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HELENA

I had a dream of matriarchs. The cottage was small and dark, and 
in one corner, an elderly woman with mischievous eyes sat beside 
a fire, on which rested a small, bright copper kettle. She was 
indistinct in the shadows, but the steam off the kettle rose steady, 
and the whole room reflected rosily in the round copper surface.

    In the center of the room, a woman, in her mid-thirties, with 
a gentle face and capable manner, was working at a wooden table. 
Several other women were bustling around another fireplace 
to her right. There was a sideboard on her left that had upon it, 
among other things, a dead rabbit and a laptop computer.
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    When the woman at the table looked up at me, I realized it 
was my grandmother, Ellen D’Arcy Quinn. The other women 

were my mother and aunts: 
Dolores, Eve, Ursula, Helen, 
and Madeleine. The elderly 
lady was, most likely, my 
great-great-grandmother 
Eliza, born in 184o.

    My grandmother didn’t 
speak, but she looked at me 
quite directly, with striking 
dark eyes. As I woke up, in 
my gray New York studio, 
I realized that her eyes had 
been communicating a very 
distinct imperative, that I 
should talk to my mother, 
Helen.

    I remember E-mailing 
Mam about this dream, and 
noting that we should get 
together for a real chat, but it 
wasn’t until Caledonia called 

me up requesting a piece for her new anthology that I actually had 
the perfect opportunity to do this.

    I called my cousin Jackie Quinn, in Birmingham, England, 
who, for the last twelve years, has been researching the maternal 
side of the family. She sent me a thick pile of collated information 
detailing the family back as far as 1789. My second cousin, 
Gerardine Loughman in San Francisco, sent me a beautiful photo 
of our great-grandmother’s gravestone, which I forwarded by 
E-mail to Helen, mentioning that Motherland had room for the 
story of a daughter who left and a mother who stayed – the 
experience of several generations of women in the family already.

    Jackie’s research revealed a fascinating mosaic of lives, both 
tragic and joyous. Take Ellen Delaney, born in 1848 and who, at 
around age nineteen, fell deeply in love with one John Armstrong, 
a young Protestant student from the North of England, over on 
vacation in Kildare. When the two announced their engagement (a 
Catholic Irishwoman and a Protestant Englishman), both families 
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disowned them. They ran away to Dublin to live together until she 
was twenty-one and no longer needed her father’s consent to be 
married. Four months after the wedding, our great-grandmother 
Mary Jane was born.

    Then there was Eliza McGrath, our other great-great-
grandmother, who married John D’Arcy on September 28, 1818. 
They had a baby which died at birth, while in the nearby manor 
house, Lord Carew’s wife had also had a baby the same day, but 
the mother herself had not survived the birth. Lord Carew asked 
if Eliza would wet-nurse the motherless baby, and although she 
refused at first, she realized the baby would die otherwise, twice a 
day, she would travel in the lord’s carriage up to the manor house. 
As the child grew up, he looked upon her family as his own, until 
Lord Carew sent him away to boarding school. Eliza used to like’ 
a little drop of whiskey or poteen in later years and owned a small 
copper kettle in which she distilled the latter. It is now in New 
York City, the only “family heirloom” in my possession.

    I left home for the first time when I was 
sixteen, to go and teach English in Spain. 
Since then, I have been “away” more than 
at home. At first, you don’t stop to analyze 
your situation, because everything is so 
exciting and new. The sense that you may 
be missing the world that you uprooted 
yourself from doesn’t develop for some 
time.

    Communication with “home” can be 
deceiving.  You try to be positive, so do 
those at home, dealing with the immediate, 
keeping up with the local gossip. No one likes to send bad news, 
and bringing up old ghosts can always be left until the next time. 
The visit home at Christmas becomes the annual, obligatory 
“catching up” stint, reserved for fa1nily and old friends. It’s 
usually spent rushing around, drinking copious amounts of 
alcohol, and not spending enough time with anybody, least of all 
family.

    When you then head back to Australia, London, New York, 
Munich, or Tokyo on one of those subdued, packed flights around 
the eighth or ninth of January, you’re left regretting all the things 
you didn’t say, all the questions unasked, the dreams unexpressed. 
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You’ll be lucky if you just about had time to meet everybody and 
“say hello.”

    Gradually, as the years go by, you become increasingly 
distanced, more emotionally than geographically. Home is just a 
plane ride away, but a million miles in terms of the reality of what 
you’ve missed out on “at home,” whether it be important changes 
in your parents’ and friends’ lives or just the very necessary bond 
that makes a loved one real to you.

    My mother, Helen, did not emigrate, choosing to stay in 

Ireland when it was experiencing an upturn in its economic 
fortunes in the sixties. She has remained there, with my father, 
and we have communicated down the years by letter, phone, and 
more recently via E-mail. I think I know her, and try to spend as 
much time with her as possible when I go home, but then again, 
when I leave, I always feel that it hasn’t been enough.

    I’ve always wanted to ask her what it was like for her, growing 
up in Ireland through the war and the fifties, experiencing the 
sixties (which she once described to me, late one night after one 
of her openings, as “the high point of the universe”). Occasional 
memories and half-forgotten stories are often not enough. We 
ended up having extended interviews, where I learned a lot about 
both her and where I come from, an exercise both enjoyable and 
fascinating.

    My earliest memory of Helen is of her on a bright summer 
afternoon, in a turquoise dress, with her blond hair up in a funny 
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chignon and smiling. Another involves a waft of Chanel No. 5, 
with her wearing a pale pink, embossed satin ball gown, leaning 
over my crib to kiss me good-bye when leaving to go out one 
night.

    I still hate the smell of that perfume, presumably since it 
meant “Mother leaving.”

    I went through a period of rejecting my mother in my teens, 
so perfectly described in Mary Pipher’s Reviving Ophelia that I 
gave her a copy of it to read, in a belated attempt at explanation. 
But since my late twenties, she has really become my best friend, 
and certainly the person with whom I’m in most regular contact, 
despite the distance.

    Still, that funny look from my grandmother in the dream 
voiced what I “kept meaning to do” – that is, get a chance to sit 
down and speak with her. I know my mother, and yet I don’t. 
She has always been a very kind and compassionate person but 
at the same time seemed to me to be often quite reserved, and 
conservative. As I’ve (or we’ve) grown older, however, I see her 
increasingly as tolerant and open-minded, with a certain innate 
charm that touches most people and an understated lust for life 
that keeps her spirit much younger than her age in chronological 
years. She has always encouraged anything I chose to do and 
never turned against me for mistakes I have made.

    She refuses to acknowledge herself as a “feminist,” which 
disappoints me, but then, all things considered, including our 
interview, I realize that she has basically lived her life, albeit in 
her own quiet, private way, as a feminist. She has gone against the 
grain in a number of ways and is now achieving one of her early 
aspirations, working as an artist, in watercolors and oils. We are in 
frequent contact on the Internet.

    Absence: does the term sound less desolate as the world 
becomes smaller with our ever information-drenched, 
communication complex society? Or is its vocabulary still, by 
default, a forced repartee, stemming from the fact that we often 
try to deny the distance is even there? We carry on regardless, as if 
the ache of missing someone is just not an issue.

    I’ve been absent for a long time and have only recently begun 
to reflect on this. Somewhere between my grandmother’s dream 
look and Helen and me sitting down to talk in spring 1998 in New 
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York and Connecticut, it occurred to me that this was a chance 
to decode our tenuous vocabulary of absence-or at least make a 
beginning at doing so.    

    

HELEN

    
My mother, Ellen, from a town called Athy, in County Kildare, 
which was the other side of the The Curragh from Kildare town. 
The main British Army barracks, where they bred all the horses, 
was on The Curragh. One of the stories I always remember her 
telling me happened during the Great War, when she would have 
been about thirteen, about the boys shipping off to the front out of 
Athy railway station. She was hanging over the bridge, in the very 
early morning when it was still dark, watching their departure.

    In 1916 the Rising mostly took place in Dublin, and in 
the towns, but where she grew up the young men were part of 
a different tradition. If they weren’t working on the farm, they 
might have joined the British Army, and that was life. A lot of her 
childhood friends would have gone off that morning, and she’d 
never have seen them again.
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    As she told it, the steam train was hissing and the noise of the 
engine was deafening. The horses were all banging their hooves, 
their brasses gleaming under the gaslight and the red glow of the 
train’s furnace. The men were shouting and jostling in the smoke, 
and between the whole lot, she always said it was like a scene 
from hell: all the young men going off to the Somme, to their 
deaths. And the saddest thing of all was that they thought it was 
great. They only thought of the glory and honor of going to war.

    Mammy came from a reasonably well-off family. David 
D’Arcy, her father, had a job as a steward on a big estate, which was 
solid work at the time. Like most families, many went away. My 
mother’s sister Annie married a military officer named Sanchez 
and went to India. Her brother John went to teach in England 
and ended up as the headmaster of a large school in Essex. My 
own mother came up to Dublin to be a teacher but then met my 
father and got married. He came from County Tyrone and was 
involved with horses; there are a lot of old photos of him with 
horses, looking very smart.
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    They had their own stables for a while, while they were living 
in Cheltenham in England, which is a big horse-racing town. But 
they lost their money sometime in the mid-twenties, when all the 
horses got some terrible disease and died. So they came back to 
Dublin and just worked their way through the thirties, and the 
war, and I know that there was never very much money.

    I remember we used to go up to the Featherbed Mountain in 
County Dublin to cut turf for fuel during the war. Families were 
able to get a plot of bogland, and you’d go up on lorries run by 
private companies, crammed into seats in the back of the truck. 
You’d cut a load or two, and it might do you for the winter. There 
was a very wide expanse of bogland up there in the mountains, 
nothing between you and the sky for miles.

    I was born in 1934, and in 1939-40 there was a big diphtheria 
epidemic in Dublin. I got it, and it was a very close call for a time 
whether I was going to pull through or not. 

I was in one hospital, and my sister Ursula was sick at that time 
too and in another. Every day in the papers, since there were almost 
no private phones then, they published the number of each child’s 
bed in each hospital, so that parents and relatives could see how 

they were doing-
bed number 456 
was “improving” 
or was “very 
serious” or 
“dangerously ill,” 
et cetera. Every 
hospital in Dublin 
was jammed. I 
remember being 
terrified, because I 
was next in line to 
go into the “iron 
lung,” but I pulled 
through before 
they had to put 
me in it. A lot of 
children died that 
year.
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    I grew up on the South Circular Road in Dublin, in a place 
called Rialto, which had a lot of small houses, sometimes with 
fairly large families in them. At that time the countryside started 
just about two streets away from us. It was before the suburbs 
really started and Dublin was very small. When we were kids, my 
mother always wanted to take us out of the city to “go for a walk.” 
We used to go to our “apple field” and our “daisy field” and there 
was another place where there was an old mill and a stream, and 
we used to try and jump over the rocks but were always falling in 
and getting wet.

    There were two boys, five girls, and my mother and father. 
My second eldest brother, Donald, went to England to work 
during the war. The next time we saw him, he was married with a 
baby girl. During the war a lot of people emigrated to England, for 
employment in the munitions works and the factories. We were a 
neutral country, so trade was difficult, there was little work, and 
nobody had very much money. In the fifties it started picking up. 
That’s when my father went into business on his own.

    I went to school with the Sisters of Charity, in Basin Lane, 
which was an interesting part of Dublin, near the Liberties. When 
it came to secondary school, Mammy was quite ambitious for her 
daughters. She took myself and Ursula over to the Dominican 
College in Eccles Street, a famous school called Scoil Catríona, 
where they taught everything in the Irish language. A lot of very 
interesting Irish women went there, such as Margaret Burke 
Sheridan, Kate Tynan, Margaret McCurtain, and many more, 
because the Dominican nuns encouraged study of the arts.

    There were a couple of fascinating women at that time in the 
convent, when I look back. One nun called Sister Aquinas was 
a powerhouse of energy-she sort of sailed along the corridors, 
her big bosom sticking out in front of her, organizing everything. 
Then there was another whom we all thought was absolutely 
beautiful, Sister Iseult. She was tall, and fair, and sort of floated 
along, and we all wondered why she entered the convent, because 
she was so lovely. We never found out, of course. You wouldn’t, 
back then. But in the old days it was one of the few alternatives to 
the standard lifestyle. If they didn’t want to get married and have 
children, often women chose the vocation.

    When I left school in 1950, with a very good leaving certificate 
(high school graduation), I was only sixteen, because they had 
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always put me in the A class, a year ahead of where I should have 
been, because I was a good student. I thought that was great, 
but what I didn’t realize at the time was what a difference it was 
going to make in my life. Because with those high marks, I could 
have got a scholarship into the College of Art. But to enter, or to 
apply for the scholarship, you had to be seventeen years old. So 
my rushing ahead in the academic side actually put a stop to my 
getting into the College of Art, which I would have liked to do. So 
having and got a fairly good job in the Civil Service. I didn’t go 
back to study art until many years later.

    As far as I was 
concerned, however, 
I was having a great 
time. Even when I 
was at work, I nearly 
always had some 
other outlet. I dabbled 
in various things like 
acting, modeling, and 
so on. I think people 
thought I was slightly 
crazy to do all that 
stuff, instead of just 
working nine to five 
and then going home 
to attend the novenas! 
I couldn’t stand those 
kind of things.

    When I decided 
to do modeling in my 
spare time, there were 
only about six or eight professional models in Dublin, and two 
agencies. I was with one, and my sister Eve was with the other. 
Even at the office during the week, I always managed to squeeze 
a few hours in for a modeling job, or a photographic session, so I 
never felt stuck in a boring day job.

    I always had to be the “junior miss,” because I was the 
smallest. What they called the petite model. I think the skinny, 
six-footer model thing came in very recently. It’s very overrated, 
because how many women are six feet tall? Or as skinny as they 
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look today? It’s unrealistic.
    The first date I ever had was when I was about fifteen or 

sixteen. We went to the pictures, of course, and then I went home. 
When you went out, you always went to the movies, or dancing 
on a Saturday night.

    In terms of sexual freedom – or repression, whichever way 
you look at it –there was a certain general code of behavior, which 
seems no longer to exist. Although people talk about the fifties 
or forties as being a very restrictive period, at the time that code 
existed, in many ways, to protect women. I think that a lot of 
young men at that time just accepted that there were rules and 
regulations, and that you didn’t do certain things. On the other 
hand, you can’t pretend that it was perfect. If a girl got raped, 
she’d be disgraced, no matter if it wasn’t her fault, she’d still be 
disgraced “ruined” as they used to say.

    I’d be inclined to think that the unfortunate downside to 
our liberation, and the availability of contraception (which was, of 
course, another huge step ahead) is that standards have dropped, 
and a lot of girls today don’t even know how to respect or protect 
themselves. They see it as a great freedom, but you can still make 
your life awfully miserable. I wouldn’t like to go back to the old 
days, but I think that some young women could do with more of 
a sense of that code today than they currently have.

    Well, I managed to enjoy myself in the fifties, in any case. 
When I was seventeen or eighteen, I got to go to dress dances, 
where you wore long, formal-length dresses. They were always 
held in the big hotels with full dance bands. I just loved dancing.

    People were beginning to socialize a lot more, the war was 
beginning to fade into memory. We were going to dances in town 
or local tennis club “hops” on a Saturday night, which were the 
big thing, where you went to meet fellows. Dixieland jazz, swing, 
and jive were all the rage. In the bigger ballrooms in the city you 
wouldn’t be allowed to do that. You’d be tapped on the shoulder 
and asked to stop. But in the tennis clubs, you could bee-hop 
away, and the little groups at that time that used to play in the 
tennis club hops were great.

    Rock ‘n’ roll was the next thing. My sister Ursula was away 
in Spain for a long time in the fifties, and she hadn’t heard Elvis 
Presley, and so when she came home, I remember telling her, “Just 
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wait till you hear this ...”
    That was around the time of my youngest sister, Madeleine’s 

twenty-first birthday party. I was going out with Jim and had gone 
to drama school, and so I was doing some acting. I played Nora 
in The Plough and the Stars at one point, and I did the summer 
season-summer stock for a couple of years, with the occasional 
part in larger Dublin productions.

    For example, I was in the Mac Liammóir-Edwards production 
of Julius Caesar, A.D. 57. It set the great Shakespeare play in a 
contemporary fascist state. The soldiers wore storm trooper 
uniforms, and the back of the stage was lined with huge flags, 
like at the Nuremberg rallies, that kind of thing. I was one of the 
“rabble” who ran 
on and offstage 
shouting at set 
moments. Just 
at the end of 
Mac Liammóir’s 
“Friends, Romans, 
countrymen ...” 
speech, the crowd, 
roused up, was 
supposed to cheer 
and create a riot 
onstage before 
running off. As we 
did so, somebody 
in front of me 
knocked down a 
flagpole, and all I 
could see was this 
great hi flagpole 
and flag billowing 
down in the 
direction of Mac 
Liammóir’s forehead.

    So I grabbed it. And of course, you should never do anything 
on a stage unless you’ve rehearsed it. Because then what do you 
do with the bloody thing when you have it in your hand? The rest 
of the rabble was rapidly disappearing out through the wings, 
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and there I was, with that flagpole. Quick as I could, I drove it 
hopefully back down into its base and flew. All went well, anyway, 
and nobody was too much the wiser. I only told him years later at 
a party in the Arts Club, and he just said, “I thank you very much, 
my dear. I never knew that!” He was quite a character.

    I was introduced to Jim Mulkerns at the National Union 
of Journalists Ball. He was just about the most unusual person 
that I had ever met. Or in fact that most people who knew him 
had ever met. He had jet black hair, was very handsome, with 
pronounced eyebrows and a huge, RAF mustache, which came 
out so far that you could practically see it from the back. He was 
a very flamboyant character; he had a passion for classical music 
and film. He rang me up the next day, sent me flowers, tried to 
give me a gold wristwatch!

    Everybody said, “Don’t take a wristwatch from a fella, he 
must be after something! Girls don’t accept gifts from someone 
they only met the night before.” So I followed their advice, and he 
said, “Okay, I’m not giving it to you now, you’ll have to ask me for 
it when you want it.”

He was the best theater 
photographer in Dublin. 
He did all the actors’ 
portraits, Mac Liammóir, 
Hilton Edwards, Siobhán 
McKenna, and more. And 
he did the theater front-
of-house photographs.

    I had great fun going 
out with him, because 
we went such different 
places. Through him I 
met all the theater crowd, 
and the newspaper 
crowd. I’d go with him 
on assignments, all over 

the country, at the weekend. Once, when my mother thought I 
was at work, he took me up in a two-seater plane, and we flew 
over our house from up above and took photos of it. It was all 
very exciting and new. After a year, I said, “I’ll take that watch 
now.” We went to Paris for our honeymoon.
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    You were born practically in the most famous after-hours 
bar in Dublin, Groomes Hotel at the top of O’Connell Street. It 
was a highly respectable shebeen where all the actors went, 
judges, politicians, et cetera. We used to go there most nights. I 
didn’t actually drink, because I couldn’t drink or eat when I was 
pregnant. But I never stayed at home, ever. Like that night-we left 
Groomes at about three in the morning, and we were on our way 
to the hospital about an hour and a half later!

    I never believed in being the little “stay-at-home” wife. I 
saw so many girls who got married and disappeared, and you 
never saw them again. You just didn’t see them around. They 
just drifted into motherhood and the housewife role, and after a 
while they had no personalities left, they’d no anything left. That 
was it. They had accomplished their goal in life, which was to get 
married and have kids, whereas I always wanted more.

For instance, we only had two children, you and your brother 
Douglas. That was a decision. I didn’t think it was a great deal 
of fun for anybody, including the kids, if you had six of them to 
look after. My mother never brought it up, but I’m quite sure she 
knew exactly. She had seven herself and would have thought I 
was being sensible, probably.

I no longer had my Civil Service job, of course. As soon as 
you got married, you had to leave. You got a certain grant of 
money when you left, a “marriage gratuity,” which was probably 
deducted over the years as you worked anyway.

    That was all settled in the 1920s and thirties, with De Valera. 
Even though women were supposed to be equal, like it stated in 
the Irish Proclamation, various bills were passed to keep them 
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“in the home.” The early Irish suffragists, like Hanna Sheehy-
Skeffington or Louie Bennett, and those women who had been 
involved in nationalism, fought the bills, but they were defeated. 
And when you grew up with that, you just sort of accepted it.

    The ordinary woman when I was growing up took it as a 
matter of course that when you got married, you didn’t usually 
go out to work. It would have been almost impossible to get a job, 
for a start. Most didn’t feel all that deprived, except one in a few. 
If you wanted to do something else then, you did it on your own. 
It didn’t stop some people.

    A lot of girls went to America, or England. I had one good 
friend who went off to Florida to be a nun. One day she told me 
her plan, and to be honest, I was a bit skeptical about her vocation! 
But anyway, off she went to America to be a nun! Whether she 
stayed in the convent or not, I don’t know.

  Once you were married, there was no going back. Divorce 
only came in a couple of years ago. To massive opposition, 
needless to say. There was still a certain extremist anti-divorce 
faction who were predicting that the minute divorce came into 
Ireland, the courts would be full, as if it would be obligatory to 
get divorced just because it was available. They never seemed to 
be able to accept the fact that just because divorce was available 
didn’t necessarily mean that every second woman was going to be 
looking for one. In fact, even after it came in, there were relatively 
few divorces. It’s still not something people do lightly.

    Anybody of my age, though, would tend to stay together 
as long as possible. It was just something you were brought up 
with. When you’re married, you’re married to the one person. 
Obviously, there were some women who were married to the 
wrong person. But if they had kids they just stuck together. 
Sometimes the husband would go to England to get a job and 
send the money back. I suppose there were a lot of men, too, who 
regretted who they married. I’m sure it works both ways.

    I heard of families where the mother and father didn’t talk 
to one another at all. It was difficult to understand. Then over 
the years things began to break down a little, so that people got 
separated, and they’d leave and maybe go and live with somebody 
else.

    You could eventually get a legal separation, but it was very 

The Vocabulary of Absence, from: Motherland Helena Mulkerns
16



difficult-and still socially unacceptable.
    But when I got married, I was actually quite happy to give 

up the boring office job. We went out and bought some lovely 
furniture with the marriage gratuity! I continued doing a bit of 
modeling, or acting, and in a way I never did “stop working,” 
really, because after that I worked in the film business with Jim, 
which I always enjoyed.

    After working as a photographer, Jim was working for the 
Irish Tourist Board and became involved in the film section, 
making travelogues. This was part of the development of the Irish 
film industry. At the moment, there is a huge boom in Irish film, 
but back in the early sixties the “film business” was very small, 
and people didn’t even sort of think of there being one. There was 
nothing like the Irish Film Board or the Arts Council to give grants 

to filmmakers. It wasn’t considered an “art” as such, like theater 
or literature, and wouldn’t be for many years.

Jim then started working in the newsreel business, which 
was the most popular form of visual news before television, 
distributed every week to all cinemas around the country. It was 
the first all-Irish newsreel ever, produced by Colm O’Laoghaire, 
who was well-known in the documentary film industry. Jim was 
the cameraman and his assistant was Val Ennis. It was financed 
by the Irish language organization Gael-Linn, which was a 
corporation that promoted and encouraged the Irish language. So 
the newsreel was shot and recorded entirely in Irish Gaelic, which 
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provided a great alternative at the time to the only other newsreel 
available in Ireland. Pathé News, which was a British-based outfit 
that rarely included material on Ireland itself.

    But although I worked in film down the years, it couldn’t 
really have been construed as working full-time. It wasn’t like 
now where you’d have a positive career, and you’d train to do 
one thing like be an editor or a producer. The way we worked, 
everybody did a bit of everything.

    We were also involved with the Irish Film Society, which had 
been founded in 1935, by Liam O’Laoghaire, as a reaction to the 
censorship laws which had been brought in by the state. Some 
people used to think that censorship just meant cutting out the 
“sexy bits” in films, but in fact they banned a lot of films which 
contained political material that went against the conservative 
government as well. None of the great Russian films were allowed 
in the country, for example. No Luis Buñuel, nor much of the 
French New Wave, et cetera. The film society were true students 
of cinema, they elevated film, respected it, and showed movies 
that could not be shown anywhere else in Ireland.

    In the sixties, things were good. Jim and I never emigrated, 
because we wanted to try and make a go of things in Ireland, 
although it wasn’t a particularly political decision. I had fun when 
you were small, with you and your brother, Doug. I had a friend 
who lived nearby with a little boy the same age as you, so the two 
of us would frequently meet up and go out with the prams. Since 
we lived fairly close to the seaside as well, in summer we used to 
take the two of you to the beach and spend the afternoon there.

After the newsreels, we made documentaries, and did 
advertising. When television started we made the first ads that 
ever appeared on television in Ireland. It was fun. We also made 
a lot of government-sponsored films, which was really the only 
source of financing at the time. One of the most successful was An 
t-Oileánach a d’Fhill (The Return of the Islander), which was shot 
on the Aran Islands and won an award at the Cork Film Festival in 
1970. We lived on the Aran Islands during the time that was being 
filmed, which is how you went to school in a native Irish-speaking 
environment for a time.

    Sometime during the seventies, I went back to study art, 
because I had always liked it. I had a little bit more free time as 
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you kids were growing up, then, and I didn’t have a full-time job 
at that stage. So I went back to art classes in the College of Art in 
Dun Laoghaire, and then I decided to go back to work. You can get 
very bored hanging around all day in your house, with the kids 
at school. I got work teaching art in boys’ private school, which 
was great at first, but I quickly discovered that I preferred actually 
painting to teaching art. So when I got an opportunity to work in 
public relations, it suited me much better.

    I would work (as I always did, I suppose) during the day, 
and paint for pleasure nights and weekends. Eventually I got 
together a collection of paintings and gave my first exhibition in a 
recognized gallery in Dublin. It was very successful for somebody 
who hadn’t exhibited before, and I was amazed that people 
wanted to buy the paintings; it was very nice to be successful in 
that field. At that time I was only painting in oils. I painted a lot 
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of old city scenes around Dublin city itself, because 1was always 
interested in that.

    After another exhibition, and selling paintings from various 
galleries in Dublin, I opted for what I’m still doing today. A 
regular open-air exhibition of art was set up in a square in Dublin 
opposite the National Gallery of Ireland, so I joined that, and it 
has turned out very well. Selling directly to people at an outdoor 
exhibition is very pleasant. You are independent, and you get to 
meet people and talk to them about your painting. I’ve had quite a 
few commissions from individuals and large corporations, so my 
work is hanging in quite a few places now. I’ve sold a lot to people 
from abroad. That’s mostly what I’m doing now, and I hope to 
continue for a long time to come.

    I’ve painted in all different parts of Ireland, a lot in Connemara 
and the West or South. Mostly, I prefer to work from a combination 
of my own photographs and small sketches, so I can capture the 
angle and the light that I want, and then develop it in my studio. I 
don’t try to do large watercolors on the spot, because the weather 
doesn’t always allow for that in Ireland!

    I also work in the publications office of a worldwide religious 
order in Dublin which is active in the field of mental health and 
psychiatry, compiling our staff newsletter and other publications, 
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doing layout, computer graphics, research, and photography. 
Recently we’ve done a book on the history of St. John of God, and 
I’ve been helping to set up our home page on the Internet, which 
has meant learning a lot of new things.

    The best thing about the Internet, from my point of view, is 
the E-mail system. If half the mothers in Ireland knew how to use 
it, and had the equipment, they’d be on the E-mail all day long! 
I find it invaluable. It’s sad, really, because there was a period 
in the seventies where people started to actually come back to 
Ireland, and a feeling that emigration was over. But it was a sort 
of false optimism, because there was another exodus of young 
people again in the eighties- the so-called Ryanair or green card 
generation. The difference there was that they weren’t, most of 
them, just going off to build roads.

    You were a part of that wave, I suppose. I often feel that I 
missed out a good deal when you went away, because, for instance, 
my mother was always my adviser and companion in all sorts of 
ways, we were very close. And when you left, I felt I missed out 
on the kind of companionship that mothers and daughters have 
on a simple everyday basis. Sometimes it’s just the little things 
that you miss-shopping trips, walks, coming home to the kitchen 
in the evening and going over what might have happened during 
the day.

    The first time you went away, I really felt very grieved, if 
you like, when you went off on that boat at Dun Laoghaire. I 
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remember thinking at the time how awful it was to think of your 
daughter going off, and you were very young-and although I 
knew you were coming back, I remember reflecting on what it 
must have been like when people went off to America years ago, 
and everybody knew that they were never coming home. It was 
no wonder they called the good-bye ceremonies American wake.

    When you decided to go, which was when you left school, 
I was very sad, but I didn’t want to stand in your way. You were 
very determined. I feared that had you stayed, your ambition 
could have been dampened, you might have turned out a different 
person. And I suppose, in a feminist sense, if you like, I wanted to 
give you all the opportunities possible.

    Nowadays, of course, the opportunities for women are vastly 
different, much better. It’s not to say that we haven’t had some 
very tough times for women over the last couple of decades, what 
with the struggles over the abortion and divorce referendums, the 
X case, and more. I have never belonged to an organized feminist 
group, but I have always kept up with political developments 
and used my right to vote. My idea always was that underneath 
everything, my mother, too, would have been a suffragist. She 
always stuck up for women, and, for example, she paid great 
attention to our education. When my father died, she ran the 
business by herself for a few years, and she engaged one of the 
few woman barristers to look after the legal aspect of things.

    What’s encouraging is that, in the past couple of decades, 
we have seen the number of women in Irish politics triple. We 
have women TD’s (members of parliament); ministers of state; 
our current Tániste (the second in command in the government) 
is a woman; and of course, our former and current presidents are 
women: Mary Robinson, who is presently high commissioner for 
human rights at the United Nations, and Mary McAleese, currently 
in power. In business and management, sport, the arts, women 
have been making enormous strides. In fact, the only place where 
they have not made progress is in the Catholic Church!

    Another sad landmark, of course, was the first Christmas 
you were away. We missed you a lot then. That’s one thing about 
emigration, it’s the feeling of expecting to share a certain section 
of your life with somebody, and yet suddenly, they’re gone, and 
you’re missing that experience. That hit me pretty hard. And I 
never really wanted to say too much about it, because you don’t 
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want the person who’s gone away to feel that they’ve made you 
upset. I would never have said to you in a letter, “I’m very sad, 
I’m very miserable that you’re gone,” and all the rest of it, because 
I felt that then you’d feel responsible for that.

    This, in a way, relates to your idea of “The Vocabulary 
of Absence,” which definitely exists. Because when you are 
communicating with someone who is far away, you instinctively 
edit what you are saying, into a form that softens the message. You 
lose the urgency of immediate contact, and the sting of the message 
is blunted. Although I said the E-mail is a great thing, it can still be 
deceiving. Some people use it very superficially, zapping one- and 
two-liners back and forth over the Web and nothing more. If you 
are a good writer, you may have time to think things over. But the 
danger with instant communication is that of saying too much too 
soon-so you learn to be cautious in what you say-an extension of 
that vocabulary.

    In the fifties, when a lot of people I knew were leaving, I 
didn’t go. The expression “to take the boat” became ingrained in 
the Irish mentality like a curse, because whereas some wanted to 
go, for most it was a necessity – to get work. Two of my sisters, 
Dolores and Eve, went, and my brother Donald. It’s a strange 
thing, but I find, as time goes on, that I miss them, too, more and 
more.

    I would, of course, have liked to spend more time with you, 
and hope to be able to in the future. But on the other hand, let’s 
be realistic. If we had lived next door to each other over the last 
twenty years, we might not have ended up such good friends. •
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