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INTRODUCTION
——

Frank O’Connor was once stopped on the road west of Kinsale by a man who said to him: ‘I hear you’re a famous writer. I’d like to be a famous writer too, but ’tis bloody hard. The comma and the apostrophe are easy enough, but the semicolon is the very divil.’ The man was wrong, of course: the ability to punctuate, and even to spell, correctly are often missing from some of the best writers. What counts is the ability to be on that road, allow yourself to be stopped, listen to what the man says, remember the voice, and know when and how best to use it. O’Connor’s art was that of a man who travels his native Ireland at the speed of a bicycle, happy to pause and listen, slow to come to a general conclusion, preferring the particular instance and the gradually revealed truth.

Mrs W. B. Yeats used to address him as ‘Michael-Frank’, an affectionate combining of his birth-name (Michael O’Donovan) and his pen-name. But that brief hyphen is also an indicator of the proximity between his personal and artistic selves. In some writers, the artistic self is separated off from the daily one: Jekyll closes the study door and turns into Hyde (or, sometimes, vice versa). O’Connor, while containing paradoxes and contradictions as any artist does, was much less of a bifurcated spirit than most. What he was lay very close to what he did; his fiction and non-fiction have similar contours and spirit. And to read the totality of his work is to discover multiple criss-crossings between books, with the same stories alluded to and retold.

But such repetitions, when they occur, don’t feel like a writer recycling his material. Instead, the reader is more likely to smile in affectionate recognition as the stories of the Tailor and Anstey, or Mrs Yeats and the next-door dog, or Lord Edward Fitzgerald and the Native American woman, come round again. This is not just because O’Connor is a seductive and trustable narrator to whom we willingly submit, whether he is writing a short story about childhood, describing Celtic architecture, explaining Irish poetry, or fulminating against the Famine or James Joyce. It is because voice is central to O’Connor’s art. He is that comparatively rare thing in modern times, an oral prose writer.

When he came to literary awareness, modernism was enjoying its fullest and most successful expression. In its general and necessary attack on a dying tradition of panoramic social realism, it also inflicted major – and to O’Connor’s belief, catastrophic – damage on the notion of the writer’s voice. Modernism fragmented and ironized it, made it unreliable and shifty, sometimes hidden away altogether. O’Connor wanted to keep alive in prose, and especially in the short story, what he believed to be at its heart: the sound of ‘an actual man, talking’.

Talking, but also listening. O’Connor once said that when he remembered people – even those he was very fond of – he sometimes couldn’t remember their faces, but could always take off their voices. So, in his art, how a character sounds is more important than where they live or what they are wearing, or even what they look like. William Maxwell, O’Connor’s editor for many years at the New Yorker, amicably complained that though he was capable of ‘marvellous descriptions’, he didn’t go in for them much because they didn’t interest him. They did when he was writing topographically or architecturally – then he looked as closely as anyone – but in the rendering of human beings into fictional form it all began with voice – their voice, his voice.

The writer Benedict Kiely once noted that ‘O’Connor can be as outrageously at ease with his own people as a country priest skelping the courting couples out of the ditches.’ His fellow New Yorker writer Maeve Brennan also teased him with the clerical comparison, imagining St Patrick’s Cathedral with O’Connor ‘where he usually is in the afternoons, sitting in a confession box pretending to be a priest and giving penance to some old woman’. But the real priest listens, judges, issues penances, and keeps the sinner’s secrets. O’Connor listened, took notes, did not judge, and turned the confession into a story. His masters were not the moralists or the modernists, but those like Turgenev (‘my hero among writers’) who went with seeming simplicity to the complexity at the heart of human matters. And the short-story writer he turned to most often was Chekhov. When Maxwell inherited O’Connor’s volumes of Chekhov, he described them as ‘so lived with – turned down corners, coffee stains, whiskey stains, and perhaps tears’.

In his essay on the Russian in ‘The Lonely Art’, O’Connor identifies one central, and to him profoundly sympathetic, belief in Chekhov’s work: the notion that ‘We are not damned for our mortal sins, which so often require courage and dignity, but by our venial sins, which we often commit a hundred times a day until we become as enslaved to them as we could be to alcohol and drugs. Because of them and our toleration of them, we create a false personality for ourselves.’ (Again, O’Connor’s confessional was an unorthodox one.) In ‘The Bishop’, written the year before Chekhov died, a bishop, originally from a poor background, is dying a lonely death. He is visited by his old mother who, because of his eminence, at first cannot stop calling him ‘Your Grace’. Only towards the end does she break through the ‘false personality’ society has imposed on her, to the intimate contact mother and son once had: she starts calling him again by the private names she once used when he was a small boy unable to button his trousers. ‘It is a final affirmation,’ O’Connor writes, ‘of Chekhov’s faith in life – lonely and sad, immeasurably sad, but beautiful beyond the power of the greatest artist to tell.’

And yet not beyond the power of the artist to try. If Chekhov was O’Connor’s prose master, Mozart was his musical master, and there is a conscious iteration in O’Connor’s analysis, on the two hundredth anniversary of the composer’s death, of what it is that we have come to call ‘Mozartean’:

It is a way of seeing things which revokes the tragic attitude without turning into comedy, which says, not ‘Life is beautiful but so sad’ but ‘Life is so sad but beautiful’, and this way of seeing things, half way between tragedy and comedy, represents a human norm.

That human norm tells us where O’Connor’s art came from, and where it is heading.

Julian Barnes
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CHRONOLOGY
——


	DATE
	AUTHOR’S LIFE
	LITERARY CONTEXT


	1903
	Birth of Michael John O’Donovan in Cork City (17 September) to Mary (Minnie) and Michael O’Donovan over a shop in Douglas Street. His father is an ex-British Army soldier, nicknamed ‘Big Mick’. Within a year the family moves to Blarney Street, a slum area. These early years are marked by poverty and illness, made worse by Big Mick’s persistent alcoholic binges.
	Butler: The Way of All Flesh.
Mann: Tonio Kröger.


	1904
	 
	Shaw: John Bull’s Other Island.
James: The Golden Bowl.
Conrad: Nostromo.
Saki: Reginald


	1905
	 
	Wells: Kipps.
Forster: Where Angels Fear to Tread.


	1906
	 
	Samuel Beckett born.


	1907
	Briefly attends Cork’s first national school at Strawberry Hill.
	Synge: Playboy of the Western World (riots at the Abbey Theatre).



	 
	 
	Adams: The Education of Henry Adams.



	1908
	 
	Bennett: The Old Wives’ Tale. Forster: A Room with a View.


	1909
	 
	Wells: Tono Bungay.


	1910
	Family moves again, this time to Harrington Square, near O’Donovan relatives. Attends St Patrick’s School, but records show that he is often absent due to eye trouble and recurrent illnesses.
	Forster: Howards End.
Wells: The History of Mr Polly.


	1911
	 
	Pound: Canzoni.
Mansfield: In a German Pension. Chesterton: The Innocence of Father Brown.




HISTORICAL EVENTS

In Ireland, the last of a series of Land Acts makes it easier for tenant farmers to buy their land. Emmeline Pankhurst founds Women’s Social and Political Union in Manchester. Wright brothers’ first successful powered flight.

Entente Cordiale between Britain and France. Russo-Japanese War (to 1905). Opening of Abbey Theatre (National Theatre of Ireland) in Dublin.

Formation of provisional government (Ulster Unionist Council) in Northern Ireland while in the South Sinn Féin is formed. First Russian Revolution.

Launch of HMS Dreadnought, first modern battleship.

Transatlantic wireless telegraphy service between Galway and Canada is opened.

Irish Universities Act leads to foundation of National University of Ireland in Dublin (1909). Asquith Prime Minister in Britain (to 1916).

Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union is founded. Lloyd George introduces People’s Budget.

Death of Edward VII and accession of George V.

The 84-strong Irish Home Rule Party led by John Redmond supports the Liberals’ Parliament Act to reduce the power of the House of Lords in return for another Home Rule Bill. Strikes of dockers, miners, railwaymen and transport workers in Britain.




	DATE
	AUTHOR’S LIFE
	LITERARY CONTEXT


	1912
	Taught by Daniel Corkery, poet, painter and novelist, who encourages his use of Irish and for a time is almost a surrogate father.
	Lady Gregory: Irish Folk History Plays.
Pound: Ripostes.
Mann: Death in Venice.
Alain-Fournier: Le GrandMeaulnes.


	1913
	Transferred to the North Monastery, a school run by the Christian Brothers, renowned for strict discipline. He is unhappy and frequently absent.
	Shaw: Pygmalion. Lawrence: Sons and Lovers. Proust: A la Recherche du temps perdu (to 1927).


	1914
	Father re-enlists in British Army to fight in World War I. Home life becomes peaceful and enjoyable in his father’s absence. Begins borrowing books from library and reads omnivorously, which becomes a lifelong habit. Teaches himself rudimentary German and French.
	Yeats: Responsibilities. Joyce: Dubliners; A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man begins serialization in The Egoist. Saki: Beasts and Super-Beasts.


	1915
	The monks decide that he is not university material and suggest a transfer to Trade School.
	Ford: The Good Soldier. Woolf: The Voyage Out. Lawrence: The Rainbow.


	1916
	End of formal education. Brief attendance at Trade School.
	George Moore: The Brook Kerith.


	1917
	Intensified efforts at self-education. Takes a number of temporary jobs to earn money with which to buy books. Later in the year his first work (never found) is published in a children’s newspaper. In the same week he gives a lecture, in Irish, on Goethe.
	Yeats: The Wild Swans at Coole.
Eliot: Prufrock and other Observations.
Freud: Introduction to Psychoanalysis.


	1918
	Enlists in the First Cork Brigade of the Irish Republican Army and does various odd jobs for it. Gets scholarship to Gaelic League School to learn to teach Irish.
	Moore: A Story-Teller’s Holiday. Strachey: Eminent Victorians.


	1919
	Translates Du Bellay’s sonnet, ‘Heureux qui, comme Ulysse’ into Irish. Published in an English literary journal, it is praised in the (Irish) Sunday Independent.
	Shaw: Heartbreak House. Yeats: The Player Queen. Kafka: In the Penal Colony.




HISTORICAL EVENTS

Asquith presents third Home Rule Bill to Parliament. Ulster Covenant pledges opposition to Home Rule. Irish Labour Party founded. Sinking of the Titanic.

Home Rule Bill passes the Commons but the Lords are still able to delay it temporarily. Ulster Volunteer Force set up. Irish Volunteer Force (IVF) raised in the South. Strike of Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union in Dublin; James Connolly founds Irish Citizens’ Army (ICA) to protect strikers. Woodrow Wilson becomes US President.

World War I begins (August). Many thousands of Irishmen of all political persuasions join the British army as volunteers. Home Rule Act placed on statute book but implementation is suspended for the duration of the war.

Battle of Ypres. Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity.

Easter Rising of Nationalists in Dublin (24 April) is crushed by the British who execute its leaders, outraging Irish public opinion. Asquith resigns; Lloyd George forms a coalition government (December). Huge death tolls at the battles of Verdun and the Somme. Allies evacuate Gallipoli. Balfour Declaration: Jewish National Home in Palestine.

Release of remaining Easter Rising detainees. Eamon de Valera becomes President of Sinn Féin, taking over from founder Arthur Griffith. Bolshevik Revolution in Russia.

Sinn Féin leads opposition to conscription in Ireland. End of World War I (November). In general election Sinn Féin candidates win, but do not take up 73 of the 105 Irish seats in the House of Commons. Women over 30 gain the vote in Britain. Irish rebel Con Markievicz elected first British female MP.

Sinn Féin MPs declare Irish independence; first meeting of Dáil in Dublin with De Valera as President. IVF and ICA collectively renamed the Irish Republican Army (IRA). Irish War of Independence (to 1921). Versailles Peace Conference. German Republic adopts the Weimar constitution.




	DATE
	AUTHOR’S LIFE
	LITERARY CONTEXT


	1920
	Invited by Corkery to join his ‘literary reading group’; hears classical music for the first time on Corkery’s gramophone. Meets Sean O’Faolain who becomes both friend and literary sparring partner.
	Wharton: The Age of Innocence. Mansfield: Bliss.
Fitzgerald: This Side of Paradise.


	1921
	Takes the Republican side in the Civil War, following the example of Corkery – as he later admits. (He comes to regret this decision, and writes his book about Michael Collins as ‘an act of reparation’.)
	O’Neill: The Emperor Jones. Lawrence: Women in Love. Huxley: Crome Yellow. Pirandello: Six Characters in Search of an Author. Hašek: The Good Soldier Svejk (to 1923).


	1922
	Actively participates in opposition to the Free State. Three original poems published in An Long (Cork Republican newspaper).
	Joyce: Ulysses published in Paris.



	 
	 
	Eliot: The Waste Land. Woolf: Jacob’s Room.z Galsworthy: The Forsyte Saga. Mansfield: The Garden Party. Sinclair Lewis: Babbitt.


	1923
	‘The Rosary’, an original poem, published in the Catholic Bulletin (March). Captured by Free State forces in February. Detained at the Women’s Prison, Cork, then transferred to Gormanstown Internment Camp (April). Here he teaches Irish to other inmates. Sean T. O’Kelly, later President of Ireland, is a fellow detainee. Released in December.
	Yeats awarded Nobel Prize for Literature.



	 
	 
	First issues of Dublin Magazine and Irish Statesman. Shaw: Saint Joan. O’Casey: The Shadow of a Gunman.
Svevo: The Confessions of Zeno. Rilke: Duino Elegies.


	1924
	Teaches Irish in St Luke’s Protestant school in Cork. Begins work as an assistant librarian in Sligo, in the northwest of Ireland. Transferred to Wicklow library after six months.
	O’Casey: Juno and the Paycock. Mann: The Magic Mountain.


	1925
	‘Suibhne Geilt Speaks’ (verse translation) published in Irish Statesman. First public use of the pseudonym Frank O’Connor (formed from his confirmation
	Shaw awarded Nobel Prize. Yeats: A Vision.
Liam O’Flaherty: The Informer. Daniel Corkery: Hidden Ireland. Dos Passos: Manhattan Transfer.




HISTORICAL EVENTS

Black and Tans sent to support Irish police force. The first Bloody Sunday in Dublin. A particularly violent year in Cork with the murder by the Black and Tans of Tomas MacCurtain, the first Republican Lord Mayor, and the death on hunger strike of his replacement Terence MacSwiney. Large sections of Cork burned. Government of Ireland Act provides for Home Rule but with separate parliaments for North and South. League of Nations founded. Prohibition in US (to 1933). American women win voting rights. IRA sets fire to Dublin Customs House. First Parliament of Northern Ireland; Ulster Unionist leader Sir James Craig becomes Prime Minister (June). Truce signed between Sinn Féin and the British (July). IRA leader Michael Collins sent to London to negotiate Anglo-Irish Treaty (December). The outcome – Home Rule with dominion status for the South – dismays Republicans. First birth control clinic in Britain.

Irish Free State officially proclaimed and a constitution adopted (January). Resignation of De Valera. Civil war breaks out between pro- and anti-treaty factions of Sinn Féin. Roman Catholic bishops issue a statement excommunicating anyone fighting on the Republican side (October). Assassination of Collins. Sectarian violence escalates in the North. Royal Ulster Constabulary formed. USSR established. Mussolini’s Fascist march on Rome. Foundation of BBC. Tomb of Tutankhamun discovered in Luxor. Revival of Ku Klux Khan in USA.

Pro-treaty side victorious in civil war but partition continues to be opposed by the IRA. Prime Minister William Cosgrove of the Cumann na nGaedheal party embarks on programme of national reconstruction. Irish Free State joins the League of Nations. Stalin becomes General Secretary of the Communist Party. Hitler’s Munich putsch fails. German financial crisis.

Boundary Commission fails to recommend any significant changes to the border with the North, as promised in the Anglo-Irish Treaty. Legislation prohibiting divorce in Free State passed.




	DATE
	AUTHOR’S LIFE
	LITERARY CONTEXT


	1925 cont.
	name, Francis, and his mother’s maiden name). Begins to make a name for himself in Dublin literary circles. Meets A.E. (George Russell), publisher of Irish Statesman and through him W. B. Yeats and Lady Gregory. Applies for, and obtains the position of Cork’s first county librarian.
	Fitzgerald: The Great Gatsby. Woolf: Mrs Dalloway. Kafka: The Trial.


	1926
	Continues writing for Irish Statesman, as well as the Irish Tribune, contributing poems, essays and book reviews. First short story, ‘War’, published in Irish Statesman.
	O’Casey: The Plough and the Stars. Hemingway: The Sun Also Rises. Kipling: Debits and Credits. Kafka: The Castle.


	1927
	Forms the Cork Drama League whose first play is The Round Table by Lennox Robinson. Meets Nancy McCarthy, a local chemist and amateur actress and falls in love with her.
	Moore: The Making of an Immortal.
Woolf: To the Lighthouse. Cather: Death Comes for the Archbishop. Hesse: Steppenwolf.


	1928
	Moves to Dublin to organize the Pembroke District Library, which is officially opened in September 1929. Among many innovations, introduces a music library and story-telling sessions for children. Stories in Irish Statesman and Dublin Magazine.
	Yeats: The Tower. Lawrence: Lady Chatterley’s Lover. Maugham: Ashenden. Brecht: The Threepenny Opera. Bulgakov begins The Master and Margarita (to 1940).


	1929
	Two different flats in Dublin. Works in Library and writes first novel, The Saint and Mary Kate, as well as stories about the Civil War. Essays and poetry published in Irish Statesman, two stories in Dublin Magazine.
	Shaw: The Apple Cart. Denis Johnston: The Old Lady Says ‘No!’.
Bowen: The Last September. Woolf: A Room of One’s Own. Faulkner: The Sound and the Furry. Hemingway: A Farewell to Arms. Hammet: Red Harvest.


	1930
	War stories published in Irish Statesman and Dublin Magazine, later in his first book of collected stories, Guests of the Nation. Irish Statesman ceases publication because of a libel action. Seven articles and reviews in last issue as well as poetry and one war story.
	Faulkner: As I Lay Dying. Hammett: The Maltese Falcon. Freud: Civilization and its Discontents.




HISTORICAL EVENTS

Radio Eireann set up. Anti-treaty faction of Sinn Féin splits; De Valera forms Fianna Fáil party. Germany admitted to League of Nations. General Strike in Britain. Baird demonstrates television picture.

Assassination of Kevin O’Higgins, Minister for Justice, by militant Republicans. De Valera’s Fianna Fáil take up their seats, ending boycott of the Dáil. Lindbergh flies the Atlantic solo. First ‘talkie’ – The Jazz Singer.

First ‘Five Year Plan’ in USSR. Full suffrage for women in UK. Amelia Earheart becomes the first woman to fly the Atlantic solo. First Mickey Mouse cartoon. Fleming discovers penicillin. Foundation of the Gate Theatre, Dublin.

Passage of the Censorship of Publications Act by the Irish government. Under this law a number of O’Connor’s books – and those of many other authors – were banned. Completion of the Shannon Scheme to supply the South with hydro-electric power. Abolition of proportional representation in the North. Wall Street Crash. Period of worldwide Depression begins.

Mahatma Gandhi begins civil disobedience movement in India.




	DATE
	AUTHOR’S LIFE
	LITERARY CONTEXT


	1931
	Moves to Anglesea Road, near library. Receives $140 from US magazine Atlantic Monthly for the story ‘Guests of the Nation’. The book Guests of the Nation published by Macmillan, London and New York.
	Johnston: The Moon in the Yellow River.
Hammett: The Glass Key. Woolf: The Waves. Maugham: Six Stories in the First Person Singular.


	1932
	Moves again to Trenton, Ballsbridge. Story in Yale Review. The Wild Bird’s Nest (translations of old Irish poetry) published by Cuala Press, Dublin. The Saint and Mary Kate (novel) published by Macmillan, London and New York. Engaged to Nancy McCarthy.
	Sean O’Faolain: Midsummer Night Madness. Faulkner: Light in August. Huxley: Brave New World. Musil: The Man Without Qualities.


	1933
	Raglan Road, Ballsbridge. Guests of the Nation reprinted. Starts interviewing friends and family of Michael Collins with a view to writing a biography. Amateur group makes film of Guests of the Nation.
	Yeats: The Winding Stair; Collected Poems. Johnston: A Bride for the Unicorn.
Hemingway: Winner Take Nothing. N. West: Miss Lonelyhearts. Stein: The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas.


	1934
	A.E. sells house and moves to London. First autobiographical piece, ‘A Boy in Prison’, published in Life and Letters. Heartbroken when Nancy McCarthy breaks off engagement.
	Bowen: The Cat Jumps. Beckett: More Pricks Than Kicks.
Sean O’Faolain: A Nest of Simple Folk.
Fitzgerald: Tender is the Night. H. Miller: Tropic of Cancer.


	1935
	Appointed to board of directors of the Abbey Theatre. Story ‘First Confession’ (under the title ‘Repentance’) published in Lovat Dickson’s Magazine.
	Waugh: A Handful of Dust. Steinbeck: Tortilla Flat. Lewis: It Can’t Happen Here.


	1936
	Three Old Brothers (original poems) published by Nelson, London. Bones of Contention (stories) published by Macmillan, New York. First broadcast on BBC.
	Sean O’Faolain: Bird Alone. Faulkner: Absalom, Absalom! Auden: Look Stranger! Garcia Lorca: The House of Bernardo Alba.




HISTORICAL EVENTS

Statute of Westminster establishes legal status of dominions of British Commonwealth.

Fianna Fáil wins general election; De Valera forms government. Protectionist economic policies adopted. During the 1930s a number of semi-state companies are set up (e.g. Turf Development Board, Irish Sugar Company, Irish Life). Annuities payable to Irish farmers for land purchase are diverted from British to Irish Exchequer, provoking trade war with Britain. Unemployment in Britain reaches 2,947,000; Hunger Marches. Election of Roosevelt in US. Nazis become largest party in German Reichstag.

De Valera re-elected with increased majority. Abolition of oath of allegiance and reduction of powers of British governor-general. Fine Gael founded. Unemployment Assistance Act. Foundation of Falange (Fascist party) in Spain. Roosevelt announces New Deal. Hitler becomes German Chancellor.

Hitler becomes German Führer.

De Valera severs ties with the IRA, imprisoning some of its leaders. Sale and importation of contraceptives made illegal in the Free State. In Germany Nuremberg laws deprive Jews of citizenship.

IRA declared illegal. First Aer Lingus flight. Outbreak of Spanish Civil War (to 1939). Edward VIII abdicates; George VI crowned in UK. Stalin’s ‘Great Purge’ of the Communist Party (to 1938).




	DATE
	AUTHOR’S LIFE
	LITERARY CONTEXT


	1937
	Appointed managing director of Abbey Theatre. The Big Fellow: A Life of Michael Collins published by Nelson, London. In the Train and The Invincibles (plays), in collaboration with Hugh Hunt, for the Abbey Theatre.
	Ó Criomhthain: The Islandman.
Auden/MacNeice: Letters from Iceland.
M. J. Farrell: The Rising Tide. Steinbeck: Of Mice and Men. Hemingway: To Have and Have Not.
Orwell: The Road to Wigan Pier.


	1938
	Moses’ Rock (play), in collaboration with Hugh Hunt, for the Abbey Theatre. Lords and Commons (translations from Irish) published by Cuala Press, Dublin. Ceases to work as a librarian in order to devote time to writing.
	Beckett: Murphy. Bowen: The Death of the Heart. Brian Coffey: Third Person. Dos Passos: USA. Greene: Brighton Rock. Waugh: Scoop.
Pritchett: You Make Your Own Life.
Sartre: Nausea.


	1939
	Marries Evelyn Bowen Speaight, an English actress. They move to a rented house in Woodenbridge, County Wicklow. Steps down from the Abbey Theatre board after the death of Yeats. Birth of first child, Myles. First broadcasts on Radio Eireann.
	Yeats: Last Poems; Two Plays. Joyce: Finnegans Wake. O’Brien: At Swim-Two-Birds. Death of Yeats. Steinbeck: The Grapes of Wrath. H. Miller: Tropic of Capricorn. Chandler: The Big Sleep. Isherwood: Goodbye to Berlin.


	1940
	Together with Sean O’Faolain, helps establish The Bell, a new Irish literary journal. Dutch Interior (novel) published by Macmillan, London, and Knopf, New York.
	Sean O’Faolain: Come Back to Erin.
O’Brien: The Third Policeman (unpublished until 1967). Hemingway: For Whom the Bell Tolls.
Chandler: Farewell, My Lovely. Greene: The Power and the Glory.
Dylan Thomas: Portrait of the Artist as a Young Dog.


	1941
	Dutch Interior banned by Irish Censorship Board for ‘indecency’. Birth of daughter Liadain. Broadcast from London for BBC Home Service.
	O’Brien: An Béal Bocht (The Poor Mouth). Death of Joyce. Fitzgerald: The Last Tycoon. Coward: Blythe Spirit. Brecht: Mother Courage.




HISTORICAL EVENTS

New constitution adopted which ignores the British Crown, claiming sovereignty over ‘the whole island of Ireland’ but ‘pending reintegration’ only applying to 26 counties. The nation is to be known as Eire. De Valera becomes Taoiseach (Prime Minister). Bombing of Guernica by German planes. Hitler and Mussolini form Rome—Berlin Axis. Japanese invasion of China.

Douglas Hyde is elected as the first President. Irish government agrees to pay lump sum to Britain to clear annuities debt. British agree to withdraw from naval bases in Eire. End of trade war. Germany annexes Austria. Munich crisis.

Germany occupies Czechoslovakia. Nazi-Soviet Pact; Hitler invades Poland. Ireland declares its neutrality in World War II (though thousands of Irish citizens enlist to fight for Britain). A ‘State of Emergency’ declared.

IRA leadership attempts to open links with Nazi Germany. Resignation of Neville Chamberlain: Winston Churchill leads coalition ministry in Britain. Fall of France. Battle of Britain. The Blitz.

Heavy German air-raids on Belfast and Derry: fire brigades from Eire are sent to assist victims. Bombs dropped on Dublin in error by German bombers (31 May), killing 334 and injuring 90. Germany invades Russia. Japan attacks Pearl Harbor; US enters war. Hitler invades the Soviet Union.




	DATE
	AUTHOR’S LIFE
	LITERARY CONTEXT


	1942
	Death of his father in Cork. Works for four weeks at the British Ministry of Information and the BBC in London (January). The Statue’s Daughter (play) staged at the Gate Theatre, Dublin. Three Tales (stories) published by Cuala Press, Dublin. Moves to Sandymount, County Dublin (to 1949). The Irish government, being neutral, worries that the Germans might misinterpret his frequent visits to England, so cancels his passport and bans him from leaving Ireland.
	O’Casey: Red Rose for Me. Patrick Kavanagh: The Great Hunger. Camus: The Outsider.


	1943
	Travel ban rescinded (John Betjeman had successfully approached the Censorship Board for aid). Returns to London in the autumn. Refused work in Radio Eireann. A Picture Book with illustrations by Elizabeth Rivers published by Cuala Press, Dublin. Begins publishing controversial articles under the pseudonym Ben Mayo in the Independent newspaper.
	Bowen: Seven Winters.


	1944
	Spends much time in England working for the BBC. Crab Apple Jelly (stories) published by Macmillan, London, and Knopf, New York. Meets and falls in love with Joan Knape, one of a group of English friends who meet after work.
	Eliot: Four Quartets. Sartre: Huis clos.


	1945
	Birth of Oliver, Michael and Joan’s son. Translates The Midnight Court, a long poem in Irish by Brian Merriman, published by Fridberg, London/Dublin. First story, ‘News for the Church’, published in the New Yorker magazine. Beginning of long association with the New Yorker.
	Waugh: Brideshead Revisited. Orwell: Animal Farm. Betjamin: New Bats in Old Belfries.




HISTORICAL EVENTS

North African campaign. Gandhi calls on British to ‘Quit India.

Allied invasion of Italy.

Allied (D-Day) landings in Normandy. Liberation of Paris.

Mussolini shot by partisans. Unconditional surrender of Germany. De Valera offers condolences to Germany on the death of Hitler. Atomic bombs dropped on Japan. End of World War II. Nationalists in the North form Anti-Partition League. Sean O’Kelly becomes Irish President. Period of rapid inflation in the South. Labour party under Atlee sweeps to victory in UK. United Nations formed.




	DATE
	AUTHOR’S LIFE
	LITERARY CONTEXT


	1946
	Birth of Owen, Michael and Evelyn’s son. Selected Stories published by Fridberg, Dublin. The Midnight Court banned in Ireland. ‘Judas’ (story) translated into French, published in La France Libre. Series of literary talks for Leeds BBC.
	 


	1947
	Irish Miles (travel book) published by Macmillan, London. The Common Chord (stories) also published by Macmillan and banned in Ireland. Book reviews in various English journals. Two stories in New Yorker; one in Harper’s Bazaar. Continues to work for BBC. Loans a cottage in Lyme Regis where he instals his mother, wife and children, visiting them at weekends.
	Williams: A Streetcar Named Desire.
Maugham: Creatures of Circumstance.
Mann: Doctor Faustus.


	1948
	Death of W. B. Yeats. The Road to Stratford (Shakespearean criticism) published by Methuen, London. Numerous broadcasts for BBC in London and Belfast. Trip to Denmark to give talk.
	Sean O’Faolain: The Man Who Invented Sin. Mailer: The Naked and the Dead.
Greene: The Heart of the Matter.


	1949
	Separates from wife, Evelyn, in August. Lives in Lyme Regis and London with various friends. Spends Christmas in Avignon where he writes My Oedipus Complex. Two stories in New Yorker, one in Penguin New Writing No. 37. Many broadcasts in BBC series The Critics. Granted legal separation.
	O’Casey: Cock-a-Doodle Dandy. Bowen: The Heat of the Day. A. Miller: Death of a Salesman. Orwell: Nineteen Eighty-four.


	1950
	Lives with Joan and son Oliver in Dublin. Leinster, Munster and Connaught (travel book), Robert Hale, London. Three stories in New Yorker, one in Harper’s Bazaar, one in Today’s Woman, one in Evening News. Reads stories on BBC Northern Ireland.
	Highsmith: Strangers on a Train. Death of Shaw.




HISTORICAL EVENTS

USSR extends influence in Eastern Europe. Beginning of Cold War.

Marshall Plan: US aid for European post-war recovery. India and Pakistan achieve independence as two separate dominions.

De Valera defeated; inter-party government formed in Ireland under John Costello. Soviet blockade of Berlin and Allied airlift. Communist coup in Czechoslovakia. State of Israel established. South African government adopts apartheid as official policy. Assassination of Gandhi.

Republic of Ireland Act passed. Eire withdraws from the Commonwealth and becomes fully independent. Attempts by Eire government to negotiate union with the North firmly resisted by Unionist Prime Minister Basil Brooke. Britain passes Ireland Act, recognizing the Republic but guaranteeing that the North will remain part of the UK unless its parliament decides otherwise. NATO founded (Irish Republic declines to join as Northern Ireland remains part of the UK). Federal Republic of Germany established. Communist Revolution in China.

Economic depression in the Republic throughout the 1950s; emigration increases. Korean War (to 1953).




	DATE
	AUTHOR’S LIFE
	LITERARY CONTEXT


	1951
	Moves to Lyme Regis with mother, Joan and Oliver. Traveller’s Samples (stories) published by Macmillan, London, and Knopf, New York. Banned by Censorship Board. Court case to decide custody of chidren. Six broadcasts for BBC. Stories in Evening News, Cornhill Magazine, John Bull and American Mercury.
	Beckett: Molloy; Malone Dies. Salinger: The Catcher in the Rye. Styron: Lie Down in Darkness. Powell: A Dance to the Music of Time (to 1975).


	1952
	Visits USA to lecture on Anglo-Irish literature and creative writing at Northwestern University, Evanston, Illinois (where he stays with Richard Ellman and family) and later Harvard. The Stories of Frank O’Connor published by Knopf, New York. Death of mother (November). Meets Harriet Rich, a mature literature student from Maryland. Controversial article about Ireland in Holiday Magazine. Five stories in New Yorker.
	Hemingway: The Old Man and the Sea. Waugh: Sword of Honour trilogy (to 1961).


	1953
	Returns to USA to teach at University of Chicago, Northwestern and Harvard. Divorce made final in April. Buys small Elizabethan house (‘Primrose Hill’) in Buckinghamshire. Marries Harriet there in December. Gets custody of son Myles who lives there with them. The Stories of Frank O’Connor, Hamish Hamilton, London.
	Beckett: Waiting for Godot; Watt; The Unnamable. Bellow: The Adventures of Augie March.
Salinger: Nine Stories. Borges: Labyrinths.


	1954
	Returns to USA in autumn and lives in apartment in Brooklyn Heights with Harriet and Myles.
More Stories by Frank O’Connor, Knopf, New York. Stories in Harper’s Magazine, Harper’s Bazaar, Atlantic Monthly and four in New Yorker.
	Behan: The Quare Fellow.
Kingsley Amis: Lucky Jim. Dylan Thomas: Under Milk Wood.
Golding: Lord of the Flies.




HISTORICAL EVENTS

De Valera returns as Taoiseach of Ireland. Abbey Theatre destroyed by fire. Irish Arts Council set up. India declares itself a Republic within the British Commonwealth. McCarthy’s anti-Communist Committee of Enquiry active in the US.

Accession of Elizabeth II. Eisenhower is elected US President.

European Court of Human Rights set up in Strasbourg. Death of Stalin. Hillary and Tenzing reach the summit of Mount Everest.

Coalition between Fine Gael and Labour party forms government in Eire. Vietnam War begins. Nasser gains power in Egypt.




	DATE
	AUTHOR’S LIFE
	LITERARY CONTEXT


	1955
	Brooklyn Heights and Annapolis, Maryland. Reviews and articles in various American papers and journals. Four stories in New Yorker.
	Nabokov: Lolita. Williams: Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.
Highsmith: The Talented Mr Ripley.


	1956
	The Mirror in the Roadway: A Study of the Modern Novel, Knopf, New York. Vintage edition of Stories, Knopf. Trips to Ireland and England. Reunion with Nancy McCarthy who becomes a friend of the family. Gives talks at various American universities, including Virginia, Stanford, Berkeley and Michigan. Four Province Films takes option on ‘The Majesty of the Law’. Reviews plays for Holiday Magazine.
	Osborne: Look Back in Anger.


	1957
	Domestic Relations (stories) published by Knopf, New York; Hamish Hamilton, London. Makes record about Irish literature for Folkways Records. Film Rising of the Moon includes dramatization of ‘The Majesty of the Law’. Mirror in the Roadway published by Hamish Hamilton, London. Six stories in New Yorker. Edits Modern Irish Short Stories, Oxford Classics.
	Beckett: Endgame. Hugh Leonard: A Leap in the Dark.Kerouac: On the Road.


	1958
	Brooklyn Heights, Annapolis and Dublin. Birth of daughter Harriet (nicknamed ‘Hallie Óg’ (young Hallie). First section of autobiography, An Only Child, published in New Yorker, as well as four stories. TV appearances in New York include The Last Word with Bergen Evans, and Camera Three, reading a story. In Ireland, reads stories on Radio Eireann.
	Behan: The Hostage; Borstal Boy. Beckett: Krapp’s Last Tape. Johnston: The Scythe and the Sunset.Leonard: Madigan’s Lock. Capote: Breakfast at Tiffany’s. Pinter: The Birthday Party.


	1959
	Mespil Flats, Dublin, and Brooklyn Heights. Two more sections of autobiography in New Yorker plus one story. Kings, Lords
	John B. Keane: Sive. Burroughs: Naked Lunch. Bellow: Henderson the Rain King. Grass: The Tin Drum.




HISTORICAL EVENTS

Ireland joins the United Nations. Warsaw Pact formed.

IRA reorganizes and begins terrorist campaign in Northern Ireland which peters out by 1962. Suez Crisis. Hungarian uprising. Pakistan becomes the world’s first Islamic Republic, but remains within Commonwealth.

De Valera returned to office. Dublin Theatre Festival founded. Treaty of Rome: European Economic Community founded. Harold Macmillan becomes British Prime Minister. Civil Rights Commission established in US to safeguard voting rights. Ghana and Malaya become independent.

T. K. Whitaker’s Report on Economic Development.

De Valera stands down to run for President. Seán Lemass, his former deputy, becomes Taoiseach. Government adopts Whitaker’s recommendations: protectionist policies abandoned and foreign investment encouraged. Castro comes to power in Cuba.




	DATE
	AUTHOR’S LIFE
	LITERARY CONTEXT


	1959 cont.
	and Commons (translations of old Irish poetry) published by Knopf, New York. Banned in Ireland because of inclusion of The Midnight Court. Edits Book of Ireland. Published in the Collins National Anthologies series, London and Glasgow. Talks at NYU and YMHA Poetry Centre. Reads various stories on Radio Eireann and BBC Northern Ireland.
	 


	1960
	Brooklyn Heights. Gives talk at Library of Congress. Goes to Copenhagen for Writers’ Conference, where other authors envy his difficult childhood as material for stories. With Liam Clancy produces a reading play about Yeats (called Yeats and Cuchulain) at YMHA Poetry Centre. One story in New Yorker. First mild symptoms of heart failure.
	Updike: Rabbit, Run. Pinter: The Caretaker. Dahl: Kiss Kiss. Spark: The Ballad of Peckham Rye.


	1961
	Palo Alto, California; Mespil Flats and Court Flats, Dublin. Teaches twentieth-century novel and creative writing at Stanford University. Makes Monitor (autobiographical film) with Huw Weldon for BBC. An Only Child, first volume of autobiography, published by Knopf, New York (sells out in six weeks). Kings, Lords and Commons published by Macmillan, London. Suffers slight stroke.
	Tom Murphy: A Whistle in the Dark. O’Brien: The Hard Life. Heller: Catch-22. Salinger: Franny and Zooey.


	1962
	Court Flats, Dublin. Awarded honorary doctorate by Trinity College, Dublin. The Lonely Voice: A Study of the Short Story published by World Publishing Co. Talks at Yeats Summer School, Sligo. Makes debut on newly established Irish television, in a two-part autobiographical programme called Self-Portrait.
	Brian Friel: The Enemy Within. Nabokov: Pale Fire. Albee: Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? Solzhenitsyn: One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich.




HISTORICAL EVENTS

Sharpeville massacre in South Africa: ANC outlawed. Cyprus and Nigeria achieve independence. Kennedy elected US President.

The Republic’s attempts to join the EEC fail (finally joins in 1972). Radio Telefis Eireann (RTE) begins television broadcasting. Bay of Pigs invasion. Erection of Berlin Wall. Yuri Gagarin becomes first man in space.

IRA calls off its ‘Border Campaign’, having failed to gain significant support. Cuban missile crisis.




	DATE
	AUTHOR’S LIFE
	LITERARY CONTEXT


	1963
	Teaching Irish literature at Trinity College, Dublin. Talks about travel, architecture and the theatre as well as reading his own stories on BBC and Radio Eireann. The Little Monasteries (translations from Irish), limited edition, Dolmen Press, Dublin. My Oedipus Complex and Other Stories, Penguin.
	Pynchon: V
Salinger: Raise High the Roof Beam, Carpenters and Seymour: An Introduction. Plath: The Bell Jar. Burgess: Inside Mr Enderby.


	1964
	Two family trips to France. A series of weekly articles in Sunday Independent (under own name) about neglect of Irish monuments and architecture as well as reviews of books and plays. Reviews and articles in Irish Times and Spectator. Broadcasts for BBC Northern Ireland. Ill on and off during year.
	Friel: Philadelphia, Here I Come! Bellow: Herzog.


	1965
	Operation early in year. Recuperation slow and difficult. Two radio broadcasts, two stories in Saturday Evening Post. Lonely Voice published in Macmillan’s Papermac. Two sections of second volume of autobiography (My Father’s Son) printed in Vogue and Kenyon Review.
	Heaney: Eleven Poems. John McGahern: The Dark. Keane: The Field. Mailer: An American Dream.


	1966
	Completes My Father’s Son (published 1968). New York literary agent sends contract for The Backward Look: A Survey of Irish Literature, published by Macmillan, London, Melbourne, Toronto, 1967. Three articles in Sunday Independent. Prizewinning BBC adaptation of ‘Song Without Words’ produced as Silent Song. Dies of heart attack at home in Court Flats, 10 March. Buried in Dean’s Grange Cemetery, Dublin.
	MacNeice: Collected Poems. Heaney: Death of a Naturalist. Aidan Higgins: Langrishe, Go Down. Friel: The Loves of Cass McGuire. Leonard: Mick and Mick. Pynchon: The Crying of Lot 49. Capote: In Cold Blood.




HISTORICAL EVENTS

Terence O’Neill becomes Prime Minister in Northern Ireland, and seeks greater accommodation with the minority Catholic community. US President John Kennedy visits the Republic. Assassination of Kennedy in Dallas, Texas. Johnson becomes President. Civil war between Greeks and Turks in Cyprus.

First 5-year economic plan exceeds its goals. The 1960s is a period of increased prosperity; rate of emigration declines. The Campaign for Social Justice launched in Northern Ireland. Khrushchev deposed in Russia. US Civil Rights Act prohibits discrimination in US. Nobel Peace Prize awarded to Martin Luther King.

Landmark meetings between O’Neill and Lemass at Stormont and in Dublin. Anglo-Irish trade treaty signed. Lemass introduces free secondary education. War between India and Pakistan. Ian Smith makes Rhodesian Declaration of Independence; Britain declares the regime illegal.

50th anniversary of the Easter Rising celebrated by Catholics throughout Ireland. Lemass stands down and is replaced as Taoiseach by Jack Lynch. Opening of new Abbey Theatre. In the North, Ian Paisley forms the Ulster Constitution Defence Committee (UCDC) to campaign against O’Neill. He also helps to revive the militant loyalist Ulster Volunteer Force, declaring war on the IRA. Mao launches Cultural Revolution in China.


ABOUT THE EDITOR

JULIAN BARNES’S novels include Flaubert’s Parrot, A History of the World in 10½ Chapters and Arthur and George. He has also published collections of short stories and essays and, most recently, a memoir, Nothing to be Frightened of.



1 WAR




PREFACE

WAR WAS the subject which turned Michael O’Donovan into the short story writer Frank O’Connor: war first against the British, then between the Irish in the Civil War. O’Donovan did ‘odd jobs’, as he put it, for the IRA; later, he chose the Republican side against the Irish Free State, and was interned for a year in 1922–23. The opening ten stories (out of fifteen) in his first collection, Guests of the Nation (1931), are all concerned with war.

Thirty-five years later, in My Father’s Son, his second volume of autobiography, O’Connor looked back dismissingly on Guests of the Nation and on his first novel, The Saint and Mary Kate (1932):


I still considered myself a poet, and had little notion of how to write a story and none at all of how to write a novel, so they were produced in hysterical fits of enthusiasm, followed by similar fits of despondency, good passages alternating with bad, till I can no longer read them.



Nor could he bear to reprint them. In later years, he made three separate collections of his stories, totalling 82 of the 150 or so he had published. Yet only two of those first fifteen stories ever made the cut: the title story – which remains one of the most famous fictional accounts of war in the twentieth century – and the final, non-war story, ‘The Procession of Life’.

Being an inveterate rewriter, O’Connor unsurprisingly altered these two stories before reprinting them. ‘Guests of the Nation’ is rewritten at a surface, stylistic level, with minor cuts and additions, the elimination of Kiplingesque renderings of Cockney speech, and such adjustments as ‘bugger’ for ‘blighter’. ‘The Procession of Life’, about a Cork dockside encounter between an adolescent boy, a nightwatchman, a woman of the streets and a policeman, is much more drastically changed. All the main characters are altered in character and manner, while Irishisms (‘ponny’, ‘drisheen’, ‘taoscan’ and even the lovely verb ‘connoisseuring’) are suppressed. The original story is shorter, stranger, more hallucinatory, and at one point more directly erotic; the later version gives extra background, supplies motive, is more urbane.

But the young O’Connor was not, as the mature O’Connor claimed, unskilled to the point of unreadability. The young O’Connor had the freshness and the fire; the mature O’Connor had the savvy and the caution. For me, the two versions of ‘Guests of the Nation’ have equal merits; while the earlier version of ‘The Procession of Life’ is superior. William Maxwell, in the course of an affectionate editorial argument, once told O’Connor, ‘Of course you are right about the story, and I am too.’ So this collection begins – in similarly admiring disagreement – with seven of the war stories, alongside later non-fictional accounts of those times, from his autobiographies and from The Big Fellow, his biography of Michael Collins.


GUESTS OF THE NATION

AT DUSK the big Englishman Belcher would shift his long legs out of the ashes and ask, ‘Well, chums, what about it?’ and Noble or me would say, ‘As you please, chum’ (for we had picked up some of their curious expressions), and the little Englishman ’Awkins would light the lamp and produce the cards. Sometimes Jeremiah Donovan would come up of an evening and supervise the play, and grow excited over ’Awkins’s cards (which he always played badly), and shout at him as if he was one of our own, ‘Ach, you divil you, why didn’t you play the tray?’ But, ordinarily, Jeremiah was a sober and contented poor devil like the big Englishman Belcher, and was looked up to at all only because he was a fair hand at documents, though slow enough at these, I vow. He wore a small cloth hat and big gaiters over his long pants, and seldom did I perceive his hands outside the pockets of that pants. He reddened when you talked to him, tilting from toe to heel and back and looking down all the while at his big farmer’s feet. His uncommon broad accent was a great source of jest to me, I being from the town as you may recognize.

I couldn’t at the time see the point of me and Noble being with Belcher and ’Awkins at all, for it was and is my fixed belief you could have planted that pair in any untended spot from this to Claregalway and they’d have stayed put and flourished like a native weed. I never seen in my short experience two men that took to the country as they did.

They were handed on to us by the Second Battalion to keep when the search for them became too hot, and Noble and myself, being young, took charge with a natural feeling of responsibility. But little ’Awkins made us look right fools when he displayed he knew the countryside as well as we did and something more. ‘You’re the bloke they calls Bonaparte?’ he said to me. ‘Well, Bonaparte, Mary Brigid Ho’Connell was arskin abaout you and said ’ow you’d a pair of socks belonging to ’er young brother.’ For it seemed, as they explained it, that the Second used to have little evenings of their own, and some of the girls of the neighbourhood would turn in, and seeing they were such decent fellows, our lads couldn’t well ignore the two Englishmen, but invited them in and were hail-fellow-well-met with them. ’Awkins told me he learned to dance ‘The Walls of Limerick’ and ‘The Siege of Ennis’ and ‘The Waves of Tory’ in a night or two, though naturally he could not return the compliment, because our lads at that time did not dance foreign dances on principle.

So whatever privileges and favours Belcher and ’Awkins had with the Second they duly took with us, and after the first evening we gave up all pretence of keeping a close eye on their behaviour. Not that they could have got far, for they had a notable accent and wore khaki tunics and overcoats with civilian pants and boots. But it’s my belief they never had an idea of escaping and were quite contented with their lot.

Now, it was a treat to see how Belcher got off with the old woman of the house we were staying in. She was a great warrant to scold, and crotchety even with us, but before ever she had a chance of giving our guests, as I may call them, a lick of her tongue, Belcher had made her his friend for life. She was breaking sticks at the time, and Belcher, who hadn’t been in the house for more than ten minutes, jumped up out of his seat and went across to her.

‘Allow me, madam,’ he says, smiling his queer little smile; ‘please allow me,’ and takes the hatchet from her hand. She was struck too parlatic to speak, and ever after Belcher would be at her heels carrying a bucket, or basket, or load of turf, as the case might be. As Noble wittily remarked, he got into looking before she leapt, and hot water or any little thing she wanted Belcher would have it ready for her. For such a huge man (and though I am five foot ten myself I had to look up to him) he had an uncommon shortness – or should I say lack – of speech. It took us some time to get used to him walking in and out like a ghost, without a syllable out of him. Especially because ’Awkins talked enough for a platoon, it was strange to hear big Belcher with his toes in the ashes come out with a solitary ‘Excuse me, chum,’ or ‘That’s right, chum.’ His one and only abiding passion was cards, and I will say for him he was a good card-player. He could have fleeced me and Noble many a time; only if we lost to him, ’Awkins lost to us, and ’Awkins played with the money Belcher gave him.

’Awkins lost to us because he talked too much, and I think now we lost to Belcher for the same reason. ’Awkins and Noble would spit at one another about religion into the early hours of the morning; the little Englishman as you could see worrying the soul out of young Noble (whose brother was a priest) with a string of questions that would puzzle a cardinal. And to make it worse, even in treating of these holy subjects, ’Awkins had a deplorable tongue; I never in all my career struck across a man who could mix such a variety of cursing and bad language into the simplest topic. Oh, a terrible man was little ’Awkins, and a fright to argue! He never did a stroke of work, and when he had no one else to talk to he fixed his claws into the old woman.

I am glad to say that in her he met his match, for one day when he tried to get her to complain profanely of the drought she gave him a great comedown by blaming the drought upon Jupiter Pluvius (a deity neither ’Awkins nor I had ever even heard of, though Noble said among the pagans he was held to have something to do with rain). And another day the same ’Awkins was swearing at the capitalists for starting the German war, when the old dame laid down her iron, puckered up her little crab’s mouth and said, ‘Mr ’Awkins, you can say what you please about the war, thinking to deceive me because I’m an ignorant old woman, but I know well what started the war. It was that Italian count that stole the heathen divinity out of the temple in Japan, for believe me, Mr ’Awkins, nothing but sorrow and want follows them that disturbs the hidden powers!’ Oh, a queer old dame, as you remark!

So one evening we had our tea together, and ’Awkins lit the lamp and we all sat in to cards. Jeremiah Donovan came in too, and sat down and watched us for a while. Though he was a shy man and didn’t speak much, it was easy to see he had no great love for the two Englishmen, and I was surprised it hadn’t struck me so clearly before. Well, like that in the story, a terrible dispute blew up late in the evening between ’Awkins and Noble, about capitalists and priests and love for your own country.

‘The capitalists,’ says ’Awkins, with an angry gulp, ‘the capitalists pays the priests to tell you all abaout the next world, so’s you won’t notice what they do in this!’

‘Nonsense, man,’ says Noble, losing his temper, ‘before ever a capitalist was thought of people believed in the next world.’

‘Awkins stood up as if he was preaching a sermon. ‘Oh, they did, did they?’ he says with a sneer. ‘They believed all the things you believe, that’s what you mean? And you believe that God created Hadam and Hadam created Shem and Shem created Jehoshophat? You believe all the silly hold fairy-tale abaout Heve and Heden and the happle? Well, listen to me, chum. If you’re entitled to ’old to a silly belief like that, I’m entitled to ’old to my own silly belief – which is, that the fust thing your God created was a bleedin’ capitalist with mirality and Rolls Royce complete. Am I right, chum?’ he says then to Belcher.

‘You’re right, chum,’ says Belcher, with his queer smile, and gets up from the table to stretch his long legs into the fire and stroke his moustache. So, seeing that Jeremiah Donovan was going, and there was no knowing when the conversation about religion would be over, I took my hat and went out with him. We strolled down towards the village together, and then he suddenly stopped, and blushing and mumbling, and shifting, as his way was, from toe to heel, he said I ought to be behind keeping guard on the prisoners. And I, having it put to me so suddenly, asked him what the hell he wanted a guard on the prisoners at all for, and said that so far as Noble and me were concerned we had talked it over and would rather be out with a column. ‘What use is that pair to us?’ I asked him.

He looked at me for a spell and said, ‘I thought you knew we were keeping them as hostages.’ ‘Hostages –?’ says I, not quite understanding. ‘The enemy,’ he says in his heavy way, ‘have prisoners belong’ to us, and now they talk of shooting them. If they shoot our prisoners we’ll shoot theirs, and serve them right.’ ‘Shoot them?’ said I, the possibility just beginning to dawn on me. ‘Shoot them exactly,’ said he. ‘Now,’ said I, ‘wasn’t it very unforeseen of you not to tell me and Noble that?’ ‘How so?’ he asks. ‘Seeing that we were acting as guards upon them, of course.’ ‘And hadn’t you reason enough to guess that much?’ ‘We had not, Jeremiah Donovan, we had not. How were we to know when the men were on our hands so long?’ ‘And what difference does it make? The enemy have our prisoners as long or longer, haven’t they?’ ‘It makes a great difference,’ said I. ‘How so?’ said he sharply; but I couldn’t tell him the difference it made, for I was struck too silly to speak. ‘And when may we expect to be released from this anyway?’ said I. ‘You may expect it tonight,’ says he. ‘Or tomorrow or the next day at latest. So if it’s hanging round here that worries you, you’ll be free soon enough.’

I cannot explain it even now, how sad I felt, but I went back to the cottage, a miserable man, When I arrived the discussion was still on, ’Awkins holding forth to all and sundry that there was no next world at all and Noble answering in his best canonical style that there was. But I saw ’Awkins was after having the best of it. ‘Do you know what, chum?’ he was saying, with his saucy smile. ‘I think you’re jest as big a bleedin’ hunbeliever as I am. You say you believe in the next world and you know jest as much abaout the next world as I do, which is sweet damn-all. What’s ’Eaven? You dunno. Where’s ’Eaven? You dunno. Who’s in ’Eaven? You dunno. You know sweet damn-all! I arsk you again, do they wear wings?’

‘Very well then,’ says Noble, ‘they do; is that enough for you? They do wear wings.’ ‘Where do they get them then? Who makes them? ’Ave they a fact’ry for wings? ’Ave they a sort of store where you ’ands in your chit and tikes your bleedin’ wings? Answer me that.’

‘Oh, you’re an impossible man to argue with,’ says Noble. ‘Now listen to me –’ And off the pair of them went again.

It was long after midnight when we locked up the Englishmen and went to bed ourselves. As I blew out the candle I told Noble what Jeremiah Donovan had told me. Noble took it very quietly. After we had been in bed about an hour he asked me did I think we ought to tell the Englishmen. I having thought of the same thing myself (among many others) said no, because it was more than likely the English wouldn’t shoot our men, and anyhow it wasn’t to be supposed the Brigade who were always up and down with the Second Battalion and knew the Englishmen well would be likely to want them bumped off. ‘I think so,’ says Noble. ‘It would be sort of cruelty to put the wind up them now.’ ‘It was very unforeseen of Jeremiah Donovan anyhow,’ says I, and by Noble’s silence I realized he took my meaning.

So I lay there half the night, and thought and thought, and picturing myself and young Noble trying to prevent the Brigade from shooting ’Awkins and Belcher sent a cold sweat out through me. Because there were men on the Brigade you daren’t let nor hinder without a gun in your hand, and at any rate, in those days disunion between brothers seemed to me an awful crime. I knew better after.

It was next morning we found it so hard to face Belcher and ’Awkins with a smile. We went about the house all day scarcely saying a word. Belcher didn’t mind us much; he was stretched into the ashes as usual with his usual look of waiting in quietness for something unforeseen to happen, but little ’Awkins gave us a bad time with his audacious gibing and questioning. He was disgusted at Noble’s not answering him back. ‘Why can’t you tike your beating like a man, chum?’ he says. ‘You with your Hadam and Heve! I’m a Communist – or an Anarchist. An Anarchist, that’s what I am.’ And for hours after he went round the house, mumbling when the fit took him ‘Hadam and Heve! Hadam and Heve!’

I don’t know clearly how we got over that day, but get over it we did, and a great relief it was when the tea things were cleared away and Belcher said in his peaceable manner, ‘Well, chums, what about it?’ So we all sat round the table and ’Awkins produced the cards, and at that moment I heard Jeremiah Donovan’s footsteps up the path, and a dark presentiment crossed my mind. I rose quietly from the table and laid my hand on him before he reached the door. ‘What do you want?’ I asked him. ‘I want those two soldier friends of yours,’ he says reddening. ‘Is that the way it is, Jeremiah Donovan?’ I ask. ‘That’s the way. There were four of our lads went west this morning, one of them a boy of sixteen.’ ‘That’s bad, Jeremiah,’ says I.

At that moment Noble came out, and we walked down the path together talking in whispers. Feeney, the local intelligence officer, was standing by the gate. ‘What are you going to do about it?’ I asked Jeremiah Donovan. ‘I want you and Noble to bring them out: you can tell them they’re being shifted again; that’ll be the quietest way.’ ‘Leave me out of that,’ says Noble suddenly. Jeremiah Donovan looked at him hard for a minute or two. ‘All right so,’ he said peaceably. ‘You and Feeney collect a few tools from the shed and dig a hole by the far end of the bog. Bonaparte and I’ll be after you in about twenty minutes. But whatever elseyou do, don’t let anyone see you with the tools. No one must know but the four of ourselves.’

We saw Feeney and Noble go round to the houseen where the tools were kept, and sidled in. Everything if I can so express myself was tottering before my eyes, and I left Jeremiah Donovan to do the explaining as best he could, while I took a seat and said nothing. He told them they were to go back to the Second. ’Awkins let a mouthful of curses out of him at that, and it was plain that Belcher, though he said nothing, was duly perturbed. The old woman was for having them stay in spite of us, and she did not shut her mouth until Jeremiah Donovan lost his temper and said some nasty things to her. Within the house by this time it was pitch dark, but no one thought of lighting the lamp, and in the darkness the two Englishmen fetched their khaki topcoats and said good-bye to the woman of the house. ‘Just as a man mikes a ’ome of a bleedin’ place,’ mumbles ’Awkins, shaking her by the hand, ‘some bastard at Headquarters thinks you’re too cushy and shunts you off.’ Belcher shakes her hand very hearty. ‘A thousand thanks, madam,’ he says, ‘a thousand thanks for everything …’ as though he’d made it all up.

We go round to the back of the house and down towards the fatal bog. Then Jeremiah Donovan comes out with what is in his mind. ‘There were four of our lads shot by your fellows this morning so now you’re to be bumped off.’ ‘Cut that stuff out,’ says ’Awkins, flaring up. ‘It’s bad enough to be mucked about such as we are without you plying at soldiers.’ ‘It’s true,’ says Jeremiah Donovan, ‘I’m sorry, ’Awkins, but ’tis true,’ and comes out with the usual rigmarole about doing our duty and obeying our superiors. ‘Cut it out,’ says ’Awkins irritably. ‘Cut it out!’

Then, when Donovan sees he is not being believed he turns to me. ‘Ask Bonaparte here,’ he says. ‘I don’t need to arsk Bonaparte. Me and Bonaparte are chums.’ ‘Isn’t it true, Bonaparte?’ says Jeremiah Donovan solemnly to me. ‘It is,’ I say sadly, ‘it is.’ ’Awkins stops. ‘Now, for Christ’s sike.…’ ‘I mean it, chum,’ I say. ‘You daon’t saound as if you mean it. You knaow well you don’t mean it.’ ‘Well, if he don’t I do,’ says Jeremiah Donovan. ‘Why the ’ell sh’d you want to shoot me, Jeremiah Donovan?’ ‘Why the hell should your people take out four prisoners and shoot them in cold blood upon a barrack square?’ I perceive Jeremiah Donovan is trying to encourage himself with hot words.

Anyway, he took little ’Awkins by the arm and dragged him on, but it was impossible to make him understand that we were in earnest. From which you will perceive how difficult it was for me, as I kept feeling my Smith and Wesson and thinking what I would do if they happened to put up a fight or ran for it, and wishing in my heart they would. I knew if only they ran I would never fire on them. ‘Was Noble in this?’ ’Awkins wanted to know, and we said yes. He laughed. But why should Noble want to shoot him? Why should we want to shoot him? What had he done to us? Weren’t we chums (the word lingers painfully in my memory)? Weren’t we? Didn’t we understand him and didn’t he understand us? Did either of us imagine for an instant that he’d shoot us for all the so-and-so brigadiers in the so-and-so British Army? By this time I began to perceive in the dusk the desolate edges of the bog that was to be their last earthly bed, and, so great a sadness overtook my mind, I could not answer him. We walked along the edge of it in the darkness, and every now and then ’Awkins would call a halt and begin again, just as if he was wound up, about us being chums, and I was in despair that nothing but the cold and open grave made ready for his presence would convince him that we meant it all. But all the same, if you can understand, I didn’t want him to be bumped off.

At last we saw the unsteady glint of a lantern in the distance and made towards it. Noble was carrying it, and Feeney stood somewhere in the darkness behind, and somehow the picture of the two of them so silent in the boglands was like the pain of death in my heart. Belcher, on recognizing Noble, said ‘’Allo, chum’ in his usual peaceable way, but ’Awkins flew at the poor boy immediately, and the dispute began all over again, only that Noble hadn’t a word to say for himself, and stood there with the swaying lantern between his gaitered legs.

It was Jeremiah Donovan who did the answering. ’Awkins asked for the twentieth time (for it seemed to haunt his mind) if anybody thought he’d shoot Noble. ‘You would,’ says Jeremiah Donovan shortly. ‘I wouldn’t, damn you!’ ‘You would if you knew you’d be shot for not doing it.’ ‘I wouldn’t, not if I was to be shot twenty times over; he’s my chum. And Belcher wouldn’t – isn’t that right, Belcher?’ ‘That’s right, chum,’ says Belcher peaceably. ‘Damned if I would. Anyway, who says Noble’d beshot if I wasn’t bumped off? What d’you think I’d do if I was in Noble’s place and we were out in the middle of a blasted bog?’ ‘What would you do?’ ‘I’d go with him wherever he was going. I’d share my last bob with him and stick by ’im through thick and thin.’

‘We’ve had enough of this,’ says Jeremiah Donovan, cocking his revolver. ‘Is there any message you want to send before I fire?’ ‘No, there isn’t, but …’ ‘Do you want to say your prayers?’ ’Awkins came out with a cold-blooded remark that shocked even me and turned to Noble again. ‘Listen to me, Noble,’ he said. ‘You and me are chums. You won’t come over to my side, so I’ll come over to your side. Is that fair? Just you give me a rifle and I’ll go with you wherever you want.’

Nobody answered him.

‘Do you understand?’ he said. ‘I’m through with it all. I’m a deserter or anything else you like, but from this on I’m one of you. Does that prove to you that I mean what I say?’ Noble raised his head, but as Donovan began to speak he lowered it again without answering. ‘For the last time have you any messages to send?’ says Donovan in a cold and excited voice.

‘Ah, shut up, you, Donovan; you don’t understand me, but these fellows do. They’re my chums; they stand by me and I stand by them. We’re not the capitalist tools you seem to think us.’

I alone of the crowd saw Donovan raise his Webley to the back of ’Awkins’s neck, and as he did so I shut my eyes and tried to say a prayer. ’Awkins had begun to say something else when Donovan let fly, and, as I opened my eyes at the bang, I saw him stagger at the knees and lie out flat at Noble’s feet, slowly, and as quiet as a child, with the lantern light falling sadly upon his lean legs and bright farmer’s boots. We all stood very still for a while watching him settle out in the last agony.

Then Belcher quietly takes out a handkerchief, and begins to tie it about his own eyes (for in our excitement we had forgotten to offer the same to ’Awkins), and, seeing it is not big enough, turns and asks for a loan of mine. I give it to him and as he knots the two together he points with his foot at ’Awkins. ‘ ’E’s not quite dead,’ he says, ‘better give ’im another.’ Sure enough ’Awkins’s left knee as we see it under the lantern is rising again. I bend down and put my gun to his ear; then, recollecting myself and the company of Belcher, I stand up again with a few hasty words. Belcher understands what is in my mind. ‘Give ’im ’is first,’ he says. ‘I don’t mind. Poor bastard, we dunno what’s ’appening to ’im now.’ As by this time I am beyond all feeling I kneel down again and skilfully give ’Awkins the last shot so as to put him forever out of pain.

Belcher who is fumbling a bit awkwardly with the handkerchiefs comes out with a laugh when he hears the shot. It is the first time I have heard him laugh, and it sends a shiver down my spine, coming as it does so inappropriately upon the tragic death of his old friend. ‘Poor blighter,’ he says quietly, ‘and last night he was so curious abaout it all. It’s very queer, chums, I always think. Naow; ’e knows as much abaout it as they’ll ever let ’im know, and last night ’e was all in the dark.’

Donovan helps him to tie the handkerchiefs about his eyes. ‘Thanks, chum,’ he says. Donovan asks him if there are any messages he would like to send. ‘Naow, chum,’ he says, ‘none for me. If any of you likes to write to ’Awkins’s mother you’ll find a letter from ’er in ’is pocket. But my missus left me eight years ago. Went away with another fellow and took the kid with her. I likes the feelin’ of a ’ome (as you may ’ave noticed) but I couldn’t start again after that.’

We stand around like fools now that he can no longer see us. Donovan looks at Noble and Noble shakes his head. Then Donovan raises his Webley again and just at that moment Belcher laughs his queer nervous laugh again. He must think we are talking of him; anyway, Donovan lowers his gun. ‘ ’Scuse me, chums,’ says Belcher, ‘I feel I’m talking the ’ell of a lot … and so silly … abaout me being so ’andy abaout a ’ouse. But this thing come on me so sudden. You’ll forgive me, I’m sure.’ ‘You don’t want to say a prayer?’ asks Jeremiah Donovan, ‘No, chum,’ he replies, ‘I don’t think that’d ’elp. I’m ready if you want to get it over.’ ‘You understand,’ says Jeremiah Donovan, ‘it’s not so much our doing. It’s our duty, so to speak.’ Belcher’s head is raised like a real blind man’s, so that you can only see his nose and chin in the lamplight. ‘I never could make out what duty was myself,’ he said, ‘but I think you’re all good lads, if that’s what you mean. I’m not complaining.’ Noble, with a look of desperation, signals to Donovan, and in a flash Donovan raises his gun and fires. The big man goes over like a sack of meal, and this time there is no need of a second shot.

I don’t remember much about the burying, but that it was worse than all the rest, because we had to carry the warm corpses a few yards before we sunk them in the windy bog. It was all mad lonely, with only a bit of lantern between ourselves and the pitch blackness, and birds hooting and screeching all round disturbed by the guns. Noble had to search ’Awkins first to get the letter from his mother. Then having smoothed all signs of the grave away, Noble and I collected our tools, said good-bye to the others, and went back along the desolate edge of the treacherous bog without a word. We put the tools in the houseen and went into the house. The kitchen was pitch black and cold, just as we left it, and the old woman was sitting over the hearth telling her beads. We walked past her into the room, and Noble struck a match to light the lamp. Just then she rose quietly and came to the doorway, being not at all so bold or crabbed as usual.

‘What did ye do with them?’ she says in a sort of whisper, and Noble took such a mortal start the match quenched in his trembling hand. ‘What’s that?’ he asks without turning round. ‘I heard ye,’ she said. ‘What did you hear?’ asks Noble, but sure he wouldn’t deceive a child the way he said it. ‘I heard ye. Do you think I wasn’t listening to ye putting the things back in the houseen?’ Noble struck another match and this time the lamp lit for him. ‘Was that what ye did with them?’ she said, and Noble said nothing – after all what could he say?

So then, by God, she fell on her two knees by the door, and began telling her beads, and after a minute or two Noble went on his knees by the fireplace, so I pushed my way out past her, and stood at the door, watching the stars and listening to the damned shrieking of the birds. It is so strange what you feel at such moments, and not to be written afterwards. Noble says he felt he seen everything ten times as big, perceiving nothing around him but the little patch of black bog with the two Englishmen stiffening into it; but with me it was the other way, as though the patch of bog where the two Englishmen were was a thousand miles away from me, and even Noble mumbling just behind me and the old woman and the birds and the bloody stars were all far away, and I was somehow very small and very lonely. And anything that ever happened me after I never felt the same about again.
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