, at nearly 70 years of age, Mae 

is experiencing her first Irish wake is further illustration of the senses of displacement 

discussed in Chapter 6. The archetypes of place and attendant ideologies that each sibling 

brings to the heterotopic hospital room and funeral are symptomatic of a heterogeneous 

and processual culture emerging through a contested and shared life event. 

As this dissertation closes, so does the place and community in Cappachamaun 

for the Gavin stem family. Not only are they all gone from that place, but even the 

remnant house was auctioned away after Eamon's death in 1996. That place, Gavin's 

Cappachamaun, and its ghosts and fairies, now exists only in memories, some of which 

are contained in the pages and photographs of this dissertation. A yellow post-it was 

stuck to a check for a few thousand dollars, which Mae mailed to me after she had 

received some proceeds from the intestate auction of the property. It read, "Something for 

you to remember Cappachamaun." 

Edward Gavin finished building the house in a time when the Irish might have 

been optimistic that Ireland might at last become a stable place and that emigration might 
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decline. However, shortly after he finished the long building project, Mae migrated to 

Meath and then to the United States. Her siblings soon followed in leaving the west 

Ireland home. Despite the pristine unchanging nature of Irish landscapes depicted in both 

functionalist anthropology and tourist postcards during the mid-20th century, as this 

dissertation shows, the Irish of western Ireland were still very much on the move. 

Although Edward Gavin could not have imagined it at the time, his was the last 

generation of Gavins to raise a family in that locality and house, which he built to last 

hundreds of years. When he and his beloved Annie first met on the roadside in the early 

1920s, they couldn't have foreseen that someday there would be a graveyard on that very 

site where their remains, along with their bachelor son's, would be the last evidence of 

that lineage in that locality. 

While this dissertation touches on many reasons why emigration from the West of 

Ireland continued, a most interesting observation is that if Edward Gavin and the men 

who governed Ireland during those years had built into their homes and infrastructures 

some facilities to help women with their labor, such as installing running tap water in the 

new homes or accelerating a rural electrification scheme, perhaps Eamon would have 

found a wife and the Gavin family would be thriving in that now derelict house. Whereas 

we may associate functionalism with static or unchanging aspects of social structures, 

ironically, the application of static and traditional conservatism, such as in this example, 

can be shown to cause the most disequilibrium. Mae's mother, despite her conqilete 

devotion to the Irish Catholic Church, was more realistic about the lack of opportunities 
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for rural females, which is exemplified by her supervision in arranging Mae's migration 

to Meath and the United States. 

The Broadway musical Brigadoon opened with great success in 1947, the same 

year that Mae emigrated to the United States. It presented a silly stereotype of Scottish 

culture, although many Americans didn't know the difference between Irish and Scottish 

Gaels. In any case, the stereotypes were generally of charming but backwards 

buffoonery. Like the synchronic and bounded pristine cultures described in the 

functionalist anthropology that barely preceded it (Arensberg 1937; Arensberg and 

Kimball 1940), Brigadoon is a magical unchanging place where time stands still. In the 

fictional plot, Brigadoon disappeared and was destined to come to life for only a single 

day once every 100 years. If anyone ever left (emigrated) Brigadoon, the spell would be 

broken and it would be the end of Brigadoon. Brigadoon is breached when two New 

York tourists stumble on the place during its centennial manifestation. The fact that these 

isolated inhabitants speak English, instead of Gaelic, isn't questioned. In 1954, 

Brigadoon was reintroduced as a film and became a popular classic. 

Compare the film's premise, timing, and depiction of Celtic culture with Lee's 

description of anthropological writings of that time about Ireland; "By an ingenious slight 

of functionalist hand, the anthropological 'high priests of cultural stability' portrayed 

secular decline as timeless stability. A community that had undergone traumatic cultural, 

demographic, and economic shock in the previous three generations, and which 

objectively was threatened with virtual extinction of its way of life within another 

generation or two, somehow appears, as viewed through the spectacles of its own 
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hegemonic bloc, as suspended in time, outside history" (Lee 1989:651). Lee writes that 

"the post-femine image makers set eagerly to work chiseling a face and a form for Caitlin 

Ni hUallachdin that would be virtually completed by the turn of the century and that 

would anticipate the main features lovingly unveiled a generation later by functionalist 

Harvard anthropologists" (Lee 1989:651). 

As Taylor (1996b:217) points out, these depictions of Irish culture were 

personified as "an idealized small farmer of County Clare, one who seems the very man 

that the framers of the 1939 Irish Constitution" imagined as Ireland itself These 

stereotypes were promoted by the conservative nationalists, the Irish Fiaima Fail spin 

doctors of their day and the ilk of Eamon de Valera. Taylor argues that the community 

was not in a state of static "functional equilibrium" as depicted by Arensberg and 

Kimball but, rather, already in a state of decline from the communal state as a result of 

historical imperialist and global economic forces (Taylor 1980:172, 3). 

Most importantly, in contrast to what I call the "Brigadoon Syndrome" 

ethnographies of the functionalist paradigms, the multisited ethnobiographical narratives 

presented in this dissertation provide a means to see the displacement, heterogeneity, and 

processual nature of culture. Mae's ethnobiographical encounter with past places revived, 

augmented, and contested the constructions of her memories and transatlantic cultural 

senses of those places. The triad that forms Irish landscapes: place, person, and story 

(Saris 1996:542), are embedded in these narratives of postmodern reminiscences as well 

as constructions of the present for use in future retellings. 
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Unlike Brigadoon, Mae's childhood place presents a broad temporality that spans 

from medieval survivals (the "wren boys" and "strawboys," scythes, sickles, open hearth, 

and bonfires) mixed within a global ethnoscape (Appadurai 1991) to mailed parcels from 

aunts in America containing manufactured clothing. Irish lives were then and are now 

narrated with scenes of hazelnut groves alongside the bohereen, hospital rooms in Dublin, 

and New York City waitress stations. In addition, in Mae's childhood imaginary, her 

relation to New York is not unlike Peig Sayer's' relationship to the Kerry Coast after 

leaving her home on the Great Blasket. As Taylor noted about the Blasket literature, "as 

Ireland is to England, so are the islands of its western shore to Ireland" (1996b:216). I 

argue that, for many 20th-century Irish, "as the Western Islands are to Ireland so Ireland 

is to the United States." As Neville reasons, the memories collected in the National 

Folklore Archives during Mae's childhood show that the world shrank to two places: "the 

informant's parish and America."^ She adds that for the archives' informants, "New York 

or Springfield, Massachusetts are not as emotionally distant as Dublin and North 

Ireland." 

This dissertation contributes to postmodern theory by focussing on an 

anthropology of place, displacement, and nostalgia, as expressed in narratives of 

reminiscing relations. Along with understanding one person's life, I have attempted to 

"understand a particular people" (Taylor 1996b:216) who, at the end of the 20th century, 

are a dispersed and various group. I physically tracked my mobile ethnographic "site," 

Mae, through time and space, to understand broad, heteroglossic, and multidimensional 



450 

worldviews, without fabricating an "exile's desire and need for fixity...a fetishization of 

other cultures of the elsewhere" (Clifford 1997:43). 

Overall, in the chapters of this dissertation, rather than a linear and causal 

chronology as biography, one gets a sense of the multiple matrices that intersect the 

places of Mae's life; the historical and cultural themes, the structural constraints and 

opportunities, the processual global setting, and constantly shifting routes of the Irish and 

Irish American world. Among numerous points that can be made about Mae's life, I have 

focused on a few that show the heterogeneity and fluidity of Irish and Irish American 

cultures, including the looking glass of gender. 

In this dissertation, I cannot definitively answer the question of cultural/national 

identity, except to reassert that it is culturally, socially, and individually constructed 

along the interpretations of place. I can only present stories that may help the reader 

appreciate the sense of how porous and contested, like pre-Cartesian senses of place, a 

notion of Irishness can be as it exists in the context of an overarching transatlantic Irish 

culture. For purposes of simplification, I will make the redundant point that there is a 

"double consciousness," (Gilroy 1993), a heterogeneous Irish Atlantic identity. The wide 

Atlantic borderlands increasingly serve as a heterotopic two-way mirror through which 

the Irish interpret where they are and where they are not. Through these reflections, they 

recreate themselves and the Irish "community." 
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About Stories 

Stories and senses of place cannot be bifurcated. As already mentioned, the Irish 

triad for dinnsenchas is composed of place, person, and story (Sarris 1996). For purposes 

strictly geared to organizing this discussion, however, I dare to do so here. From this 

collection of places, thematic chapters, and conversations, an ethnobiography of a 20th-

century Irish woman emerges, told by herself and her contemporaries. I have used the 

avenue of "ethnobiography," which I define as biography using the methodology of 

ethnography to research and analyze the person as a cultural body and the culture as 

embodied, to accomplish this. I have attended to first person and third person narratives 

as well as material and media culture embedded in dialogic conversations, all with an eye 

toward understanding the nature of the Irish American woman's experience in the 20th 

century. 

Neville notes that while historical materials and analysis of female emigration 

from Ireland has been rare, there is an even greater dearth of first hand accounts by 

female Irish emigrants (Neville 1995). She makes the important observation that the 

voices, names, and first-hand testimony of the countless female emigrants discussed in 

the over 400 pages about emigration in the National Irish Folklore Conunission archives 

are nonexistent (Neville 1995:213). The dominance of female Irish immigration became 

established since the Great Famine, about 150 years ago. Regardless, the study of Irish 

female emigration has largely been ignored, especially in the cohort groups after 1922. 

The questions of why these women emigrated, where they went, and how they adjusted 
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are important and deserve more study than what has been accomplished. This dissertation 

makes a significant contribution in this area. 

Despite the postmodern sensibilities of decentering and the deconstruction of 

'Svoman" that accompanies the critiques of essentialist and "different voice" discourses 

in feminist theory, O'Brien (1991) reminds us that more biographies of wontien are 

necessary. O'Brien posits that women in the 20th century are still "erased, unrecorded, or 

represented by patriarchal stories." She asserts that biography can be a powerful means 

for reinscribing women in history. "Biography can also contribute to the feminist 

commitment to pluralism by offering us many female voices and stories, thus helping to 

deconstruct the monolithic category 'woman' as well as giving us new ways of 

interpreting or rethinking theory. And biography can give us stories of other women's 

lives that can help us to invent or reinvent our own" (O'Brien 1991:123). Researchers too 

often overlook the silenced people in the cacophony of culture going on around them. 

I will close with Mae's words to make a final point. No matter how, or even 

whether, an emigrant nostalgically constructs her native landscape, the departures from 

those places in which community emerges and stories are bom create her identity and 

unique story. It also shapes the way she sees the world and its subsequent events. In 

1986, Mae married Al, a man she met and dated since her last years at Sullivan's in the 

early 1970s. That same week that they got married, both retired, moved in with each 

other, and relocated to Arizona. Like the chain migration that landed her specifically in 

New York, having a daughter in Arizona played a part in the choosing of that location to 

retire. Her distant granddaughter, Alyssa, lives in New Jersey. Mae remembers the day 
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she rolled out of New York City in the front seat of a rented truck on her way across the 

United States. It is not unlike the experience she had the day she left Cobh, forty years 

earlier. Then, it wasn't until the boat was at sea that she cried and felt lonesome. 

That day, I was so happy about going out to Arizona, and Kathleen was living out 
there. Kathleen drove when we were going out to Arizona. I was fine, happy as a 
lark, and then on 92nd Street, when they were waving to me, and we made the 
turn to go on the Verrazano bridge, the minute I go round the block, I cried my 
eyes out. I was fine before. I said goodbye to Donna and Claire and then, all of a 
sudden, we're all packed up. Arizona is as far away from New York as Ireland is. 
And I started crying and crying, and we went around the block again and they 
were still waving. I was so sad. I felt like I was leaving Ireland again. It was a big 
change for me. It was lonesome; it was so far away. Like just now, seeing Alyssa, 
I think I have to see her. She's so fer away. 
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ENDNOTES 

' Peig Sayer's (1962, 1973) and other Blasket Island natives' autobiographical writings 
about their turn of the century and early 20th-century lives on islands off the coast of southwest 
Ireland are discussed in the introduction. 

^ Paper presented at "The Scattering" Conference on Diaspora, University College Cork, 
February 1997. 



APPENDIX A 

Noreen Bawn 

There's a spot in old Tirconnel, there's a wee house in the glen. 
Where dwelt an Irish colleen, who inspired the hearts of men. 
She was winsome, fair and hearty, shy and graceful as the fawn. 
Neighbors loved the widow's daughter, happy, laughing Noreen Bawn. 

Then one day there came a letter, with her passage paid to go. 
To the land where the Missouri and the Mississippi flowed. 
So she said good-bye to Erin, and next morning at the dawn, 
A poor broken-hearted mother bid farewell to Noreen Bawn. 

Many years that Mother waited, 'till one morning at the door. 
Stood a gorgeous looking lady, all grand the clothes she wore. 
Saying Mother don't you know me, sure I've only got a cold. 
But the purple spots upon her cheeks, the tragic story told. 

There's a graveyard in Tirconnel, where the blossoms sadly wave. 
There's a broken hearted Mother, knelling on a lonely grave. 
Saying my Noreen you are calling, it's long years since you've gone. 
It was the curse of immigration, that laid you low my Noreen Bawn. 
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APPENDIX B 

The Irish Peasant Girl 

She lived beside the Anner, 
At the foot of Slievna-man, 
A gentle peasant girl. 
With mild eyes like the dawn; 
Her lips were dewy rosebuds; 
Her teeth of pearls rare; 
And a snow-drift 'neath a beechen 
bough 
Her neck and nut-brown hair. 

How pleasant 'twas to meet her 
On Sunday, when the bell 
Was filling with its mellow tones 
Lone wood and grassy dell 
And when at eve young maidens 
Strayed the river bank along. 
The widow's brown-haired daughter 
Was loveliest of the throng. 

O brave, brave Irish girls— 
We well may call you brave!— 
Sure the least of all your perils 

Is the stormy ocean wave. 
When you leave our quiet valleys. 
And cross the Atlantic's foam. 
To hoard your hard-won earnings 
For the helpless ones at home. 

"Write word to my own dear mother— 
Say, we'll meet with God above; 
And tell my little brothers 
I send them all my love; 
May the angels ever guard them. 
Is their dying sister's prayer"— 
And folded in a letter 
Was a braid of nut-brown hair. 

Ah, cold and well-nigh callous. 
This weary heart has grown 
For thy helpless fate, dear Ireland, 
And for sorrows of our own; 
Yet a tear my eye will moistea, 
When by Amier side I stray. 
For the lily of the mountain foot 
That withered fer away. 

Charles Joseph Kickham 
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Figure 1.l Edison Blue Amberol Record Label of the popular song, "Ireland Must Be Heaven for My 
Mother Came From There," (McCarthy, Johnson, and Fischer 1916). This was one of many popular songs 
in Irish-American popular music culture that goes back to the 1880s. The theme of the Irish mother in 
popular song reaches deep into the Irish-American experiences and surfaced as put of a musical vogue 
with "Mother Machree"(Young, Olcott, and Ball1910) (Williams 1996). 



Figure 2.1. A photograph taken in the 1930s at Cappacharnaun to memorialize 
The visit from Celia O'Brien (Nee Gavin). Left to right, Paddy Gavin (on knees), 
(middle row)Celia O'Brien, Seamus Gavin, Mae Gavin, (back row) Edward Gavin, 
Annie Gavin (nee Doyle), and a neighbor. 
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Figure 2.2 Mae's passport picture 1947 
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Figure 2.3. Mae Gavin studio photograph, New York, 1948. Mae mailed copies of these studio pictures to 
her family in Ireland, where this copy was found. 
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Figure 3.1 Bellaburke School, circa 1938. Mae is second from the right, top row. Her brother, 
Paddy is third from the left in the third row. Her brother Seamus is in the middle of the bottom 
row, wearing glasses. This photograph surfaced recently in England in a family album of an 
emigrant and has since been copied and circulated among some of the classmates depicted herein. 
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Figure 3.2 Mae (on right) with co-worker at Mary Elizabeth's Restaurant, New York, circa 1985. Mary 
Elizabeth's in 1950 became one of the first waitress unionized restaurants in New York (Cobble 1991: 120). It 
was located in the Garment District in midtown Manhattan. Mae worked here for several years during the 
1980s. This was the first restaurant in which she belonged to a union. Over the years, Mae trained many 
waitresses, including her own daughters. 



Figure 3.3 Mae working lunch shift at Sullivan's Steakhouse in mid-town Manhattan. She is wearing 
green satin ''hot pants" for Saint Paddy's Day, circa 1970. 
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Figure 4.1 Mae on Eagle Avenue rooftop, circa 1949. 



Figure 4.2 Mae, during her first trip back to Ireland in 1973, showing her daughter, Patricia, the local 
donkeys. 

465 



466 

Figure 4.3 Mae's friends and cousins on Bronx rooftop, circa 1950. Donald Morrison is second from left. 



Figure 5.1 The burial scene in Killawalla before the priest's closing prayers. Photograph by Kathleen 
Williamson 

467 



Figure 5.2 Croagh Patrick. Wild berry bushes on road to the bog behind Mae's childhood house in 
Cappachamaun. Note the prominence of Croagh Patrick in the landscape. 
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Figure 8.1 Mae's first marital residence, in the top floor of a five story walkup tenement., on 184th Street 
in the Bronx. Photograph by Kathleen Williamson 1995. 
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Figure 9.1 Paddy Gavin drinking from Darby's Well during a visit to Cappacharnaun in 1978 
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Figure 9.2 Aghagower. Photograph by Kathleen Williamson 1978 
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Figure 9.3 Fairy Tree at Cappachamaun. Photograph by Kathleen Williamson 1978 



0 HOLY CROSS u, 'D R • 
SHADOW I WILL RES1 

t 
PRAYER FOR A HAPPY DEATH 

(Curdinal ewman) 

OH My Lord and Saviour, support me 
in my Ia t hour by the strong arms 

of Thy Sacraments, and the fragrance of 
Thy consolations. Let thine absolving 
words be said over me; and let the holy 
oil sign and seal me; and let Thine own 
Body be my food, and Thy Blood my 
sprinkling; and let Thy Mother Mary 
come to me; and my Angel whisper peace 
to me; and Thy glorious Saints and my 
own dear Patrons smile on me, that in 
and through them all I may die as I desire 
to live in Thy Church, in Thy Faith and 

in Thy love. Amen. 

- t-
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Figure 10.1 Example of a "Memory Card." The unfolded exterior on this card has a "Prayer for a Happy 
Death." The memory cards have a lot of variety. The interior will have a photograph of the deceased with 
their name, dates of birth and death, the village of residence and religious or sentimental writings. 
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Figure 11.1 Topographical map of Cappacharnaun and surrounding areas. © Ordnance 
Survey Map, Government of Ireland 1994. 
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Figure 11.2. Street map of South Bronx designating Eagle A venue residence. 
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