Them Were The Days !
MEMORIES OF MARY KENNY,
a Newcastle Farrell.
According to John.

It wasn’t my earliest memory, but I remember when I was about 12, in 1939,
beginning to hear about people going away from the area. I was walking back to
the house from where the henhouse is now and the there was a beautiful
sunset.
The sun was going down over the sand pit and everything was so peaceful and
beautiful. The cows were looing and the birds were chirping and not a person
was to be seen. I thought I’d die if I were ever to leave here. How could anyone
ever want to leave?
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Early memories
The earliest story of when I was young, just two or three years old, comes
from my brother John. He remembers when Daddy went to Castleblakeney for
Mummy’s mother’s funeral with the older children [Norah Geraghty, nee Collins,
around 1930]. Delia was left to look after us but she had gone to Kilconnell for
groceries. John, Christy, Nora and myself were left sitting around the kitchen
in front of the open fire. In walked the local guard, the policeman. Seeing us he
asked John:
- Where’s your father?
- He’s gone to a funeral.
- Where’s your mother?
- Dead.
- Who’s looking after you?
- Our sister.
- Where is she?
- Kilconnell [2 miles away].
The guard went away scratching his head, telling us to make Daddy call on him
when he got home. Do you think he did? Not a chance.

On the back of the photo it says:
“Delia, I suppose you know those
pictures. I’d say it’s Tom, Martin
and John and of course yourself
didn’t you take a nice snap? Love
and best regards Aunt Ellen”.
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What might have been
Everybody said Mummy, Annie Geraghty from Cranagh, Castleblakeney, was a
hard-working person, not only bringing up her eight children but expected to be
out in the front garden growing all the vegetables too.
Mummy died 21 March 1929 a few days after giving birth to Kathleen, who died
too. When someone was ill it was always a question of was it bad enough to pay
for a doctor to come. By the time the doctor came he could only see what
everyone else knew, that she had lost too much blood after giving birth. My
brother John remembers everything being quiet and few people being allowed
to disturb her in her last days. He never got over it, neither did we.
Around this time one of our three aunts in the USA came to take Christy, Nora
and myself to be brought up in America. Daddy didn’t take up the offer. We
stayed and Delia became our second mother.
Old School Dad
Daddy was a man of the olden days. No women’s work for him. You would never
see him carrying any shopping from town. If you got up early, summer or winter,
you would see him sitting smoking his pipe beside the ashes of the fire. He’d sit
in the cold waiting. Waiting for Delia to light the fire.
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Early days in the sweet trade
I remember that when we used to be left to ourselves as little children we
made a great mess. We made toffee in cheap tin mugs bought from the tinkers,
the travelling people. We mixed sugar and butter in the mugs and left them on
red-hot coals on the open fire. It was a wonder we didn’t harm ourselves.

Central heating?
It hardly seems believable to think what we did in the days before central
heating and hot water bottles. A big heavy metal lid would be put on the fire,
with fire under it and red-hot coals on it. When it was scorching, Delia or one
of the lads would knock the coals off it and wrap a heavy blanket around the
lid. Then you’d put the blanket and lid into your bed to warm it. How did it
never catch fire?! You could hear the singeing of the blanket and you could see
the scorching marks on the sheets.
Nora and myself talk about it nowadays and laugh. Did it ever happen at all?
Just as well there’s someone still here to tell the other one she’s not dreaming.

Sleeping standing up
Another thing that makes us laugh today is to think of going into Martin, Tom
and Eddie’s bedroom to wake them one morning. The metal mattress had given
away in the night and the slats across the bed had slid down to one end. So
there they were, on their backs, straight and stock-still, their heads in the air
and their feet on the ground – the Three Musketeers, half up and half down.
They weren’t too happy when they woke up and saw us all laughing at them.

Beware of the fairies!
From March to September we used to run around barefoot, it was only in the
winter we wore boots. That’s the way it was with all the youngsters then. That’s
how we used to notice that on the road below the fort, even at night, you would
feel heat. I think it might have been from underground tunnels but
superstitious older people thought that it was the fairies. John talks about
Norah coming back to the house after playing at a fairy ring and people getting
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excited that the fairies were going to take her away. She would have to be
blessed with Holy Water as a precaution.
More common was belief in the banshee. To hear the sound of a banshee
keening or crying in the distance was said to be a sure sign that someone was
going to die. Often at wakes when a person died someone would say “Shh! D’ye
hear the banshee?”

At one with nature – Working for our living !
From the age of nine or ten Christy, Nora and myself seemed to spend most of
our time collecting, cleaning, and counting eggs. Setting (hatching) eggs was a
skill, whether they were turkeys, geese, or hens.
When it was dark we used to hold each egg up to a candle to see if there was a
chick inside. If there was no chick it was not fertilised and we would throw it
out, we threw out the duds to give the others more room, about three out of a
dozen. We learnt that the eggs we ate weren’t fertilised by the cock. Broody
hens called clockers that were hatching eggs were kept to one side of the coop.
They used to stagger around and we would have to be careful that they didn’t
break the eggs. Once they had finish hatching they would come back to their
senses again. We would chase the hens to get them to lay so we would have
enough to sell !
What did we get for them? Prices varied during the week and at the weekend.
Sometimes we got one and six [1½ shillings, 7½ pence]. Often we sold 30 score,
that’s 30 times 20 eggs. We would exchange them at the shop for groceries.
Once I remember being on our cart being taken to Kilconnell with a load of
eggs. We got as far as the well and the cart turned upside down. So many eggs
were broken that we had to go home and clean up. I suppose I was blamed and
belted for not stopping them from falling.
We set snares for rabbits, ferrets, you name it! We sold them along with poor
three-legged chickens to get into McFadden’s Moving Pictures (4 old pence) or
to have dance lessons with Keegan.

5

I remember stealing Christy’s rabbits from his snares. He came haring out of
the house after me when he found out and I jumped hedges ditches crossing
fields to get away from him. I only stopped out in the road where there were
people around so he couldn’t kill me ! We came to a deal. As usual.
Another time I remember Christy aged about 12 coming back from counting
sheep for the Connors. He was coming up the road with a lovely fluffy lamb. He
was terrified as he had to pass a well where everyone said there was a ghost of
a horse without a head. “Thank God you came!”, he said, “”I couldn’t have faced
the well!”

My tragedy of my favourite pet
I’d never had a cat so I was delighted to carry a kitten home from school, it
was from Tomas Lally’s near where the lads used to cut turf. She was a lovely
cat with a ring around her neck.
We had nine cows in the outhouse, one for each of us. As animals weren’t
allowed in the house I left her there. The cat loved it. It was nice and warm
and she got a saucer of fresh milk.
Nice and cosy as usual, the kitten lay down on the straw. Unlucky for her, a cow
came to lie down too, on her. Tragedy. Flat as a pancake, she died. I cried for a
week. I never had a cat after that.

School
Our teacher Mrs Kathleen Pender, and Miss Broderick, were great with us, but
when Mrs Pender wore certain clothes (red, for example) it was going to be a
BAD DAY. Miss Broderick was with the infants. When she wasn’t there the
older children would look after the small ones. That’s what I did for my last
year or two at school.
I remember coming home from school, hearing the threshing machine halfway
home from school. We used to pick sloes on the way. We ran to avoid drains
(ditches), bullocks, rams. I used to go with Nora and Christy, poor little Mary
hanging behind. We were barefoot, only wearing shoes in the wintertime.
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At school you would have to bring turf, house by house, to heat the schoolroom.
The priest expected his turf too.
Going and coming from school we took our lives in our hands. I remember seeing
the signs of the bulls getting nervous and turning on us. When they were like
that you took to your heels. I remember once Christy lagged behind. We
wondered where he was. We went back to find him stuck up a tree and
surrounded by bulls. Our dog was able to chase them away so that Christy could
get down.
Towards the end of my time at school, Joe Mannion used to carry me to school
on the handle-bars of his bike. He was helping to build the new school. A nice
lad, he died in 2002.

Holy Communion
My brother Tom took me to Cappy Church (Cappagh) in Tommy Nolan’s trap, his
horse and cart. A grand ride and a nice day. All the Holy Communion class had
cakes, biscuits and lemonade and so on in the Hall afterwards.

Confirmation (1937 or 38)
This was a big day for Nora, Christy and Mary. We went across the fields,
carrying our ‘Good Shoes’ across Talbot’s land to meet the transport at the Mrs
Pender’s house where we got a lift on a trap (a cart). It wasn’t so safe, Grehan’s
cart lost a wheel one morning going to Church! There was no AA or RAC then.
The night before the confirmation I crashed so badly I nearly didn’t make it to
the Church. I was riding my brother Martin’s bike and it had no brakes. I came
off it at Annaslin Cross. The bike handlebars ended up both ways so I got a bell
in the ear to add to my grazes and bruises.
Next morning was the Confirmation at Cappy. We changed into our confirmation
clothes at Nanny Campbell’s, distant relations. I always remember Delia working
hard to provide nice clothes for us like skirts and dresses with lovely handsewn sleeves. She learnt at lot at school and she had a great natural ability, in
embroidery too. She used to save up for us too, buying knee socks and other
things so that we would have what the others had.
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Apart from that nobody came to see us, not Daddy or any aunt or uncle. It
wasn’t the custom then like it is today.

Making our own fun – Music and Dancing

Bridge, near Crehan’s, was a gathering place, with bonfires and dancing. Music
was courtesy of Tom Flanagan and others. There were bikes all along the
ditches and hedges.
Another place was Mills Maypoles, near to Garbally on the way to Ballinasloe,
past the ‘four roads’. The ‘laners’ from town (from Tay Lane in Ballinasloe) used
to come out to the Maypole too. The poorest of the poor of them lived near
Portiuncula Hospital. We went there for an open air hop at a wooden platform
set up for dancing, better than dancing on the road. There were Maypoles like
it all over the country.
Nearer home we would get together at Faheys, the boiler house of the old
Killaghbeg House. It was Paddy Fahy’s house. His sister Jenny was the life of
the party until she married Dan Campbell, who was twice her age. There was
card playing and neighbours gossip, the neighbours being Johnny Murray, Frank
Broderick, Dick Behan, Martin Crehan and the Farrells, Tom, Martin and John.
There was music at Fahys from the ‘Aughrim Slopes’, made up of Joe Mills,
Paddy Kelly, Paddy Fahey and Pat Corbett. The Treacy family in Fahy played
too. Nearly all of them played, including Marty senior. He would be playing
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beside the fire with the goose hatching behind him and the house filled with all
the neighbours. People came from far and near. They played at Cappataggle and
Killalaghton). I remember Mickey Dooley would be swinging his partner and
he’d knock the chair from under Marty. The chair would be sent flying but the
old man would carry on playing and the goose would still be hatching !
There was often a melodeon playing at Mullen’s. The parents were Katie and
Larry, and there were often lodgers staying, threshers and other farmworkers. There was dancing all hours with Joe Mannion, Martin Farrell, John
Holloran, Eddie Stankard and others.
Larry’s resident elderly aunt Mrs Egan used to run a pub near the square at
Ballinasloe. While all the fun was going on she would shout out:
“Where’s my cup of tea?”
“You’ll get tea, but it’ll be tomorrow”, Larry would shout back, making
everyone roar laughing.

Here I am on horseback
with Babs Treacy
(Mrs Coughlan) and
Tommy Kenny of
Garryowen, no relation.

Farrells at Newcastle, a visiting house
In our house and many others at that time, the night began with the family
Rosary at 6pm, before anyone went out visiting. Tommy Halloran and Timmy
Nolan were regular visitors. Michael Nolan used to have stories from the USA.
My godfather Jack Naughton used to visit, so did the Crehans nearby in the
village of Newcastle (see also below, ‘The Up To Date 1940s). My father had a
treasured a wind up gramophone to play music.
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Station Masses
These happened in spring or autumn. They were the excuse for whitewashing,
painting, clearing out. Things were missing for weeks afterwards. There were
two priests in those days the curate (small fry) and the PP (Big Chief). There
was no big evening meal and social in those days, it was only in the morning.
There were boiled eggs in plenty. A lump of sugar was a treat. We had loaves of
bread, currant cake, barn brac, jellies and other things like that. There was a
collection for the parish and a special table set up for the ‘dues’, regular
payments for the upkeep of the church. They were sometimes hard to get.
Sometimes people did not have it. It was like the turf that each family had to
provide for the open fire in the school room. Sometimes a child would not be
given it by their family and the child might suffer the consequences, even if it
was a poor family.
My brother Tom used to serve mass for the Station Masses in the village of
Newcastle, himself and Tommy Nolan.

Straw men at weddings
These were uninvited people who would come to the wedding party dressed up
and masked. Even their own family were not to know they were there. They
would be given food and drink in return for the fun they would bring.

Wartime, the ‘Emergency’
The Local Defence Force, the LDF, was our Home Guard from 1939 to 1945.
The lads joined as they were delighted to get free clothes – a good coat and
fine pair of boots! They used to be on the fort near our house sending signals
with lamps to their friends on far distant hills.
It being wartime firs were used for the fire as turf was scarce. Smoking was
not easy as tobacco was rationed so people ended up smoking tea ! The worst of
the terrible cigarettes of the time were the Kerry Blues.
Shell Cocoa was another wartime commodity. It was deadly stuff, usually went
into the fire. The Mullens would offer it to the young lads who came to call.
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They’d say ‘grand stuff, missus’ and throw it in the fire once their backs were
turned.

Delia
Delia was often not well, she had a bad chest, but she carried on as best she
could. She loved playing cards at Crehans and she was a lovely, beautiful dancer.
She sewed beautifully too. She used to sing around the house as she ironed and
baked, Annie Glennon did too. Delia was the life and soul of the party at that
time.
Delia fell off her bike coming from a ceili in Killallaghton. There was no thought
of a casualty unit then. She came home and was taken to Portiuncula Hospital,
Ballinasloe the next day and was plastered. What a fuss everyone made !

My Brothers the Builders
Eddie and Tom Farrell had their own building gang, including Tommy Halloran,
Jim Murray and John Power. They built houses in all around Aughrim, the
Killalaghton Dance Hall, and Killoran. At the time people thought the Hall was
massive, but it was never big enough for the crowds who came to dance there.
Tom used to be in plays every year at Killalaghton Hall, along with the local
schoolmaster Josie O’Holleran.
Eddie worked hard for years getting together hurling and football teams,
especially at Cappataggle. Tom played hurling too, so did Christy. I played
camogie, women‘s hurling.
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A chance in life
Our neighbour Maureen Mullen went off to study, a real rarity in Newcastle.
She went to Portumna Technical College, a boarding school, for domestic
science. Her daddy Larry and mother Katie were full of love for their family.
Larry was ridiculed for it by the neighbours who thought he was wasting money
on a girl. He sold everything they had in the house to clothe her and send her
to college to give her a chance in life.
Maureen went on to have nine children of her own and to foster over a dozen
more.

Cycling for errands
You wouldn’t believe how far I used to cycle! I’d be sent off to hunt for a few
Woodbine cigarettes for my sister Delia and my brothers Tom and Martin. It
was wartime and you could only buy five at a time. So off I would go: from
Gleavys at Aughrim to Monaghans at Cappagh, and on to Finnerties at New Inn.
They were really rubbishy fags too, Woodbines if you were lucky.
As soon as I got home I’d be met at the door with “Did you get e’er a fag for
me?” It was such an effort that no wonder our Martin, Martin Crehan and the
rest of us smoked tea. Even tea was better than the Kerry Blues though, they
were horrid stuff – I can smell them yet!
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Getting a bike
Another thing was that if someone went somewhere, I would have to go with
them and bring back the bike they had used, as the house had a few bikes that
were shared by everyone. I used to cycle back and forward to Loughrea when
Nora was working there, the second bike in tow. That was easy compared to
cycling through Ballinasloe and Athlone to Ferbane with a bike for Christy to
come home after he had had his appendix out. I don’t know how I wasn’t killed,
out in the dark with no lights.
I could be very determined to get a bike when I needed one, even my father’s
bike. It was a ladies’ style bike and he used to keep it in his room to make sure
nobody used. I thought he was mean.
When I was 15 I wanted to go to Catlenblakeny to see mummy’s family, my
cousins the Connellys and Geraghtys and go to a dance. I needed a bike so I
took my father’s one. He was so furious he sent a telegram to Castleblaney
telling me to get back home at once. I ignored him, and came back in my own
time.
The trouble with daddy is that you had to face up to him. For instance, if Delia
wanted to go out or to go to a dance she would put her coat out the window and
sneak out, so as not to have to ask him and get the answer no. I would have
none of that. I used to stand in front of the fire with my coat on and dare him
to ask !
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Cycling to Knock – my first date
People would go to Our Lady’s Shrine at Knock, Mayo, on the 14th and 15th of
August. I went for the first time with Sean Kenny, my future husband, and also
Matthew his brother, his Uncle Frank Kenny, their cousin Lena Kenny (who
became Sister Trinity), and my brother Tom.

This first trip was in 1943. We set off on the evening of the 14th. I borrowed a
nice man’s racing bike from Burton Broderick.
We had sandwiches halfway. These days I couldn’t eat a banana if you paid me
but in those days what a joy! Never mind their colour after a few hours! They
were BLACK but sweet.
We passed by Locht and stayed in a guest house in Knock. It usually rained at
Knock. We could hear Frank Kenny next door using the guest house chamber
pot as a banjo ! Matthew was usually cheerful but he didn’t like too much fun
on a trip to Knock. He used to say ‘Don’t ye know you’re on a pilgrimage?’ in
mournful tones.
We went to the various station masses there. I remember we had a chat with
several crowds of travellers who were called ‘tinkers’ in those days. They
camped along the way. Frank Kenny knew most of them from the Fairs, by name
and reputation.
The 15th was a grand day and we had a good cycle home. Refreshed, we sang
along with each other as we cycled in the rain. A good start to being with Sean.
We married in 1953, ten years later. Happy Days.
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The Up to Date 1940s
Daddy was very proud of his ‘His Master’s Voice’ gramophone. He used to keep
it locked in its own cupboard for fear it would be broken. It was made of
mahogany with green baize and a solid silver needle-holder (cartridge?). No
wonder it was minded so well.
Daddy used to take it out on the cart when he was visiting. On his way back he
would have it playing ceili music out over the fields down towards Kilconnell
waking the cows. Eddie and Tom used to buy records in Dublin. Daddy used to
do the honours.

Only three houses had a battery radio. One would be Tommy Nolan, a very
brilliant man who should have gone to college along with our Tom. Another was
the postman to the Newcastle area, Tommy Glynn. Everyone would be around
the house listening to the latest news about ‘Hilter’, as Johnny Callanan used to
call him. It would be a heavy job going to get the battery charged. At this time
at least it was a dry battery, not wet. Wet ones were a headache.
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Important Days and Seasons
29th September was St Michael’s Day, the patron saint of Cappagh Parish
Church, the nearest one to Newcastle. We often went there though we were in
Kilconnell Parish. By that time all the hay was to have been brought into the
haggard.
1st Saturday in October was Country Fair Day in Ballinasloe. This was a Great
Day! Buns and lemonade at P. Connors shop was a Treat with a capital T. Our
Uncle John from Fohenagh used to give us money to treat ourselves.
November night, All Hallows eve, was Pookie night. We all said ‘The witches are
out!’ Lads used to steal people’s gates, they would turn up later in the wells.
St Martin’s Day, 10th November: A cock was killed and the fowl’s blood was put
on every door jamb. It was a superstition from long ago. They thought it would
keep harm away.
St John’s Day, 27 December: Another old custom, a sod of turf from the fire
was thrown into every field, especially the cornfields. People believed it would
mean a good harvest.

St Stephen’s Day
Early in the morning of December 26th, St Stephen’s Day, I remember Christy
and Martin going round with a wren in a little cage and going from house to
house singing:
The wren, the wren, the king of all birds,
St. Stephen's day was caught in the furze,
Up with the kettle and down with the pan
And give us a penny to bury the wren.
They didn’t actually bury the wren, sometimes they didn’t even have a wren in
the cage, just a piece of coal !
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The first house they would go to was Comyns’s, Ballinderry, the Big House of
the wealthy neighbours. They would chant away in the dark of the morning until
they were given something. Then they would go from house to house in the
area.
This was also the time for the Mummers to go round, amongst them Eddie and
his building gang. They would be blindfolded and dressed up, going from house
to house making fun and often playing music. There were usually neighbours,
you’d know who they were – though Eddie gave me a fright once.

Devilment !
Tom Farrell in his younger days (along with others of his age) would dismantle a
donkey and cart and put them together again inside Tom Dooley’s kitchen at
night. They hid nearby to hear the outcome.
They had to do something with their time – there was no television after all !
Nowadays they would be called hooligans !

Killing and boning a pig
When a pig was for killing in those days it was a great day. The pig had been
fasted for a day or so to help the quality of the black pudding. A crowd
gathered, usually neighbours. They tied the pig on a cart and Daddy it was
usually that cut its throat. I sometimes held the pail to catch the blood, which
was used for Black Pudding. You never killed a pig in hot weather.
After being killed and bled, the pig was hung from the rafters for about
twenty-four hours. It was then dissected and left for a day. The boning
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consisted of cutting up the pig and putting the bacon into a container between
layers of salt. The bones were put in a barrel of salt. Most of the neighbours
got a bone, some ribs or a pudding. When they killed theirs they would give you
one too

Black Pudding
I loved making these. It took a couple of days. Delia used to boil the pudding, a
skill in itself. She would prod them with a knitting pin to prevent bursting. It
was a beautiful smell. I cycled into Ballinasloe to get a bucket of blood,
carrying it home on the crossbar and afraid to spill it. I was the only one at
home who would do it.

Playing Cards for the Pigs Head
We usually had a game of Twenty-Five for the pig’s head. We played in three
sets of three, known as ‘a game of nines’. It was a great night. Maybe there
would be a pair of cocks or turkeys for a prize too. There was no TV to distract
anyone.

Working Life: First Nursing in Galway
At 16 going on 17 from March 1944 for two years I was a ‘maid’, a ward orderly,
at Galway Regional Hospital. I even made the ‘Connacht Tribune’. It announced
that I had ‘achieved the position of ward orderly’! People thought I’d really
made it!

The hospital brought me into contact with religious people, and it’s the reason
why I say I ‘hate nuns’. It was all because of the Convent at the Regional. The
maids had to be ‘last in, first out’ of the chapel, segregated from nurses and
sisters – even if you were from the same village as them. How could that be?
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I could not work out why; surely we all receive Holy Communion together? I
held the head sister to blame for it. There was one nice sister that I looked up
to, Sister Bernadette. She was fair, and cared for us too. It wasn’t the human
ones that I hated, only the others.
I had a really happy time for two years with the other young girls at the
hospital. We used to go out dancing at the His and the Commercial, or go out
for a walk to Seapoint at Salthill. Salthill was very bleak at that time, not like
now, hardly any guest houses. There’s a little shop near University College that
is still there, they were very good to us.
An older woman who shared our dormitory cast a dim eye on our socializing. She
would say: “Out again tonight? You’ll end up over the wall like the rest of them”.
She was a laundrywoman at the Magdalen Laundry next door for unfortunate
pregnant girls. We thought she was a right old hag.
The other girls might have been making friends at the hops but I didn’t care so
long as I had letters from my boyfriend Sean delivered to my pillow each week.
I used to have to write to his sister Maura as I couldn’t write directly to him.
Letters from me used to be left for him secretly under the rafters in barns,
under bridges, everywhere.
Once, after I went to England, Sean wrote to me and misaddressed the
envelope. It was sent back to ‘Sean’ at the Kilconnell Post Office. Luckily the
postman Tommy Glynn knew who he was. He carried the letter around for a
week until he could give it to him personally. Sean went pink!
We were never far from disease in the hospital. I spent so much time working
in the polio ward that I became immune. All the same, I finished up with
jaundice and was brought home to Newcastle by ambulance. That was the end
of nursing for now.
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Back to Ballinasloe, and biking
On recommendation from my godmother, ‘nurse’ (so-called) Lucy Cullinane, I got
a job working in Ballinasloe, near the present Dubarry shoe factory. I was
doing housework and childminding for a manager’s family, Mr Graham. They had
a dog called Nero. The woman of the house worked at McCauley’s Chemist’s
shop, it was her mother’s shop. Danny Doran, who worked at the shop, used to
come round and play cards. Years later he had a great welcome for me at the
chemist’s.
I was fed up with borrowing bikes from my brothers and having to make do
with solid tyres that were rings instead of tubes. How they hurt your bottom
and legs after a few miles! I deserved quality! So with my wages I bought my
first brand new bike at Carr’s bicycle shop in Ballinasloe. It was 1947 and it
cost me £8.

Applying for the NHS
All the same, I felt that I was going nowhere working around home so I
managed to get a piece of paper, envelope and stamp together and wrote off in
reply to an advert by the newly-formed British National Health Service in the
Connacht Tribune in January 1948. Daddy was angry, scared and disappointed
at me going to England. I was just the opposite.

In February I was called for an interview at Carrolls Hotel, later Haydens, in
Ballinasloe. The NHS was just starting up in England and was recruiting for
staff, that is how Sean came over later too, given a job at Farmfield Hospital
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near Horley, Surrey. The British Board of Transport and other services were
also looking for Irish immigrants. Young lads were there with me, looking at
pens and paper for the first time since leaving school at 14 or before, trying
how to remember how to ‘make their letters’. We had to write about ‘A Day in
Galway’.
I had two pounds 7 shillings and 6p [£2.37] when I left for England. My oldest
brother Eddie kindly gave me the £2. He had just got married and needed it
himself so he asked me to give it him back when I could.
My father wasn’t as generous but I didn’t wait for him to offer. The NHS had
given us a list of items we needed to have so I ordered 2 each of them from
Callanan’s shop in Kilconnell and put them on my Dad’s account. Years later my
nephew Eamon, Eddie’s oldest son said “You should have taken more!”
I caught the train from Woodlawn after staying overnight there with my aunt,
Bridie Cahill. The night before leaving we all went to a dance. My brother
Martin had brought my case down from Newcastle. All the rest of the family
came down too. I left my new bike at Cahill’s when I left for England. It was so
well-used they hardly knew it when they saw. Martin took it home for me.
My sister Delia later told me that she didn’t sleep a wink that night. Remember,
she had been my mother for all those years.

Dublin, and En Route
Arriving in Dublin, we would-be emigrants had two days at the Globe Hotel for a
thorough medical examination, including x-rays for TB (tuberculosis). Those
successful crossed to the Irish Sea to Liverpool on the Queen Maud ferry,
each with a packed lunch. My ticket says:
3rd Class Ticket – Dublin to Merton –
1 March 1949 – London Steam Packet Co.
One of the would-be nurses, penniless like the rest of us, lightened the journey
by making us roar laughing. She told us she was sure she would get ‘a sub from
Matron’ to help her finances as soon as she arrived! Fat chance.
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Arrival in England
There was an immigration check waiting for us on arrival at Liverpool, and then
we took the train to London. I went on from there to the Wandle Valley Fever
Hospital in Mitcham, near ‘The Goat’ pub. As soon as I saw its big iron gates I
knew ‘gerril, you’ll not be long here’. I knew those gates were not going to hold
me! The nurses were mostly Irish girls from the same background as me, but
unlike me they had no ‘go’, they just wanted to stay where they were. They had
tried an exam or two and found them too hard. It was a dead end sort of place.

The Goat pub,
Mitcham,on Goat Lane,
leading to the
Fever Hospital.
The Matron was a real tartar, she and another woman ran the place. They
seemed jealous of me, and seemed deliberately to try to make life hard for me.
They would give me a job in one contagion area and then another one elsewhere
and then back to the first one again. That meant a round of special dressing,
washing up, and undressing myself over and over again, going from whooping
cough to scarlet fever contagion, and so on. I soon had enough of it.
The Matron and I clashed over going to Mass too. She said it was up to her to
decide if I could go to Mass. After throwing her weight around she eventually
said she had decided I could go to ‘my Mass’, my own personal Mass, at 12 noon.
I told her I was going anyway, not because of her but because that was what
had been agreed with me before I came to England at all. She went a purple
shade of blue when she heard that.
When I was back in Ireland on holiday my Parish Priest said that in England
“sure, ye never go to Mass at all”. When he heard my reply he went blue too.
He had a cheek!
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From Wandle Valley to Lambeth
I took courage and went up to the General Nursing Council at Portman Square
with my sister Nora to try and change hospital. The officials gave me my wish,
offering me a choice between Mile End and Lambeth Hospital. I chose Lambeth,
at Brook Drive SE11. I tried to persuade Nora to come in and apply for nursing
too, but she said that she just couldn’t, she had seen too much sputum when
she worked in Galway Regional !

Lambeth was so much friendlier than Wandle Valley and accepted me to begin
in May 1949. First of all I had to work out my month at Wandle Valley. The
Matron and her other half were very sweet to me fist of all when they heard I
was going, thinking that she’d broken my spirit. They changed her tune when
they found out I was going because it was a terrible hospital and I’d found
something better.

Nursing Training
There were lots of Irish girls training at Lambeth, by far the majority. There
were some Polish girls and my friend Rose Muller was a Swiss-German who
started the course two weeks late just like me. Maybe it was good for us as we
got a more personal introduction to the studies together on our own. Many
trainees dropped out along the way. We covered anatomy, physiology, hygiene,
dietetics, you name it!
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With so little education I found the studies very hard. If I knew how hard I
wouldn’t have applied in the first place. I remember once, afterwards, having to
fill in a form about my previous education. I wrote ‘Killagh College’, and I
laughed so much! It was our tiny village school with dear Mrs Pender that I
attended ‘til the age of 14. For the last few years the older ones would help the
teacher to instruct the younger ones, but learnt little more themselves. If only
they knew that ‘Killagh College’ is a garage for a small tractor these days!
When it came to exams I always used to ask my mother to help me. I used to
say ‘You were never there for me when I was young so you have to help me now!’
She died at 38 when I was barely one year old, a few days after giving birth to
my sister Catherine, who died too. Sometimes, though, I have seen her coming
back to me, at the end of the bed. Sean too, of course since he died in 1996.
Somehow I got through the course, though I had to retake a practical exam at
St Olave’s Hospital in Rotherhithe at the end of my first year. They mistakenly
gave me questions to do with a third year ward trolley but fortunately I had
lots of ward experience and could tell them what everything was.

London city, in the rare old times
Back at Lambeth Hospital in the 1950s the local cockney people were very
friendly. The Elephant and Castle was so different in those days. If anyone
tried to take a liberty with any of the Irish girls on the wards the locals always
stood up for us and put that person in their place. It was at this time I was
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friendly with Maureen Bowen, who became Pearson when she married. We
stayed good friends ever since.

Courting Days
On my days off at Lambeth I used to look forward to taking the Green Line bus
from to Povey Cross, near Horley. Sean used to walk from Farmfield Hospital
and meet me there. The girlfriend of an Irish friend of his working at the
Hospital was the daughter of the post master at Povey Cross.

Sometimes we would go out locally to Horley for the day but there was little
there. This was long before Gatwick airport sprang up over the fence.
Other times we went to Redhill, to see a film. We got engaged at the old
Catholic church on Chapel Road in Redhill. Little did we know that John and his
family would make their life in that town 60 years later.
Other times we would go to the seaside for the day.
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On the back :
At Dover July 1950.

Jewish Connections
While I was training at Lambeth my cousin Bridie worked for a Jewish family in
Catford, the Reefs. They were so good to Bridie, Nora and myself. We were
amazed that when we used to go round there Mrs Reef would cook a big meal
for us before sending us off to the dances - as if she was working for us !
The person who really encouraged me was my sister Norah’s employer in West
Wickham, Mr Freeman, who was also Jewish. He was like a father to me. Four
foot nothing, he told me “This is your home while you’re at Lambeth”. I
remember the day I passed my final exam he was as pleased as if I was his own
daughter.

Home on holidays
Holidays back home were short and sweet. I remember once going on a trip by
car to Lough Derg for the pilgrimage in August, along with Matthew, Tom,
Frank, and Sean.
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After being sleepless for two days we climbed Croagh Patrick and then went
back down to Limerick - a day’s cycling - for a match at Thurles.

The Variety of Life as a State Registered Nurse
Once I had qualified I had experience all over the south-east. In Tunbridge
Wells, Kent, it was my job to nurse a retired major overnight in a private
hospital. I stayed in a smart guest-house opposite the hospital where I was
woken with afternoon tea every day. It was fine until he went home and I was
alone with him in the countryside outside Rye. I remember it was St Patrick’s
Day and he spent the night marching his imaginary troops around the house all
night! I didn’t stay long there.
In Ashtead, Surrey, I looked after Dr Williams’ wife. The doctor was a very
kind man, bringing me all kinds of tea. He even had Sean to stay for a weekend
and offered us the use of the car. I stayed until his wife died. At that time
you had to ask your Catholic priest’s permission before going to a protestant
church even for a funeral, so I did.
A much less friendly set up was out near Pulborough, West Sussex, where the
agency asked me to go and look after a man in his late 70s with pneumonia who
had a housekeeper. When I arrived the place seemed deserted until I saw a
head rising from behind a sofa. I asked who she was and she turned out to be
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the mad sister of the man upstairs. Eventually, from a different agency, in
came the housekeeper, a dirty creature with a dog. It was a farm and there
were three hens running around.
Though the sick man was elderly he had a girlfriend, who was out for his money.
Much younger, she had her designs on him because he was well off. He was such
a randy old boy that I had to put a chair against my door at night. I stayed
there about three weeks, giving him injections, but I hardly slept a wink.
While I was there I used to walk to Mass in Pulborough to a smelly, smoky pub,
it was called ‘King’s Cottage’ I think.

King’s Cottage,
Pulborough, Kent

By November 1952 I was back near London again, working for a Jewish woman
with skin problems at Bounds Green. I remember the date because the fog was
so thick you had to put your hand out to keep from bumping into things. The
house was run, badly, by a woman called Mad Mary and they thought I would do
her work for her as well as my own. I was not a snob but I wouldn’t be put upon
either, so after two days I left.
I went on to care for another Jewish woman in Kew. The agreement with the
agency was that I would be assisted by her sons whenever necessary. The sons
were polished young businessmen with bowler hats and city manners. They
would not pay for extra help, and none too willing to lend a hand themselves. I
used to take great delight in calling out: “I’m waiting. Who’s ready?” They got
the message. We got used to each other, I stayed for two weeks and I
remember I was served my own food.
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Getting Married

I married to Sean at English Martyrs’ Parish, Streatham in April 1953. I was
living at Stanthorpe Road, near Streatham railway station. Afterwards Sean
went back to Horley to work out his time before stating up with British Rail at
Stewarts Lane, Silverthorne Road, Battersea. Round about that time we moved
to Tulse Hill. We were there by November.
I carried on working. One post was for six weeks at a neurological hospital on
Sydenham Hill called the Otto Hospital. This was in the days of lobotomies that
turned people into a shadow of who they used to be, making them docile but at
a terrible cost. Otto Close is still there, a housing estate.
Mary was born on 6 May 1956, while we were at Tulse Hill. Nora lived there too
with Myles and their young family. So did Christy and Bridget, and Delia too.
Delia was working in the Springfield Hospital in Balham. My brother John came
to visit us from Galway once, taking on the tube and the buses and somehow
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managing to find his way. There was a ghost or two and once we had a fire
alarm in the middle of the night and an artist couple upstairs ran down naked to
the garden. Exciting days!
We moved to 57 Ingelow Road, Battersea on 26 June 1957, paying Sean’s cousin
Mattie Kenny for the keys. Like Sean he had been working as a fitter for
British Rail, but he was going to America with his wife Mary, who had trained to
be a psychiatric nurse at Pursey, Wiltshire. Mrs Betts was the landlord at 57,
the Dory sisters were our neighbours at 57a, and Mrs Watson was at 59. Mrs
Watson lived there until the 1970s.

Mary was walking by the time we got to Ingelow Road. Margaret, who was born
7 May 1959, took 6 months longer at 16 months. John (7 September 1960) and
Martin (8 July 1964) got dragged along by the rest. They all ate and slept well
enough. John always cried to tell us he was starved, he loved his rice and jam
and ended up looking like a roly-poly pudding for a while. Now he hates rice
pudding. Martin followed 4 years four years after John as a last surprise (8
July 1964). As I always tell them: “Ye were lovely when ye were little”.

Delia
After years of being a little mother to us all, Delia come to England shortly
after our father died, in her 40s. She worked as a housekeeper for the doctors
who lived in at Orpington Hospital, in the so-called ‘Doctors Mess, wher she
lived in a single room until she retired.
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Many of the doctors appreciated her very much, inviting her to come and visit
them and their family back home, especially one of them from Greece.
Delia was a ‘granny’ for our children, but also for Nora’s and Christy’s too. She
took buses and trains day and night to stay in touch with everybody, and used
to bring sweets and bags of comics from the hospital every time.

Back to work ! St James’ Hospital, Balham
I remember when Martin was 5 years old in 1969, Sean on the phone to
someone from work who was trying to make an arrangement. Sean was saying
“any time would be fine, there’s always someone at home”. That really put my
back up. I found a ‘Back to Nursing’ course at St James’s, Balham and was told
that 12 people would be on the course.

State Registered Nurse
badge

I ended up being the only one. I started off observing and was gradually more
and more relied on. It was hard going after a 15 year break. If I knew so much
had changed I wouldn’t have started. Mrs Rotter said “Don’t give up”, though,
and I borrowed books from Lavender Hill library to help me keep up.
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As it turned out, I stayed for 12 years, starting off with 6pm to 9pm on
Wednesdays, and ending up two nights a week. I worked in Accident and
Emergency and Intensive Care – all over the place. My friend there was
Kathleen Allen on Ward 3.

The Trinity Hospice, Clapham
I was still working at St James’s when I started working 10am to 5pm for two
days at Trinity Hospice at Clapham Common Northside. It started as a strong
Anglican foundation, with Redemptorist fathers from Clapham regularly
visiting.
I had good friends in Feeley and Prendergast, but I didn’t like it when the
Matron Miss Finn replaced the sisters. The new management cleared out all the
religious pictures and gave a lower standard of care.
In 1980 I had a hysterectomy and left here and St James’s, planning to take up
lighter duties when I went back to work. It was a low time for me.

The South-Western Hospital, Clapham north
After a year off I passed an interview with Miss Steadman in 1981 and took up
a part-time post with geriatric patients. There was a lot less stress. My good
friend here was nurse Moore, with her never-ending tales of her son William,
whom she never liked to leave on his own. I left here in 1989. I had a hernia.

St Mary’s Nursing Home, Streatham – the end of an era.
This was my last job, and a happy one it was too, next to English Martyrs
Church. It was mostly night work with elderly people in a religious-run nursing
home. It started off at two nights a week and went up to four or five nights,
but that was too much.
My friends were Frances Robins, Anne Lloyd and Sisters Magdalen (who went
back to Dublin) and Agatha. The nuns were very decent. It was only a while
after I left here that I had the accident that harmed my shoulder. Maybe I
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should have stayed on. I stopped working here in October 1994, the year after
we celebrated our 40th wedding anniversary at English Martyrs’ church.
Sean died in October 1996. Long time since the cycle ride to Knock when I was
16. A lifetime together.

Streatham again
After over 40 years living at Ingelow Road Battersea, I moved to Danbrook
Road in Norbury in 2002 and enjoy the social life around my local church, St
Bartolemew’s, and the visits and the care of my family.
English Martyrs Church is just down the road, it’s Margaret’s local church and
the church where Sean and I got married. It’s like coming home.
English Martyrs Church, Streatham

Mum finished contributing to this account in 2014. She spent the last 2½ years
of her life getting nursing and residential care near her home at Norbury Hall.
She died there at the age of 90 on 23 February 2018.
Ar dheis De go raibh a hanam dilis.
In English: May her soul be at God’s right hand.
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In Other Words
A few poems by John Kenny inspired by Mum’s recollections.
The first was written for Mum’s funeral.

ENKINDLER
Mary Kenny
1
Next time you’ve an open fire,
Poke under those early morning ashes,
Look, see the unbeaten sparks from last night’s inferno
Glimmer.
Her fire blazed first as Hurt.
From a one year old for her mother, bereft after twice mortal childbirth.
It blazed too Defiant,
Chasing any lad’s hurley down the wing.
Nemesis to her father,
Brazen, his new bike snatched,
AWOL at her mother’s home.
Her fire blazed too as Mischief,
A lover who told her Sean:
You know where to find me,
Catch the boat and catch me.
Her fire blazed Free,
From that Free State generation.
Saying no to lazy days training at Wandle Valley Fever Hospital,
When told “Mass in your own time” she was undomineered,
Appealed her case and won her liberation,
lively Lambeth Hospital:
Born again - SRN.
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But listen,
That fire harmed her too.
Menace its fiery magnificence.
It scorched those who loved her,
And could leave her smouldering alone,
When warmth was needed
To get, and give.
2
As Mother, she fed you fire,
Eyes blazing blurting words on Faith and Fairness,
Daring you to even think otherwise.
The word Love, as said today, Beyond her pay grade.
But her life was the love she gave,
Making her four rooms home a hearth,
A refuge for her family and friends,
For ramblers and holy chancers, pie and potato cake ever ready.
Maddened, smiling and cursing in equal measure,
Fighting convention and a husband's shame
To return to work wards again
And save herself.
With her Catholic pilot light
She pinioned us with medals and shamrock,
“Bless yerselfs ye heathens” as we left the house daily rebaptised,
Her worn rosaries our protection in a strange land.
That love now past its sell-by.
Yet questions unanswered from childhood marked her ill at ease belief:
Why suffer? Why die?
Why scorn the poor and praise wealth?
“I came to send fire on the earth”?
Burn the lot of them.
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3
How long did we watch her fire fade?
Cat-like counting her nine lives,
Herself bemused as us,
neither mind nor body knowing how
to quench the other.
Freedom of choice alien from childhood:
Tea or coffee? Life or death?
No idea! You decide.
Take her or don’t,
Fire she was,
Natural, stubborn, indiscreet, untameable:
An act of God.
No accident she married
Cionnaith, Kenny: fire-born.
Now, finally ashen,
Four sparks fire-born
Take inner warmth from her enduring furnace
(Tending scorches til another day).
And all kin glimmering,
warmed by her flame,
Enkindle
In their turn.
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A Night at the Movies
Chasing that hen for the last of the dozen,
Escaping on her brother's bike
Blumpclunking to the shop with sixpence credit:
A penny for jam
A penny for a loaf
And four pence for McFadden's Magic Lantern !
Kitty and Katty are there,
Local lads too, throwing turf-scraws at the screen
When reels are changed.
An evening long-remembered,
Buster Keaton a bit part in memory's epic.
Buster played second-string to the loaf
Torn to shreds as they shrieked their way home,
Small-handed Katty in and out the jar
Smearing jam on sawn-off slices,
All hands washed at the bridge
So's not to be too savage.
Haagen-Dasz at the multiplex?
Another
(Not so tasty)
World.

The memory of an evening out at McFadden’s travelling picture show in the
1940s.
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Over there
Missing presumed wastrel.
Absent from the daily inspection.
Overseas with his sister.
Adjudged a loser.
Shocked no-one by dying young.
Surprising condemnation
Of an uneventful life
A verdict built
On the sure foundation
Of ignorance.

“How could he have been happy
So far from home and folk ?
How could he have been any good
And we not know of it ? ”

When we went to New Jersey, Mum and I discovered that her cousin
said to have died a young alcoholic on the streets of New York,
in fact lived an uneventful life until he died of natural causes in middle age.
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Send no more Snaps
“Send no more snaps of yeerselves,
We know what ye look like.
Send us pictures of Lincoln,
Dollar bills!”
The long- awaited letter from home
Proved justification of the weary choice
To take the boat and leave them
To their grasping.
Snatching away
At our absence.

The quote echoes a letter written from Ireland to an emigrant.
The emigrant finds exploitation instead of encouragement,
from unsentimental family back home.
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Absolution
Communal confession:
A bright 60’s celebration, abandoned by the 80’s
Disapproved as loosening the bond
Twixt priest and penitent.
(Sad news for the stadia of the shy tongue-tied
Preferring forgiveness in a crowd).
Communal confession nineteen-thirties style:
Fr O'Neill vexed on his horse,
Champing to escape his flock of pious children
Their keen veniality
Pricking the patience of his mount,
He draws pardon out of exasperation:
'Ah sure, ye're fine'
Now mind me way!'
With a blessing the Red Sea of scholar parted
Leaving his grace in Cappataggle
For his gravy in Loughrea.

Mummy often refers to this episode, the prodigality of the priest's pardon
giving her great amusement.
It contrasts to the more recent hesitation of the Catholic Church
to encourage general (communal) absolution.
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Johnny
Thought he had land.
Lost it.
Went away to find
Nothing.
Found a bottled fright to haunt him
Shook it off and achieved solitude.
Put a prayer-gap between himself and grief
Until it mugged him on the street
Late morning Saturday
After Mass near Holloway.

For a cousin of Mummy, and others like him.
He had to leave the farm to his step-father when his mother remarried.
I am exercised by the dignity of the man, who fought and beat his demons,
falling and rising, in life and in death.
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Burying Johnny
Died Holloway
Buried Aughrim.
Hard for me
To lead his Vigil farewell to London.
Hard but proud,
There before street-filled pews
Each stumbling shuffler a daughter or brother.
Thinking back to mother's second glances
At daylong drinkers
By the Clapham Common tube.
Had Johnny popped up south?
'Woman, behold your cousin'.
See the strength too
Of the escapees,
Wary victims of daylight nightmare
Daily ambushed by former slavery
Johnny, exile and escapee,
We'll bury you in Aughrim.
London town
Couldn't hold you down.

For Johnny in London before his body returned to Ireland for burial.
For years Mum thought she saw him in every wanderer she passed on the
street. His funeral congregation included street people like he was before he
stopping drinking.
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