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Abstract

My creative practice project takes the form of an exegesis and a historical novel. Its aim is to
provide insights into the use of Irish employment agencies by Irish women, before they left
Ireland during the period 1948 to 1954. The project is guided by the following research
question:

Research in many fields writes of Irish women as a homogeneous group with
limited power to influence their individual destinies. To what extent were Irish
women in the period 1948 to 1954 taking action to determine their own
economic and social outcomes?

Through the creative practice involved in writing a work of historical fiction and the critical
practice involved in writing an exegesis, this project considers whether the use of
employment agencies by Irish women to find work and accommodation in Britain suggests a
measure of self-empowerment (by taking action), and resistance to hegemony.
The exegesis, Fallen Angels: The Proclamation’s Lost Warriors, is used to illuminate some
of the issues surrounding hegemonic power structures in Ireland from 1948 to 1954. It
considers the extent of power held by female Irish emigrants during that period and the
homogenisation of their abilities and experiences, as revealed in various official discourses
and literatures. In my use of the term ‘homogenisation’ I mean that, to date, I have found that
there is a perspective that assumes all Irish female emigrants had similar experiences, hopes,
and access to resources, prior to leaving Ireland. The work of three eminent scholars, Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak (2010), Hayden White (2014), and Michel de Certeau (1984) is
employed to explore the connections between: creative and critical practice, scholarship on
Irish female emigration, and Irish history relevant to the period of interest to the project, to
write a story set in the past.

To this end, the creative work, The Filing Cabinet and the Suitcase uses the literary genre of
historical fiction to evoke the lived experiences of women working in Dublin and Belfast as
domestic servants, office staff in an employment agency, and staff in the Irish civil service.
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Through my research, I was able to confirm that there is a lacuna in literatures relating to the
use of Irish employment agencies by Irish female emigrants. The outcomes of my project, as
they help to contribute to filling that lacuna, form my original contribution to knowledge.
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Preface
As the daughter of an Irish woman who used Irish employment agencies to find work in
England, I imagined there would be a wealth of scholarly and other writing about the link
between Irish employment agencies and Irish female emigration. To my surprise, while there
are studies on Irish female emigration, I found a paucity of scholarship and other writing on
the topic of Irish employment agencies.
My mother rarely spoke about her life as a young woman in Ireland, but I will always
remember how her face lit up whenever she reminisced about her life as a young woman in
London. A need developed within me to try and understand her as a person; this was the
genesis for my project. My mother, wretchedly for her, violently for her family, was an
alcoholic, and when she died in 2015 it fell to me to write her eulogy. But this was no chore
as I had the project to draw on for inspiration. Instead of the violence, I was able to talk about
the emigration of young women from Ireland and what their lives might have been like before
they left.
The research journey that began with exploring the use of employment agencies by Irish
female emigrants, finished with examining issues associated with women’s rights to equality.
Part of the journey included learning about the Proclamation of the Irish Easter Rising in
1916, the 1922 Constitution of the Irish Free State, and discovering how close Irish women
were to achieving equality at that time. The issue of gender equality manifested itself during
research of archival documentation dated from 1948 to 1954, which shows how Irish women
were regarded and treated in Ireland. Mass emigration can be considered as one response to
that treatment. The use of employment agencies by Irish women to help them secure work
outside Ireland indicates, at the very least, their ability to make use of what was available to
them, and belies how they were portrayed at that time, and how they have often been
subsequently portrayed.
Of note, “Average Annual Net Emigration by Sex, Ireland” figures show that each year from
1946 to 1951, significantly more females than males left Ireland; i.e. 10,309 males and 14,075
females (Kennedy, 1973: 78). However, I have been unable to discover any official statistics
which record how many women used employment agencies. It is those women who have not
been distinguished as a specific group in the statistics whose stories fascinate me.
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Chapter One
Introduction
My project takes the form of an exegesis and historical novel and its aim is to provide insights
into the use of Irish employment agencies by Irish women who left Ireland from 1948 to
1954. Chapter One introduces the guiding philosophy behind the project, and the relevance to
the project of the: Proclamation (1916); Constitution of the Irish Free State (1922); and the
Bunreacht na hÉireann (1937). The contextual underpinning of the project and the Research
question are explained, along with why Fallen Angels: The Proclamation’s Lost Warriors is
the title of the exegesis.

The guiding philosophical approach used for the project: The myth of the stork

Italian philosopher and feminist thinker, Adriana Cavarero (2000), in Relating Narratives:
Storytelling and Selfhood explores innovative ways of thinking about fictional
autobiographies and how human identities form. To explain her theory about the self and
narration, she draws from both the philosophical and the literary tradition, including
Sophocles, Homer, Hannah Arendt, Walter Benjamin, and Luis Borges, as well as Karen
Blixen’s writing about the African fable of the stork. This fable tells the story of a man who
leaves an impression of his life as he races around trying to fill the leaks in a pond near his
house. He is not aware that he is making tracks while he works. When he looks out of the
window the next morning he sees that his tracks have formed the shape of a stork. It is,
therefore, only after the event that he sees the design of his life (Cavarero 2000, p. 1). The
crux of this story is that the shape of the stork cannot be deliberately made:
Life cannot be lived like a story, because the story always comes afterwards, it
results; it is unforeseeable and uncontrollable, just like life. If the man of the
fable had voluntarily run through the night in order to trace the designs of a
stork, he would not have fulfilled the story. A different story would have resulted
from his actions: the strange tale of a man who spends the night tracing a stork
with his footsteps (Cavarero 2000, p. 3).

Since the design of the stork results from tracks made as a life was lived, it is only in
observing them that a story can be constructed and then narrated:
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because the design is the story, rather than just accompanying the story or
illustrating it, the design coincides with it perfectly – in the sense that the pattern
that every human being leaves behind is nothing but their life-story (Cavarero
2000, p. 2).

Usually, we are not able to see our tracks and resultant stories:

the one who walks on the ground cannot see the figure that his/her footsteps
leave behind, and so he/she needs another perspective. It is no accident that the
one who understands the meaning of the story is above all the narrator, who,
tracing the stork on the page, accompanies the story with the design (Cavarero
2000, p. 3).

Curious about the outline of my own journey after re-reading Cavarero (2000), Relating
Narratives: Storytelling and Selfhood, I used a pencil to track my research activities in
Dublin:

Bird in flight

And now that I have finished it is fascinating to look back and see how the outline left by my
work resembles a bird in flight.
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Jeanette Winterson (2001) writes:

The self is not contained in any moment or any place, but it is only in the
intersection of moment and place that the self might, for a moment, be seen
vanishing through a door, which disappears at once (Winterson 2001, p. 80).

Winterson (2001), in Sexing the Cherry, pushes the boundaries of gender and power, and
highlights that some women do not have the freedom to choose their own life-paths. Exciting
for me is her notion of ‘the self’ as it illustrates the complexity involved in trying to
understand what is left behind as lives are lived. It was not until I marked off my tracks on the
map of Dublin that I was able to capture that part of my journey. While I had a plan and an
objective, undertook research, interpreted my research findings through an analysis, and
wrote, I did not design the outline of the bird in flight. It resulted from the tracks I made.

The immense value in employing the fable of the stork as a guiding philosophical approach is
that it provides a nuanced way to understand the potential impact of the lack of material in
official Irish documents and discourses relating to the lived experiences of Irish women,
particularly those who decided to emigrate. We are not able to see the outline of their lived
experiences or the marks left by them. The narratives of their stories as individuals and as a
group of women who made use of what was available around them have not been captured in
the official records and discourses of 1948 to 1954. For that reason it has become my goal,
through this project, to uncover possible outlines and impressions of the tracks of the lives of
female Irish emigrants who used Irish employment agencies. The fable of the stork is a
metaphor for this project as my work will leave a series of marks and impressions. As Jerome
de Groot (2017) affirms, “historical fiction contains within it multiple moments of possibility”
(de Groot 2017, Fictive Histories, Historical Fictions Conference proceedings).

Ultimately, it is within this realm of possibility in historical fiction that the lived experiences
of Irish women might be explored. A story about a particular aspect of Irish female
emigration is written. It aims to give the reader a glimpse of the individual before she silently
melts away. However, I am not the only historical fiction writer who is faced with the
interesting challenge of paucity in primary source material. As Robert Willson (2016) writes
in his online review of a novel about an Irishman in Australia, Cotter: A Novel, by Richard
Begbie (2016):
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The author has followed the trail of Garrett Cotter from Ireland to the Monaro
but has to resort to a fictional approach when factual details have faded out. I
found his imagined description of what the convict experience was like to be
very convincing. (Willson 2016, Sydney Morning Herald).

Because very few Irish female emigrants from that period left more than a textual footnote of
their story, I have used a variety of sources, including Irish newspapers. Like Begbie, I have
also tried to ensure that the imagined description of the Irish female experience of using
employment agencies is convincing by weaving together information about some of the other
relevant matters, including government controls of this type of business, and the attitude of
Church welfare agencies towards young female Irish emigrants.

The 1916 Proclamation, The 1922 Constitution of the Irish Free State, and The
Constitution of Ireland - Bunreacht na hÉireann: Their relevance to this project
Part of this project’s journey has included learning about the promises of equality made to
Irish men and women in The Proclamation of the Irish Easter Rising in 1916, and the
Constitution of the Irish Free State (1922). The relevance of these documents to the project is
in discovering just how far that opportunity for women’s equality retreated in the following
years. The promises of equality made to Irish women in 1916 can be read in the excerpt
below:

The Irish Republic is entitled to, and hereby claims, the allegiance of every
Irishman and Irishwoman. The Republic guarantees religious and civil liberty,
equal rights and equal opportunities to all its citizens, and declares its resolve to
pursue the happiness and prosperity of the whole nation and of all its parts,
cherishing all of the children of the nation equally and oblivious of the
differences carefully fostered by an alien government, which have divided a
minority from the majority in the past (Trueman 2015, "Poblacht Na H
Eireann").
However, these fledgling visions of gender equality were progressively watered down, and
finally expunged by the Bunreacht na hÉireann (1937). While equal rights were promised in
1916 and again in 1922, expectations arising from the responsibilities that align with Irish
4

citizenship were also outlined in the documents, for example, the commitment of Irish people,
to the point of their ultimate sacrifice for the common good:

We place the cause of the Irish Republic under the protection of the Most High
God. Whose blessing we invoke upon our arms, and we pray that no one who
serves that cause will dishonour it by cowardice, inhumanity, or rapine. In this
supreme hour the Irish nation must, by its valour and discipline and by the
readiness of its children to sacrifice themselves for the common good, prove
itself worthy of the august destiny to which it is called (Trueman 2015,
"Poblacht Na H Eireann").
In this, Irish women were just as much warriors making that sacrifice as Irish men, through
their allegiance and adherence to those obligations of citizenship. While the notion of Irish
women making sacrifices to support Ireland might sit oddly with the statistics that show
thousands of young women leaving, we can only imagine how many left because they had to,
rather than wanted to. This too was a sacrifice; forced migration does not equate to having a
choice. Unfortunately, the utopian promises offered were never supported by meaningful
actions, and the struggle continues today. When The Proclamation was read aloud on 24
April 1916 by Patrick Pearse outside Dublin’s General Post Office, the position of both Irish
men and women was written. However, Irish women have over time become the ‘lost
warriors’ of the Proclamation, due to the deliberate omission of their rights to equality from
the Bunreacht na hÉireann (1937) as well as their physical loss to Ireland through their mass
emigration to other countries. Many of them left Ireland in the hope of a better life, arguably
because they were undervalued, with limited access to education and career prospects within
the country of their birth.
Following enactment of the Bunreacht na hÉireann (1937) the State was given the power to
subject the equal rights of all Ireland’s citizens to a number of qualifications in Article 40:
1

All citizens shall, as human persons, be held equal before the law.
This shall not be held to mean that the State shall not in its enactments
have due regard to differences of capacity, physical and moral, and of
social function (Bunreacht na hÉireann 1937, Extract from October 2015
Edition, Department of the Taoiseach).
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With the removal of the crucial phrase, “without distinction on grounds of sex” (Mullally
2006, p. 126), which appeared in the Constitution of the Irish Free State (1922), the
Bunreacht na hÉireann (1937) actively reduced women’s prospects of equality, for example,
equal pay for equal work. An example of how the Bunreacht na hÉireann (1937) was
operationalised in government policies can be found in the rigid hierarchy of the Irish Civil
Service (1948-1954). A woman could only rise to certain levels. Many female nominated
positions such as typists and writing assistants were of a much lower status than nominated
male positions and therefore attracted lower levels of pay. For many, promotion was not even
an option.

Dashed political hopes for equality, limited career prospects, and stereotypical representations
of Irish female emigrants as an uneducated and unskilled cohort, demonstrate just some of the
barriers Irish women were up against. What do these stereotypes and tropes say about the
narratives that clustered around Irish women at a time when: young Irish women were leaving
the country in substantial numbers; there was a problem with the country’s economic
stagnation; and women’s exclusion from educational and/or career opportunities meant that
many made sacrifices in long term aspirations by working in low paid positions to support
their families. In addition, when married, Irish women were expected to give up paid work
and fulfil their role of domesticity as assigned by the Church and State, and widely supported
by conservative attitudes of society at that time. However, at this point it is important to note
that, while many women wanted a life outside the home, there were those who loved their
role as mother and homemaker, and that role should not be diminished in any way.

The Research Question

The two components of this creative practice project work together to explore the use of Irish
employment agencies by Irish female emigrants to Britain from 1948 to 1954, and their role
in Irish female emigration, and are guided by the following research question:

Research in many fields writes of Irish women as a homogeneous group with
limited power to influence their individual destinies. To what extent were Irish
women in the period 1948 to 1954 taking action to determine their own
economic and social outcomes?
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Through the creative practice involved in writing a work of historical fiction and the critical
practice involved in writing an exegesis, this project will explore whether the use of Irish
employment agencies to find work and accommodation in Britain suggests a measure of selfempowerment (by taking action) and resistance to hegemony by Irish female emigrants.

The Contextual underpinning of the Creative Work and the Exegesis

Certainly, a number of significant and thought-provoking issues related to Irish employment
agencies and their links to Irish female emigration have been revealed through the research of
archival and other material. Yet we do not have the stories of the individuals. Instead, their
lived experiences are buried beneath the history-writing about Ireland. Hence, this project
tells a story about a particular aspect of Irish female emigration. When writing about her own
work of historical fiction about women, Treading Air, Ariella Van Luyn (2015) explains that,
“historical fiction can draw attention to how narratives are at once shaped by social structures
and are shaping them.” (Van Luyn 2015, p. 4). It would not be an understatement for me to
say that examining documents in the archives was an exciting experience. However, I was
also aware that questions could certainly be asked about how official discourses and
narratives (which have left a particular trace or mark in the archives) shaped the identity of
Irish female emigrants at that time. These questions also enabled me to think about how the
archives themselves, as an entity, should be open to examination (Haebich 2015, p. 5).

Van Luyn’s approach encapsulates what I am trying to achieve in the project, which is to
question, through writing a work of historical fiction, how Irish women from 1948 to 1954,
unlike the negative stereotypes of them in official Irish documents and discourses, “acted
autonomously in the past despite constricting social sanctions” (McNay 2000, Introductory
Remarks). Lois McNay explores concepts of gender identity and agency, and her position on
women finding ways to act despite social constrictions, is a central construct in her argument.
It is also a germane consideration in this project. Historical fiction based on research can help
answer some of the questions that have hitherto remained unanswered about the lived
experiences of Irish women.

Eire was ruled by conservative governments whose limited vision for the future would see it
remain a patriarchal rural society for many years. Its economy was stagnant while other
European countries were actively shaping theirs to respond to the demands of post-war
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reconstruction and growth. During this period there was a large exodus of young people from
Ireland. Average annual emigration figures show that each year from 1946 to 1951,
significantly more females than males left Ireland; i.e. 10,309 males and 14,075 females
(Kennedy 1973, p. 78). However, statistics in a table do not tell the whole story and, as
Jennifer Redmond warns, using data on the numbers of young men and women leaving
Ireland must be viewed with caution:

given the impossibility of accounting for persons emigrating when visas or other
legal documentation was not, apart from World War II (or the Emergency as it
was known in the Free State) needed for travel (Redmond 2008, p. 457).

Another consideration relating to these statistics is that, while Irish women were free to travel
earlier, until 1952 there were still some travel restrictions1 in place in Ireland for men. This
was despite the British government lifting travel restrictions in 1946. Nonetheless, a key issue
for this project is that the total number of women who used Irish employment agencies
remains unquantified.

Apart from the numbers of Irish women leaving, research undertaken for this project shows
that archival information about the use of Irish employment agencies by Irish female
emigrants during the late 1940s and early 1950s is largely limited to questions in the Irish
Parliament, newspaper reports covering Parliamentary debates, and correspondence between
Church welfare agencies and Irish governments. The discourses found in these documents
contextualise the constructed nature of the identity of Irish women, and in particular, Irish
female emigrants. They also illuminate some of the issues that cluster around power
structures (e.g. employment agency businesses, governments of the day, and the church and
its welfare agencies) and the power, or lack of it, held by Irish women who came into contact
with them. Moreover, the official documents viewed as part of my research raise questions
about how Irish women have been officially positioned in important documents such as the
1

Travel restrictions between Ireland and Britain is a multi-faceted and complex topic. However, from 1 September 1939,
two days before the start of WWII, the British government imposed travel restrictions between Britain and Ireland on the
ground of national security. During the war, Irish citizens required travel permits when travelling to England. Those living in
Northern Ireland applied to the Northern Ireland Permit Office in Belfast, while those in Eire applied to the United Kingdom
Permit Office, Dublin. Applications for permits for travel to Ireland were made, in all cases, to the Passport and Permit
Office in London. (Hansard. TRAVEL PERMITS (IRELAND).HC Deb 07 November, 1940 vol 365 c1473W). These
travelling restrictions were lifted by Britain in May 1946, but the Irish government still retained some restrictions on people
leaving Ireland. Irish women needed travel permits until June 1946. After that they were able to travel to Britain without such
documentation. However, the Irish government did not lift restrictions on men until 1952 (Delaney 2000, p. 146).
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Bunreacht na hÉireann (1937) and how it impacted on their lives. However, there were
moves to improve the status of Irish women when, in 1952, The Private Deputies' Business Equal Pay for Equal Work - Motion (Bill) of October 1952 was put forward. The Government
was asked to introduce proposals for legislation which would ensure that women were paid
the same rates as men for equal work. Unfortunately the response was, Tá, 23; Níl, 56, and the
opportunity to properly recognise Irish women was lost.

Damaging stereotypes and gender inequality are still enshrined in Irish legislation and
operationalised by parts of Irish society. Worrying examples can be found in the recent
campaigns to repeal the Eighth Amendment of the Constitution Act, 1983 whereby:

The State acknowledges the right to life of the unborn and, with due regard to
the equal right to life of the mother, guarantees in its laws to respect, and, as far
as practicable, by its laws to defend and vindicate that right (Irish Statute Book).

Bitter debates have followed since the Eighth Amendment was made to the Constitution
because abortion is still illegal in Ireland and women seeking terminations have to go to the
UK (Ferriter, 2005: 716). The recent referendum on the repeal of the Eighth Amendment saw
it become an issue of civil rights where advocates for the right to choose to have an abortion
said it would “build an Ireland that respects women’s lives, health and wellbeing” (Together
for Yes, Abortion Campaign). The ‘No’ campaign was particularly vitriolic but was
effectively countered, as the example below shows:

Una MullallyVerified account @UnaMullally
If you want to counter what you saw tonight, what the No campaign is pushing, the
disrespect, the misleading information, lack of empathy, desire for control, for that
dark, dark Ireland to remain, you have to do everything you can between now and
May 25th to Repeal the Eighth (Una Mullally. 2018 May 14. Retrieved from
https://twitter.com/UnaMullally/status/996147851200737281)

It is interesting to note that caring for people who have personal experiences of this
legislation and were telling their stories about its impact, became an important part of the
‘Yes’ campaign. Regardless of one’s position on the issue of abortion in Ireland, pleas like
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the one above from Una Mullally serve to remind us about the ongoing characterisation of
their identity that women in Ireland still face.

The Referendum was held in May 2018 and the result revealed overwhelming support for
repeal of the Eighth Amendment. However, legal challenges to the result have been initiated
which may affect the implementation of any new legislation. Progress will be interesting, and
educational to watch.
Why “Fallen Angels: The Proclamation’s Lost Warriors” is the title of the Exegesis

In documents viewed in the Irish National Archives, and the Irish Newspaper Archive, Irish
women are largely constructed through the tropes of: uneducated women with few skills;
hapless victims; and/or morally corrupt – fallen angels. Arguably, instead of Irish female
emigrants constituting statistical representations of an uneducated and unskilled cohort, or as
morally lost and fallen angels, they can be viewed as the Proclamation’s lost warriors. I
arrived at this title by taking what I view as the dominant narratives at that time and turning
them aside, in order to recognise the richness and complexity of the lived experiences of Irish
women, particularly emigrants, beyond statistics of population cohort totals of people leaving
Ireland.

Supporting the sidelining of this dominant narrative are indicators that Irish women,
including those who left Ireland, did not lose their ability to work hard and fight. Although I
found no representations in official documents and discourses about female Irish emigrants
as being successful, there was recognition of emigrant remittances in The Commission on
Population Problems 1948-1954 Majority Report. and Minority Reports (1954). However,
these were countered by referring to instances of over-statement in these remittances on page
134 of the Report. Nevertheless, one example of their contribution can be found in the
Financial Statement – Budget for 1951, a report to the Irish Parliament on 2 May 1951 that
for 1950, emigrant remittances amounted to £10,000,000, out of a national income of
£363,000,000. Thomas Bartlett (2010), in his Ireland: A History states that “as late as the
1950s emigrant remittances constituted some 2 per cent of southern Ireland‘s gross national
product” (Bartlett 2010, p. 292). Historian Enda Delaney, in The Irish in Post War Britain,
states that “In 1952 migrant remittances constituted roughly 2.5 per cent of national income”
(Delaney 2007, p. 42). Whether 2 or 2.5 per cent, emigrant remittances, both in financial and
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social terms, pose a significant argument about the ability and capacity of Irish men and
women to earn a living in Britain and send money home. Yes, some emigrants experienced
hardship and were unable to contribute. Others may have chosen not to make that monetary
commitment. However, obviously many did.

Unfortunately, statistics do not separate any estimates of the contributions between men and
women, nor can they capture the amount of money and other goods that did not go through
official channels. In 2014, business correspondent Jack Horgan-Jones published his study of
remittances made by migrants to Ireland from 1940 to 1970. Official United Kingdom
Government (Central Statistics Office) figures were used and the table below shows that
between 1948 and 1954, the sums were substantial:

Table One - Remittances and Legacies to Ireland
Source:

1948

1949

1950

1951

1952

1953

1954

£('000) £('000) £('000) £('000) £('000) £('000) £('000)
Gt Britain & the Six
Counties

5,603

6,186

5,407

5,740

5,580

5,519

5,433

Other Countries

3,190

3,843

5,232

4,677

4,592

5,530

5,716

(Source: Information taken from Official CSO figures cited in The Journal ie).

Although there is no direct reference to emigrant remittances in the negative tropes of the
Irish female emigrant, they were of value to the Irish economy. However, and above all, I
question whether these negatively constructed narratives and discourses can be held as
serious ‘exemplars’ of Irish womanhood. The social, cultural and economic positioning of
Irish women and, particularly, Irish female emigrants, remains framed in hegemonic terms in
official discourses and documentation. The work and sacrifice of Irish women within the
Ireland that followed the enactment of the Bunreacht na hÉireann (1937) deserves much
greater recognition.
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Chapter Two
Methodology

As well as explaining the methodology that guides the research and writing of my work of
historical fiction, The Filing Cabinet and the Suitcase and this exegesis, Chapter Two
includes a brief restatement of the research question, and explains the particular project
design and why it was chosen. Other aspects of the project such as the decisions made in
respect of the material used, and how the novel has addressed the totality of the information
gathered, (or how I know what I know) are also discussed.

A brief restatement of the Research question

Through the creative practice involved in writing a work of historical fiction, and the critical
practice involved in writing the exegesis, this project addresses the research question about
the extent to which Irish women in the period 1948 to 1954 were taking action to determine
their economic and social outcomes. The project explores the use of Irish employment
agencies by Irish female emigrants to find work and accommodation in Britain, and asks
whether it suggests a measure of self-empowerment (by taking action) and resistance to
hegemony. While there is a growing body of work on Irish emigration generally, scholarship
on the tactics (such as using Irish employment agencies) employed by Irish women
emigrating in the late 1940s and early 1950s to facilitate such emigration, appears underdeveloped. This leaves scope for projects such as this one, where its two component parts act
together to form a site not only of artistic production but also of new knowledge (Brien &
McAllister 2016, p. 4).

Project design
A qualitative approach is used in this project and paves the way to recognise and
acknowledge the contribution made to Ireland by Irish women, including female emigrants to
Britain from 1948 to 1954. The aesthetic oeuvre of the project can be read as researching and
writing about a post-Emergency (World War II) Republic of Ireland, living in the shadows of
the aftermath of major catastrophic events, such as the First World War, Irish War of
Independence and the Irish Civil War. The novel explores the impact on Irish families of
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issues such as emigration, equality of opportunity for women, the influence of the church and
its agencies, and government’s conservative policies and legislation.

When considering a methodology, I drew on the explanation of what it means to use a
creative practice-led approach provided by Carole Gray (1996) in “Inquiry through Practice”.
Gray defines this approach as “research initiated in practice and carried out through practice”
(Gray 1996, p. 1). New knowledge is thus provided through both the means of the practice
and the outcomes of that practice, where a creative artefact is the basis of the contribution to
knowledge. In my case this is a work of historical fiction complemented by this exegesis.

It is also worth mentioning at this point that while the project consists of a historical novel
and an exegesis, in Chapter Three, Scholarly Review of Literatures I have taken a somewhat
traditional approach. This approach enabled me to discuss the relevant literature on Irish
female emigration in the exegesis. I was also able to determine that little had been written on
the use of employment agencies. In light of my dermination, my historical novel offered me a
means to construct a fictional employment agency business as a workplace for two of the
characters, and examine issues Irish women might have faced.

The theoretical framing to determine what would be the most suitable approach also included
consideration of the following: that we do not always understand how to read a woman’s
resistance to hegemonic power structures (Spivak 2010); the role historical fiction can play in
history-writing (White 2014); and the tactics used by individuals to reclaim some autonomy
over their lives from society’s constraining power structures (de Certeau 1984). By
employing the work of these three eminent scholars, and supported by my guiding
philosophical template, the fable of the stork (Cavarero 2000), I am offered a cogent means to
respond to my research question with a creative and scholarly expression of my argument.
Using these approaches offers an opportunity to engage with the elements of creative practice
projects, such as research design, and the linking of theory and practice, topics I hope to
further engage with in the future.

As mentioned, a lack of previous scholarship (identified through the initial research stage) on
the use of Irish employment agencies by Irish female emigrants led me to consider how I
would be able to tell a story about their use. Options included a traditional history-writing
approach but, due to the paucity of literatures about Irish employment agencies, I decided that
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the best approach would be to write a work of historical fiction. It alone offered me the scope
I needed to critically examine the material resulting from my research, question what I had
not found but might have expected to, and determine a position which would result in being
able to write the story. Hence, the overall strategy adopted for the project is one where the
research is driven by my creative-writing practice:

a creative arts-based methodology that focuses on the production of work and its
consideration in context (practice) as a research method and research in which
creative practice is clearly at the centre (Harper 2011, Webb and Brien 2011, p.
186, as cited in Brien & McAllister 2016, p. 4).

Identifying the most appropriate methods for the project included acknowledgement that a
visit to Ireland would be essential. The results of the research conducted in Ireland, supported
by ongoing online research, as well as all the scholarship, images, novels, films and articles,
which reconstruct everyday life in Ireland, that I have absorbed shape the novel and the
exegesis. Fundamentally, I explore the edges and intersections between practice, history,
theory and scholarship to write a story I feel is worth writing. Use of this strategy is supported
by making my research results understandable through:
a ‘tool kit’ or combination of qualitative approaches, including autoethnography, narrative, discourse and textual analysis, reception/audience
studies, case study, bricolage, history and historiography (Brien & McAllister
2016, p. 4).

However, not all elements in the tool-kit described in the quote have been utitlised in this
project, for example: bricolage is the name I am giving to how I went about gathering
information relevant to how I would answer my research question; history and historiography
are important as shown in my references to the work of Hayden White; discourse and textual
analysis came into play as I read newspapers, government reports and debates in the Irish
Paliament.

Auto-ethnography has played a part as well. As mentioned in the Preface, I am the daughter
of a woman who left Ireland when she was young; she rarely spoke of her time in that
country. But, using auto-ethnography has been difficult for me because in part, I am trying to
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understand myself by searching for my own history and I do not want to that search to intrude
on the exegesis or the novel. Therefore, it perhaps may be considered as a self-restrained
element in my tool-kit. I have not used reception/audience studies or case studies in the
exegesis or the novel. Thus, as it stands, my tool-kit helped me achieve the writing of a
historical novel as the creative component of the project and as a result, the shape of my
exegesis is driven by the nature of my artefact. Additionally,

In shaping the exegesis, perhaps students should be aware of the fictive nature of
the authorial voice used, and should allow for the myriad possibilities of the
form of the exegesis, dictated by the nature of the artefact itself (Williams 2016,
Conclusion).

Understanding that both the exegesis and the novel are in a symbiotic relationship, each
working via their particular authorial voice in response to a research question, enabled me the
opportunity to question how history can be written. History in its traditional mode cannot
always tell us what people’s everyday lived experiences might have been like. In the case of
my project there is a gap in the scholarship about Irish female emigrants’ use of Irish
employment agencies, which manifests itself as a lacuna in relation to our understanding of
their lived experiences and individual stories. My project helps to bridge this gap in a number
of ways, including: by generating discussion and may be even future research about my topic
and my approach to it; allowing me discuss the tactics Irish women used in the exegesis, and
the extent to which they took action to determine their own economic and social outcomes;
and in the novel, show how they may have achieved this.
The novel’s part in addressing the research question is reflected through the story and the
actions of the characters. Our lives are lived from second to second so it was important that I
capture the nuances, interactions and tactics that make up an everyday lived experience. For
example, Orla, one of the main characters in the novel, is a quiet young Irish woman working
in domestic service in Dublin and Belfast. She demonstrates her attitude to her work and her
desire to improve her skills through the tactics she deploys across her life. Her journey starts
with the tactics she uses to survive domestic violence and to secure a job in Dublin before she
leaves home. Once in Dublin, she has to decide how she will present herself as a domestic
servant in a large house and deal with where she is placed in the hierarchy of that household.
She comes to understand that to improve her life, she must improve her chances of obtaining
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a better position by increasing her skills. The tactics she uses encompass learning as much as
she can and doing her job as well as she can, as her experiences also become part of her
development.

In taking a creative practice approach, the project achieves an epistemological function as a
historical discourse by challenging the perceived notions about history-writing and what it
has presented about Irish female emigration at that time. The project, in effect, considers and
challenges Irish governments’ and church epistemic systems of knowledge about Irish female
emigrants, and how this knowledge is portrayed in those documents I have reviewed.

Why this Project design and not others?

Perhaps one of the most important questions for me as a writer is, what does taking a creative
practice approach to addressing my question achieve that a different research approach would
not? (Vella 2005, p. 1). Apart from the scope to write the story I want to tell, I think it is, as
Sir John Hegarty writes:
Ultimately, if you don’t have a guiding philosophy underpinning your thinking
and work then what you produce won’t touch people. It can’t. And that’s the
most important task of any piece of creativity (Hegarty 2014, p. 57).

Having the fable of the stork (Cavarero 2000) to help me guide this project has allowed me to
channel the desire of wanting to tell this story in a manner that I hope will touch people and
challenge them. It has also helped me to set pathways in place for myself for future research
and writing journeys.

Choosing a history or oral-history approach would have taken me on a different journey due
to a lack of literature on the use of Irish employment agencies by Irish female emigrants. This
was further compounded by finding there were limited materials in the archives about Irish
employment agencies. Therefore, a history on this topic would be limited by a lack of official
documents showing, for example, information about the processes used to regulate
employment agencies. Undertaking an oral history, which involves questioning people who
might have worked in government departments, employment agencies, or as domestic
servants over sixty years ago, through an interview or a questionnaire, was, I considered,
17

unachievable. Even if I could have accessed suitable candidates to talk to about their
experiences, I was concerned about the impact on them because of their advanced age and
conceivable vulnerabilities.

A major strength of the chosen strategy is that it has revealed a number of gems; the processes of
researching and writing have been both exhilarating and challenging. This suggests that the
concepts, materials, processes and applications involved in my practice, supported by the
aesthetic decisions I made, were appropriate.

Historical fiction as research approach

There is a great benefit in having a theoretical framing or rationale behind the creative work
and the exegesis. In my case, I reference aspects of the work of scholars, Spivak (2010),
White (2014) and de Certeau (1984), and bring them into balance in writing the novel and this
exegesis. This process has helped me to add nuanced layers to questions about what Irish
female emigrants’ lived experiences between 1948 and 1954 might have been like, in
comparison to the negative stereotypes and tropes that I found proliferate about them. At this
point it is worth noting that in writing a work of historical fiction about Irish female
emigration, I acknowledge that I am relying on using traditional social research/sociology
methods to make my case, for example, collecting and examining relevant material in the
archives, and presenting my conclusions (Regan & Amoroso, 2011, p. viii).
For some years now, I have been aware of Gayatri Spivak’s work on woman’s resistance to
hegemonic power structures. Spivak (1988), in her original essay, “Can the Subaltern Speak?”
argued that the subaltern could not speak. Her original essay was controversial in its
questioning of the relevance of theories that aim to recover the voice of the subaltern who has
been written out of conventional histories. Spivak’s work has been used for many projects in
post-colonial studies, subaltern studies, and also in gender and feminist studies, such as the
work by Elizabeth Grosz (1994) in Volatile Bodies: Towards a Corporeal Feminism.

However, it is the explanation that Spivak provides on her work, in Morris (2010), which is of
most relevance to this project because here she argues that the point she was trying to make in
the 1988 version of the essay, was that “if there was no valid institutional background for
resistance, it could not be recognised” (Spivak 2010, p. 228) not, that the subaltern could not
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speak. She also argues that if the subaltern is trying to say something different, it is that nonrecognition of what she is saying that results in her silencing. However, it is equally important
that the subaltern not be heard as a lesser being (2010, p. 229). In acknowledging Spivak’s
work on not being able to recognise resistance, it is not unreasonable to suggest that Irish
female emigrants have written their own personal and national resistance narratives. If they
are not textual, they are at least physical in the sense that so many women left Ireland.

Of particular interest to my project is how one way of reading Irish female emigrant
narratives can be found through the work of historian, Hayden White (2014). White drew on
political philosopher, Michael Oakeshott, and his concept of a ‘practical past’ to explore the
ethical dimensions and practical concerns of the post-modern historical novel. White argued
that post-modern novelists such as W.G. Sebald (2001), in his novel Austerlitz are creating
realistic worlds that are able to “give access to a real, historical referent” (White 2014, p. 5).
This is despite the work being classified as fiction. White also argued:
The predominance in Sebald’s book of real-world – which is to say, historical,
empirical, and documentable – “fact” makes it difficult to classify it as “fiction”
(White 2014, p. 5).

Research into historical fiction and debates on its relationship with history have been ongoing
for many years, and this critical and scholarly engagement has opened up new and often
contradictory avenues of investigation into the historical fiction genre. White’s theory of the
‘practical past’ provides a theoretical lens through which to view the historical work
undertaken by authors in their fictional histories. It also illuminates the critical stance taken
by these writers and presents a new way of reading the history. One example is White’s
analysis of Beloved by African American novelist Toni Morrison (1987). He argued that her
fictional reworking of a chapter in America’s slave history is actually an attempt to address
the deleterious effects of racism in contemporary America (White 2014, p. 21). He also
argued that novels like Morrison’s are actually making a statement that can change the world
as well as speak about it and that Morrison’s text was:
indeed, “to pitch a tent in a cemetery inhabited by highly vocal ghosts” who
were accessible to the poetic imagination in ways that the historiographer can
never be allowed to imagine.” (White 2014, p. 24).
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White’s support for the role that historical fiction can play in history-writing is reinforced in
his argument about the differentiation between the terms, ‘historical past’ and the ‘practical
past’. He argues that Oakeshott’s notion of the ‘practical past’ can give us insight into the
ways in which novelists are redefining the borders between ‘history’ and ‘literature’. The
‘historical past’ refers to that selective version of the past which, when constructed and
written by historians, becomes an authorised version of that past. White makes it clear what
he means by this:
as far as I am concerned, the past is made up of events and entities which once
existed but no longer do; that historians properly believe that this past can be
accessed and made sense of by studying the traces of this past existing in the
present; and that, finally, the historical past consists of the referents to those
aspects of the past studied and then represented (or presented) in the genres of
writings, which, by convention, are called “histories” and are recognized to be
such by professional scholars licensed to decide what is “properly” historical
and what is not (White 2014, p. xiii).
In the case of my project the authorised version of the past lives in archives and museums in
Ireland. White also argued that:

Nobody ever actually lived or experienced the historical past because it could not
have been apprehended on the basis of whatever it was that past agents knew,
thought, or imagined about their world during their present (White 2014, p. 9).

Therefore, unless diaries and personal notes for example, are left, we cannot know what
people in history may have thought or felt (White 2014, p. 9). However, history is supposed
to help us make sense of what had happened in the past so that we do not repeat its mistakes
(White, 2014). Hence, a role for historical fiction is created as I challenge those authorised
versions of history that remain in official storehouses of knowledge.

In discussing the work of Hayden White, this study is not an attempt to disparage the work of
historians, or to claim that historical fiction represents a more authentic form of writing
history. As Christopher Kremmer (2015) in “From dialectics to dialogue: Bakhtin, White and
the ‘moorings’ of fiction and history” argues, “Competitive rivalries and antagonisms will
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occasionally be part of their conversation. But the conversation itself will continue for as long
as history and historical novels are written” (Kremmer 2015, p. 15). As such, this project
aimed to write a work of historical fiction that will question and challenge both the negative
tropes used to describe female Irish emigrants in the past, and how that past has been
recorded in official discourses and documentation.

Historical fiction can play a role in telling a story that offers a different perspective on history
and the past. This is an exciting position to be in as a writer because my research has
identified a variety of sources which allow me to construct the lived experiences of the
characters in my novel. I am then able to tell a story about an Irish female emigration
experience or, at least, a version of a practical past. In this way, considering history from a
different perspective can provide new knowledge and understanding. Ultimately, White’s
argument that the historical novel can engage with the past on a practical level offers this
project the opportunity to explore and challenge the stereotypes and discourses about Irish
female emigrants. Consideration can be applied to the extent to which they were taking action
to determine their own economic and social outcomes through their move to Britain for work.
Inspired by Spivak’s (2010) argument that we do not know how to read or hear women’s
resistance (Spivak, (2010)), and encouraged by White (2014) in his support for historical
fiction (particularly in light of the little scholarly or other literatures I found on the use of Irish
employment agencies by Irish female migrants), the historical novel offered the most
appropriate frame for my project.

The next step was to determine how best to gain a deeper insight into how the use of Irish
employment agencies by Irish female emigrants might be read as taking control of their lives,
and resisting hegemony. Cultural theorist, Michel de Certeau (1984), in The Practice of
Everyday Life, writes about heterogeneous practices that individuals put in place to take
control of their lives (de Certeau 1984, p. xi). His interest is in showing how the often
unmarked practices of everyday life or “ways of operating” (de Certeau 1984, p. xiv), create
openings and possibilities for change within a culture, society because, “[t]hese "ways of
operating" constitute the innumerable practices by means of which users reappropriate the
space organized by techniques of sociocultural production.” (de Certeau 1984, p. xiv).
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De Certeau (1984) refers to these unmarked practices in terms of ‘strategies’ and ‘tactics’. He
explains that the function of institutional ‘strategies’ such as policies, procedures, or
hierarchical relations, is to structure, conceal and maintain their means of power:
A strategy assumes a place that can be circumscribed as proper (propre) and thus
serve as the basis for generating relations with an exterior distinct from it
(competitors, adversaries, "clienteles," "targets," or "objects" of research) (de
Certeau 1984, p. xix).
Tactics, on the other hand, are often the operations of the weak against the strong:

The place of a tactic belongs to the other. A tactic insinuates itself into the
other's place, fragmentarily, without taking it over in its entirety, without being
able to keep it at a distance. It has at its disposal no base where it can capitalize
on its advantages, prepare its expansions, and secure independence with respect
to circumstance (de Certeau 1984, p. xix).
A tactic:
operates in isolated actions, blow by blow. It takes advantage of "opportunities"
and depends on them, being without any base where it could stockpile its
winnings, build up its own position, and plan raids. […] It must vigilantly make
use of the cracks that particular conjunctions open in the surveil-lance of the
proprietary powers. It poaches in them. It creates surprises in them. It can be
where it is least expected. It is a guileful ruse (de Certeau 1984, p. 37).

Tactics accomplish only temporary moments of agency and resistance and as such, are
unlikely to significantly change the operations of power concealed and maintained by
institutional strategies. However, practices or tactics can help the individual to reclaim some
autonomy over their lives from societies’ constraining power structures, even if it is only
momentary.
Consideration of de Certeau’s argument about strategies and tactics in relation to the Ireland I
found through my research, enabled me to take a broader view of some of the strategies
governments used to maintain their posture on issues, such as emigration and education. For
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example, the Bunreacht na hÉireann (1937) relegated Irish women to a particular position in
society, i.e. inside the home or in mainly low status employment. Such positioning of Irish
women served to act as a bar to them having their opinions heard, and their voices count.
Through its strategies of identifying Irish female emigrants as ‘the problem Irish girls’ the
Church and its welfare agencies, were able to maintain their argument against Irish women on
moral grounds. Countering these strategies was done through the everyday actions or tactics
Irish women, including Irish female emigrants, used to achieve their goals.

The notion of finding small ways to resist power is certainly not new and has been used
before in relation to Ireland. One example is given by author and activist, Dorothy McCardle,
in The Irish Republic (1937) when writing about Irish Nationalist and Young Irelander, John
Mitchel (1815-1875). She argues that Mitchel realised Ireland might not be able to achieve its
aims through one policy but might be able to achieve them through “systematic passive
opposition to, and contempt of, law…carried out through a thousand details” (McCardle
1937, p. 64). Arguably, this notion of systematic passive opposition against an imposed
power can also be applied to recognise how Irish female emigrants may have manipulated
what was available to them in their everyday lives, as tactics, and acts of resistance. It also
highlights the significance of understanding the importance of the everyday lived
experiences, which are often only rarely, captured in history writing.

Examples of the variety of studies and disciplines referencing de Certeau include works by
Elizabeth Grosz (1994) in Volatile Bodies: Towards a Corporeal Feminism. Grosz refers to
de Certeau’s treatment of social or collective order in her arguments about the corporeal body
and juridical, medical, punitive and disciplinary inscriptions (Grosz 1994, p. 118). Natalie
Collie (2013) uses de Certeau as a start point in her article on gender, which she then expands
by referencing the work of Elizabeth Grosz (1994), to build a feminist critique of city spaces.
Paulette Rothbauer (2010), writing on Library Information Services, and Ian Buchanan
(1992), writing on postcolonial study both employ de Certeau to engage with social practices
such as the power relations between various groups. Buchanan (1992) uses de Certeau to
engage with discourses about how history is written. Marvin Carlson (1996) in (Ashcroft
2006, p. 309) writes about identity and resistance performance and references de Certeau’s
argument about tactics in his discussion of the postmodern subject and their agency.
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Ultimately, writers of historical fiction can use the genre to show the past in a different light
and create a version of that past which highlights how people managed, and what inspired
them to act either within or outside the restrictions placed on their lives. However, choosing
to write historical fiction does not mean that history is ignored. As noted historian F.R.
Ankersmit (1998) in the History and Theory Journal, argues, White’s position is not that we
should reject history as a discipline but rather that we must:
courageously probe and explore the area where the discipline begins to lose
its grip. For it is there that we encounter the past reality and all that is truly
new and interesting (Ankersmit 1998, p. 192).
However, in choosing historical fiction as the mode to write a story and address the research
question, I recognise the questions about the relationship of the genre with the history
discipline, and the challenges to ontological and epistemological methodologies within
historiography. White (2005) argued in his chapter for Rethinking History that:
A simply true account of the world based on what the documentary record
permits one to talk about what happened in it at particular times, and places can
provide knowledge of only a very small portion of what ‘reality’ consists of.
However, the rest of the real, after we have said what we can assert to be true
about it, would not be everything and anything we could imagine about it. The
real would consist of everything that can be truthfully said about its actuality
plus everything that can be truthfully said about what it could possibly be (White
2005, p. 147).

While history can tell us facts about the past, as a writer I can use historical fiction to show
what lived experiences might have been like through descriptions of the struggles and joys of
my characters.

The methodology used in this project allows it to bridge a lacuna in archival material and
scholarship on Irish employment agencies. It also enables me to understand and acknowledge
the value of the approaches used by women in Ireland to leave the country between 1948 and
1954. Conservative politics and its history (captured in the archives and museums of Ireland)
played a major role in the life of Irish women including female emigrants. As Van Luyn,
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drawing on Heilmann and Llewellyn (2004), argues in her treatment of women in Australia
(2015), “although historical fiction can be playful, it has strong political resonances,
particularly for women, who can be written back into the historical record” (Van Luyn 2015,
p. 3).

Although the marks of negative stereotypes of Irish female emigrants are left in the official
documents at the National Archives of Ireland, and in other official discourses of that time,
we can challenge these representations of Irish womanhood. Story-narratives, based on
research, can be written about what the lived experiences of Irish women might have looked
like, a version of their past.

The idea of Irish women resisting hegemonic power structures is not outlandish, and is
supported, for example, by researcher and lecturer, Sinéad McCoole (2003) in her work, No
Ordinary Women, where she writes about recovering the stories of the ordinary women
involved in the fight for freedom in Ireland, and historian Mary McAuliffe (2016), (co-author
with Liz Gillis) of Richmond Barracks 1916:“We were There” - 77 Women of the Easter
Rising who highlights the need to acknowledge the role that Irish women played in the Easter
Rising. Thus, I argue that it is worthwhile examining the use of Irish employment agencies by
Irish female emigrants to find work and accommodation in Britain, as a form of taking action
against patriarchal and hegemonic power structures of those times.

Methods

Research was premised on gathering the information together from many sources through a
method of bricolage, “that is, a pieced-together, close-knit set of practices that provide
solutions to a problem in a concrete situation” (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, p. 2). Since 1994,
‘bricolage’ has been a respected approach to qualitative research methodology and has been
further considered and described:

Weinstein and Weinstein (1991, p. 161), and Kincheloe (2001) clarify the means
of bricolage and bricoleur. A bricoleur makes do by adapting the “bricoles of
the world. Bricolage is the ‘poetic making do.” (de Certeau, 1984, p. xv, as cited
in Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 4).
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Adopting a bricolage approach to creative practice research offers the opportunity to draw
together a number of different and divergent sources which can lead to a very productive
outcome. Some of the sources I used include; newspapers, the National Archives of Ireland,
and online collections.

The research had several phases. Firstly, a preliminary review of the literatures and
identification of the research question was followed by a more comprehensive review of the
literatures to prepare the Research Proposal, and to determine what is already known about
the use of employment agencies by Irish female emigrants. This process helped to identify the
viability and validity of the project. This was followed by a more in depth review of
literatures to explore and analyse major public and academic debates that cluster around Irish
female emigration, particularly in relation to Irish employment agencies, together with
analysis of three fictive texts to examine how Irish writers portray Irish female emigration.

Secondly, I visited Ireland where research and analysis of relevant data was undertaken at the
National Library of Ireland, the National Archives of Ireland, and a number of museums in
Dublin. This was followed by an ongoing process of researching primary sources in online
collections of the Houses of the Oireachtas, the Office of the President of Ireland, Irish
Newspaper Archive, and in person and online through the National Library of Australia in
Canberra, as well as in academic texts, journals and other sources. Subsequently, analysis,
and research of secondary sources was undertaken and the results were written up
progressively. A blog, supported by a Twitter account was set-up to explore and document
the creativity, research and reflective processes.

Collection and analysis of relevant data

It is appropriate at this point to have a short discussion about my collection and analysis of
relevant data, because, through my research: I am able to demonstrate a paucity of academic
and other writing on the use of employment agencies by young women leaving Ireland; and
importantly, that this paucity reveals how Irish women’s identity was constructed in the
official material of that time.

Research and the collection of data was undertaken at the National Archives of Ireland in
Dublin and included examining records from the Departments of External Affairs, and
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Justice. Online archival resources I examined included records from the Houses of the
Oireachtas (Dáil Éireann and Seanad Éireann), Debates, and Written Answers to Questions’.
The 20th Century Women’s Online Collection was also viewed, along with the Office of the
President of Ireland online collections. Research and collection of data in Irish newspapers
was conducted through the National Library of Australia in Canberra, both in person and
through its online facility. A number of academic texts, journals and other sources were also
examined.

Archival and online research results were derived from a variety of sources including
population and emigration statistics which, although not wholly reliable, provide a good
understanding of the numbers of young men and women emigrating from Ireland from 1948
to 1954. Emigration and other data was also drawn from documents, including The
Commission on Population Problems 1948-1954 Majority Report. and Minority Reports
(1954). This Report was an important, albeit controversial document of that time which
provided both qualitative and quantitative information, and addressed conflicting views of the
period on emigration and social conditions in Ireland. Irish newspaper reports and articles
relating to Irish female emigration were also extensively explored.

My rules for exclusion and inclusion of source material are based on their relevance to the
reference period of my research and to the use of Irish employment agencies by Irish female
emigrants. Once I had examined a number of the documents, including records of government
policy debates, I had to decide what details were of relevance to Irish female emigrants and
their use of employment agencies, and identify the type of views expressed during that period
(e.g. support for or against the emigration of so many young people). My approach to this
task was to analyse and interpret (through a close-reading of the documents) what they
revealed about the people, issues, and organisations they referenced.
Analysis of data collected allowed an insight into the Irish government’s response to calls,
made by mainly Catholic Church welfare agencies, for the regulation of Irish employment
agencies during the reference period. The online Irish Newspaper Archive material examined
included newspaper advertisements, daily news about events both in Ireland and
internationally, stories about the day to day necessities that women might have needed or
wanted to buy, descriptions of the goods being rationed, imported and exported, and the
prices of goods in the shops. Parliamentary Question Time was often covered by the Irish
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newspapers and any issues considered controversial, such as the emigration of so many young
people from Ireland, sometimes led to contributions to the Letters to the Editor sections. All
of this information added to my understanding of the ‘flavour’ of the times, allowing me
insight into life in the Republic of Ireland, particularly Dublin, from 1948 to 1954.

Set up a blog, supported by a Twitter account, to explore and document the creativity,
research and reflective processes
In 1983, Donald Schön wrote The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in
Action. He suggested that it is possible to understand the reflective nature of professional
practice, and that there is an inherent value in adding to our understanding of how we know
what we know. Schön’s work has been drawn on by many scholars since 1983, and applied in
creative practice pedagogy. Today, creative practice degrees offer students the opportunity to
contribute their knowledge, largely gained through undertaking the processes relevant to their
field of artistic practice. They also contribute to the research community knowledge and
understanding about the design or use of particular research methodologies (Gray, 1996, p. 2).
Gray argues that:
Research should not be seen as being in conflict with practitioners’ methods but
an expansion of them. Perhaps separation is futile, as what we are trying to do is
integrate and synthesise the best aspects of each into a critical dialogue, which
needs two elements to create it: practice-led research is simultaneously
generative and reflective (Gray 1996, p. 10).

Reflective practitioners are embedded within, and directly influence their own research
unlike, for example, scientists who are expected to be objective or disinterested observers.
Deliberate reflection on my work is an important part of being a reflective practitioner
because:
A reflective practitioner is able to recognise a problem – for which Schön uses
the lovely phrase ‘stimulated by surprise’ (1983, p. 50) – and then able to
generate ideas about how to approach the problem (or opportunity), using reason
as well as intuition to test their ideas (Webb 2015, p. 119).
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It is important that researchers recognise they are not separate from the process of drawing on
the knowledge that is contained within ‘doing the practice’ (Borgdorff 2005, p. 7).

Employing an appropriate means, in this case my weblog, PhD Reflexive, to keep track of the
decisions made during the project proved to be helpful. Some of the issues about writing the
novel and exegesis addressed were: the balance between working as a student and meeting
commitments such as Confirmation of Candidature, writing the story and understanding that
there is a tension between staying true to my research about Irish womens’ lived experiences
and the need for the story to be a worthwhile experience for the reader, the excitement of
finishing the first draft of my novel, and understanding that my reflective activities are
ongoing, with the project occupying much of my thought process.

As a writer, the blog allowed me to reflect on and experience my own writing practices. The
resultant knowledge I have gained through this PhD also includes how past incidents and
encounters can impact on my writing of certain topics, such as violence. It has been an
immensely rewarding and yes, challenging time. Yet it is also exhilarating as it lifted the
shackles of past fears to increase my own understanding of myself as a writer. As Virginia
Woolf said when she spoke about being a writer, “words do not live in dictionaries, they live
in the mind” (Woolf 1937, “Words Fail Me”: Broadcast).

The methodology chosen offered me the most appropriate tools and enabled both novel and
exegesis to emerge gradually through a process of research, creativity, writing, reflexivity and
self-reflection; although it is interesting to note that this process is not evenly distributed
throughout the period of study and writing.

Each university has its own ontological and epistemological approach to the PhD degree as it
is structured within its academic frame. The position of creative practice research projects
within the university is now an accepted part of the higher degree by research landscape in
Australia. This enables ongoing synergies between answering specific research questions in
traditional academic genres, and producing a creative work of art (Webb 2015, Abstract).
Undertaking a “PhD Incorporating an Artefact” at the University of Canberra offers me the
opportunity to write a historical novel and an exegesis about a story not captured in official
discourses, archival material and scholarly literatures.
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Practical problems encountered in research

Once the methodology was decided and a research plan constructed, the processes of research
and writing were, in the main, very smooth. The documents I found at the National Archives
in Dublin could be copied but the high fees charged for photocopying made this expensive,
and there was a daily limit on the number of copies allowed for each individual researcher.
Consequently, I had to return to the Archives several times until I had what I needed.
However, I have to admit that I did not find having to spend extra time in the Archives a
burden. In fact, it gave me further opportunities to explore the files. There was indeed a
wealth of information but much of it was not directly relevant and judicious pruning became
important. One area of concern for future researchers is that many of these documents are
fragile. While the National Archives of Ireland works hard to achieve a program of
digitisation, there is limited online access to many of their documents, and much of the
information available does not extend beyond a description of their contents.

One obstacle which could have restricted the approach was related to the issue of missing
documents in the archive files. This issue cropped up while at the National Archives in
Dublin where I wanted to examine The Commission on Population Problems 1948-1954
Majority Report. and Minority Reports. (1954), a 450 page document that can definitely be
regarded as one of those ‘go to’ documents which scholars of Irish emigration often
reference. Because it was so widely cited I expected easy access to it for my research.
However, the Duty Archivist at the National Archives of Ireland explained that many
documents, including the Report, were missing from The Commission on Emigration File.
This problem was resolved through the process of online research as I began to flesh out the
main characters in the novel and finalise their storylines. Imagine my great joy when I
eventually found online access to the Report on the Houses of the Oireachtas website. The
Report is important in that it provides both qualitative and quantitative information. The
authors also highlight conflicting views on emigration and its causes which, they say, include
the poor living standard in rural areas.
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How the novel has addressed the totality of the information, or how do I know what I
know?
Hilary Mantel talks about how she views writing historical fiction as “an act of mourning”
(Mantel 2017, “Plenary Lecture” Fictive Histories, Historical Fictions Conference
proceedings), because it is a way of trying to retrieve the past, which of course we are not
able to do. For me, in undertaking this project, Mantel’s words find a resonance. My mother
rarely spoke about her childhood or her life in Ireland, so as a writer, I am in effect, trying to
retrieve my mother’s history, which in turn is part of my own history. This was an interesting
experience because the information I found in official documentation in the archives and
subsequent discourses about Irish female emigrants, reflects the construction of their identity
through a range of negative tropes. Nevertheless, while writing the novel, my characters were
developing a sense of themselves as I was learning about myself as a writer.

Writing this story has propelled the research along various pathways and byways and the
results of this journey have been integrated, gracefully I hope, into the story. The journey
involved a process of bricolage through a number of interlinked stages such as: a review of
the research literature relevant to my study; and making decisions about where and how and
what research would appear in the novel, i.e. through the eyes or actions of a character, or as a
fragment of historical material such as newspaper advertisements. Ultimately, I decided that I
had a unique opportunity to include some of my research findings directly in the novel, for
example, in a tabular form listing that was constructed by the character Niamh who works in
the Irish civil service, and to apply Jo Sharp’s relatable cartoons as a sub-text on life in an
office at that time. The images I chose are an important feature of the novel and their
relationship and use is just one example of how bricolage can be applied.
I also immersed myself in texts such as Women of the House: Women’s Household work in
Ireland 1922-1961 by Catriona Clear (2000), and Ariella Van Luyn, (2012). “Jogging
alongside or bumping off? Fiction and oral history in dialogue.” To help me gain some
familiarisation with, and understanding of Ireland in the late 1940s and early 1950s, I
immersed myself in texts written by other Irish authors which offer treatments of Irish female
emigration. These works include: Nuala O’Faolain (1998) Are You somebody? The Life and
Times of Nuala O’Faolain; John McGahern (2008) Amongst Women; Kate O' Riordan (2003)
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The Memory Stones; The Light of Evening by Edna O'Brien (2007), and Nuala O’Faolain
(2008, 2010) Best Love, Rosie.

A review of the literatures also enabled me to identify a dearth of writing in respect of the use
of Irish employment agencies by female Irish emigrants. I formed a theoretical framework for
the project by taking aspects of the work of Spivak (2010), White (2014) and de Certeau
(1984) in to account. This approach enabled me to take my project forward. Spivak’s (2010)
argument that we are often unable to recognise resistance to hegemony, and White’s (2014)
argument about the ‘practical past’ gave me a broad landscape, while de Certeau’s (1984)
argument on strategies and tactics enabled me to fill in the details. Ultimately, a variety of
different methods worked effectively together in order to allow me to collect relevant data for
the purposes of my study. These sources provide extraordinary detail about Ireland, including
post-Emergency rationing and shortages, high food prices and the protests against them,
products available to buy, and the relevant political debates played out in the Irish parliament
and in the newspapers. By applying theories related to strategies and tactics to the notions of
resistance and the practical past, I have been able to use the sources found through research
and their use is an example of how I have applied a process of bricolage to construct a
narrative about Irish female emigration.

Finally, applying my bricolage approach to the process of research for writing a work of
historical fiction allowed me to leave linear accounts behind and use my imagination to tell a
story that offers a view beyond what the archival research revealed. In writing this creative
work, I was able to engage imaginatively in finding answers, while at the same time
questioning how the past has been written. The narrative strategies I have employed point to a
blurring of the boundary between fiction and non-fiction in texts about and from the past. The
examples discussed below provide a window into the past (or how I know what I know) and
enabled me to construct a practical past for my characters in the novel.
Example One – Employment agency advertisements
Irish employment agencies advertised regularly in Dublin, Limerick and Cork and their
relevance to this project lies in the information they provide on the type of advertisement
placed, and what were considered important qualities in an applicant. For example,
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With thanks to the Irish Newspaper Archives & [The Irish Independent] December 9, 1954.

The advertisements show the range of work opportunities and conditions available to women
in Ireland at that time. They also indicate that it was mainly young Irish women who were
sought and that they had to be experienced, honest, fond of children and willing to be helpful.
Of particular interest to me while I was writing the novel (due to how it starkly contrasts
desired skills compared to the other advertisements) is the advertisement for a ‘Settled Lady,
under 40’ which specifies education as a requirement.
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The fact that Irish employment agencies regularly used newspaper advertising signals that
these businesses were profitable, making enough money at least to pay their advertising costs.
The advertisements also show that the wages of Irish women working in domestic service in
Ireland were lower than what they could earn in Britain. Information like this is important to
me as a writer because it enabled me to build the story of my main characters, Orla and
Sinéad. Orla is a young Irish woman working in domestic service and thinking about moving
to Britain. Sinéad, who is also a young Irish woman, works at an Irish employment agency.
Placing job advertisements in the newspapers would have been one of the many tasks she
carried out and a detail such as this, along with the information in the advertisements help
build a picture of what her working day might have involved.

Also important to the project was finding that the subject of employment agency
advertisements was covered in reports to the government:

Different views are held on whether advertisements of employment abroad
should be permitted, and whether employment agencies should be allowed to
recruit Irish workers for other countries. On the one hand, it is argued that such
advertisements and agencies are beneficial since they at least enable emigrants
to travel with a specific job in view and also make available information about
wages and about working and social conditions which must be a help to
intending emigrants. On the other hand, it is held that they tend to create
dissatisfaction at home and often exaggerate the favourable circumstances
surrounding the employment offered. The Commission considers that some
safeguard is necessary regarding advertisements and recruiting activities of a
misleading character but is aware of the many difficulties of preventing abuses
of this kind effectively (The Commission on Population Problems 1948-1954
Majority Report. and Minority Reports, 1954, p. 139).

It is worth using the whole quote from the Majority Report and Minority Reports because it
provides a snapshot of prevailing views at that time. It also shows that there were
diametrically opposed views about solutions to the problems associated with emigration,
which helped me to construct the Ireland of my novel.
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Example Two - Pavlova dessert at the Shelbourne Hotel
One of the social highlights for two characters in my novel, who have known each other since
childhood, is when they meet on a Saturday in March 1954 and spend a couple of hours
catching up on each other’s lives as they walk around the shops, gazing longingly in the
windows. They finish their day by having afternoon tea at the Shelbourne Hotel. The
Shelbourne is a respected Dublin establishment of many years standing. I needed to
understand what kinds of food and beverages would be served at such an occasion. I thought
that one of the characters could have scones, and the other, Pavlova, so I set about researching
menus from that period. To my surprise I found that:

The Shelbourne Pavlova was first enjoyed over the Horseshow weekend in
August 1954 (The Life of Stuff 2014, April 6: Edwina Elizabeth O'Connor).
This meant that none of my characters could have the pleasure of tasting a Shelbourne
Pavlova in March 1954, so they both happily contented themselves with scones. While the
bricolage method of gathering information together was working well, finding the
information about the Shelbourne menus for March 1954 was not easy. Fortunately, I came
across O’Connor’s wonderful blog; The Life of Stuff is an award winning site which is a joy to
read. If you enlarge the image below, you will see that the information about the Pavlova is
detailed in the menu:

Image from The Life of Stuff, (2014, April 6) “Afternoon Tea at The Shelbourne Dublin, A Renaissance Hotel”.
by Edwina Elizabeth O'Connor).
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Retrieving information from a diverse range of sources, such as those shown in this exegesis
and bringing them together in a work of historical fiction allows the work to be multi-layered,
as well as adding a complexity and richness to the narrative. As O’Faolain (1998) writes of
the many books she has read, “Novels were about what I cared about. They asked the
questions I wanted answered. How do lives get lived? How is love found?” (O’Faolain 1998,
p. 30).
Example 3 – Some tactics used by Irish women to take control of, and improve their
lives - building a broader picture for the novel
In writing the novel, I became aware of the negative narratives about Irish female emigrants
as I went about my research of the archives and official discourses, but I wanted to build a
broader picture of them. Consequently, I went about a nuanced search of the literatures. In a
manner that is heartening, oral history work such as Irish Women at Work 1930-1960: An
Oral History by Elizabeth Kiely and Maire Leane (2012) offers a treatment of what they
term, Routine and Unofficial Forms of Workplace Agency and Resistance. They argue that
women were:

engaged in an array of informal strategies to actively change their working lives
or to make them more tolerable (Kiely & Leane 2012, p. 151).
These approaches included changing jobs to improve limited opportunities, and provide
themselves with a chance to earn better pay (Kiely & Leane 2012, p. 151). Some, as in the
case of “Joan N., a farm labourer at the time, recalled how she stood up for herself and her
son” against her employer and the local priest (2012, p. 152). Other examples are used to
support the notion of women’s agency, such as Rose, who had to fight with her aunt and the
matron of the hospital where she was a trainee, in order to leave her training as a nurse, and
Eileen D, who rebuffed the unwanted advances of the creamery inspector (2012, p. 153).

The ability of these women to take some control of their lives was manifested by the daily
decisions they made as they lived through the aftermath of the annulment of the promise of
equal rights in the Bunreacht na hÉireann (1937). But women in Ireland were also protesting
publicly. For example, The Irish Independent newspaper printed a large article (see next
page) about a new association made up of women who were either wives or mothers of civil
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servants. The association was protesting at the government’s postponement of implementing
the arbitration decision to increase civil servants’ wages. They were at pains to inform the
government how hard it was to manage a limited budget at a time of increased living costs
and unemployment:

With thanks to the Irish Newspaper Archives & [The Independent] April 18, 1953.
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On April 21, 1953, members of the Civil Servants Housewives Association held a protest
meeting in Dublin. They were protesting at the failure of the government to understand how
hard it was for people in Ireland, particularly, at a time of concern about the lack of
employment opportunities, and when calls were also being made within the government to
decrease civil servant numbers:

With thanks to the Irish Newspaper Archives & [The Irish Press] April 22, 1953.

Many women like those in the examples above, were taking control of their lives by leaving
Ireland. Regardless of who they were, or where they were from, many of them went to Britain
with hopes for a better life and more opportunities. Although I have no evidence to say how
many Irish female emigrants achieved better working conditions and lives, there are some
references to the increased betterment of emigrants:
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There is little doubt that the material welfare of the majority of our emigrants
has been improved, notwithstanding temporary conditions of austerity and food
shortages; they have generally been able to secure employment and
opportunities for livelihood which were not obtainable at home. (The
Commission on Population Problems 1948-1954 Majority Report. and Minority
Reports, 1954, p. 136).

Additionally, there are also the oral histories of some of the migrants themselves undertaken
by scholars like Catherine Dunne (2003) in An unconsidered people: the Irish in London.
Dunne shares the stories of ten Irish migrants she interviewed. She notes that:

What emerged from most of the exchanges I had with Irish women living in
London was that life away from Ireland offered the kind of freedom and scope
for personal development that simply would not have been possible for them had
they stayed at home (Dunne 2003, p. 17).

Although Ireland is not an exception in this regard it is important to note that opportunities
were severely limited for Irish women and life was not without emotional and physical
upheaval. In the 1950s, staying at school beyond the age of 14 years was not a social norm;
for some it was a privilege but for others it was not even an option. It is also important to
acknowledge that our knowledge about many Irish women is incomplete. As Brien (2015)
drawing on the work of Michael Hicks (1991) argues, while history and fiction can be framed
for discussion, “facts do not come to us unvarnished, but are loaded, slanted and embedded in
narratives” (Hicks 1991, pp. 69-70 as cited in Brien 2015, p. 3).

Brien’s statement above can be read as raising awareness of the problematic nature of relying
on the traces that are left behind to build a picture of what the lived experiences might have
been. The archives are repositories of selected systems of knowledge and authority.
Undeniably, the type of records maintained in such systems can be used to influence what can
be said and written about history. This is an interesting conundrum for me because the mantra
I follow, while working on my project, is one of staying true to my sources because I am
writing ‘historical’ fiction. I aspire to have my characters in situations that are believable for
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the times. Delia Falconer (2007), writing about historical fiction in The Writer’s Reader states
that:

It is easy to forget that historical novels are not history, that they have their own
logic and different work to do; that, as Milan Kundera puts it, the ‘sole raison
d’etre of a novel is to discover what only the novel can discover’ (Falconer
2007, p. 108).

Creative writing of almost any genre involves some ground-rules, such as story arc and
tension points. A writer has to remember they are writing a story. I work hard to have
interesting but believable characters, to have believable interactions for them, and to use
interesting prose. As Marele Day (2007), also writing in The Writer’s Reader states:

the writer must show, through action, dialogue and interior monologue, that it is
of vital importance to the character, strong enough to drive the narrative, despite
difficulties and oppositions, including the character’s own doubts and fears (Day
2007, p. 55).

This has been a learning journey and I know that it is well worthwhile. Maybe it is as
Falconer (2007) writes:

All novel writing is, in the end, consciously or subconsciously, the product of
philosophical inquiry about the nature of writing itself. A good novelist is always
asking: What is a novel? What is the point of writing one? The historical novelist is
also always writing to answer the question of why we should bother to write novels in
the present about the past (Falconer 2007, p. 108).

Ultimately I am interested in the stories of those women who are not a designated group in
the statistics and for whom the negative tropes in official Irish documentation and discourses
remain. I have written a work of historical fiction to tease out my argument that we can read
Irish female emigrants’ use of Irish employment agencies as an act of ‘resistance’. I have
traversed the stereotypes of Irish women found through my research to write this exegesis and
my novel.
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Through a process of bricolage I have brought together official documents, newspaper
clippings and other snippets of information from a variety of sources to explore in this
exegesis some of the issues related to how Irish women worked toward their future. Those
same sources are applied in the novel to build a world for my characters so that I can tell a
story about a particular aspect of Irish female emigration. In this way, the novel and the
exegesis work together, each in their own way, towards challenging the previously
constructed identities of female Irish emigrants.

I also determined I would not mediate any of the documents viewed by changing the dates of
events, or the names of people involved. Ultimately, authors make a choice about which
documents they use and how, but always at the back of my mind was the impact my choice
would have on the reader. Although I am writing historical fiction, I believe as a writer, that I
have a contract with my reader to be as true as I can in the stories I tell. Therefore the
documents highlighted in the novel can be found in the National Archives of Ireland.
However, using primary sources can also lead to generalisations that may be identified as
national stereotyping, in one’s own work. This has been taken into account in the
development of the characters in the novel; they are not all feisty red-haired heroines.
Worth noting is Diarmaid Ferriter (2005) as he warns of “the danger of reading history
backwards and of imparting present-day values to past situations, and, in turn, bringing to an
assessment of twentieth-century Ireland a corrosive cynicism that does scant justice to its
complexities” (Ferriter 2005, p. 5). While I support the idea that we should be aware of the
many layers of complexity involved in writing the past, I would not support the notion that
history be written in such a way that re-inscribes the status quo for any marginalised group or
individual. It can be argued that documents encountered as part of this research project reflect
hegemonic and patriarchal discourses, and class ideologies and stereotypes which characterise
Irish female emigrants only as a cohort prone to moral failings. These women have
subsequently been depicted by historians as plain statistics which reflect an uneducated and
unskilled cohort of Irish emigrants. Representation of this kind reveals little of the lack of
opportunity for education and poor employment prospects. Nor do they represent the
commonly held expectation of that time that a woman’s place was in the home; hence my
argument that Irish women’s use of Irish employment agencies may be read as a way of
taking control over some aspects of their lives.
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However, it is from these same textual artefacts, viewed when researching Irish female
emigrants’ use of employment agencies, that I came to know how these women were
considered and characterised. In undertaking this project, as a writer I was able to move
beyond what is shown in official documents and discourses, and question what it might have
actually been like for Irish women at that time.

In her comprehensive article on archive discourse across many disciplines of academic study,
“Theories of the Archive from Across the Disciplines”, Marlene Manoff (2004) writes on the
increasing interest in using archival material. Consequently, there is a vast array of scholarly
literature on issues commonly encountered. However, archives should not be regarded as a
comprehensive repository of official documents. For example, much material which should be
there is not, due to reasons such as deficiencies in filing systems, deliberate concealment or
loss. However, using the archives in creative practice can provide exciting places to search,
and to help fill in the gaps of the story. In the writing of the novel, this project does not claim
to reconstitute a silenced voice or to be history but to be “aesthetics and story” (Webb 2015,
p. 97). The novel and the exegesis which form a creative practice model, are guided by a
research question, and can demonstrate new knowledge about Irish female emigration,
historical fiction and creative practice within the academy.

Writers of fiction who construct historical realities may also construct identity in the same
way that it can be constructed by dominant narratives and discourses (themselves
underpinned by a variety of ideologies (Scott, 1991). Irish sociologist Breda Gray (2004) in
her work, Women and the Irish Diaspora argues that a particular category, (focus or frame)
for a study of Irish female emigrants can have the effect of implying that such categories are
static (2004, p. 5). This may serve to relegate the actual lived experience of these women to
the margins of Irish history, where they are usually captured by a variety of negative
stereotypes. In the context of Gray’s argument, the methodological approach used in this
project takes into account the issue of representing Irish women by making no claim that the
novel or the exegesis are works that are a representative portrayal of Irish female emigrants.
However, in choosing to write a work of historical fiction, there is a worthwhile opportunity
to broaden the ‘story’ landscape, cognisant of the fact that there is a subtle subtext behind the
story.
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Chapter Three
Scholarly Literatures on Irish Female Emigration of the 1940s and 1950s

In view of the paucity of scholarly and other literatures published on the use of Irish
employment agencies by Irish women, including Irish female emigrants, I decided that I
would need to broaden the parameters of my research and explore what has been generally
written about Irish female emigration to Britain, during the period 1948 to 1954. This
exploration resulted in three distinct types of literatures being reviewed. The first, which
concerns the work scholars have produced about Irish emigration of the 1940s and 1950s, will
be covered in this chapter. My review of these literatures shows that a major theme that
clusters around Irish emigration is the way in which the emigrant identity is constructed. My
aim is to contribute to these discourses on Irish female emigration and extend them, through
my work on Irish women’s use of employment agencies. I hope to locate a narrative about
Irish female emigrants as individuals that stands beside the maze of constructed stereotypes of
them.

For this reason, the second type of literatures reviewed (covered in Chapter Four) chronicle
the documents I examined in archives and other collections and how they characterize a
constructed identity of Irish female emigrants, and appraise the various questions and
complaints about Irish employment agency business practices. This narrative makes an
important contribution to the project because there are few scholarly or fictional treatments of
Irish employment agencies, their relevance to Irish female emigration, or the lived
experiences of Irish female emigrants who used them.

The third (covered in Chapter Five) is an analysis of three Irish novels to gauge the extent of
their treatment of Irish employment agencies, and the attitudes of Irish women towards Irish
female emigration. Chapter Five also considers the extent to which female characters are
empowered. Collectively, these three distinct types of literatures form a critical building
block in this project.

An online tour reveals just how broad the field of Irish Studies is. Work is being undertaken
on Irish women's history, gender and war, memory and history, oral history, social and
political history, and public history. There are interdisciplinary programmes at Trinity
College in Dublin (collaborative efforts between the departments of English, History,
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Geography, History of Art and Film/Drama). Irish studies at the National University of
Ireland in Galway are found in the disciplines of History, Archaeology, English, Irish,
Political Science and Sociology, and Traditional Music and Dance. At University College
Cork, topics studied include migration, gender studies, and representation. Generally
speaking, topics of interest include Irish literature, (for example, the work of writers such as
William Butler Yeats, James Joyce, Elizabeth Bowen, John Millington Synge and Maria
Edgeworth), Irish culture, the influence of the Irish Catholic Church, the economic and
political situations in Eire and Northern Ireland, the potato famine, the relationship between
Ireland and Britain, and mass emigration (over a number of periods) from Ireland. Irish
studies are also offered at universities in countries other than Ireland, including the USA,
Canada, Britain, Australia, and New Zealand, and cover topics such as diaspora studies,
literature, history, film and theatre.

Key studies include those by scholars such as Catriona Beaumont (1997, 2016), Louise Ryan
(2013), Elizabeth Kiely and Máire Leane (2004, 2012), Tony Murray (2012), Margaret
Lynch-Brennan (2009) Jennifer Redmond (2008), Dianne Hall and Elizabeth Malcolm
(2008), Mary Hickman (2007), Enda Delaney (2000, 2007), Mary Daly (2006), Diarmaid
Ferriter (2005), Breda Gray (2004, 2002), Bronwen Walter (2013, 2001), Catriona Clear
(2000), Ide O’Carroll (2015, 1990), and Bernadette Whelan (2000). Although a number of
studies have examined Irish emigration, little scholarly literature examines the use of
employment agencies by Irish female emigrants. There are several possible explanations for
this, such as the lack of material in archives and collections foreshadowing difficulties in
writing about their use and that, as private businesses, there may be ‘commercial in
confidence’ considerations. Another way to explain it could relate to the use of Irish
employment agencies inclining to be “assumed rather than interrogated” (Redmond, 2008:
460), the argument expressed by Jennifer Redmond when writing about the work on the
‘singleness’ of Irish female emigrants as being underdeveloped.

I aimed to adopt a strict inclusion and exclusion approach in the selection of literatures to
ensure that, only those dealing specifically with Irish female emigration of the late 1940s to
the early 1950s are used to support the work for this project. However, as I was unable to find
enough material that conformed to my specific focus (as discussed in Chapter One) it became
necessary to widen the parameters and include works which relate to different periods, and
countries other than Ireland. While this might not be ideal, major issues examined in my
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project are similar to those encountered by the studies I explored. My intention is, wherever
possible, to connect my research to previous scholarly research.

There is a growing body of scholarship concerned with the experiences, and identity of Irish
emigrants. Ide O’Carroll re-published her 1990 text Models for Movers: Irish Women’s
Emigration to America in 2015. Although the span of years covered is broad, its republication
is an important addition to Irish womens’ history. O’Carroll undertook an oral history
approach to the study of Irish women who emigrated to America during the 1920s, 1930s,
1950s, the 1960s, and 1980s. She found that, “[t]oo often history has either ignored women or
included them in general accounts of the ‘human experience” (1990, p. 11). O’Carroll
concludes that this omission of women in history needs to be addressed and argues, that while
there has been a focus in history on emigrant experiences in their host or new country, much
more work is needed on why Irish women left Ireland (1990, p. 11).

Other key issues referenced in the scholarship examined as part of my project include the
need for more work to be done on gender studies of Irish emigration, and the impact of basing
studies of later emigration around 1940s and 1950s emigration from Ireland. To
accommodate this, Chapter Three is shaped along thematic lines and organised as follows:
▪ The limited coverage of Irish female emigrants’ use of employment agencies;
▪ Studies of Irish women’s domestic work;
▪ Summary of relevant scholarship on Irish emigration;
▪ Questions about general historical accounts; and
▪ Some of the issues associated with the use of terms such as ‘diaspora’.

The limited coverage of Irish female emigrants’ use of employment agencies
Apart from Mona Hearn (1993) in Below Stairs: Domestic Service Remembered in Dublin
and Beyond 1880-1922, Mary E Daly (2006) in The Slow Failure: Population Decline and
Independent Ireland, 1920–1973, a limited treatment by Henrietta Ewart (2013), in
“Protecting the honour of the daughters of Eire: welfare policy for Irish female migrants to
England, 1940-70” in her discussion about policy development in England after the Second
World War, and Margaret Lynch-Brennan (2009) The Irish Bridget, in which she discusses
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the work done by Frances Kellor, there has been limited discussion in the literatures about the
use of Irish employment agencies by Irish female emigrants.

Mona Hearn (1993) examines domestic service in Dublin from 1880 to 1922 in Below Stairs:
Domestic Service Remembered in Dublin and Beyond 1880-1922. While the focus of her
work is well before the period of interest for my project, it has been a valuable resource in my
study due to its provision of information about ‘registry offices’ which were the forerunners
of employment agencies in Ireland, and their growing use. Hearn’s is a very readable text
which makes a significant contribution to the socio-economic history of Ireland through her
treatment of domestic service in Dublin (1880 to 1922), and the prevailing conditions of work
at that time. Hearn (1993) provides important historical background and a firm basis for
further study of employment agencies in later years. She argues that registry offices provided
an important facility, especially for those women seeking work in domestic service, by saving
them time looking for suitable work and employers. They also provided a service for those
people looking for reliable staff. Hearn (1993) concludes by noting that domestic service was
in decline for many years leading up to the 1940s, and although some solutions were put
forward to save the industry, they did not recognize that the world was moving on from a
servant/master social structure. She is at pains to emphasise that domestic service declined in
Ireland because “the inferior, dependant positions of the servant became unacceptable in a
more democratic world” (Hearn 1993, p. 111). Hearn’s work was important to me and any
updating of her study achieved through this project will, I hope make a meaningful
contribution to future studies about Irish women.

In her seminal text The Slow Failure: Population Decline and Independent Ireland, 1920–
1973, Daly (2006) offers an account of social and economic developments in the Republic of
Ireland. In her treatment of Irish employment agencies she notes that, in 1947, employment
agencies became a target for those who opposed the emigration of young women from
Ireland. On 8 October 1947, an Irish Hierarchy (Church) press statement appeared in the Irish
Independent newspaper outlining its concerns for the moral and religious welfare of the
young women who were leaving, and lamenting Ireland’s loss of potential wives and mothers
(2006, p. 282). The government was asked in 1947 to institute tighter regulations of the
activities of employment agencies but a response was not made until 1948 when John A
Costello led the first inter-party government. He responded that stopping young people
seeking opportunities abroad would be tantamount to a denial of fundamental human rights
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and only justifiable in times of a great national emergency (2006, p. 156). Other reasons were
the expectations that many of these young girls presumably and/or actually had parental
permission, and that British employers would ensure they did not recruit anyone whose
welfare might be at risk (2006, p. 293). The political environment at that time was such that
government intervention in the activities of private employment agencies was very limited.

However, there was also an acknowledgement of the value of the concept of personal
freedom, which although significant, contributed to a lack of support for Irish emigrants:

Government restriction on the movement of persons would rightly be held to
infringe personal liberty unnecessarily at all normal times (The Commission on
Population Problems 1948-1954 Majority Report. and Minority Reports, 1954,
p. 139).

The infringement of personal liberties could also be extended to business people having the
right to do business without government regulation or restriction. The value of this notion of
the extension of personal liberties to business practices, is to my creative practice. I wrote the
novel, a world is constructed and I am able to build a broader picture of the type of issues and
attitudes Irish women might have been negotiating through their interactions with
employment agencies, and the attitudes of employment agency owners.

One example of a business owner working to protect her own unique way of conducting her
business is when, in 1952, Monsignor Cecil Barrett contacted Mrs Molly Hynes, owner of
Hynes Universal Employment Agency. Monsignor Barrett expressed concern about reports he
had received that she was sending young women to work in Britain, without first providing
them or their families with the name and address of their employer (Daly 2006, p. 295). Mrs
Hynes explained that she was using the practice to protect her business interests since travel
permits had been abolished, but she did agree to cease this practice (2006, p. 295).

Of note is that in January 1956, the Department of External Affairs wrote to the Secretary to
the Government, summarising an interdepartmental committee's findings in regard to
employment agencies and emigration:
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The committee examined matters relating to the welfare of emigrants, including
the possibility of controlling the activities of agencies recruiting men and
women for employment abroad and providing safeguards against dangers to the
welfare of young persons, particularly girls, emigrating to Britain. It concluded
that the welfare programme inaugurated by the Church authorities, together with
lay voluntary activity, was adequate to cover the needs of emigrants
(Department of External Affairs 1956, Note to M O'Muimhneachain, Secretary
to the Government).

The Committee also reported that while new legislation would be necessary to control the
activities of employment agencies, it was not warranted at that time because employment
agencies only handled a small proportion of the many thousands who were leaving Ireland.
Employment agency figures were estimated at 700 women per year (Daly 2006, p. 295).

My research of the period 1948-1954 suggests that this figure may be understated. There were
at least fifteen agencies operating in Dublin, four in Cork and at least one in Limerick
(Government of Ireland. Parliamentary Debates. 11 March 1953), and I doubt whether so
many agencies would be able to operate successfully with such a small volume of clients,
unless they were engaged in other activities. These agencies would have earned income
through charging registration fees and/or placement fees, which were often imposed on both
employer and employee.

Daly (2006) also suggests that if the market had been dominated by non-Irish agencies, the
government might have acted. Instead, it was dominated by an Irish employment agency in
Dublin (2006, p. 295). But, maybe it is also, as N.S. O'Nuallain (1953) writes in a letter to the
Secretary, Department of External Affairs, acknowledging receipt of an enclosure on the
problem of Irish girls emigrating to Britain, “As this Department is not immediately
concerned with the matter, the Department does not wish to be represented at the proposed
Inter-Departmental Conference on the matter.” (N.S. O'Nuallain, 1953: Letter to the
Secretary). It seems clear there was no appetite for departments to be involved in any
investigations into Irish employment agencies. An assumption on my part which I can discuss
and challenge in my novel through the characters who work in the Irish civil service.
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There have also been later studies on domestic service, for example, Catriona Clear (2000),
and Margaret Lynch-Brennan (2009). Whereas these works are not directly related to the use
of employment agencies by Irish female emigrants, they provide valuable insights into work
and career streams available to women. The study by Lynch-Brennan (2009) discusses the
work done by Frances Kellor (who writes on the use of ‘intelligence offices’ and employment
agencies in America), and her treatment of Kellor’s study inspired its use in my exegesis. An
interesting find was that author Nuala O’Faolain (1998) presents a very brief and somewhat
scathing treatment of the value of employment agencies in Are You somebody? The Life and
Times of Nuala O’Faolain. She writes about leaving Dublin and moving to England where
she worked as a domestic in a hospital:
An agency in O’Connell Street paid your boat-fare to that kind of job, the
lowest of the low: then they took the money back out of your wages, so that
it was nearly impossible to save the fare home (O’Faolain 1998, p. 54).
While O’Faolain’s work can be rather acerbic about a variety of issues, documents viewed as
part of this project show that criticism was also expressed by church welfare organisations
calling for better regulation of the industry. If nothing else, in the limited coverage in the
literatures of Irish female emigrants’ use of employment agencies it is clear that investigation
of employment agencies was considered important by those who opposed the emigration of
so many young women from Ireland. This suggests there is value in further studies, such as
my project, into the relationship between Irish employment agencies and Irish female
emigration.
Studies of women’s domestic work
Several studies of women’s domestic work have been undertaken (for example, Elizabeth
Kiely and Máire Leane 2012; Myrtle Hill 2003; Catriona Clear 2000, and Bernadette Whelan
2000). Women and Paid Work in Ireland 1500-1930 is a collection of nine essays edited by
Bernadette Whelan (2000), and is referenced by many scholars in Irish Studies. The essays
examine the work experiences of Irish women over a 430-year period and had their origins in
the 1998 Women's History Association of Ireland conference, held at the University of
Limerick. Topics covered include business, education, medicine, prison, and child care and
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the text serves as a valuable introduction to the subject of paid work by Irish women and the
gendered stereotyping of their role.

Over the years, many Irish women have been involved in political debates about issues such
as the cost of living, childcare, and health provision. However, largely due to hegemonic
constructions of the role of women, and the patriarchal society and church positioning them
within the home, the significance of their contribution has been downplayed in Irish history.
One of the major issues raised by Whelan (2000) is the paucity of historical records regarding
women in business (2000, p. 39). She also argues that there was a patriarchal and bureaucratic
contextualisation of the definition of women’s work, (e.g. cooking, sewing, and washing).
Her argument about patriarchy and how the bureaucracy defined Irish women calls attention
to the need to break-down such gendered stereotyping of women and their work. Certainly,
the discourses found in the official documents, viewed as part of my research confirm how
Irish women have been officially positioned in important documents such as the Bunreacht na
hÉireann (1937), and how it impacted on their lives.
Elizabeth Kiely and Máire Leane (2004) published on the preliminary findings of their ‘oral
history study’ to examine how women combined the work and responsibilities of motherhood
with working outside the home. Their study, ‘What would I be doing at home all day?’: oral
narratives of Irish married women's working lives 1936-1960, questioned how Irish women’s
experiences compared with the idealised vision of Irish womanhood (for example, the trope
of the ideal mother sitting by the hearth fire while happy children play outside) portrayed in
political and religious discourses. Kiely & Leane (2004) concluded that the women’s lived
experiences captured in their study differed considerably from that idealised vision of Irish
womanhood. The women in their study related their everyday struggles as ‘working women’
against a backdrop of the lack of opportunities for education and well paid careers. Their
findings are in accord with the earlier findings of Whelan (2000) in her study about the
patriarchal positioning of Irish women within the home. This positioning of women as
wanting only marriage and motherhood was a persistent construction of their identity
(Beaumont 2016, Abstract).

Catriona Clear (2000) cautions against overstating stereotypical images of Irish women as
domestic drudges who were not working in the paid workforce (and therefore living a narrow
existence), because it assigns a homogeneous identity to Irish women that does not fit the
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evidence. In her study of women’s work in the home, Women of the house: Women’s
household work in Ireland 1926-1961, she argues that even though many women’s
organisations and government commissions recommended that girls be trained as domestic
servants, they ignored the fact that many Irish women and girls were not interested in seeking
that kind of work (2000, p. 2). Clear uses official records and oral history to write against
some of the ingrained perceptions promulgated in earlier scholarship about what women were
able to achieve, her main argument being, “the very suggestion that women might have found
working in the house meaningful and satisfying in itself, is anathema to many late-twentieth
century feminists” (2000, p. 10).

Clear (2000) challenges previous studies on Irish women and the interpretations made in
relation to women’s work and citizenship by scholars such as Jenny Beale (1986), Caroline
Rose (1975), J.J. Lee (1989), and Amy Wieners (1994). At question is what she considers to
be the tendency to overstate the oppressive nature of rural life on Irish women, and their
exclusion from economic opportunities. She cites the fact that Irish women had the vote, and
that there were female politicians sitting in both houses of the Oireachtas, as examples of
where Irish women had successfully engaged in public life. Of particular interest to this
project is that, despite her challenge to the previous studies mentioned, Clear supports Beale’s
statement characterising the first fifty years of the independence of the Republic of Ireland as
“fifty years of inequality” (Beale 1986, in Clear 2000, p. 4).

On the surface it seems as if successive Irish governments of the 1940s and 1950s were
unwilling to move beyond the vision of an ideal Ireland based on pastoral visions of life that
had little to do with reality (Daly 2006, p. 156). National identity was paramount after
Independence in 1922, but was constrained by failed government policies, late marriages and
slow population growth as well as the mass emigration of large numbers of young women
(2006, p. 442). From the literatures reviewed as part of this project, it would be hard not to
reach the conclusion that women’s lived realities in Ireland reflected hegemonic and negative
views of their place in, and their contribution to, Irish society. As Clear (2000) acknowledges,
“there was a strong and overt hostility to women throughout this period” (2000, p. 7).

However, that does not mean Irish women did not find their own way to make their lives as
meaningful as they could. Clear (2000) also reminds scholars they should treat historical
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sources with care (2000, p. 216), and is important cautionary advice for those like me
working in this area of study.

Margaret Lynch-Brennan (2009) in her study The Irish Bridget, considers Irish domestic
servants in America from 1840-1930, and provides an important insight into that category of
women’s work. She also provides a limited treatment of American ‘intelligence offices’ and
employment agencies (2009, p. 98), in her reference to the work of Frances Kellor. LynchBrennan (2009) also emphasises that, until her study, no scholar had written a full-length
study on female Irish servants (2009, p. xviii). Using letters, (some of which were previously
unpublished and written by Irish domestics), family letters and photographs, and other
research, she builds a convincing case that domestic service was a significant means for
women to earn a living. She notes that Irish female domestic servants in America might have
relished the fact that their work consisted of mainly indoor work, unlike in Ireland where they
often had responsibilities around the farm (2009, p. 29). She also highlights some of the
perennial issues faced by Irish female emigrants, such as homesickness, and the impact on
Irish women of becoming part of the workforce in a new country. Certainly, American
employers were pleased with their Irish servants and their positive attributes of piety and hard
work (2009, p. 81). Judging from the tone of a number of jobs advertised in Irish newspapers,
it appears that positive attributes of piety and hard work were much sought after in Ireland as
well.

Summary of relevant Scholarship on Irish emigration

Ongoing critical and scholarly engagement has opened up many avenues of investigation in
Irish Studies. However, Irish history and Irish female emigration are complex issues which
are open to a variety of interpretations and representations in public and private narratives.
While this has resulted in a growing body of scholarship, it can also result in a broadening of
conflicting beliefs and mythology built up about Irish history, making it a contentious field of
study (Foster 2001). Overall, a diverse range of approaches, including gender, sociological,
economic, political, and historical have been used to study Irish emigration. As a considerable
amount of Irish Studies literature has been published, a complete coverage of it would be both
an immense undertaking for this project, and structurally challenging from a content
perspective in relation to my inclusion/exclusion criteria. However, there are some key issues
and relevant publications which can be discussed.
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Research into Irish women’s lived experiences is important and calls for further study of this
area have resonated since at least the 1990s. In 1993, Donald H. Akensen’s survey, The Irish
Diaspora: A Primer, indicated that there was little knowledge of Irish women’s experiences
in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (Hall & Malcolm 2008, p. 1). Many scholars in
Irish Studies, for example, Ide O’Carroll (1990, 2015); Catriona Clear (2000) Breda Gray
(2004), Hall and Malcolm (2008), Margaret Lynch-Brennan (2009), and Tony Murray (2012)
have continued to emphasise the need for further research.

Akensen’s 1993 survey was followed by a collection entitled Irish Women and Irish
Migration, edited by Patrick O’Sullivan (1995) which featured articles on Irish women and
emigration between the early sixteenth and the late twentieth centuries (Hall & Malcolm
2008, p.1). Many of the authors included in the collection lament the lack of research on
female Irish emigrants (2008, p. 1). The lack of research is surprising given that, in some
years, the number of female Irish emigrants exceeded that of male Irish emigrants. One
reason put forward by Hall and Malcolm (2008, p. 6) is that both Irish men and women were
largely ignored in standard histories of countries such as Australia, Britain and New Zealand
and, if mentioned at all, were regarded as troublesome other.

Historian Myrtle Hill (2003), undertook a major study, Women in Ireland, charting the
changes that occurred in women’s lives over a one hundred year period. Using various
collections, diaries, public records, photographic images, and other research, she convincingly
argues that, while change did occur in women’s lives between 1900 and 2000, they still faced
discrimination and were over-represented in low-paid jobs. She emphasises that, until at least
the 1960s, one of the most significant barriers many women had to face was the powerful
influence of the hierarchy in the Catholic Church. Hill also writes that successive Irish
governments faced the recurring problem of emigration of its young people, mainly women.
One result of this was that, in 1951 in rural Ireland, for every 1,000 men there were only 868
women (Hill 2003, p. 133). Of note is Hill’s conclusion, that despite the challenges, women
in Ireland were not always passive observers and that many played an active role in shaping
Ireland and its history. However, she cautions against attributing “straightforward linear
progression” (Hill 2003, p. 244) to any progress that women in Ireland have made.

Using a transnational approach, Breda Gray (2004) in her study, Women and the Irish
Diaspora argues that in many academic discourses on Irish female emigration, Ireland has
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been constructed as the country women leave in their quest for liberation from various
constraints at home (2004, p. 2). For her own study, she draws on original research and
interviews both women who left the Republic of Ireland in the 1980s for London and Luton,
as well as some of those who stayed. Her analysis is informed by poststructuralist feminist
and social theory (2004, p. 1) and she is interested in how Irish women were positioned, as
well as how they positioned themselves. Gray explores experiences of emigration and
diaspora and highlights some of the possible reasons why earlier generations of women may
have left Ireland, voluntarily or otherwise. Some of these included improved life
opportunities; sexual liberation; career advancement; to give birth, or to have an abortion, as a
means of personal survival or to contribute to the survival of their families; and to escape
difficult family circumstances (2004, p. 2).

Gray argues that changing formations of Irish modernity are gendered, and that she aims to
generate new and politically productive directions for thinking about women and the Irish
diaspora. A major strength of Gray’s work is that she draws our attention to the focus or
framing by which Irish female emigration (up to and including the 1950s) has been
constructed, and how the inevitable labelling, for example, as “a loss of national breeding
stock, a threat to women’s ‘purity’, and potentially undermining of their national and
religious identities” (2004, p. 2) can have the effect of homogenising a particular group of
stories.

While Gray (2004) explores Irish women of the 1980s, historian Rosemary Cullen Owens
(2005), in her major study, A Social History of Women in Ireland, 1870–1970 examines the
role and status of women to the 1970s. She considers women’s lifestyle options and provides
a persuasive account of the forces of change within Irish society, pointing out that, successive
Irish governments failed to take advantage of opportunities to improve the lives of Irish
women in rural Ireland.

Delays on schemes such as the installation of a nationwide piped water supply resulted in
delays in improvement of basic necessities for Irish women in rural Ireland, and Cullen
Owens points out that this lack of interest “has been interpreted as being both gender and
class based” (2005, p. 184). She also argues that the lack of support by governments for
improvement in the living conditions of Irish women is surprising because various
governments were faced with the many issues that clustered around the mass emigration of so
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many of its young people. She questions why no link was made between women’s living
conditions and the fact that so many young women were leaving Ireland (2005, p. 184). The
lack of support from various Irish governments to improve the living conditions of women in
Ireland is also particularly surprising following the limitations placed on women’s
employment options by the enactment of the Bunreacht na hÉireann (1937), which firmly
positioned women’s place as in the home.

Although many older studies of emigration have been challenged because they obscure the
different emigration experiences, later studies of Irish emigration are being challenged
because they are mediated through the lens of 1950s Irish emigration; this has resulted in it
becoming a dominant transnational emigration narrative (Scully 2015, p. 140). Debates in
Irish studies cluster around how the identities and experiences of Irish male and female
emigrants have been constructed.

However, despite the broad range of approaches, conventional positions of identity politics
still dominate (Carville 2011, p. 2). Tony Murray (2012) examines the Irish Diaspora in
Britain and calls for study of the political, economic, cultural and geographic concerns which
may have been taken into account by people leaving Ireland, along with the impact of their
emigration on those who stayed in Ireland, as well as on the host population (Murray 2012, p.
12). To support his argument, Murray draws on the trope of ‘diaspora space’ from the work
of Avtar Brah (1996) which provides a framework for considering how geographic,
economic, political and other such factors might impact the emigrant experience; it is more
than a linear transition from home to host-country. Of particular interest to my project is the
conclusion Louise Sheridan (2012) draws in her review of Murray’s text. She points out that
it makes a valuable contribution to Irish diaspora studies, and was the first book to look at the
literature of the Irish in London (2012, p. 1). The fact that this comment was made in 2012
speaks to the continuing relevance of the argument made by Hall and Malcolm (2008) that
further research, using a gendered approach in Irish emigrant and diaspora studies, is needed.

The call for a focus on the study of the lived experiences of Irish emigrants is supported by a
number of scholars in Irish studies, including Flannery (2007), Dunne (2003), and Stevens,
Brown and Maclaran (2000). Unfortunately, conventional readings of the Irish diaspora and
emigration can also act to elide some of the complexity involved in an emigrant’s journey,
such as the notions of identity and faith (Hall & Malcolm 2008, p. 11). Identity plays a key
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role in Irish studies generally and is also an important topic in Irish postcolonial studies.
Drawing on an extensive range of sources, Eoin Flannery (2007) examines some of the major
academic discourses and debates in Irish studies in relation to the advent of Irish postcolonial
studies (Flannery 2007, p. 4). Some of these discourses relate to previous empirical and
depoliticized history writing, which focused on nation-building in the newly formed nationstate which eventually became the Republic of Ireland.

Of note, there is now an increasing focus on writing the history of Northern Ireland; currently
of concern is the potential impact of Brexit. Flannery’s statement that: “Irish studies is often a
hermetic, even insular, field of academic endeavour” (Flannery 2007, p. 9), could itself be
viewed as an example of just how contested the field of Irish studies is. There is limited
consensus about which ideas and theoretical paradigms capture Irish history and the IrishEnglish relationship best. Some of these key paradigms include Ireland-centric or nationbuilding approaches which have been used in the past, although Delaney (2011) suggests that
taking a transnational approach offers broader understanding of Irish history (2011, p. 85).
Key issues here are that while Ireland-centric or nation-building approaches highlight
important events in history, they act to elide the stories of the people who lived these histories,
and they often remain closed to new ways of thinking about history-writing.
Offering a different perspective on women’s work, in this case their writing, Heather Ingman
(2013) in her text, Irish Women’s fiction: From Edgeworth to Enright, argues that Irish
female writers have not received the attention they deserve (a similar argument that is being
made on Irish female emigration), and even in Irish studies “women’s writing and feminist
literary criticism are regarded as of marginal interest” (Ingman 2013, p. xi). Ingman offers a
well-defined argument about the value of Irish women’s writing in her study of the work of
Irish female authors, Elizabeth Bowen, Kate O'Brien, Edna O'Brien, Mary Dorcey, Jennifer
Johnston, and Eilis Ni Dhuibhne, as well as female authors from Northern Ireland like
Deirdre Madden, Polly Devlin, and Mary Morrissey. Her study is chronological and
encompasses novels written in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and also includes
discussions on second wave feminism and postmodernism. In her aim to broaden
consideration of Irish women’s writing, Ingman emphasises that, like their male counterparts,
Irish women’s writing is diverse and its offerings are rich and worthy of continuing study and
critical engagement. Works like Ingman’s offer a nuanced view of Irish women’s work
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(including writing) and ensure that it features as part of the Irish studies discourses and
literatures.

An online bibliography, The Irish Community in Britain: a research overview and an
annotated bibliography, was published in September 2015. It confirms that Irish studies is
still a relevant field of research and lists many of the scholars that I have read as part of this
project, for example, Barbara Hickman, Enda Delaney, Louise Ryan, Breda Gray, and Marc
Scully.

Questions about general historical accounts

General accounts of Irish history are, by their very nature, only able to offer a limited account
of the lived experiences of Irish people. Therefore, the arguments made by Ide O’Carroll
(1990, 2015), that the study of Irish women’s history has been limited and is subsumed in
general histories, and by Heather Ingman (2013) that, even in Irish studies, Irish female
writers have not received the attention they deserve, are recurring appeals for further research
to be done in these areas of study. They echo Hall and Malcolm (2008) who also argue that
more research, using a gendered approach in Irish emigrant and diaspora studies, is needed.
However, while these aspects of important Irish history may have been surprisingly
neglected, in recent years there has been an increasing amount of literature on Irish female
emigration and Irish women’s history which provides a more nuanced view of what is the
complex history of Ireland.

It is fair to say that Irish history has largely been written from nation-building and national
approaches, as well as through politically charged autobiographical and biographical
frameworks. Although questions remain about these approaches to Irish history-writing and
about the gendering of historical accounts, it is worthwhile considering general accounts of
Irish history as part of this chapter to explore what has been written about Irish female
emigration to Britain. Three examples include notable texts by Patrick Fitzgerald and Brian
Lambkin (2008), Enda Delaney (2007), and Diarmaid Ferriter (2005). In their study covering
an extensive period in Irish history, Migration in Irish History, 1607-2007, Fitzgerald and
Lambkin (2008) examine migration as a theme. They explore emigration from Ireland,
migration into Ireland and population movements within Ireland. However, due to the
immense time-span covered, the text is only able to deliver a brief picture of female
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emigration during the period of interest to this project (1948-1954). Their treatment of
migration within Ireland offers a broad perspective on migration as a whole. Looking for a
better life, people moving from rural areas into the cities had some expectation that there
would be an improvement in their lives. However, as a study published in the 1960s found,
“migration had made little difference to them in relation to class status, the role of women
and religious observance” (Humphreys 1966, pp. 2-3, 230-51: Ferriter 2004, pp. 500-1: in
Fitzgerald & Lambkin 2008, p. 210).

If people did not find what they wanted in the cities they often chose to emigrate. In the
1940s and 1950s, their most common destination was Britain (Fitzgerald & Lambkin 2008,
p. 211). It is no surprise that migration within, and emigration from Ireland is a complex
topic. Return migration is part of that complexity and Ministers in the Irish government,
concerned about the return of large numbers of Irish workers from Britain after the end of
World War II, were worried about the impact on the economy and on housing (2008, p.
222). Arguably, the mass emigration of so many young people from Ireland in the late 1940s
to the early 1950s acted as a relief valve, not only with regard to employment and housing in
Ireland, but to prevent “conditions favourable to social revolution” (2008, p. 244). Of
particular interest to this project are the comments Fitzgerald and Lambkin make on the
concerns in Ireland about the morality of female Irish emigrants at that time, because:

it was feared [they] might succumb to material temptations and abandon their
faith in accommodating a hostile lifestyle. Nevertheless, politicians consistently
refused to attempt any restrictions on the free movement of labour (Fitzgerald &
Lambkin 2008, p. 244).
In view of the focus in Ireland on women’s morality, particularly female Irish emigrants, it
was refreshing to read that Irish women were in fact, making their way in Britain and working
across a range of occupations, from domestic service to nursing (2008, p. 245).
The work by Fitzgerald and Lambkin, (2008) makes a valuable contribution to Irish history in
its provision of a picture of migration from 1607 to 2007. It offers a range of statistics on the
number and gender of migrants and, in its use of maps, provides a visual representation of
migrant flows. The text also uses paintings that illustrate how the experience of leaving
Ireland and arriving in a new country has been captured by a variety of artists, including Irish
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artist Sean Keating (1936), where leaving Ireland is depicted as a sorrowful experience
(Fitzgerald & Lambkin 2008, Plate 23).

Historian Enda Delaney (2007), in his text, The Irish in Post War Britain, examines Irish
emigration to Britain after 1945. His was the first major new history of Britain’s largest
migrant group after 1945, since John Archer Jackson’s study which spanned two hundred
years (Delaney 2007, p. 4). Delaney focuses on post-war emigration from the Republic of
Ireland as an element of British history, and examines the Irish experience within the context
of the rapid changes occurring within post-war Britain. Delaney has written extensively on
the history of modern Ireland and its diaspora. In an article for the Irish Historical Studies
Journal, he argues that Irish identity has been part of the move in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, to write national histories that fostered notions of ‘national’ identity and
nationhood at the same time that Irish history has become mythologised (2011, p. 83). He
also argues that one of the best ways to look at Irish history is by taking a transnational
approach rather than to categorise it as either domestic or as part of Irish Diaspora studies.
This approach might offer:

a history of Irish female domestic servants that encompassed Ireland, Britain
and the U.S. from the 1870s until its decline during the Second World War
would enable a detailed analysis of gendered notions of domesticity
(Delaney 2011, p. 98).

I would like to see such a history encompass at least the early 1950s and beyond because Irish
women were seeking domestic work in Britain until at least 1954. Relevant questions could
ask what other particular occupations have replaced domestic service. In addition, Delaney
suggests complementing state documents with materials that focus on individual life stories to
provide a broader understanding and “perhaps most importantly, the complexities of the lived
experience would be systematically reconstructed” (Delaney 2011, p. 96). The notion of a
systematic reconstruction of a lived experience is interesting, particularly, if it can be
achieved through ‘personal’ artefacts such as letters or diaries. Otherwise, options are limited.

Diarmaid Ferriter (2005) in The Transformation of Ireland 1900-2000, a substantial text that
explores Ireland’s history across eight successive time spans of between 1900 and 2000,
states that, “The research of many historians in the 1980s and 1990s had moved away from a
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narrow focus on the high drama of Irish politics in the direction of social and cultural history”
(2005, p. 1). Their work, he argues, reveals that while much had been achieved in exposing
the fissures in pillars of Irish society, much still has to be done in the study of class and
economic issues. He notes that many histories of Ireland begin from 1912 to 1922, rather than
1900 and argues that with the advent of the release of vast amounts of archival
documentation, it is time for a new and critical examination of Irish history for the whole of
the twentieth century (2005, p. 1). Interestingly, Gary Murphy (1996) wrote that, when
undertaking his MA Thesis, he became aware of the problems of being a historian at a time
when vast amounts of archival material were available, after reading the study of Ireland by
J.J. Lee. Murphy emphasizes Lee’s warning (which he says he has adhered to although, many
have not) to historians not to be lulled into complacency by thinking their conclusions are
anything but provisional (1996, p. vii). Of particular relevance to this project are the
comments made by Ferriter (2005) that:

In the past decade, questions concerning what constitutes legitimate research
material have frequently been raised, particularly in the context of what it felt
like to grow up in twentieth-century Ireland and the need to inject a greater
degree of humanity into the study of Irish history (Ferriter 2005, p. 2).

Noteworthy is his call for further research using a variety of sources to explore the gulf
between the Ireland of the rich and the Ireland of the poor, and whether Ireland was “still
aspiring to rather than delivering on the nationalist predictions of a hundred years previously”
(Ferriter 2005, p. 27). The section of particular interest to this project in Ferriter’s text, 19451960, covered 85 (from page 450 to page 535), out of 884 pages. It ranges over subjects as
diverse as the Social and Statistical Inquiry undertaken by the government to examine the
economic and social trends in the north and the south of Ireland, to the issue of censorship.
Drawing on an extensive range of sources, Ferriter sets out the different ways in which Irish
history can be approached and provides a wealth of information. However, his coverage of
women, equality and emigration, perhaps necessarily, remains broad in focus.

Historian Roy Foster (2001) in his text, The Irish Story: Telling Tales and Making it up in
Ireland provides a thought-provoking overview of how the history or ‘story’ of Ireland has
been told. He laments the way in which Irish history has become a ‘story’ through a
continuous narrativising of key events such as the 1798 Rising, the Famine, the Celtic
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Revival, Easter 1916, and the Troubles. He argues that the constant reinterpretation (revision)
of Irish history to suit various political agendas serves only to commodify it, and/or airbrush
unpleasant aspects of Irish history (2001, p. 234). Foster (2001) also raises issues that cluster
around the complexity of Irish history, and the many ways that the Irish story is told, both as
a private and public narrative. He examines how Irish history, biography and memoir become
narratives of Irish experience throughout Ireland’s history and how they, in turn, influence the
stories that are written. While not addressing women, equality and emigration as specific
topics, his concern is that Irish history, including that of emigrants, is in danger of becoming
relevant only when it is neatly packaged for consumption, much like Disney theme parks.
Some of the issues associated with the use of terms such as ‘diaspora’
Consideration of the term ‘diaspora’ is worthwhile because it highlights that there is not ‘one’
recommended approach to the study of Irish emigration. Instead, it is a topic of contested
ideas and concepts which add to the multiplicity of scholarly and other writing about Irish
emigrant identity and experiences. Through her 1995 address to the Joint Houses of the
Oireachtas, “Cherishing the Irish Diaspora”, President Mary Robinson is largely credited with
helping raise attention to the term ‘diaspora’, in connection with Irish emigrants and their
descendants around the world (MacPherson & Hickman 2014, p. 1). President Mary
McAleese her successor, later added a gendered component (2014, p. 1).
The term ‘diaspora’ generally incorporates the experiences of emigrants and also those of
their descendants, and offers a broad approach in understanding how the identities of, and
experiences of Irish men and women have been constructed in readings of Irish emigration. It
also marks out new ways to conceptualise the experience of emigration and where it begins
and ends. Irish emigrants have often been considered through such stereotypes and tropes as:
Irish Famine victims; young women seeking liberation from religious or sexual constraint at
home; emigrants living in exile; or as coming from an impoverished and/or rural background
(Gray 2004, p. 2). Therefore, a term that can be used to broaden those notions is useful in
helping apply a more comprehensive approach to the study of Irish emigrant identity and
experiences. Mary Hickman (2002), when writing about Irish emigration and diaspora,
argued for:
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a concept of Irish diaspora, which combines an understanding of the diasporic
context of identity formation in different locations with the concerns of
empirical (materialist) accounts of the socio-historical context of migration and
settlement (Hickman 2002, p. 14).
However, despite the increasing use of the term ‘diaspora’ and the debates about it as a
theoretical approach, MacPherson and Hickman argue:
Women’s lived experience in the Irish diaspora was, and is, diverse and varied,
and theories of diaspora help us to understand the gendered nature of diasporic
identities (MacPherson & Hickman, 2014, p. 10)
Other studies also deploy the notion of the Irish diaspora as they explore and challenge the
complexities of writing Irish emigrant identity including, (Gray (2002, 2004); Ní Laoire
(2009); Ralph, (2009); Delaney (2011); Mac an Ghaill and Haywood (2011); Murray (2012);
Sherridan (2012); Ryan (2013); and Walter (2013, 2001). For example, Walter (2001) in her
seminal study, Outsiders Inside: Whiteness, Place and Irish Women explores the lives of Irish
women in Britain and America and examines the value of diaspora as a framework for Irish
women’s emigration and settlement. She argues that, “diaspora provides an alternative
framework for conceptualising the location of emigrant Irish women, one which does not trap
them into the paradox of simultaneous inclusion and exclusion” (2001, p. 267). In “Personal
lives: narrative accounts of Irish women in the diaspora” Walter (2013) reflects on the ways in
which Irish women in the diaspora have been recorded and represented in print, and visually,
and conceives of diaspora as “a concept which is underpinned by notions of connectedness
across and within nations, communities and families” (2013, p. 49), thus maintaining the
argument in her work that the term ‘diaspora’ has relevance as a framework for consideration
of Irish emigration.

Significant works which illustrate how the term diaspora has been deployed to capture some
of the complexities of the emigrant experience include Catriona Ní Laoire (2009) and her
study of Irish migrants returning home, and her discussion about the ‘myth of return’, and
David Ralph (2009) in his study of the concept of ‘home’ in relation to Irish migrants. Ní
Laoire (2009) argues that:
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The dream of return is a powerful myth of diasporic discourses, playing an
important symbolic role in the maintenance of diasporic identities and
ideologies. It contributes to nostalgic and idealised imaginings of a homeland,
around which identities in the diaspora can be mobilised (Ní Laoire 2009, p. 37).

Although focusing on later tranches of emigration to the US from Ireland, Ralph (2009) also
deploys the term diaspora in his study of Irish emigrants and how home, belonging and return
are conceptualised. He argues that in recent public debates on Irish emigration, home is a
spatially imagined concept but one which could not be located as a real destination by the
group of emigrants he interviewed after they had returned to Ireland. From studies of ‘return
to homeland’ such as the two briefly mentioned here, it seems that there are no clear markers
for when a migration experience begins and ends, and this has implications for how emigrant
identities are considered. Certainly, Historian, Enda Delaney (2011) writes that, “In the global
field of migration history, the Irish diaspora is widely seen as one of the most vigorous
original areas of historical inquiry, establishing new methodologies and displaying a high
degree of analytical sophistication (2011, p. 2).
Delaney (2011) uses the following statistics to show how important the study of the Irish
diaspora is:

Table Two: Population of Ireland (32 counties) and geographical distribution of Irishborn persons in the principal receiving societies, 1851–2001
Year

Population of
Ireland

United States
(U.S.)

Canada
(Can.)

Australia
(Aust.)

Britain
(G.B.)

U.S., Can.,
Aust., G.B., total

1851 6,552,000
1871 5,412,000

962,000
1,856,000

227,000
223,000

70,000
214,000

727,000
775,000

1,986,000
3,068,000

1901 4,459,000

615,000

1,102,000

186,000

632,000

2,535,000

1921 4,354,000 (a)

1,037,000

93,000

106,000

524,000

1,760,000

1951 4,331,000

520,000

86,000

48,000

716,000

1,370,000

1971 4,514,000

291,000

38,000 (b)

64,000

957,000

1,350,000

2001 5,602,000

156,000

26,000 (b)

50,000

750,000

982,000

[Source: Delaney 2011, p. 85]).

The relevance and importance of the above statistics for my project is that they serve as a
reminder of just how many people left Ireland in the course of a hundred and fifty years, and
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the wide extent of their dispersal. They also help invigorate questions in relation to various
Irish governments’ postures on emigration.
The term diaspora is not without its critics. Hall and Malcolm (2008) in “Diaspora, Gender
and the Irish” provide a succinct summary of the work undertaken in Irish emigration studies
until 2008. They also examine some of issues that cluster around important concepts such as
the term diaspora and argue that studying Irish emigration from a gender perspective can
reveal important insights about impacts on both the Irish men and women involved. Breda
Gray (2004) argues that a particular focus or frame for a study of Irish female emigrants can
also have the effect of homogenising a particular group of stories, and serve to relegate the
actual lived experience of the women in question to the margins of Irish history. Because of
the various connections and assumptions that can be applied in, and through the application of
the term diaspora, she cautions that “[d]iaspora as discourse, trope and practice therefore
needs to be investigated within specific, local, cultural and temporal contexts” (2004, p. 35).
Ultimately, the debates and cautioning about the use of terms such as diaspora serve to
highlight that study of Irish emigration can be both revealing and complicit in shaping results
and outcomes.

Although only a limited sample of the range of discourses circulating about Irish emigration
and the Irish diaspora can be captured in this paper, they show that scholars are providing a
multi-layered approach to the subject. This suggests that Irish emigration and/or diaspora
studies, including debates about the appropriateness of these terms, will remain relevant into
the future as new approaches are articulated. However, it is as Tony Murray (2015) states in
his introductory comments in an email announcing the 7th Annual Irish in Britain Seminar
Series:
Personal experiences of migration, however, invariably reveal nuances and
differences to these norms and encourage us to continually reassess our
understanding and appreciation of what it means to leave one country and
live and work in another. (Murray 2015, The Irish Diaspora Studies List).
Murray (2015) in his comments echo similar sentiments to those he expressed in London Irish
Fictions (2012), in which he stated:
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Historical accounts of migration do not always equate with people’s personal
experiences and the degree to which, for instance, a migrant feels welcomed
or not by the host community varies considerably according to personal
circumstances and perspective (Murray 2012, p. 4).
Nonetheless, the diversity and multiplicity of discourses and debates within the published
research on Irish emigration can also be problematic, and may go some way to explain the
ongoing calls from various scholars working in Irish studies for more research on Irish female
emigration. Certainly, the study of Irish female emigrants and the tactics that Irish women
used to leave Ireland may offer nuanced insights into their experiences.
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Chapter Four
Documents Examined in Archival and Other Collections
Chapter Four is a narrative chronicling the second distinct type of literatures I examined in
archives and other collections. I examine how they characterize a constructed identity of Irish
female emigrants and appraise the various questions and complaints about Irish employment
agency business practices. The narrative makes an important contribution to the project
because there are few scholarly or fictional treatments of Irish employment agencies, their
relevance to Irish female emigration, or the lived experiences of Irish female emigrants who
used them. However, even though the information found on the use of Irish employment
agencies was limited, documents examined in the archives yielded valuable examples of the
constructed nature of Irish female identity, particularly emigrants, and the issues some
women faced through their use of employment agencies. These issues include questions about
employment agency fees (Example 1) and complaints about employment agency business
practices (Example 2). Example 3 chronicles more general instances of the constructed nature
of Irish female emigrant identity.
Extending the parameters of the Literatures Review beyond those that cover Irish
employment agencies of 1940s and 1950s
Despite playing an important role in the emigration experiences of many Irish women I found
no statistics on the number of women Irish employment agencies helped to leave Ireland.
However, while there is limited scholarly work about Irish employment agencies, I did find
that there has been at least one relevant in-depth study about unemployment and the
employment agency business in the USA by Frances Kellor. Margaret Lynch-Brennan (2009)
discusses the work of Frances Kellor, and is the inspiration for the use of Kellor’s study in
this project. Kellor provides a skilful treatment of the use of ‘intelligence offices’ and
employment agencies by women in America. Along with the work undertaken by Hearn
(1993) and Daly (2006), Kellor’s study in 1904 confirms that the issues discussed in my study
are not new. Of critical interest is the similarity between agencies in the USA and those in
Ireland.2 Essentially, for many years there were calls in both Ireland and the USA for the
regulation of employment agencies.

2

For example, both Irish and American agencies: dealt with migrants; used the practice of registration or advance fees;
charged fees to both employer and employee; required references; used advertising (including ‘standing’ advertisements) and
recommendations by patrons. Some agencies in both Ireland and America frequently advanced transport costs which were
paid back by the young women when positions were secured.

67

Frances Kellor (1873-1952) was an American academic and activist who believed that the
government could most effectively bring about social reform. She played an important role in
Theodore Roosevelt's 1912 presidential campaign, and her career illustrates what at that time
was the new political influence exerted by educated women through the application of their
expertise on a range of social issues.

Kellor undertook an investigation of unemployment and wrote on employment agencies and
their practices in her study, Out of work: a study of unemployment, first published in 1904,
and re-published in 1913, 1914, and 1915. At the time of Kellor’s study, employment
agencies that looked after those seeking work in domestic service in the USA were called
Intelligence Offices. The issues considered by Kellor were covered in Chapter VII of the
study and were outlined in the contents page of her study:
DOMESTIC SERVICE AND INTELLIGENCE OFFICES p.19
Differences in equipment and method
Advertising
Importing girls from abroad and from rural districts
Importation of negroes from South
Control of supply of servants by agencies
Advance fees
Placement fees
Infrequency of refunds
Control of wages by agents,
Effect of prevalent methods on girls' standards,
Use and abuse of references,
Agencies as lodging-houses,
Sending of girls to disorderly houses, as inmates, as employees,
Effect of present intelligence-office methods and standards on homes,
Need of regulation. (Kellor, 1915: Contents page
Her poetic comparisons of the ‘intelligence offices’ in the poor areas of the city with those of
the more fashionable parts are worth reading and of interest to this project because she draws
out the inadequacies faced by those barely earning a living. Cost of living pressures and lack
of opportunities were also real issues facing women in Ireland at the time of interest to my
project. Of the intelligence offices in the wealthy part of the city, Kellor acknowledges that:
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The methods used here may be businesslike, simple, and above reproach,
references scrupulously examined and care taken to see only those servants are
sent out who are capable of doing the work asked of them, and also of suiting
the needs of the particular employer (Kellor 1915, p. 196).

Kellor also writes that the girls who used the agencies may start their career path with jobs
found through a business in a poor area, but eventually many of them work their way up, and
are able to secure employment through the businesses of a “better class” (Kellor 1915, p.
197).

There were 313 businesses of this type in New York and Kellor examines the business
practices used to attract girls to the agency, including making promises regarding jobs and
wages, which they were often unable to keep (1915, p. 199). What is of interest to this project
is that as in Ireland, these businesses relied for their success on their ability to recruit
employees. Kellor argued for regulation of agencies, particularly those involved in sending
girls to brothels, and investigation of fees and wages. Of note and of interest to this project
are her comments about how the servants being considered for domestic work were often
regarded with some contempt, because it was seen as ‘women’s work’ (1915, p. 206). Details
such as this help a writer to construct a world where characters can interact and engage in a
narrative that has some basis on historical data.

As an aside, but nevertheless of interest to this project due to the call for further regulation of
employment agencies, is a comparison between the Southampton Bye-Laws, Registries for
female domestic servants (1910) and the Dublin Corporation Bye-Laws (1907) Registries for
female domestic servants (covered by the Public Health Acts Amendment Act, 1907) which is
revealing. The main focus of the regulations in both Ireland and Britain was on the
employment agencies in terms of their approach to temporarily housing female domestic
servants, rather than their business practices and the fees they charged. A detail that adds to
the picture that, as a writer, I am building in my mind about the topic I am researching.
However, while Kellor’s study allows a passing glimpse of the lived experiences of the some
of the people involved, it is unable to provide us with the ability to determine the impact of
the issues she raises, on those women who used and were used by ‘intelligence offices’. But,
maybe it is, as historian, Hayden White states:
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What do we gain by imagining a practical past and putting it alongside the
historical past as a contrary which is not a contradictory? First, we gain scope
and extent for our inquiry. Second, we gain depth and height for it. And third, we
gain an awareness of a richer array of conditions which have been experienced
as the field whereon identities can be forged or fashioned (White 2014, p. 102).

Of note to this project is that, at the very least, the work of both Frances Kellor (1904, 1913,
1914, and 1915), and Mona Hearn (1993) demonstrate that the use of employment agencies is
not an exceptional circumstance. Although Kellor’s work is several decades before the period
of interest to this project, and was undertaken in another country, the issues she raised are not
dissimilar to those I discovered in the documents I examined at the National Archives of
Ireland and in their online collections.
Example 1 – Questions about employment agency fees

Though the information found on the use of Irish employment agencies was limited,
documents examined in the archives yielded valuable examples of the constructed nature of
Irish female identity, particularly emigrants, and the issues some women faced through their
use of employment agencies. They provide a snapshot of the issues the project is interested in,
and include questions about employment agency fees (Example 1) and complaints about
employment agency business practices (Example 2). Example 3 chronicles more general
instances of the constructed nature of Irish female emigrant identity.

Employment agencies in Ireland provided an important facility for women looking for work,
particularly in domestic service. While other methods were available to find a job, such as
newspaper advertisements and word of mouth, employment agencies offered, in the main, an
established, reliable service that put employers and potential employees in touch. However,
some Irish women may have faced issues regarding the fees required by employment
agencies when seeking work. Some questions were asked about employment agency fees in
the Dáil Éireann. The following Parliamentary Question includes the response made by the
Minister for Justice on 14 July 1948 to a Parliamentary Question in a Dáil Éireann Debate:
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Mr. Pattison: asked the Minister for Justice whether he is aware that certain
private employment agencies exist which charge fees on the pretext of finding
positions for those seeking employment and in some cases demand a second fee
from them; and, if so, whether he will state if there is any supervision exercised
by his Department over such agencies.

Minister for Justice (General MacEoin): My Department does not exercise
supervision over employment agencies and I have no official information as to
the manner in which these agencies operate. In areas such as the County
Boroughs of Dublin and Cork, where Section 85 of the Public Health Acts
(Amendment) Act, 1907, has been adopted, female domestic servants' registries
are obliged to register with the local authority; the local authority has power to
make by-laws for the regulation of the business and inspectors of the local
authority are entitled to inspect registry offices.

If the Deputy has any information that any employment agencies are obtaining
money on false pretences, I shall, of course, instruct the police to investigate, if
the Deputy communicates the information to me (Government of Ireland.
Parliamentary Debates. Dáil Éireann. Vol. 112 No. 2. Wednesday 14 July 1948).

The Parliamentary Question on private employment agencies and the alleged over-charging
of fees was also reported in The Irish Press on 15 July 1948. I have chosen to show the whole
quote here due to its relevance to my project. Being able to raise the issues relating to how
employment agencies operated and were considered, in the exegesis and explore them
through the novel allows me to use my research to create a critical dialogue between the two
elements of my project. Research for this project shows that in relation to employment
agencies, not much changed between 1948 and 1954.

A Parliamentary Debate in the Dáil Éireann (Vol. 137. No. 1. March 11 1953), raised the
issue of employment agencies and in particular, a question about employment agency fees. A
copy can be found on Annexure A. Questions were asked about the number of registered
employment agencies operating, how useful these business were, information on fees they
charged and whether the agencies were used by State departments to fill any vacancies.
Despite extensive research I was unable to find a response to this particular Parliamentary
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Question but the fact that questions about employment agency fees were asked demonstrates
that while only a limited amount of relevant information was available, there was concern
and/or interest in the subject. Of note, is the reference to the view that employment exchanges
in Ireland could do a lot more to help Irish people find work. Moreover, wages in Ireland for
domestic servants were usually less than £2 per week and this example clearly demonstrates
that the fees charged by employment agencies were expensive. Information such as contained
in this section of the exegesis underpins the novel and acts to provide critical building blocks
for me as a writer as I build a picture of these businesses in my novel.

Similarly, the following job advertisements from 1948, 1953 and 1954 highlight some of the
different approaches employment agencies used and provide an invaluable source of
information for the novel:

With thanks to Irish Newspaper Archives & [The Irish
Independent], December 6, 1948.

With thanks to Irish Newspaper Archives & [The
Limerick Leader], June 1, 1953.

With thanks to Irish Newspaper Archives & [The Irish
Independent], November 29, 1954.

None of the advertisements above show any reference to the term ‘Irish female emigrant’, and
that very little information is supplied about the fees and charges imposed. Two of the
advertisements have been placed by agencies with the same address, 52 Lower O’Connell
Street Dublin, raising some confusion about the different agency names and contact details. It
is also interesting to see that one of the advertisements was lodged by Mrs Hynes, the
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proprietor mentioned by Mary Daly (2006). The third was placed by the Benedict Bureau, an
agency which will be discussed on page 80.

There are still many unanswered questions about Irish employment agencies. Perhaps the
most intriguing concerns their profitability. There were a significant number of agencies
operating in Dublin 1948-1954, and others operating in Cork and Limerick. While they may
not have all been profitable, there were enough job advertisements (advertising would have
been an ongoing expense) appearing in papers such as The Irish Times, The Irish Independent
Newspaper, The Limerick Leader, and the Cork Press to suggest that at least some of these
businesses were lucrative.
Example 2 - Complaints about employment agency business practices
As noted previously, there were complaints about employment agency business practices for
several years and the Church continued to pursue its call for increased employment agency
regulation. On 10 May 1955, the Archbishop of Dublin, Rev Dr McQuaid met with the
Minister for External Affairs and discussed the problem of emigration:

The Archbishop's suggestions included the restricting of emigration of young
persons. The note also refers to a conversation on the topic which took place
between the Minister and the Irish Ambassador in London, FH Boland. The
Ambassador considered that something could possibly be done to control the
activities of the employment agencies and to provide safeguards for the welfare
of, particularly, young girls emigrating to Britain. (Government of Ireland 1955,
Copy File Note).

Despite previous calls by the church and its welfare agencies for tighter control of
employment agencies, little action was taken. However, research for the project did find that,
apart from a confusing fee structure, there seems to have been various other problems relating
to employment agency business practices which Irish female emigrants seeking work in
Britain may have encountered. The relevance to the project of this example is that it
highlights the complexity of employment agency business environment, and as a writer I
wanted to understand how this type of business was regarded by the broader society.
Information of this type provides sufficient scope to examine various aspects of the history of
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employment agencies in this exegesis, a particularly important consideration in this project
due to the limited scholarly and other writing on this topic.

Earlier concerns about employment agencies are detailed in a letter dated 23 October 1952
from the Irish Embassy in London to the Department of External Affairs in Ireland. It covers
a complaint about a Dublin employment agency charging fees to both employers and
domestic servants for the same service. The complainant was an employer who had come to
Dublin some weeks before to see an employment agency about hiring a young Irish domestic
servant. He had paid a registration fee of 12/6d, but was later asked to pay over £8 as an
engagement fee and to cover the girl’s travelling expenses. 10/- every week was to be
deducted from the girl’s wages to repay her travelling costs. If she stayed over six months she
was to be refunded £4.5.0d. The complainant wrote that he had been shocked when the girl
finally arrived in London with a letter from the employment agency saying that she also had
to pay an engagement fee of £3.2.6d. He had objected to the employment agency being able
to charge an engagement fee twice and felt that having to deduct 10/- per week from the girl’s
wages was extremely hard on her. Through snippets of material like this letter, as a writer I
am able to apply it in the novel in relation to the character of Orla who is interested in
knowing how much she will be earning. Not only this, the information confirms figures
quoted in the employment agency advertisements (see example 1) which is extremely helpful
when writing historical fiction.

Another excellent example taken from 1954 involves the Benedict Bureau in London which I
was able to use to underpin the work of the character of Niamh, as she draws up her tabular
listing and discusses the bureau with her superior, Mr. Woods. The proprietor of this Bureau,
which had been operating in London from 1934, was also the proprietor of an employment
agency in Limerick, which opened in 1948. The London agency applied to the London
Country Council for renewal of its licence in July, 1954 but the application was refused on
the grounds that the agency business had been improperly conducted and, that the owner was
unsuitable to hold a licence. Most of the young women he recruited apparently came from
Southern Italy although there were a few from Ireland as well.

The Benedict Bureau has also been the subject of a brief discussion by Cheles and Sponza
(Eds), (2001) in their book, The Art of Persuasion: Political Communication in Italy from
1945 to the 1990s. The late 1940s and early 1950s were, it seems, a time of persistent labour
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shortages for the more menial occupations, and the British government had encouraged the
recruitment of people from continental Europe to fill these vacancies:
Italy offered the possibility of cheap labour, after the reservoir of Poles and other
Eastern Europeans (mostly recruited through the British government-sponsored
scheme ‘European Volunteer Workers’) had been exhausted. Several private
recruiting agencies, as well as government departments, were actively pursuing
such a course (Cheles & Sponza (Eds) 2001, p. 65).

The Benedict Bureau claimed to be well-credentialed with good contacts in Italy. The
manager of the agency was also actively engaged with the British government which claimed
that it:
was quite a large (agency) run on Christian principles, (which) co-operate[s]
very closely with a number of official emigration organisations in other
countries. Their contact in Italy was with the Comitato Assistenza Emigranti, a
government-sponsored institution based in Turin (Cheles & Sponza (Eds) 2001,
p. 65).
The agency recruited both men and women for skilled and unskilled positions and guaranteed
that the character references were rigorously checked:
the emigrants are guaranteed to be without Communist affiliations. The reply by
the Ministry of Labour was that the government-sponsored schemes of
recruitment were adequate and no external contribution was necessary. In fact,
officials there had become sceptical for some time as to the danger of importing
Communism from Italy (Cheles & Sponza (Eds) 2001, p. 64).
However, this activity took place between 1949 and 1950 which is some years prior to the
Benedict Bureau’s Licence renewal application, which ultimately failed. A copy of the
newspaper article referencing the bureau’s failure is at Annexure B. The Benedict Bureau
fascinated me as I came to write the novel because although writing on employment agencies
was limited, some of what I found turned out to be very colourful and could be included in
the novel. Of particular interest to the project is that while the licence renewal process for the
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London agency was problematic, advertising still continued in Ireland. The advertisements
below are taken from July and August 1954:

With thanks to Irish Newspaper Archives & [The Limerick Leader], July 24, 1954.

And again in August:

With thanks to Irish Newspaper Archives & [The Limerick Leader], August 28, 1954.

What is puzzling is that just the year before, the Benedict Bureau was advertising its London
agency in the Limerick Leader, pointing out that no applications could be accepted if placed
direct from Ireland. Perhaps they were simply trying to ensure that applicants living in Ireland
went to the Limerick office:

With thanks to Irish Newspaper Archives & [The Limerick Leader], November 14, 1953.
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In contrast to how Irish women were characterised by the Catholic church in Ireland, shortly
after the news about the problems with the London licence, the following testimonial was
placed in the August 7, 1954 edition of The Limerick Leader. In it, the Italian Church in
London praises the work of the Benedict Bureau in bringing emigrants to London:

With thanks to Irish Newspaper Archives & [The Limerick Leader], August 7, 1954.

Given the questions raised about the Benedict Bureau in London; the issues associated with
the recruitment of men and women for Britain from a number of areas in Europe, as well as
from the Republic of Ireland; and the Catholic Church welfare agencies’ calls for tighter
regulation of employment agencies, the testimonial from the Italian Church was a very
interesting find. The relevance of this information to the exegesis is that, while I would not
call it representative, it provides an interesting snapshot and contextual understanding of the
work and milieu of the employment agency business. Its value to the novel is demonstrated
through the narrative exchanges between the main characters, Niamh and Mr Woods (Ruairi).

While there were complaints over a period of years about employment agencies they were not
considered serious enough to warrant special attention (Government of Ireland. Parliamentary
Debates. Dáil Éireann. Vol. 137. No. 1. March 11 1953). The nature of these complaints
usually related to the welfare of young Irish women living and working in England, requests
that action be taken to curb unsatisfactory agency practices, and the call for the suppression of
traffic in persons, often referred to as ‘white slave traffic’.
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Regulations governing the operation of an employment agency in Dublin were undemanding,
consisting only of the Public Health Act, 1907, and Dublin Corporation Bye-Laws. English
regulations, for example the Southampton Bye-Laws, Registries for female domestic servants
(1910), were similar. While the attention to protecting the moral welfare of women using
their services can be applauded it also highlights how women were constructed by what was
considered worth regulating. Significantly, the Dublin Corporation Bye-laws remained silent
on how much should be charged by employment agencies other than saying a registration fee
was to be charged. Otherwise they focused on the rules applicable to how domestic servants
should be housed if they were staying on the premises, as well as who had access to their
rooms. No controls were imposed on the way in which job advertisements treated the nature
and amount of the fees imposed, or on the basic information to be supplied to job applicants
by employment agencies.

An interesting postscript is that eventually, in May 1955, a Departmental Conference was set
up to investigate the employment agencies. Nonetheless, the Justice Minister’s stance that his
department was not required to exercise any control over employment agencies, and his
refusal to set-up a register of employment agencies, successfully saw the subject receive only
minimal attention. On 9 Bealtaine, 1955 (9 May 1955) he wrote:

I am to inform you that, following consideration of a report by the
Minister for External Affairs in the matter, it was arranged at a
meeting of the government held today that the Minister would have
an examination made by his department in consultation with other
departments concerned, of the possibility of controlling the
activities of agencies recruiting men and women for employment
abroad and providing safeguards against damages to the welfare of
young people, particularly girls, emigrating to Britain.

Ruwaf an Rialtais
[source: Hand written note (Walker 2013) taken from file nos: S 11582D/
3/167/30, and 1158 E, 11582 F, Irish Labour Emigration File To The Minister
For External Affairs].

However, by October 1955, the Minister for Social Welfare was responding to questions in
the Irish Parliament about an expected investigation into employment agencies as follows:
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Mr. M.J. O'Higgins: asked the Minister for Social Welfare whether an
investigation into the workings of employment agencies has been undertaken by
his Department, and, if so, the purpose of the investigation.
Mr. Corish: My Department has not undertaken an investigation into the
workings of employment agencies. Local officers of my Department were asked
merely to furnish information regarding the work of such agencies in their areas
for the purpose of having matters relating to the recruitment of persons for
employment abroad considered (Government of Ireland. Parliamentary Debates.
Dáil Éireann. Wednesday, 26 October 1955. Vol. 153. 1.)

By June 1956, new legislation to control employment agencies was considered as becoming
necessary. The inter-departmental committee looking at the matter decided that legislation
was not needed at that time due to the minimal numbers of Irish female emigrants using them
(Daly 2006, p. 295).

Yet, the question remains why Irish authorities appeared to be so reluctant to regulate
employment agency businesses, particularly when the London County Council showed no
such hesitation in its refusal to renew the licence of The Benedict Bureau in London.
Although not directly relevant to this project due to its scope being mainly concerned with
Irish employment agencies in Ireland, it would be interesting to know what really lay behind
the London County Council’s decision to cancel the licence when the government had
previously supported their work. Writing a historical novel involves research which can be
discussed in the exegesis, and used to construct scenes and narrative between characters
which support the storyline in the novel. In this way, examples discussed above underpin the
novel and act to ensure that the two elements of the project work together to collaborate and
make connections.

Example 3 - General examples of the constructed nature of Irish female emigrant
identity
Ultimately, a work of historical fiction about Irish female emigrants’ use of Irish employment
agencies has been worth writing, if only to challenge the hegemonic and powerful discourses
where Irish female emigrants’ identities were rarely constructed in a positive light.
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Documents from 1948 to 1954, examined at the Irish National Archives, and in The Houses
of Oireachtas online collection, frequently construct Irish female emigrants through a number
of negative tropes such as fallen angels. The following example is typical of those commonly
used:
Recently a special Sub-Committee has been set up at the request of one of the
constituent Societies to investigate the situation caused by the flow of girls
coming over from Eire, who arrive very often with no work to go to, no money in
their pockets, and no relatives who can take them in. Such girls constantly become
a burden on the rates or on the voluntary societies who are often obliged to send
them back if they get into difficulty. Moreover, they do not always escape moral
disaster, which costs the country dear, and sets its mark on a girl who may have
started out with little knowledge of the life of industrialised cities (Fitzgerald
1953 possible date, Letter to the Taoiseach).

The example above depicts Irish female emigration to Britain as a burden. To make the case,
Irish female emigrants are narrativised as lacking any abilities and skills, and as morally
suspect. The reality was that there were few job or career opportunities for young Irish men
and women in Ireland. In the discussion about immigration into Ireland in paragraph 288 of a
major report to government:
In our view, it would not be desirable or practicable to increase the population by
increased immigration of aliens. While Ireland, with great numbers of her people
living in other countries, should be slow to refuse admission to desirable
immigrants, the present immigration policy, in our opinion, is as liberal as the
circumstances permits. It should be borne in mind that, while the density of
population is low, Ireland paradoxically has two of the symptoms of overpopulation, namely high rates of unemployment and emigration. Immigration
from Great Britain, the British Commonwealth and the United States of America,
is practically unrestricted and, as regards other countries, immigrant are permitted
to take employment provided no qualified Irish applicants are available. The fact
that so few people born outside Ireland seek employment here is a reflection of
our poor employment opportunities. While we do not recommend change to
immigration policy, we consider that regard should always be had to the fact that
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many countries, in the past, have benefited considerably from the admission of
immigrants, particularly where the immigrants were refugees with special skills or
aptitudes (The Commission on Population Problems 1948-1954 Majority Report.
and Minority Reports, 1954, p. 129).

I quoted the complete paragraph above because it provides contextualisation of the
employment conditions in Ireland at that time. Questions of interest to this project that might
also be asked include: was the character, ability and wherewithal of Irish female emigrants
misrepresented? and was this deliberate? No doubt, there were young Irish women who did
get into difficulty, and some were sent back to Ireland. Sadly, the responses the societies
received from the young Irish female emigrants they helped are not recorded in the archives,
nor do we see them recorded alongside government statistics. Examples of questions asked in
the Irish Parliament about emigration statistics can be found on Annexure C.

Questions raised in the Irish Parliament regarding emigration statistics demonstrate that
emigration was an important issue. Some of the questions centred on doubt that a proper
system was in place to record the numbers of people leaving Ireland at that time. This type of
information is worth considering in the context of the use of Irish employment agencies by
Irish female emigrants to Britain by the project. I have noted that there seems to be little
discussion in the Irish Parliament about the link between employment agencies and the
emigration to Britain of Irish women. A conclusion that helps me build a picture of the
complexity of life in Ireland.

Other examples found in the archives that show how the identity of Irish female Irish
emigrants was constructed by the various governments between 1948 and 1954 include a
Memorandum from the Department of External Affairs to the Secretary of the Department of
the Taoiseach on 5 November 1953, concerning the emigration of Irish female emigrants to
Britain, (See Annexure D for full quote),

These girls go to Great Britain in reply to advertisements, on the suggestion or
invitation of friends working there, through employment agencies or on their
own initiative without any prior arrangements. Many of them find themselves
stranded through being unable to obtain work or through leaving their
employment or being dismissed after a short time. [] The memorandum also
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states that the Government has received requests for assistance from charities in
England such as the Martin House association. 'It is difficult to see how we
could help the Martin House Association while refusing aid to various Catholic
organisations in Britain which are doing so much work with very limited funds
in connection with the Irish unmarried mother and the problem of prostitution
among Irish girls'. (Department of External Affairs 1953, Memorandum).

The next example is from a Letter from the Department of External Affairs to the Secretary,
Department of the Taoiseach on 13 February 1954:

The letter states that a Welfare Officer has been appointed to the staff of the
Irish Embassy at London. The letter also refers to suggestions which were
received from Mrs Fitzgerald. Her suggestions include the introduction of
legislation to control employment agencies and amendments to the Children
Acts. The third and last point made by Mrs Fitzgerald, concerning the
precautions which parents and guardians should recognise as their duty to
take to ensure the safety of young people whom they let go abroad, is one
which, it seems to the Minister, falls within the area of responsibility left by
the Constitution to parents and guardians themselves, and that of the
ecclesiastical authorities of the particular religious denomination involved.
(Department of External Affairs 1954, Letter).
This example clearly constructs the identity of young Irish females as ‘problematic’.
However, the government did not want to be involved; parents and ecclesiastical authorities
were viewed by the Minister to be the appropriate bearers of responsibility for problem Irish
girls in Britain. It was not felt that the government or indeed, that the Irish girls should take
responsibility for themselves. This example is also of interest to the project because it calls
for the regulation of Irish employment agencies.

One example of how Irish female emigrant identity was constructed by the Church and its
welfare agencies, is a letter to an unknown recipient from Rev James Kavanagh, Howth Road,
Dublin on 24 August 1953 who references reports he has received from the International
Catholic Girls' Protection Society and the British Vigilance Association:
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They show clearly that many Irish girls of 14 and over arrive in England, sent
over by Employment Agencies; they are penniless and often without references;
sometimes they posses (sic) an illegible address of some employer. Were it not
for some organisation in England like the Catholic Women's League, the Legion
of Mary or the British Vigilance these girls would be lost, and how many are
never contacted at all? It seems heartrending that we can look on and see this
awful state of affairs continue. Kavanagh 1953, Correspondence).

Clearly, there were concerns about young Irish women on both moral and personal safety
grounds and Rev. James Kavanagh’s letter is consistent in its reference to Irish employment
agencies and the need for regulation. Negative identity construction of women leaving Ireland
is noticeably part of a broader discourse as the following, published in The Irish Independent
in 1954 shows:

With thanks to the Irish Newspaper Archives & [The Irish Independent] November 1, 1954.
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Concerns about a Dublin employment agency and the excessive fees it charged like other
examples shown, illustrate how the discourses around Irish female emigrants (1948-1954)
construct their identity repeatedly through the trope of ‘the problem of the Irish girls.’ They
are considered weak of character and resolve, and liable to fall into prostitution or end up as
unmarried mothers. They leave after paying excessive fees to employment agencies and
arrive penniless in England, or they are girls who are ‘lost’ and may never be seen or heard of
again. These Irish girls are also constructed as being someone else’s responsibility, usually
their parents or the authorities, and not able to take responsibility for themselves. I realised
that it was essential I capture at least some of these sentiments in my novel and yet, it is
critical that I not be swayed into thinking that this was what every Irish woman faced.

While numerous scholars have researched Irish female emigration over the years, questions
still remain about the stories of the individuals. Negative stereotypes of Irish female
emigrants remain in the archives but we can challenge them as serious ‘exemplars’ of Irish
womanhood. The importance of learning about individual lived experiences is they offer a
counterpoint to the history of the Republic and its governments, as well as its political and
church systems.

A very important example of what learning about lived experiences can offer is found in the
work of amateur historian, Margaret Corless in Tuam Ireland, now dubbed ‘The Tuam
Babies’. Corless lived near what was once a ‘mother and babies home’ and wanted to know
more about its history. Through her research of library, church and council office records she
found that:

between 1925 and 1961, 796 children died in the St Mary's Mother and Baby
Home, run by nuns from the Bon Secours order, but she was unable to find
records of where they were buried. Last September she suggested that many of
the bodies may have been put in a disused septic tank in a corner of the home's
garden, a spot where boys had discovered a pile of children's skeletons in the
1970s. (Gentlemen 2014, The Guardian online).

Despite her research of the graves at the cemeteries near the home, Corless was unable to find
any graves or markers that matched the names of children she had found at the General

84

Registrar’s Office. At the time of the article the theory about where the children were buried
in Tuam was unproven, but on 8 March 2017,

A state-appointed inquiry has found "significant human remains" in
underground chambers at the site of the former home in County Galway.
Tests confirmed the bodies ranged from premature babies to three year olds.
(Harrison 2017, BBC News).

As a writer, I understand that a history relating only to the statistics about the children who
died, or causes of death on their death certificates, can never tell us what it might have been
like to live and work at a ‘mother and babies’ home, or what it meant for the families of those
involved.

Researching and writing the novel has involved a process of unpacking official discourses
about Irish female emigrants promulgated through society by institutions such as the
government, the church and the press. These discourses rendered Irish women as lacking
moral courage and displaying little ability. But research also shows that these negative tropes
do little justice to the character of Irish women, or their lived experiences. The importance
and relevance of learning about individuals and their lived experiences is that it can offer a
view that may act as a counterpoint to previous nation-building histories of the Republic of
Ireland, its governments, and its political and church systems.
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Chapter Five
Analysis of Three Irish Novels

This chapter is an analysis of three Irish novels to gauge whether employment agencies are
featured as part of their story, and the extent to which the attitudes of Irish females towards
Irish employment agencies and Irish female emigration have been considered. The three texts
examined are: Amongst Women3, by John McGahern (2008), The Memory Stones4 by Kate O'
Riordan (2003), and The Light of Evening5 by Edna O'Brien (2007). I am considering these in
relation my novel and exegesis due to lack of scholarship on the use of Irish employment
agencies by Irish women to leave Ireland.

These three texts can be said to function as alternate histories. The authors offer the space to
explore and, maybe, extend those discursive practices that shape historical knowledge by
producing new understandings of the past. They use the genre of historical fiction to show
what the past might have been like. McGahern (2008), O'Riordan (2003) and O'Brien (2007)
portray aspects of life in Ireland post-World War Two (or the Emergency), where people also
lived in the shadows of the aftermath of earlier major events, such as the Irish War of
Independence, the Irish Civil War, and World War One. In writing about the impact of these
events on the people, the selected authors are, to use a phrase from Hayden White, giving
“access to a real, historical referent” (White 2014, p. 5).

The Ireland these authors write about is one of small villages in a rural setting. Their
descriptions of the countryside are redolent of a beautiful picture post-card. While O’Riordan
(2003) takes the reader to the coast, the narrator’s description of the Irish countryside mirrors
the Ireland portrayed by O’Brien (2007) and McGahern (2008). Against this backdrop the
protagonists and their families struggle to extricate themselves from the clutches of an
otherwise nullifying existence. Through the story the characters reveal the tactics they use to

Amongst Women portrays belligerent attitudes towards women’s education as Moran (the main male character) rules the
household through fear; a very strong undercurrent of domestic violence lives just below the surface throughout the novel.
4 The Memory Stones by Kate O’Riordan tells the stories of Nell and her mother, and Nell and her daughter, and their
tumultuous relationships. In order to improve the relationship between herself and her daughter, Nell has to go back to an
Ireland which is full of traumatic memories associated with the death of her sister. Undercurrents of fear are a feature of the
novel. The fear of what Nell might feel when she returns to Ireland almost drives her into a state of desperate confusion.
5 The Light of Evening tells the story of Dilly and her daughter Eleanora and their conflicted relationship. Eleanora escapes to
England and becomes a writer after a disastrous marriage to an older man she was attracted to because of his sophistication.
She educates herself by studying and reading the classics. Dilly, in her youth, escaped her family by travelling to America
where she worked as a domestic servant. After receiving news that her brother had been killed in an incident during the Irish
War of Independence, and learning how distraught her mother had become, Dilly reluctantly returned to Ireland.
3
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deal with the everyday challenges that come their way. While escape from an untenable
family situation might sometimes be the main motivation for leaving Ireland, the female
protagonists of each of the texts empower themselves through education and increasing their
confidence, as they accept the situation they find themselves in, and decide whether or not to
change it. The lack of power held by Irish women, including emigrants, is explored through
fractured family relationships, and stems largely from the constraints of living in a closed and
stagnant post-war society, which contributed to the emigration of so many young people from
Ireland. In much the same way, I have also explored post-war society in my project as I read
through the archives to construct the main components of the novel.
In their consideration of history’s impact on generations of Irish families, each of the selected
texts draws on imagination, ideas and values to explore the detritus left behind by major
events in Ireland’s past. As White advocates writers should do, they focus on the everyday
lives of their characters and portray a multi-dimensional lived reality, an objective, I too was
striving for. While the mundane, the exciting and the unusual are included, it is in the
everyday routines of the characters where the fissures in life are portrayed. It is in these
fissures where power and agency can be felt, gained and denied.

The novels were written in 1990, 2003 and 2006, and it is interesting to note there are
common threads of domestic violence, underlying fear and the constrictive societal views that
existed. The argument by de Certeau (1984) that the use of tactics as a means of resistance is
a relevant approach to analyse how these three texts explore a wide range of questions
relating to hegemonic authority structures, such as the family. A great example of this can be
found in Amongst Women, where the character, Moran, rules the household through fear and a
very strong undercurrent of domestic violence lives just below the surface of family life
throughout the novel. Moran’s daughters can only change the power dynamics of the family
because Moran weakens as he ages. But their only chance to free themselves from Moran is
to leave home, and make their own way in the world. After a distressing incident between
Moran and his daughter Sheila’s children, she vows her father will never be allowed to
intimidate them again:
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‘There was no need to take a few shouts all that seriously,’ Moran said but she
never again brought her children to the house except for very brief visits. They
were clever and confident. She did not want that confidence damaged in the way
she felt her own had been ((McGahern 2008, p. 170).
In that one decision to protect her own children Sheila is able to resist Moran’s continued
undermining of her own self-assurance and demand better for them.
Although writers of historical fiction are writing ‘fiction’ they may also try to capture the
manners and social conditions of the times. In this endeavour, each of the novels reviewed
avoids some of the pitfalls assigned to writing historical fiction by not parading copious
amounts of detail found in the research undertaken (Teukolsky 2013, p. 1). Describing what
she terms ‘the plight of the historical novel’ Teukolsky (2013) points out that flaws can occur
in both classic and contemporary historical novels because many lack the virtue of brevity.
She also discusses the ethical dimension of historical novels and notes that there can be too
much of a focus on trying to right the wrongs of the past. Through endowing characters with
sensibilities that may not have been ‘of the times’, these novels can become didactic as well
as anachronistic. O'Brien (2007), O'Riordan (2003) and McGahern (2008) also avoid this
pitfall.

As with much of the scholarship on Irish emigration, there is no reference to the use of Irish
employment agencies in any of the three novels. Nevertheless, they are of interest to this
project and worth considering in the context of their treatment of Irish female emigration.
McGahern (2008) sets Amongst Women in the 1950s. The Light of Evening (O’Brien 2007)
shifts between the 1920s, the 1950s, and the 1970s, and The Memory Stones (O’Riordan
2003) swings between mini-skirts and the Beatles of the 1960s, to the early 2000’s. All three
works reflect on the role of an author through the use of epistolary literary devices (letters)
that highlight the challenges of writing a story. For example, O’Brien (2007) uses the letters
one of the main characters, Dilly, receives from her lover, Gabriel, to illustrate that this is a
story which can be read through the images and scenes created by the author:
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They were snatches of his life, and through his eyes I could see the tracks of
the wolves in the snow in the early morning, he and the men off, before sunrise
in their hide boots, their socks tied up over their knee pants to keep out the
slush (O’Brien 2007, p. 94).

As a writer, I was captivated by this notion of how the imagination can be summoned to
describe moments such as “through his eyes I could see the tracks of the wolves in the snow
in the early morning” and carried to the reader via the form of a letter. The use of epistolary
fictionalised sources in these novels was now of interest to this project. I knew from my own
experiences how important letters were to a family newly arrived as migrants in Australia.
Letters were important as a means of communication between those who left and those who
stayed behind in Ireland as well. Letters allowed my novel a connection to the practical past
and lived experiences that the characters represent. In this way my own creative practice was
influenced by the epistolary function employed by three novelists whose work I admire.

McGahern’s protagonist, Moran, has driven all his children away from home. He constantly
writes letters to those who have moved to England. It is when his letters are not answered that
they become the means for spiteful criticism and mark his rejection of his children because of
their wish to go to England. The epistolary elements provide a means to draw the reader’s
attention to how written works can be used to both constrain and liberate people and their
experiences (Ashcroft 2006, p. 10). The protagonists reject the trope of the Irish migrant in
exile (Hall and Malcolm 2008, p. 7). Nevertheless, they do conform to the trope of wanting or
needing to ‘escape’ from Ireland.

In what could be considered as a critique of dominant stereotypical Irish emigrant motifs,
O’Riordan’s character Nell concludes:

That’s what you have when you leave, sometimes, she thought. The clothes on
your back and your story. Compared to his, hers was such a simple, such an
obvious, story. Sixteen-year-old Irish girl in Oxford, left home to have her baby
(O’Riordan 2003, p. 259).
These novels all question social and gendered expectations of women in contemporary Irish
society, including stereotypical Irish emigrant motifs. Using these stereotypes to write against
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them as historical referents allows the authors to challenge the hegemonic effect of such
imagery. For example, in The Memory Stones, O’Riordan (2003) emphasises the role of the
stereotype in order to critique the manner in which particular characteristics can be assigned
to an individual, and how it can result in the construction of the identity of a particular group
of people, “‘Faith, then, I put my own time in yonder. No dogs, no Irish, I recall when I was
looking for a room,’ Paudie says” (O’Riordan 2003, p. 176).

And again:
‘Uncle Albie told me about some of the Paddies he worked with. When their
holidays were coming up, they’d buy grand new suits, get haircuts, shiny shoes,
the lot. They’d talk and talk about going back, what they were going to do, who
they were going to see. For weeks they’d be out of their heads from excitement
and whiskey. Buying presents for brothers and sisters, half of John Lewis for
their mothers. And then they’d get to Paddington to catch the boat train, wave
their mates goodbye, slip into the nearest pub, get slaughtered and take a bus
back to their lodgings to spend the next two weeks in a drunken stupor. Uncle
Albie said he knew several of them who did the same thing year after year. They
never once made it home’ (O’Riordan 2003, p. 177).
O’Riordan challenges dominant negative stereotypes and peels back the layers to expose the
biases. McGahern’s references to emigration also appear throughout his text and are an
interwoven layer in the story of the characters. These references demonstrate that emigration
was an important factor in village life and not just confined to the Moran family:

There were many others like the Moran girls who had come home for Christmas.
They would all be singled out as they came away from the altar rail after
Communion and discussed over hundreds of dinners the next day: who was
home and where they were living and what they worked at and how they looked
and who they got their looks from and what they wore last night as they came
away from the rail (McGahern 2008, p. 97).

The use of tactics as they relate to the emigration of young Irish women is shown through the
characters’ management of the domestic situations they live within. The character of Rose
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(Moran’s second wife), is the one who assists his children to leave home, three for England
and two for Dublin. Through her encouragement, the women in the house quietly worked
together against the oppressive power structures in their lives:

Her true instinct was always to work behind the usual social frameworks: family,
connections, position, conventions, those established forms that can be used like
weapons when they are mastered. Behind them she could work with a charm and
singleness of attention that became so smooth as to be chilling, except for the
friendliness of her large grey eyes (McGahern 2008, p. 24).

And again later in the text:

Rose and the girls smiled as the tea and plates circled around him. They were
already conspirators. They were mastered and yet they were controlling together
what they were mastered by (McGahern 2008, p. 46).

Each of Moran’s children wanted a chance at the future, which in their eyes, meant leaving
home and, for some, leaving Ireland. Although he denied their dreams, and they knew he was
a cruel and violent man, they never gave up on finding a way to realise at least some of them:
‘You were very quick off the mark, weren’t you? A lot of our people go wrong
in England.’ ‘I was there for a while,’ she said pointedly but she was careful not
to press too much. She had heard already from the girls how Luke had tried to
get Maggie to go to England to learn nursing against Moran’s fierce opposition,
how their older brother and Moran had fought, and when Maggie yielded to
Moran and stayed, Luke had gone on his own without telling his father.
(McGahern 2008, p. 49).

O’Brien’s focus on emigration is captured through the character of Dilly. Her story
encompasses the voyage to America, the processing of emigrants on Ellis Island and her work
as a domestic servant. O’Brien uses the epistolary dimension of both letters from home and
the notes that Dilly had hidden as a young girl, to portray some of the issues women had to
deal with. Chapter Three, Little Bones, describes the terrible voyage to America that Dilly

92

made when she was young. A young Irish female emigrant was carrying a child that she knew
she would be unable able to care for. Two days after giving birth she takes the baby out on
deck with her and, “She stood with a peculiar half smile, her blue-black eyes startled, insisting
that it was dead, it had been dead for days” (O’Brien 2007, p. 34).

It is through the attitudes the characters display that governmental, social and cultural politics
shown in the novels are challenged. Their depiction of the trials, tribulations, and eventual
success of each of the main protagonists to deal with life, despite the pain they each have
endured, has a quality that attests to the various power structures of family, state and church,
the female protagonists overcome, and the believability “of the historical world thus
displayed before us” (White 2010, p. 12).

Education also plays an important part in these novels and is a topic I wanted to address in my
project. I argue here in the exegesis about the lack of opportunities for many Irish women to
receive an education beyond the age of fourteen. In the novel I was able to explore what this
might have meant for a young Irish woman wanting to have a career in education. In
McGahern’s novel, Moran’s daughters recognise education as a significant pathway to their
future, “Sheila especially had dreams of university. Much could be won, a great deal more
could be lost, and there was always England” (McGahern 2008, pp. 72-73). Mona and Sheila
achieved very good results in their exams. They did so well that the sisters at the convent
wrote a story about the girls for the local paper. Moran, when telling the family how he
responded when asked about their success in the village, says, “‘I told them it was nothing.
What else had the girls to do but study? Anybody could do it who got their chance’”
(McGahern 2008, p. 86).

Mona and Sheila were very hurt at this rejection of their achievement and his nullification of
the work they did to help him around the property; their chores had to be completed before
they could sit down and study. His demands draw attention to the rigid and patriarchal
attitudes towards women’s education and career opportunities, and the power enacted through
the family. Their place was in the home, having children and looking after the ‘hearth’.
However, Moran defends his actions saying, “‘If I was to praise the girls in the post office,
being Irish they would have to cut them down to size’ Moran argued” (McGahern 2008, p.
86). It is in this sentence that McGahern highlights how important it was to act in a certain
way to meet society’s expectations, but also how conservative the environment was.
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Following release of the exam results the girls received offers of civil service positions in the
Department of Lands and the Department of Finance, but Sheila’s dream was to attend
university. Her dream would not be possible without full support (at least, some financial help
and encouragement) from home. The financial aspects were almost addressed when she was
offered several scholarships. However, Moran’s reaction to this was a complete withdrawal of
support for Sheila’s aspirations, after she told him that she wanted to study medicine:

Sheila could not have desired a worse profession. It was the priest and doctor
and not the guerrilla fighters who had emerged as the bigwigs in the country
Moran had fought for. For his own daughter to lay claim to such a position was
an intolerable affront. At least the priest had to pay for his position with celibacy
and prayer. The doctor took the full brunt of Moran’s resentment (McGahern
2008, p. 88).

The passage also gives the reader an insight to the ongoing effects and impacts of the events
on people’s prejudices in early twentieth century Ireland. Sheila knew that she would not be
able to change Moran’s mind and she tried find other means of supporting herself through
university as the scholarships would not cover the complete costs of her education. Her
brother and sister, who were already working in London would not be able to help, so she
gave up and accepted a civil service position instead.

A major strength of each of the texts is its ability to convey the lived experiences of the
characters which work to counteract the negative stereotypes about Irish women dotting the
landscape of the novels. Furthermore, the characters show what tactics they use to survive in
Ireland during the time span covered in each of the novels. Their actions can be read through
how they overcome their everyday challenges and move towards a resolution of their
relationship with Ireland and all it means to them.

These three novels are in harmony with White’s argument that historical fiction has a role to
play, through their ability to portray the practical impacts of detritus on the human situation
left behind following the Irish War for Independence, the Irish Civil War and both World
Wars. The outcomes and effects of these wars are still being felt by post war generations of
Irish people today. More broadly, as Southgate, in History meets Fiction, concludes, there is a
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space where history and fiction can work together, “To persist with bipolarities, does the
Rankean or the Romantic provide us with a closer approximation to the ‘truth’ of the past?
And does not our inability decisively to answer that question suggest that ‘history’ should be
defined in such a way as to include them both, as complimentary?” (Southgate 2009, p. 198).

Analysis confirms that these novels do not reference employment agencies, or their use.
However, attitudes towards Irish emigration are portrayed through the characters, and it is
shown as an accepted part of Irish people’s lives, particularly in rural Ireland. The practice of
emigration has been normalised, and although its need is questioned, it is often depicted as an
escape from oppression. That the notion that emigration was considered normal, a rite of
passage almost, was a consideration as I wrote my novel. Options for young women may
have been wanting, but ways to challenge or circumvent (even if only momentarily) familial
attitudes and dominant hegemonic behaviours through everyday tactics such as working hard
to learn and improve their skills. These are the events that make up lived experiences which
have been harnessed by each of the novelists to tell a story.
My attention was also caught when O’Brien draws attention to what being a writer might
encompass when the novel of one of the main characters, Eleanora, is ruthlessly criticised by
her husband. She tells him to destroy the manuscript if he hates it so much. He responds,
“‘Too late to burn it…your jackass of a publisher, your pimp, has already seen chapters of it,
fawned over it, yours is the voice of your lamenting race,’” (O’Brien 2007, p. 166). This is
also an interesting comment on what it might mean to be an Irish author at the time O’Brien
was writing The Light of Evening.

In their portrayal of their version of Irish life, the authors’ show us that it is in our
understanding of what the lived experiences of Irish people might have been like, where we
can find an understanding of history.
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Chapter Six
Conclusion
Through the processes and practices involved (critical, creative and reflective) in writing a
historical novel and this exegesis, I have crafted a response to my research question. My
objective was to write a story that deepens our understanding about the lived experiences of
Irish women and Irish female emigration. My arguments in this exegesis support and explain
this objective and how, together, the novel and the exegesis mark my contribution to
knowledge.
For many years after the Second World War, the Republic of Ireland was dominated by
conservative governments which did very little to alleviate its economic stagnation or address
the lack of employment and educational opportunities for its citizens. Large families were
common and poverty threatened as they struggled to make ends meet. Often, older girls in
large families were expected to help care for their younger siblings. Women, in particular,
were often denied opportunities to improve their position because of the widely accepted
attitude that their primary role was to care for their families. It was commonly assumed they
did not need a proper secondary education or employment opportunities because they would
be too busy looking after their children. Many left school when they were fourteen and were
never allowed to realise their full potential. They were undervalued, denigrated and
negatively stereotyped, and a life of endless drudgery was all that many could expect.

The novel and the exegesis answer the research question as they evaluate the extent to which
Irish women 1948 to 1954 could be said to be taking action to determine their own economic
and social outcomes. I have examined the tactics employed by Irish women to find work and
accommodation in Britain, and the strategies used by the Catholic Church and successive
Irish governments to control the narrative about Irish female emigrants. I now conclude that
the use of Irish employment agencies by Irish female emigrants can be read as assuming more
control over their lives, by offering themselves a greater range of choices. They were actively
resisting restrictive power structures in Ireland.

Certainly, while Irish employment agencies undoubtedly benefited from their activities, they
relied on the success of the women they placed in order to be successful businesses. My
conclusion is supported by reference to Michel de Certeau’s work, The Practice of Everyday
Life (1984) in which he writes about tactics which help individuals reclaim some autonomy
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over their lives. We are not able to see these tracks of the lived experiences of Irish women in
the few marks they left, because they have not been captured in the official records and
discourses of 1948 to 1954.

While I discuss in the exegesis the tactics Irish women used and the extent to which they took
action to determine their own economic and social outcomes, in the novel I show how they
may have achieved this. The novel’s part in addressing the research question is reflected
through the story and the actions of the characters, as discussed on pages 20-21. In the novel,
I wanted to portray that although there are moments when people are vulnerable there are also
those moments when they find strength. Our lives are lived from second to second so it was
important that I capture the nuances, interactions and tactics that make up an everyday lived
experience. The challenge is to examine why Irish women and, indeed, women all over the
world, still have to operate via tactics.

Another example of the novel and the exegesis working together is related to the lacuna in the
scholarship and other literatures on the use of Irish employment agencies by women who
were looking to leave Ireland, as well as the relationship between employment agencies and
Irish female emigration. The little information I did find generally portrayed employment
agencies in a negative light. In fact, I was unable to unearth any material detailing any useful
contributions they might have made. However, in the novel, I was able to explore the idea
that they must have provided a worthwhile service for many people because they were
extensively used over many years, and some even prospered. Two of the characters in the
novel, Niamh and Anna, work in an employment agency in Dublin. The novel portrays their
concern for the women who use the agency by how they approach the daily office routines,
and how they manage the expectations from the owner of the agency in relation to the women
who use it.

The limitation of a lacuna in scholarship and other writing on Irish employment agencies has
ultimately been addressed by the choice of an appropriate methodology. I drew on the
explanation of what it means to use a creative practice-led approach provided by Carole Gray
(1996) in “Inquiry through Practice”. New knowledge is provided through both the means
and the outcomes of that practice. In my case new knowledge is produced through a work of
historical fiction complemented by the exegesis. To achieve my goal of telling the story I
hope will challenge readers, important considerations included: Hayden White (2014) and the
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role historical fiction can play in history-writing; and the work of Gayatri Spivak (2010) who
argues we do not understand how to read women’s ‘resistance’ to hegemonic power
structures (Spivak, In Morris, R. (Ed.) (2010)).
The methodology selected allowed me to address the extent to which the identity of Irish
women from 1948 to 1954 was constructed through a range of negative tropes and discourses.
This resulted in a distorted picture of their abilities and achievements and is cause for a
number of questions, many of which I raised throughout the exegesis. In the exegesis I ask
what the negative stereotypes and tropes say about the narratives that cluster around Irish
women. In the novel I show how Irish women might have gone about their daily lives. In the
exegesis, I question what Irish female emigrants’ lived experiences between 1948 and 1954
might have been like in comparison with the negative stereotypes and tropes they had to
suffer. In the novel I show how some women might have organised their departure from
Ireland. On page 86 of the exegesis, I suggest that it is relevant to challenge whether the
character and ability of Irish female emigrants were grossly misrepresented by the Church
and the governments. Was this deliberate? In my novel, the lived experiences of my
characters do not reflect these negative tropes. Instead, the daily lived experiences of Irish
women were filled with hard work, humour and dreams of a better future.

Given the very negative narrative about Irish female emigrants, I question whether it is
surprising that there was little empathy for those who wanted a life other than that depicted by
governments, the church, and supported by society, as both desirable and one’s duty to enjoy.
Questions are important because stereotypes and tropes say much about the society in which
they are written and enacted. However, covering the breadth and depth of questions such as
those referenced in this exegesis involves layers of nuanced history, rather than a single
approach. Why these layers are needed has been addressed in this exegesis by reference to
Hayden White, and in the novel, through writing about the daily lived experiences of my
characters.

Unfortunately, for too long now, these women (and men who emigrated) have borne the
burden of wearing negative stereotypes and tropes. As noted on page 129 of The Commission
on Population Problems 1948-1954 Majority Report. and Minority Reports (1954)
employment conditions in Ireland were not considered attractive to immigrants to Ireland. If
people living in Ireland wanted reasonable living and employment conditions they were
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virtually obliged to move away from Ireland. This forced choice, i.e. to emigrate, for
whatever reason, was no choice at all. Arguably, it is now time to broaden the debates and
discourses and focus on the ‘island of Ireland’ in an all-Ireland’ approach. This would enable
a fresh perspective to be brought to research of the nation as a divided and failed State and,
the impact on the people of Ireland.

In writing my historical novel I found it possible to explore the crevices of history and, when
facts fail, immerse myself in a variety of sources, such as fiction and non-fiction texts,
including Catriona Clear (2000) Women of the House: Women’s Household work in Ireland
1922-1961, Nuala O’Faolain (1998) Are You somebody? The Life and Times of Nuala
O’Faolain, John McGahern (2008), Amongst Women, Kate O' Riordan (2003), The Memory
Stones, and The Light of Evening by Edna O'Brien (2007). The creative practice of writing an
original work of historical fiction and the critical practice of writing this exegesis has made it
possible to write about the use of Irish employment agencies as Irish women taking action
against the hegemonic and patriarchal power structures. Their ability to find meaningful and
gainful employment in Ireland was severely curtailed, through no fault of their own. They
received little or no support from governments in Ireland in terms of education or well-paid
employment. Although some may not have succeeded in achieving a better life in England,
young women in their thousands chose to leave Ireland. For some, their use of Irish
employment agencies allowed them to arrive in Britain with a tangible means of starting a
new life. They had, at the very least, work and accommodation organised before they left
Ireland.

I am interested in how Irish governments, the church and society (1948-1954) constructed the
identity of Irish women, particularly Irish female emigrants, and how these women might
have responded. My project was driven by how I would find and write about the relevant
information. I initially adopted a strict inclusion and exclusion approach in the selection of
literatures to ensure that only those which dealt specifically with Irish employment agencies
and their use by Irish women during the late 1940s and early 1950s were used to support the
research for my work. However, as I was unable to find enough material that fell within these
limits, I widened the parameters to include works which relate to different periods and
countries. While, in the first instance, this might not have been ideal, I found there were many
similar issues discussed in each of the selected studies. Their inclusion is relevant because
they offer a legitimate scholarly discourse on the topics of interest. My intention, wherever
100

possible, is to connect my research to previous scholarly research on female Irish emigration,
and thereby extend scholarly discourses and literatures through my work. Chapter 3 discusses
the growing body of scholarship concerned with Irish emigration and the Irish diaspora. Still,
the call by many scholars for further research on gender studies of Irish emigration appears to
be justified. It is clear that, even though the identity of Irish female emigrants has been largely
constructed through a range of negative tropes and discourses, these women took action by
choosing to deal with the upheaval involved in leaving Ireland in search of a better life.
When it is possible to understand the tactics people put in place every day as small acts of
resistance in their lives, we reach a better understanding of how, sometimes, the act of living
is a performance which requires immense personal strength. In this context, archival and other
resources, as chronicled in Chapter 4, were employed in a work of historical fiction to gain an
insight into Irish female emigration, and at the same time, answer the research question. To
support the idea of historical fiction playing a role in how we might gain an understanding of
the past, three texts, Amongst Women by John McGahern (2008), The Memory Stones by Kate
O' Riordan (2003), and The Light of Evening by Edna O'Brien (2007), were explored in
Chapter 5. Each of the authors offer a space to explore and maybe extend those discursive
practices that shape historical knowledge, by convincingly portraying attitudes likely to have
been held by people, and thus providing nuanced understandings of history.

It is easy to veer off track when writing as there are so many exciting and interesting finds
when undertaking research. As such, I put in place a framework which provided the necessary
discipline and enabled the project to come to fruition. Researching and writing the novel and
the exegesis has involved a process of unpacking and interrogating official discourses about
Irish female emigrants which were promulgated in a predominantly conservative society, by
institutions such as the church and supported by the press. These discourses were generally
misleading and rendered Irish female emigrants as lacking moral courage and displaying little
ability. Writing has also involved a process of using a wide range of sources, including my
imagination when ‘facts’ were not available. Nevertheless, as a corollary to writing a work of
historical fiction, I acknowledge that I have relied on using traditional social
research/sociology methods to make my case. This exegesis has also been an excellent
opportunity for a short discussion on historical fiction and its relationship with history. Each
has its own ontological and epistemological foundations. In undertaking this project my aim
was to demonstrate that historical fiction and history can be used together to weave a
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narrative about the past which can enrich and challenge its readers. The major issues
discussed in the exegesis have also been explored in the novel as I write a story about the
ability of Irish women to control their own lives.

Having a balanced history, whether it is through historical fiction or history in the traditional
sense, offers a way to challenge and counter hegemonic stereotyping of individuals and
groups. Historical fiction offers a way to understand the lived experiences of people in the
past. Historical fiction writers can be in a position to excoriate what has happened in the past
because they have developed at least some understanding of its complexities. Otherwise,
history-writing is in danger of re-inscribing the status quo. Historical fiction is also a way of
moving beyond national histories which elide the lived experiences of previous generations.
Irish history has a number of dark areas which need to have a strong light shone on them; in
many senses it is under-developed. Some of these dark areas include the Tuam Babies
history, which is at last being examined and written. The stories of individual lived
experiences are very important to complement any history written from a national
perspective, and the historical novel is one method whereby a story can be told beyond
official and other hegemonic discourses, and used to highlight them.

Note on future studies and a challenge to writers, researchers and scholars

While I have focused on Irish female emigration 1948-1954, studies of later time periods
could be undertaken in the context of the relationship between employment agencies and
female/male emigration. Some Irish men also used employment agencies and research of their
lived experiences would add to our knowledge about the link between employment agencies
and Irish emigration. Further research could also be undertaken on the tactics used by those
men and women who stayed in Ireland.
There is also room for future studies on the extent to which employment agencies were
helping young men and women from Europe to find work and a new life in the United
Kingdom and Ireland after World War II. As my project has only considered the use of Irish
employment agencies by Irish female emigrants from 1948 to 1954, research could be
undertaken to consider the issues that cluster around the suppression of traffic in people said
to be occurring at that time; people-trafficking is still an issue today.
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In response to the question I ask on page 86 about whether the character, ability and
wherewithal of Irish female emigrants was misrepresented and whether this was deliberate, I
put a challenge out to writers, researchers and scholars. I suggest that it is time to think about
the terms used to mark the departure from Ireland of so many people in the 1940s and 1950s.
Terms such as emigration, diaspora and transnational migration are contested and imply a
certain style or approach used in the research, and literatures and discourses about Irish
emigration.

Through the term Irish emigration, the heavy burden of wearing the stereotypes and tropes
which were (and are still) applied in official discourses and debates have fallen on the
individuals who left Ireland. I suggest that this suited the very negative narrative of the
various governments, the church and conservative elements of Irish society at that time.
When reviewing the job advertisements I saw no reference to applicants for these jobs as
‘emigrants’ and I doubt whether many Irish women who used employment agencies may
have actually thought of themselves as emigrants. The job advertisements placed by Irish
employment agencies were written in terms of types of work, wages offered, nearness to
church, working conditions, and the fees payable to the agency.
Moreover, while in its own right, the term ‘emigrant’ may be neutral, due to the
predominantly negative narratives found in archival documentation associated with the term
‘Irish female emigrant’, the result has been the demeaning of those it was applied against. It
has also acted to mute important research, discourses, debates and literatures about ‘the island
of Ireland as a failed state’. These are needed to help build a deeper understanding of how
events such as the First World War, the 1916 Easter Rising, the Irish War of Independence,
the Irish Civil War and, Partition impacted on the Irish people. The approach of Brexit is just
one example where concerns continue to be raised about peace and trade agreements, and
borders. Study within the premise of ‘the island of Ireland as a failed state’ could include
work on the underlying issues relating to the current status of the relationship between the
Republic of Ireland, Northern Ireland and Britain in relation to Partition.

Further work on poverty would also be beneficial, including studies on Irish workhouses.
Additionally, what was the impact on local communities and the families, of returning
soldiers who fought in Irish regiments for the British forces in WWI? Studies on issues, such
as these could help to remove the persistent but unfair perception of Irish women (and men)
103

as an unskilled and uneducated ‘emigrant’ cohort. The marks of the journeys Irish women
made, physical and metaphorical, are not yet captured in the archives and, unless we gain a
better understanding of their lived experiences, they never will be.

My journey was guided by several important ideas including the fable of the stork. This is a
wonderful story and, in employing it, I was provided with a powerful tool which enabled a
unique approach to my project. This approach afforded a nuanced understanding of the
impact the lack of material in official Irish documents and discourses relating to the lived
experiences of Irish women can have on later generations.
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Glossary of Key terms
Diaspora

The term ‘diaspora’ broadly incorporates the migrant experiences in
their host countries and also those of their descendants (McWilliams,
2013).

Fallen angels

A metaphor to describe young Irish female migrants (1948-1954) whose
behavior was considered by the church and others as leading to moral
danger and promiscuity, and who were in need of guidance and support
from the church and its welfare agencies.

Lost Warriors of
the Proclamation

The term is intended to describe those Irish women whose
contribution and sacrifices were never recognised, although ‘The
Irish Republic’ of the 1916 Proclamation claimed the allegiance of
every Irishman and Irishwoman equally.
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ANNEXURE A

Mr. James Hickey: asked the Minister for Social Welfare if he will state (a)
the number of registered employment agencies operating in each of the cities:
(b) whether he has satisfied himself that they serve any useful purpose; (c)
whether he has any information regarding the fees charged by these agencies;
(d) whether any positions coming within the jurisdiction of the State are filled
through these agencies and (e) the grades of workers catered for by these
agencies.

Minister for Social Welfare (Dr. Ryan): The Corporation of Dublin and the
Corporation of Cork are the only local authorities which, to my knowledge,
have availed of the adoptive provision of Section 85 of the Public Health Acts
Amendment Act, 1907. This provision empowers local authorities adopting it
to regulate employment agencies catering for female domestic servants and is
the only statutory provision enabling the compulsory registration of these
agencies. Accordingly, the answer to (a) of the Deputy's question is that the
only registered employment agencies operating in this country are in Dublin
and Cork, where, I am informed, the numbers registered are 15 and 4
respectively.
With regard to the grades of workers catered for, and the fees charged by
these agencies, I am informed that they deal for the most part with domestic
and hotel workers and to a lesser degree with nurses and teachers. I
understand that in Dublin there is no registration fee for applicants who,
however, are charged, when placed in employment, a fee of 10/- where the
wage offered is under 30/- a week and a fee of 20/- where the wage offered
exceeds 30/- a week; whilst in Cork the registration fee is 2/6 with an
additional 7/6 for women and 10/- for men, upon placing.
Mr. Hickey: Is there any supervision of these agencies other than what the
Minister has indicated?
Dr. Ryan: No. The corporation affected may impose conditions in the issue of
licences if they wish.
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Mr. Dillon: If the labour exchanges would function more energetically as
employment exchanges instead of unemployment exchanges, would it not
make the necessity for these employment agencies virtually non-existent?
An Ceann Comhairle: That is a separate question.
Mr. Hickey: Is the Minister aware that sometimes vacancies which do not
exist are advertised in the papers for the sole purpose of securing fees from
the unemployed? (Government of Ireland. Parliamentary Debates. Dáil
Éireann. Vol. 137. No. 1. March 11 1953).
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ANNEXURE B

With thanks to Irish Newspaper Archives & [The Irish Independent], July 22, 1954.
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ANNEXURE C

Mr. Rooney: asked the Taoiseach if he will state the total number of persons
who emigrated from the Republic since 13th June, 1951, indicating the number
of males and females, up to the most recent date for which figures are available.
Donnchadh Ó Briain: For reasons given in my replies to related questions on 1st
May and 26th June, 1952, the information asked for by the Deputy is not
available as regards persons who left Ireland (excluding the Six Counties) for the
purpose of taking up employment or permanent residence in Great Britain or the
Six Counties. It may be stated, however, that new passports were issued in the
period 1st June, 1951, to 31st August, 1952, to 2,805 males and to 3,101 females
for the purpose of taking up employment or permanent residence in other
countries.
Breanndán Mac Fheórais: Will the Parliamentary Secretary say whether there
has been any progress made arising out of the promise of the Taoiseach on the
last occasion when he said that he would try and devise some method of
determining how many people had emigrated from the country?
Donnchadh Ó Briain: There has been nothing so far. The matter is still being
carefully examined (Government of Ireland. Parliamentary Debates. Dáil
Éireann. Wednesday, 22 October 1952. Vol. 134. 1).

Furthermore:

Mr. D. Costello: asked the Taoiseach if he will state the estimated net migration
for the years 1949, 1950 and 1951.

Donnchadh Ó Briain: The estimated net migration for the year 1949 was 34,000
and for 1950 was 41,000. These estimates, in so far as they relate to migration to
Great Britain and the Six Counties, were based on the passenger card sample
inquiry in conjunction with global statistics of passenger movement into and out
of the State, classified by origin of journey. As explained in the article—
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Statistics of Emigration and Passenger Movement—published in the Irish Trade
Journal and Statistical Bulletin, June, 1951, pp. 76-84, which set out the
methods by which these figures were derived, such estimates are subject to
substantial sampling errors. It was, however, possible to relate the total of net
emigration for the intercensal period 1946-51, as derived from the censuses of
population and birth and death statistics, to the separately computed figures for
the individual years, and in view of the concordance between the totals it may be
considered that the figures for the individual years 1949 and 1950 are reasonably
reliable.

As regards 1951, the formal application of the methods described in the basic
article gave, in the analysis of the passenger movement for that year, results
which were internally inconsistent, e.g., the numbers estimated on an inward
journey as coming on a visit are markedly at variance with the estimated number
on an outward journey stated to be returning from a visit. In view of these results
and since no independent check is available, for reasons which I stated in my
replies of 1st May and 26th June, 1952, it is not possible to furnish a reliable
estimate of net emigration for the year 1951.

Mr. MacBride: Would the Parliamentary Secretary consider the advisability and
the possibility of devising some system whereby it would be possible to
ascertain yearly emigration and migration?

Donnchadh Ó Briain: That is being considered by the Statistics section of the
Department (Government of Ireland. Parliamentary Debates. Dáil Éireann.
Wednesday, 22 October 1952. Vol. 134. 1.)
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ANNEXURE D

These girls go to Great Britain in reply to advertisements, on the suggestion or
invitation of friends working there, through employment agencies or on their
own initiative without any prior arrangements. Many of them find themselves
stranded through being unable to obtain work or through leaving their
employment or being dismissed after a short time. The proposals put forward by
the Catholic Women's League in Britain are discussed and include the licensing
of employment agencies. The league also suggested that restrictions be placed
on the emigration of girls under a certain minimum age. The Department of
External Affairs is not in agreement with this proposal. 'It was not put into effect
because of doubt as to the advisability of, or justification of, State interference in
preventing the emigration of girls who have their parents' consent to leave the
country'. The memorandum also examines other measures such as restrictions on
newspaper advertising. The moral dangers facing Irish emigrants are discussed
in detail. The memorandum also states that the Government has received
requests for assistance from charities in England such as the Martin House
association. 'It is difficult to see how we could help the Martin House
Association while refusing aid to various Catholic organisations in Britain which
are doing so much work with very limited funds in connection with the Irish
unmarried mother and the problem of prostitution among Irish girls'.
(Department of External Affairs 1953, Memorandum).
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PROLOGUE

“Are ye listening? There’s a rumour a young Irish girl has gone missing.
She was supposed to be starting a new job in London but no-one’s heard
from her for months.”

“Lots of young women leave Ireland and we never hear about them?”
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CHAPTER 1: THE FRIENDS
1948
£3 per week offered to Domestic Help; must be fond of children;
Good outings; own room etc. Forward references and photo on. If
satisfactory, fare money will follow by telegraph. Must be ready to
start almost immediately. Write Mrs. Roberts, 68 Moundfield Road,
Stamford Hill. London N.16.
Honest, respectable Girl for nice home. Glasnevin: good hours: 30/weekly: refs. Box 58253

That feeling. It started in the pit of her stomach and worked its way through her lungs to
clutch at her heart. Every pulsating beat that pushed the blood through her body was
accompanied by a parallel heaviness in her mind. She felt as if she was being flattened
against the ground and weights were being pressed on top of her to stop her breathing. But it
was only her mother’s anger that ever caused her body to be gripped by such fear.

Today she felt as if she were living in a bad dream. Before she left the cottage on this cool
and sunny afternoon, her mother screamed at her, telling her to pack her clothes and get out
of the house. As she packed, Orla realised that she could not go to her friend Nan’s place in
Tinahely carrying the small old brown travelling bag. She would have to find a hiding place
for it. Some family rows could not be shared. Nor could she put off thinking about finding
somewhere else to live.
She shut her eyes as she pushed out of her mind the idea of knocking on people’s doors to
beg for a room. She would rather die than ask for help like that. Closing the cottage door
behind her, she could still feel the rage in her mother’s voice. The familiar strings of fear
pulled at her too, no matter how hard she tried to ignore them. She has already thought about
building a small hide-out in the forest, but she knew that if she was thrown out of home
permanently, then most likely Father Flynn would get involved. And neither she nor her best
friend Nan liked Father Flynn.

The latest skirmish came as no surprise really. Saturday started to go awry at breakfast when
her father announced he was going to take her two brothers out to the farm. She could tell
from the brittle silence at the table her mother was not pleased with this news. She looked at
her mother and then over to her father to judge their moods. When her mother began to press
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the knife down on her toast splitting it asunder Orla knew someone, probably herself, would
be in trouble before the day was over.

After her father and brothers left the cottage, Orla worked hard to please her mother in the
hope that the day would be a peaceful one. She marked the morning’s passing by the chores
she was able to complete. Looking out of the kitchen window as she bent to gather her
dusters from under the sink, she was surprised to see her mother talking to Nancy McGrath at
the front gate. Orla placed her duster on the dresser before she left the cottage and walked up
the path to say hello to Nancy. She and Nancy went to the same school and though they were
not best friends they often talked with each other and the other girls in their class about their
plans for the future.

It was not long before Orla realised from the scorching looks her mother sent her that for
some reason she was in trouble again. But she smiled and listened as Nancy talked about her
brother’s plans to leave Ireland for work in England. They chatted for a little longer before
they all said goodbye.

As she walked back down the path to the cottage Orla was forced to an abrupt halt when her
mother turned around and inspected her from head to foot.
“Why can’t you be more like Nancy? God knows why, but you’re such a disappointment to
me.” Orla felt her body shrink as she looked up at her mother’s face. Head bent, she followed
her into the cottage and it did not take long for her mother to vent her anger.
Her mother’s words about Orla being a disappointment still rang in her ears as she looked
around and was relieved to see no-one near the small area of furze bushes on the bend of the
road a few hundred yards past the cottage. Stashing her small bag beneath the largest bush
she cried out as she scratched her hand on its thorns. Pleasing memories of the warm yellow
flowers arrayed against the sun slowly leached away with the oozing blood on her hand. She
covered the scratches with her handkerchief before she continued walking up the road to visit
Nan.
As she walked she thought about how different Saturdays were when her mother’s cousin
William made one of his regular visits from Dublin. On the day of his visit her brothers
always went out early with her father while she had to stay home to help her mother. When
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the chores were done, Orla loved to see her mother smile as they looked around the cottage
to make sure everything was in order before the cooking started. If there were flowers in
bloom in the garden her mother would cut them and put them in her favourite green and blue
vase.

The smells wafting from the kitchen as her mother baked her best sponge-cake always made
Orla’s eyes water as she felt the silence flow through her as she worked. It was such a
different feeling compared with how her body responded when faced with her mother’s
anger. She reflected on the morning’s events questioning exactly why her mother was not
proud of her. ‘If I don’t know how she wants me to change, then how can I change so she
will be proud of me? I can never be Nancy, she’s tall and has long dark hair just like
Mother’s.’ But at least she had father’s return from her Uncle Tommie’s farm just outside
Shillelagh to look forward to. ‘I hope I’ll be able to slip, as quiet as the starlight in the huge
blue-black sky, into the kitchen just before dark, and that life will settle down again, well for
a little while anyway.’

Orla always loved looking across at the meadows surrounded by neat stone walls and distant
trees that went on forever, and she was very happy to leave the cottage behind. Just before
the bend in the road she came to the old stone bridge which spanned the river. Half way
across she paused and walked to the low wall to look into the water. Watching it bubble over
the rocks, a smile flickered across her face as she watched the fish jiggling as they swam in
the pools between them.

She closed her eyes as she felt the wind lift her hair and she dreamed of a place where there
was no shouting, and where she felt no fear. She could stand her mother’s anger most of the
time, but over the past few weeks it seemed to be worse. She was always on the look-out
now for signs of her mother’s moods. She dreaded thinking about whether it would be today
she would have to decide if she was going to just stand there and accept her mother’s anger,
or, whether she would try once again to protest against her mother’s blows.

The sound of the bubbling water and the earthy smell of the damp leaves brought her back to
the present. Standing back, she could see the beautiful oak and beech trees of the
Tomnafinnoge Woods. Their leaves were changing colour and the yellows and browns were
warm against the few green leaves that remained on the grey branches. Today, the branches
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were dancing in the strengthening wind and the furze bushes nearby were jumping around in
unison. She loved the changing seasons. Autumn promised winter and that meant Christmas
was not far away. Christmas was her favourite time of the year.

Leaving the bridge, Orla thought about the decision she would soon have to make about her
future. Just before her fifteenth birthday a few weeks ago she reluctantly came to understand
the only way she could help herself would be to leave home. She walked into the kitchen
where her mother was flicking through the newspaper and their conversation seared her
heart.
“What are you reading, mother?”
“Job advertisements.”
“I didn’t know you were looking for a job?”
“I’m not looking for me, I’m looking for you.”
“But I’m staying on at school. My friends and I have been making lots of plans. We want to
become teachers.”
"Well you won’t be staying on. If the worst comes to the worst and I can’t find you
something locally that pays a half-decent wage, you’ll help Aunt Margaret on the farm.”

Her mother slammed the paper down on the table and marched out of the room. Orla thought
about what helping Aunt Margaret involved; rough work in the house and looking after her
energetic young cousins, as well as helping in the dairy. Worse still, was the dark hollow
space taking over her life as she pulled the paper towards her and read the advertisements for
‘Girls Wanted’. She knew that whatever her dreams were they now lay waste amongst the
dark print in the newspaper. Discovering her mother’s plans for her felt far worse than the
thought of being lost in Purgatory and the fear that no-one would pray to get her out of it.
She and her friends always enjoyed dreaming up stories about themselves as grown women.
Well dressed, independent, and well-qualified teachers but that was not her dream now.

She walked up the road and brushed away the tears as she remembered how she hoped her
father would support her in her fight to stay on at school. But not long after finding her
mother in the kitchen looking at the advertisements for a second time, he pulled her aside. He
told her that although her school marks were excellent her mother said that as Orla was the
eldest, it was time for her to do her duty and help the family.
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She knew remonstrating with him would be of no use as last week showed when she decided
to meet him on his way home from work. It was the first time she waited for him at the end
of the lane so she could talk to him in private as they walked up the hill to the cottage
together. She was annoyed with herself for reading the surprise on his face as pleasure and
refused to cry in front of him when he shouted at her.
“What are you doing here on the edge of the road? I told you not to go anywhere near the
pub.”
“I’m not. I was waiting for you. I want to talk to you.”
“What’ve you done now?” he shouted and she found it difficult to swallow.
“I don’t want to leave school. You know I’ve wanted to be a teacher for a long time.”
“You should know better than to upset your mother and bring all this trouble. You are your
own worst enemy.”
“But father, that’s not fair, I’m not a trouble-maker.”
“If she says you’re to leave school, then you’ll leave school.”
“But I don’t want to.”
“It’s your duty Orla, to help your family. We need a little extra now. There’ll be other
opportunities for you.”
“Like what?”
“Don’t take that tone with me. Just do as you are bid. There’ll be no more discussion about
this matter.”

Her father was not going to help her and she could not persuade him to change his mind. She
understood that now. Even so, she always felt safe when he was around. She was not afraid to
breathe, nor did she feel that she should try and silently meld into the walls of the cottage.
‘All he wants is the quiet life, I suppose, but I want to go to school, and learn. I want to be
educated and sophisticated like Miss Evans. I don’t want to work on the farm. Why is she so
angry with me because I want to stay on at school? I thought she’d be proud of me. Don’t be
stupid. You know she’ll never be proud of you. You’re short, skinny and red-haired. She
hates red hair. Jesus, Mary and Joseph, how could I ever be like Nancy McGrath? She looks
like mother, and I am not in their class.
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Orla looked around embarrassed that she might have actually said the words aloud. Her
breath caught in her throat as she turned at the corner at the top of the hill and felt the bite of
the wind against her face. Walking down the main street of the village she waved to a couple
who were standing near the old court-house. Looking back to check the time on the courthouse clock she hoped that it would not be too cold to suggest to Nan that they go for a walk
along one of the bridle paths in the woods.

Orla waved when she saw Nan walking up the path in the front of the cottage to meet her.
Holding her hand up to her mouth Nan gasped.
“My God, what did she use on ye this time?”
“What do you mean?”
“This can’t continue, Orla. You have to get away!”
“Nan, you know I can’t, well not yet anyway. What’s wrong with how I look?”
“That’s quite a bruise on your cheek.”
“Well, it was only her old wooden spoon this time. It was my fault it happened. It’s nothing
to worry about Nan, really.”
“You’re a bad liar, Orla. Come inside will ye.”
“But Nan I was going to suggest we go for a walk.”
“You’ve got to be kidding! It’s far too cold.”
“You know other people around here are hard on their children, we’ve talked about it. And
there isn’t a family around this whole area mother hasn’t helped. Remember the McCaffreys’
son? That terrible accident on the motor-bike. You know she was a nurse before she married
my father.”
“Quit your blathering and come in will ye. I think it’s going to pour.”
“I don’t think so. Have you got the paper yet, Nan?”
“Yes, but have you thought about using an employment agency like I suggested?”
“I don’t know, Nan. I’ve seen a couple of advertisements and they might be too expensive
for me. I don’t have any money to spare.
“Maybe not but it doesn’t matter. I think I’ve found just the job for you. Well, actually there
are two live-in positions that might suit.”
“You know I don’t actually want to move anywhere. I really want to stay on at school.”
“I thought that wasn’t an option for you?”
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“It’s not I suppose.” Orla watched as Nan’s brow creased.
“Nan, I’ve looked in the paper for a job and accommodation I can afford. But most of the
advertisements are looking for boarders able to pay for the ‘nice’ rooms on offer.”
“That’s the wonder of live-in positions.”
“Yes, I s’pose so but I hate reading the newspapers now.”

Since finding her mother looking for a job for her, Orla and Nan were making regular forays
into the ‘situations vacant’ section of Nan’s father’s newspaper.
“As I’ve said already, these are live-in positions, and they are not asking for a lot of
experience. I think you’ll be just right. Anyway I’ll get in touch with Kathleen and ask her to
keep a look out for ye as well. You know my sister Kathleen works in one of the hospitals in
Dublin don’t you?” Nan asked, looking back at Orla as she walked down the hallway before
continuing,
“Did I tell you about the last time I visited her?”
Feeling the kindness of the cottage slowly warming her body, Orla let Nan continue with the
story, even though it would be about the millionth time she heard it.
“It was so funny. Kathleen had to smuggle me into the living quarters through the kitchen.
Mam and Dad were so angry. She’s not allowed visitors you see but I missed the afternoon
bus home. Kathleen kept me overnight and snuck me out the next morning. I haven’t been
allowed to visit her since, but if you go to Dublin we could meet up and do things like go and
look at the shops together. What do you think?”
“You make everything sound so possible Nan, I wish I was more like you.”

As they walked into the kitchen, Orla knew that the kettle would be on the hob and the paper
on the table. Nan’s mother called out from upstairs.
“Is that you, Nan?”
“Yes Mam. Orla’s here now. Is it all right if we make a cup of tea?”
“Yes, of course, just make sure you leave enough tea in the tin for your father.”
“Have a look at the paper, Orla. I’ve put a mark beside two ads which I think might be good
for you.” Orla went to the table and read the pages Nan laid out for her. A few minutes later,
her reading was interrupted by Nan who was carrying two saucers to the table.
“Did I mention that one of the jobs is in London? The other’s in Dublin. You can write to
them and see what happens.”
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“But they ask for references and I’m not sure about London.”
“All right then. But references won’t be a problem. You can ask Miss Evans.”
“I’d rather not tell anyone in the village what I’m planning to do.”
“There’s always Father Flynn.”
“What? How can you even suggest him? I don’t like him, I didn’t think you did either?”
‘I don’t, but he’s a very good friend of your mothers, more of a friend to her than to our
family anyway.”
“That’s exactly why I can’t ask for his help. And I don’t want to cause any trouble or bring
any shame on the family.”
“Who then?”
“I’ve an aunt who lives in Rathmines. She and mother don’t get on but I stayed with her and
helped out when her baby was born.”
“Well, write to her, but make sure you also write to Box 58253 in response to that
advertisement as well.”
Orla laughed. “How can I write to a box? How funny. Dear Box.”
“You’re such an eejit sometimes, Orla. Anyway quit messing around. Mam said she’d post
any letters for you.”
“Thanks, Nan. Did you see the difference in the wages being offered for jobs in England? So
much more than in Ireland?”
“I did. Perhaps it would be easier for you to get a job in Dublin first and then if you want you
can go to England later.”
“I wonder why the wages are so low here. Applying for a job and leaving home is a big
decision. How can I guarantee it’ll be a good place to work?”
“You can’t, Orla. You know that but look at your life now.”
“What if I go to Dublin and hate it, or even worse, lose the job. What’ll happen to me then?
I’d be so worried if I had nowhere to live and couldn’t support myself.”
“That’s something we all have to think about Orla. But just make sure you always have your
fare home put by. I know. I know. You don’t have to tell me about your mother. But you can
always come here if the worst comes to the worst.”
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“Aren’t you afraid of what will happen if I do get a job and leave, and it comes out about
how you helped me?”
“I might not be here myself, but we can’t let this continue, Orla. The bruises on your face are
the last straw and you’ve missed a lot of school lately. Here, drink your tea. Mam’ll be
cranky with me if we waste it.”
“I wonder where I should have the responses sent? If mother finds out, I’ll be in big trouble.”
“You can have them sent here if you like.”
“Thanks. But I feel very odd about having to do this in secret. I could tell her I suppose.
Probably better not to though. Maybe I should just write and wait to see what happens. I
mightn’t even get a reply.”
“Quit talking to yourself. Whatever you decide, just make sure you tell me. By the way, if I
find something that really suits me I’m going to apply. What do ye think about that then?”

Orla stepped back from the table.
“What! I thought you and Nancy were going to stay on at school. How can you give up such
a chance? You never said anything before about this.”
“Orla, that’s because I’m not like you. I was going to tell you but before I could, all this
happened with your mother looking in the paper, and you not being able to stay on at school.
I couldn’t tell you then. I know how unhappy you are.”
“I can’t believe you would give up a chance like that. What about all our plans?”
“Well they’ve changed haven’t they? They changed the moment you saw your mother
looking at the jobs vacant section for you. Nancy is still going to stay on. But as for me, I’m
not really one for the classroom. I’ll get a domestic job in Dublin first and then see what
happens. You never talk of settling down and marrying but that’s what I want, a family and a
home of my own, but not straight away. I want to live a little first. Can you understand that?”
“Yes, I’ve seen how you look at Frank Moore.”
“And I’ve seen how he looks at you. So, there’s an end to that then.”

Orla could not believe Nan would give up the chance to stay on at school and make
something more of her life, but despite all of their plans life was about to change. Nan drew
her attention back to the paper as she wrote down the addresses of the two positions she
thought Orla should apply for. Looking up and seeing Nan’s pursed lips, Orla chuckled.
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“Sorry, I’m not much help here. Won’t your mother miss you if you leave? Especially with
all of your sisters gone now?”
“Yes, she will. But she knows I can’t stay here. Besides it’ll be lovely to do things like go to
the cinema, and earn enough money to be able to go to the shops and buy what I see. I have
my dreams too Orla.”

Orla looked at her friend and could not help feeling sad at the thought of both of them
leaving the village.
“Nan?”
“Yes.”
“I’ll miss you.”
“No you won’t. Well not for long. You’ll be too busy settling into a new life. But that doesn’t
mean we can’t stay in touch. We can write. I have more to do with Kathleen now that she’s
in Dublin, than I ever did when she was at home.”
“But I will miss the village. I’ll miss school, and the special times at home.”
“It’s a dream Orla, it’s only a dream and you have to wake up from all your day-dreaming.
It’s such a waste of time. I always have to call you back to what is happening today.”
Orla decided to use her own address for her letters rather than Nan’s but she never seemed to
find the right opportunity to tell her mother about what she was intending. She was lucky she
received her aunt’s response when her mother was out. As she waited for a response to her
letter from Glasnevin, she practised what she would say to justify her behaviour if she was
challenged. She prayed her father would be there to step in if she could not manage her
mother’s anger.

Her day-dreaming, as Nan had called it ended with an abrupt clash with her mother several
weeks after posting her letters. Walking into the kitchen after school Orla was surprised to
see her mother sitting at the table.
“Hello mother.”
“What’s this?”
“What do you mean?”
“I have a letter here addressed to you.”
“Oh.”
“What’s going on?”
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“I was going to tell you.”
“What are you up to?”
“Nothing! It’s just that you said I had to get a job, so I applied for one in Glasnevin.”
“You’re to stay here.”
“But, you said I can’t stay on at school. I don’t want to work on the farm.”
“I will decide what’s best for you.”
“It can’t be like that mother. There aren’t many other places around here where I can find a
job.”
“I’ve had a talk to Mr. Harris at the shop and he may have something for you in a few
months.”
“So, can I stay at school till then?”
“You’re silly sometimes. We need you to pay your way here now.”
“May I have my letter please mother?”
“This will not do, and you need to show more respect when you talk to me.”

Orla watched as her mother tore the letter into pieces and threw them on the table.
“Mother please. Let’s wait till father’s home.”
“Don’t talk back to me!”
In that stillness of time while she was speaking, Orla did not see her mother rise up and walk
towards her until it was too late. The blow across her face jolted her head backwards. She
turned her head away from her mother’s next blow as it came down hard against her ear.
“I’m sorry mother.”
“Get out of my sight!”
Studying the table Orla could see the pieces of the letter were within easy reach and she bent
down for them as fast as her body would let her. She was surprised she managed to scoop
them up and she clutched them close to her as she ran from the kitchen. But she could do
nothing to stop the tears coursing down her cheeks or the gasping noises that came out of her
throat as she ran upstairs.

She could smell the food and knew the family would soon be sitting down to dinner. Orla
also knew she would have to wait until her father was ready to talk to her, but at least she had
the letter. She pushed the pieces together to read what they said and she had no trouble
making out Mrs Gardener’s signature. ‘She’s pleased to receive my letter and would like to
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meet me. I am to telephone and make an appointment to go and see her. She suggests I bring
my bag with me as this will save returning home and then travelling back to Dublin again. I
just need to telephone. And then I’m going to run away but first I have to tell Nan and leave a
letter for father.’
“Orla. Come downstairs will you?” Her father’s voice startled her.
“Yes father.”
Orla brushed her hair and wiped her face with her handkerchief. ‘I hope my eyes aren’t too
red. He hates it when I cry.’

She walked into the kitchen to find her father and mother sitting at the table.
“What’s this all about?”
“I was just trying to get a job father. I can’t stay at school and I don’t want to work on the
farm.”
“You’re not worried about bringing shame on the family then if someone finds out what
you’ve been up to? You’ll write to whoever it is that’s sent the letter and tell them thank you
very much but you’ve changed your mind. I’ve had a talk with Uncle Tommie and you’ll
start there next week.”
“I can’t do that father.” The glint on the silver knife her mother held in her hand captured
Orla’s eyes.
“You’ll do as you are told.”
“I can’t mother.”
“You’re the eldest and it’s your duty to help your family. Do you understand?”
“Yes mother I do but what about my dreams?” Her father looked at her mother and Orla was
propelled into a void above the table as the knife in her mother’s hand sliced into her father’s
forearm.”
“Jesus Christ Biddy what’re ye doing?”
He pushed his chair back as he stood up and watched the small trickle of blood running down
passed his wrist.
Orla opened her mouth to scream but her voice was strangled by her mother’s words,
“Call that a scream? You’ll be next if you’re not careful.”
Orla tried to move her legs but she was frozen to the chair while she watched as her mother
walked in her usual elegant manner out of the room.
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From somewhere in the space of the room she heard her father’s voice,
“You better do as you are told, Orla.”
“Yes father.”

She gathered her clothes together and packed them in the small bag and waited until she
heard her mother and father go to bed. She waited for another half hour just to make sure and
then she picked up her bag and tip-toed across the landing and down the stairs. Once at the
bottom, she opened the front door and slipped out closing it as softly as she could. Not all the
way, she needed to sneak back inside again. She ran as quiet as a wood-mouse to the bushes
not far from the house where she pushed her bag as far under them as she could. ‘At least I’ll
be ready to leave after I’ve seen Nan, and made my telephone call tomorrow.’

She returned to the cottage, closed the door and crept up the stairs and across the landing into
her bedroom. She waited by her bedroom door and listened to the silence before climbing
into bed. Orla willed the long hours of the night to pass so she could tell Nan about the letter,
make her telephone call and organise to leave without anyone else knowing what she was
doing.

Hearing her father leave the cottage, Orla gathered up her school books and went down to the
kitchen. No-one was there, her mother and brothers were still in bed, and there was no sign of
what had happened the night before. She found it hard to work out what her feelings were, in
fact she was finding it hard to feel at all. At first she thought she should feel wicked knowing
she would never again do what her father said. And then she thought about being nervous and
excited at the same time about what lay ahead. She knew she was about to ask Nan to help
her leave the village. But, most of all she thought about how she would never again be able to
stand in the same room as her mother without a pulsating fear rippling through her.
It wasn’t until lunchtime that Orla could tell Nan about the letter. She could never speak
about the knife. Nan looked at her watch and grabbed her arm as she marched Orla from
school down the road to Mr Harris’s shop. All the way down the hill Nan gave her
instructions about how they were going to tell Mr Harris they needed to make a telephone
call.
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I’ll tell him Orla that I want to phone Kathleen and then once we are in that little room you
can take over from there.”
“Won’t your mother find out.”
“I’ll tell her, don’t worry. You look terrible today, your eyes are sort of like great big plates.”
Mr Harris was surprised but happy to let Nan use the telephone in the small room behind the
counter. Orla stood and said nothing during their exchange and stepped quietly aside as Nan
closed the door behind them. The telephone sat on a small table and as Orla dialed and asked
to be put through to Mrs Gardener’s number, she found it hard to keep her breath even and
she was grateful it was only Nan who could see her hands shaking.

The appointment to see Mrs Gardener was made for the next day. As Orla and Nan rushed
back to school they rehearsed what they were going to say if they were caught out. And luck
was on not their side. Just as they were about to slip through the gate unnoticed a voice hailed
them.
“What do you two think you are doing. Did you have permission to be out of school at this
time?”
“Father Flynn?”
“Where have you been?”
“Nowhere.”
“Orla, you know your mother is very respected here around don’t you and you also know she
would be very unhappy if I find you’re lying.”
“But Father Flynn, we’ve done nothing wrong. We must get back now.”
“Only because your mother is such a good friend of mine Orla will I let this incident pass.
And as for you Nan, don’t think I have given up with your family. Just remember you will
need all the help you can get. There’s not much you can do these days without a priest’s
recommendation.”
“No. Thank you Father Flynn.”

After school as Orla and Nan walked home, they hugged each other tight as they said
goodbye in front of the courthouse clock. The next morning Orla was able to sneak away
before her family came down to breakfast.
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CHAPTER 2: HAVING A PLAN
March 1954

Ruairi sat at his desk and looked around the office, the frown visible through the curls of
dark hair he was forever sweeping off his forehead. Through the open door he could hear his
personal assistant Niamh O’Connor. She was on the phone discussing one of the upcoming
committee meetings, confirming who would be responsible for taking the minutes and
vetting the papers before they went to committee. The call finished and he heard the word
"eejits" as she placed the black receiver firmly back on its base.

It seemed the tasks in question once again fell to his area, and he would have to talk with his
staff about managing the extra work. The issue of staff shortages would have to be discussed
with the Secretary soon, despite the note from the Finance department saying they were not
to hire any new staff. Not a discussion he was looking forward to.

During his time with the department Ruairi worked hard to improve the status of his area
within the senior executive of the other government departments. He knew the work they did
would never be popular because of their role in advising on the various policy proposals and
other papers. Some people did not like being told no. Until now he always felt he could rely
on the support of his own people, but increased workloads and fewer people to do the work
put him at risk of losing the good staff he still managed to retain. For his part, his reliance on
Miss O’Connor or Niamh as he liked to think of her increased as soon as he realised he could
trust her implicitly. As far as he could tell her efficient and serious manner only changed
whenever she spoke about marriage. For some reason he could not discern, he did not like to
hear Niamh say that marriage was not going to play any part in her life, at least in the near
future.
Reflecting on Niamh's comments on marriage and how women’s options were limited,
particularly if they were the slightest scrap ambitious, Ruairi’s mind turned to his sister,
Sinéad. At Saturday’s family birthday dinner for their father’s youngest brother she managed
to upset everyone by announcing she intended to go to London to work, before setting off
and travelling around as much of the world as she could. She hoped to be gone before the end
of the year.
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This was not really news to Ruairi because they often talked about her wish to travel but he
worried about how she would make her way in the world. He worked in London while she
was growing up so they did not know each other well. But, her welcome-home on in his
return to Ireland still spread a warm-heartedness around him that he would find hard to live
without.

Ruairi understood her need to follow her dreams. It was a familiar feeling to him although his
own dreams were shattered shortly after he finished his studies at University College and
King’s Inns. He felt his jaw tighten as he remembered his heated exchange with his sister
after the birthday dinner. When he challenged her to tell him why she wanted to leave Dublin
by the end of the year, he was left dumb-founded by her response which he could still recall
with great vividness,
“We’ve talked about my leaving already.”
“Yes, but I didn’t think you’d want to leave so soon.”
“Soon? I can’t let my life slip away.”
“I know that but just listen will you!”
“There’s no point. I’ve made up my mind.”
“You’re too young to be travelling on your own.”
“What on earth are you talking about? I’m a grown woman, Ruairi. Women much younger
than me are making their own way in the world, travelling to Britain for work and the like.”
“Yes, and we’re reading about some of those women, aren’t we?”
“What do you mean?”
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything.”
“No you shouldn’t. I work with some lovely young women who need to find work outside
Ireland. They also need accommodation as well. Many are leaving because there aren’t
opportunities for them here. They think it’s the only way for them to make a better life for
themselves. And let’s not mention the difference in pay.”
“As I said, I’m sorry but I worry about your plans.”
“Did someone say that to you when you left so suddenly?”
“There were many reasons for my leaving.”
“You’re a fine one to talk, Ruairi.”
“What do you mean?”
His question seemed to release a torrent of counter questions about his life.
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“So, why do you stay there trapped in your boring job?”
“I’m not trapped. It’s not boring and I enjoy a challenge.”
“You could do so much better as a barrister in Dublin. I can’t believe you can’t see that.”
“Let’s not make this a battle of wills Sinéad. I love being back here with the family.”
After their argument Ruairi made to leave the room to think about how unhappy she seemed
because he chose to work in the civil service, when Sinéad called out,
“Is it true that he’s back then?”
“Who?”
“You know who.”
“Why ask me if you already know?”
“What’s he doing here?”
“I don’t know Sinéad.”
“Have you talked to him?”
“I have to talk to him at work.”
“Well, just don’t bring him to this house.”
“That’s not likely is it? By the way I’m off to golf tomorrow.”
“Don’t try and change the subject. I’m being serious here.”
“I don’t want to discuss it any more.”
“I give up Ruairi. You could do so much more with your life. Does anyone at work know
you are related to Noel Kennedy?”
“No, thank God. Anyway, he’s only a distant cousin, thrice removed or something.” He
remembered then walking over to her to give her a hug.
“Shut up Ruairi. Good luck with the golf. I hope it pours rain tomorrow.”
“You should take it up Sinéad. It might help you relax. There’s a lot going on at the club for
lady golfers.” She did not return his smile as he left the room and he knew then it would be
awhile before he could approach her on the subject of leaving Ireland.
The nine-hole Killiney Hill Golf Club was the home of Ruairi’s regular golf game, one of his
passions in life outside of work. He enjoyed watching golfers like Fred Daly, Joe Carr and
Harry Bradshaw, and going to the social club dinner events when he was given the
opportunity. His other passion in his life was walking with his friends in the hills. Best of all
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though, was being outdoors taking in the views of the Wicklow Mountains and Dublin Bay
as he lined up his tee shots.
Feeling more than a little taken aback at Sinead’s anger, he found himself not wanting to tell
her he was recently taken aside by one of his senior work colleagues. A promotion was a
possibility and he was now being considered for a more senior position in the External
Affairs department. The position was expected to become vacant before the end of the year.
‘A good career is not that easy to come by and my work is important to me.’ But Sinead’s
comments about the civil service rankled him as did her response to learning that Noel
Kennedy was back in town. ‘She was so young she couldn’t possibly know what happened
between Elizabeth and Noel, and what mother did to help out. So, why is she so angry?’
“Another day in paradise! I suppose.” He sighed.

Turning his mind to the present he pulled out the latest paper from the Minister’s office
sitting on his desk and started reading the neatly hand-written note attached to the top of the
first page.
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CHAPTER 3: THE LETTER
Glasnevin, 1948-1950
Orla glanced at the envelope Mrs E thrust into her hand and put it into her apron pocket. It
was now two years since she started working in Glasnevin and she found it hard to believe
how different her life was then. Since the day Nan showed her the two advertisements in the
jobs vacant section of the paper and she then ran away from home, Orla made it her mission
to improve herself as much as she could.

Taking the bus from the village to Dublin to keep her appointment with Mrs Gardener was a
nerve-wracking experience and she spent the whole trip praying that she would not be seen by
anyone she knew, in particular, Father Flynn. She hated the thought that he was a good friend
to her mother. After the argument with her mother, the shock of seeing her father attacked and
her father’s advice that she needed to be careful, Orla realised her life was forever changed.

Remembering the night when she packed her bag and snuck it outside so it would be ready
when she needed it, she knew she owed Nan a great debt for all her help. Nor was there any
need to worry about the references as Mrs Gardner accepted the letter Orla provided her and
did not ask for a recommendation from Father Flynn. Her memories of what happened at
school the next day when she told Nan about the letter and meeting Father Flynn also brought
back the darker memories she tried hard to forget.

Now, two years later, she was able to reflect on what she was learning about being a domestic
servant in a large house. It meant learning how to become almost invisible as you went about
your duties with obedience. When she first arrived, the routines were all so new to her she felt
she would never make them part of her routine.
“Not going to read it then?”
“No, no, I’ll finish my work upstairs first.”
“Make sure you polish that cabinet on the landing. I noticed this morning it needs a proper
going over!”
Not stopping to defend her work, having polished the cabinet only yesterday, Orla put Mrs
E’s snappy comments down to her being annoyed that she was not going to share the letter.
157

Later, in the privacy of her room, she took the letter out of her pocket. As she read the large
confident writing on the envelope she knew at once who it was from, but could not think why
Nan would be writing to her now. Their usual routine was to write to each other twice a
month and it was not Orla’s turn to receive a letter. Taking the two pages out of the envelope
she paused before she spread them out on the bed to make them easier to read. Worried it
might be bad news from home, her hands shook as she looked at the pages. Thankfully, Nan’s
script was strong and easy to read.
My dear Orla
I am home for a short holiday and I will collect you on my way back to Belfast. I
know you didn’t plan on leaving till sometime next year, but I have managed to
find you a wonderful job looking after a lovely little girl. The family is well
known and respected in Belfast and I have told them all about you. You will be
very welcome and they are relieved to have someone with a good character
recommended to them. Also, the money is much better here than what you are
earning in Dublin.
The only thing you have to think about is getting organised. I’ve let Kathleen
know you might need some help. Telephone her and she will organise her shifts
and a day off around your day off.
Kathleen will let me know when you are ready. I think the bus office in Dublin is
probably the best place for us to meet as it is quite near the train station and
easy to find. We’ll then take the train to Belfast.
Love Nan
PS make sure you contact Kathleen as soon as you get this letter.

Orla chuckled as she remembered how bossy Nan could be but a frown flittered across her face
as she realised Nan was looking for a new job for her without being asked. ‘Why now? I
wonder if Kathleen said anything to her about that awful day.’ Orla and Kathleen did
sometimes see each other and talk about finding better jobs but she was not yet at the point of
looking for a new position. Her frown deepened as she thought about whether she should leave
now or not. And there was always Mrs E, the housekeeper to face and tell her she might be
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leaving soon although Orla respected Mrs E and appreciated being taken under her wing and
trained when she first arrived to work in Glasnevin.

Not long after Orla arrived in Dublin Nan surprised her by writing to say she was also going to
be working in Dublin not far from where Kathleen worked. Orla looked forward to having Nan
close-by but Nan hated her new job and set about finding herself a much better position in
Belfast. She was gone within a few weeks.

The letters Orla received from her now were always full of interesting stories about working in
Belfast and what she was doing on her days off. Much as she loved hearing about Belfast, Orla
was more interested in hearing any news that came Nan’s way about home. ‘I wonder if I can
ever go home.’ Orla thought about this while day-dreaming about whether her homecoming
would be like a joyous welcome for the prodigal daughter, or whether she would still be afraid
to be left alone with her mother. Orla put the letter back into its envelope and dropped it in the
top drawer of the small chest of drawers, the only furniture in the room apart from the bed. She
paced the room.
‘Should I leave? Should I stay? ‘I wonder if Kathleen said anything to Nan. She must have
done I suppose.’ Orla would never forget how embarrassed she was a couple of weeks ago
when Kathleen yelled at her from across the street. She was out by the front door scrubbing
the steps when Kathleen chanced to walk past. Realizing who it was working on the steps,
Kathleen crossed the road and walked into the garden, and up to Orla, shouting.
“I’m getting you out of here! For the love of God, there’s no need for you to be there on your
knees scrubbing steps in this day and age. And in this weather too.”

Orla turned around and tried to stop Kathleen from saying anything else.
“Please keep your voice down, Kathleen. Scrubbing the steps is part of my job.” Kathleen
ignored her as her voice could be clearly heard.
“I have to go now, Orla. I’ve a couple of errands to finish but this isn’t the end of it. I’m
getting you out of here.”
Orla could only watch as Kathleen turned on her heel and hurried away.
“What’s going on here Orla? I thought I could hear shouting.”
“Oh. I’m sorry Mrs E.”
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“What’s going on?”
“I’m finished here now. I’ll tell you inside.”
The housekeeper stood aside and let Orla pass into the hallway.
“You can’t be shouting on the street.”
“It wasn’t me. My friend saw me scrubbing the front steps and she was upset.”
“She has no right to be upset about the work you do here.”
“I know that Mrs E and I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.” Orla turned to walk away.
“Orla wait a minute. You are treated very well here by Mrs Gardener and I wouldn’t forget
that if I were you.”
“Yes. I know. But I work very hard and I try my best. That must count for something too.”
“You are a servant Orla. That’s what counts around here.”

Orla was stung by her words and the memory of them caused her to wince as she walked
towards the bedroom door. She turned around and retraced her steps and sat down on the edge
of the bed. ‘I don’t know if I’m quite ready to move on yet. Working here has been hard but I
have learned my job now. But then again Mrs E was angry when she came out to see what all
the fuss was about after Kathleen left, and she’s been a bit funny with me ever since.’
Now that she was working near Dublin she often wondered about her mother’s family
background. She knew her father’s family well as her two uncles owned large farms not far
from the village, and her aunts were all married to farmers from the neighbouring areas. She
was regularly taken on a tour around the cemetery by her Uncle Denis when the time came to
clean up around the graves. He loved showing her the headstones that went back generations,
some so old she could not make out the names once chiseled on the stone.
Her mother’s family, on the other hand was a mystery to her. She knew only that following
their wedding in the cathedral in Dublin, her mother, who was only nineteen at the time, and
her father visited her mother’s family. Apparently, her father, on being shown into the drawing
room where her mother’s father sat, announced in a loud voice,
“Are ye not going to congratulate me? I’ve just gone and married your daughter.”
As Orla understood it, her grandfather was shocked into silence. He stared at his daughter
without responding to the brash announcement made by her new husband. But Orla could not
help thinking that her father would never have been so silly. She also wondered how her
mother could even get married at nineteen in a cathedral without permission. As far she knew,
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apart from her cousin’s visits, there was no contact between her mother and her family since
her wedding day.
‘How sad life can be when families turn against each other.’ She knew there were two maiden
aunts her mother missed although she would never contact them, nor would they contact her.
Coming from a wealthy family and being disinherited when she married against her father’s
wishes must have been hard for her mother. But nowadays she was well respected in the village
because she came from a good family, was educated and she completed her nurse’s training.

Orla knew that her mother would rather die than be shabbily dressed when she left the house.
She remembered too how her mother warned her that if she was ever in Dublin she was never
to go near a certain jewellery store owned by one of her mother’s relatives. Though her mother
never explained why she was upset with them Orla understood that whatever it was, the matter
was serious. Now, whenever she went into the city Orla would stand and gaze into the shop’s
large window, tempted to ignore her mother’s disapproval, and go in and look around. But she
knew from the lovely array of diamonds, rubies, sapphires and emeralds on display in the
window, she was in no position to afford anything they sold.

Her thoughts turned back to talking to the housekeeper about leaving. When Orla first arrived
she found Mrs E an exacting person, and there was much to learn about how the domestic
work was done in a large house. Each room was done in a particular order. There was also a
strict time of day that particular rooms were to be cleaned, and a day of the week when
particular chores were done. Everything ran by the clock, and there was a place for
everything. Despite feeling frustrated at first by how long she was taking to learn her way
around, she loved the happy feeling in her heart when Mrs E said to her,
“You’ve done a grand job today and isn’t it great that you’re such a hard little worker.”

But she looked forward to when she would not be the one who got out of bed early on a cold
winter’s morning to light the range in the kitchen. Although theirs was a bright modern
kitchen with gas, they still used the range most of the time. Once it was going she raced
around as she followed Mrs E’s instructions. ‘Anyone would think I hadn’t done this before
but Mrs E has her own special ways I suppose. Put porridge in the saucepan before adding the
water. Then get the bowls and spoons out. Make sure you have the trays ready to be taken
upstairs and make sure that the tea is taken up to the family before it has a chance to get cold.’
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The only part of her job she found unpleasant was listening to Mrs E’s constant reminders
about how lucky they were.
“They are very good to us here, you do know that don’t you?” Mrs E would say.
“They make sure we’re well fed and have decent uniforms, which we don’t have to pay for by
the way. Working for her is not the hardship it could be you know.”
“Yes, I know we’re lucky.”
“There are some mistresses Orla who will go out of their way to make sure that you don’t
over-eat.”
“But we don’t do we? And we are always very careful to make sure our favourite cake lasts
the week.”
“Yes, that’s true, but we have a good job and a roof over our heads.”

Orla always smiled as Mrs E told her to be grateful but she wondered about how true that
was. Nan often wrote in her letters about how people in Belfast were finding it hard to find
good domestic help, and that working conditions there were better for domestic servants than
they were in Dublin. The hours were shorter, living quarters were nicer, there was more time
off and, of course, the wages were higher.
The evenings, when the house was settled were Orla’s favourite times. The nights when the
family received guests were different of course and it was all hands to the plough as the
kitchen rang with shouted instructions and clattering pans. Sometimes, following dinner and
cleaning up afterwards, she and Mrs E made themselves a hot drink. Sitting close to the range
in the kitchen, they would each read their books, offering an odd comment when they read
something special. The house was calm. Cold, dark, wet nights were best, when the rain
slashed against the windows and Mrs E would start to tell her stories. Orla loved to hear the
words “Did I ever tell you?”

One evening in particular, the stories took on a ghostly feel.
“Did I ever tell you about what happened to my mother?” Mrs E began.
Orla shook her head.
“Well one night she was sitting by the fire in the front room reading, and it was getting late.
She often used to sit up late at night reading her books. She loved them and she loved to tell
us all about the stories. She was the same if she ever went to the cinema. Beau Geste was one
of her favourite books, and she just loved the phrase ‘they died with their boots on’. One
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night as she turned the last page of the book she was reading, she looked up and saw a man
standing near the large dresser. He was wearing a light coloured trench coat, tightly belted.
And he just stood looking at her and never said a word, and then he turned around and walked
out of the room.”
“Did she know him?”
“She thought it was her father. She hadn’t seen him years but she wasn’t sure at the time. You
know my father used to say our house was haunted.”
“Did he really?”
“Yes, one time he went to the pub after working on a job tearing ivy off of the castle walls
with a group of six or seven other men. Hard work that. Ivy clings and gets into the cracks
between the small rocks. Well this particular time after going to the pub he came home and
walked into the hall and started to take off his boots. As he moved towards the kitchen door
he saw a lady standing there. She didn’t say anything, just walked past him. He asked my
mother the next day what she was doing going out so late. She told him that she didn’t go out
at all and was in bed when he got home.” Mrs E laughed before continuing,
“She gave him a good telling off I tell you that.”
“My grandfather tells great stories too.” Orla whispered.
“Oh.”
“Yes, I used to love this one. He told us about a friend who told him this very sad tale.
Apparently, one of this man’s friends met up with someone he’d gone to school with and they
went for a drink to celebrate meeting again. This long-lost friend told him that he was
walking home one night the previous week and passed a small bridge. He saw a lady sitting
on the wall and he could hear her softly crying as she combed her hair. As he approached her
he asked,
“Why are you crying?”
“I’m crying for you because you won’t be here by this time next week.”
“Oh my goodness! What happened next?”
“My grandfather told me that his friend said that the man did indeed die before the week was
out.”
“What else happened at your house Mrs E, you said it was haunted?”
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“Well this is a sad tale, let me tell you. The old lady, who had the house before my parents
planted a tree right in the middle of the front garden. Unfortunately, the tree started to die and
she got it cut down. The tree stump was about three feet high by the time they finished and
she decided that she would grow ivy over it to make it look better. Over the years the ivy
grew over the tree stump and eventually it looked like a harp. Can you imagine? Anyway,
before she gave the keys of the house to my father she warned him never to cut the harp
down. If he did, she said she would come back and haunt the place when she died.”
“Did they?”
“No, never, it was still there when they died.”
“That must have been very hard for you.”
“Hard times then, my girl. Once the fighting broke out nearby I was glad to get safely away
from it all. And then I came to Dublin."

As she slipped into bed Orla decided she would talk to Mrs E once the preparations for the
day were under control. Getting little sleep she spent the night rehearsing what she was going
to say. But as soon as breakfast was finished she knew she could not wait until later.
“Mrs. E I need to talk to you about the letter I received from my friend Nan yesterday.”
“I thought you might.”
“Nan wants me to go and work in Belfast with her. Well not with her, but near her. She
knows of a respectable family and they need someone to look after their little girl.”
“But you don’t have any experience looking after children?”
“Well, I do actually. I looked after my brothers and lots of my young cousins.”
“And is this what you want to do?”
“I think so. You know I’ve been thinking about eventually going to London and being here
with you has taught me so much. You’ve all been very good to me.”
“Certainly, working in Belfast would be a great way to get more experience if you did decide
to work in England. But if you don’t like it what’ll happen then? You won’t be able to come
back here.”

Once again, Orla felt the sting behind the words reminding her of her place in the world.
“I know I won’t be able to come back.”
“What does your friend say?”
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“She’s at home for a short holiday and she told me that the job would suit me down to the
ground. I am to contact her sister Kathleen. Nan plans to collect me on her way back to
Belfast. So, I think, well, I am now handing in my notice so that you can find someone
suitable before I leave.”
“Contact her sister then, and get yourself sorted out. I’m sorry to be looking for someone to
replace you so soon after you’ve settled in here.”
“I’m sorry too, Mrs E, but you do know that I’ve been here over two years now.”
“It can’t be that long can it?”
“Well, yes it is, and I can’t believe it either.”

Orla reached into her apron pocket and felt comforted as her fingers touched the creased
envelope. As she walked out of the room she remembered she needed to tell Mrs E that she
was nearly out of polish. She turned back but averted her gaze when she saw Mrs E take her
handkerchief out of her sleeve and quietly blow her nose.
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CHAPTER 4: NORMAL DAY AT THE OFFICE?
March 1954
Having just arrived at work early Sinéad was surprised to hear Miss Gale calling to her from
the top of the stairs,
“Come up to my office will you. I need to talk to you.”
“Yes of course. I’ll hang my coat up, it’s a little damp. I was just caught in a shower.”
“No. This is urgent.”
Miss Gale turned and walked away leaving Sinéad frowning as she followed her. ‘What’s
going on now I wonder? Don’t tell me that after having to listen to Ruairi complaining last
night about my leaving, I’m now going to have to put up with Miss Gale and her complaints.

She approached the door and could hear Miss Gale slamming her desk drawers. Not long
after Miss Gale started at the employment agency, Sinéad decided that she did not like her,
even though she was respected as the cousin of Mr George Gale, the owner of the business.
Sinéad’s duties as a senior office assistant included regular meetings with Miss Gale to
discuss their work schedule. That was usually part of the routine but this morning was
different. As she walked into the office Sinéad could see that Miss Gale was annoyed and the
fact that her fair hair was a little askew, rather than in its severe chignon told Sinéad that
something was really awry this time.
“What’s wrong Miss Gale?”
“Sinéad, here you are at last! Have you heard a rumour about a young Irish girl who seems to
have gone missing as she was travelling to London?”
“No. I haven’t?”
“Well, the rumour is she found a job in England but now nobody knows where she is. Her
mother hasn’t heard from her for months. All she knows is that her daughter used an
employment agency to get a job, but she doesn’t know which one. She doesn’t want to go to
the police. But I’m worried that this might have repercussions for us here.”
“I see. But, if she went to the police, they would talk to all of the employment agencies for
her. Anyway, why can’t she just contact the girl’s employer?”
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“Apparently, the agency didn’t provide the girl with any details about her new employer. She
was given travel directions instead, and told she would be collected from the station. The girl
promised her mother that once settled, she would write home.”
“So, it’s more than a rumour then isn’t it? Why didn’t they give her the address?”
“I don’t know Sinéad! By the way, Mr Gale will be in late this morning and I want to talk to
him first. Don’t say anything to the others. It might just be a case of yet another silly young
Irish girl too busy having a good time in London to get in touch with her family.”
“We don’t know that Miss Gale. How did you learn about it anyway?”
“Don’t be rude Sinéad. If you must know I found out through a friend of mine who owns one
of the other agencies. He told me he doesn’t know any of the details yet because his agency
isn’t involved either.”
“Do you know her name?”
“No. I have no information beyond what I’ve just told you. Besides, our agency definitely
isn’t involved!”
“But we can’t be sure about that yet can we?”
“Don’t be silly. Our agency prides itself on looking after people properly.”
“But if we don’t have the girl’s name then how can you be so sure?”
“I don’t want to get involved. It’s an odd affair. Apparently, the family is quite well respected
by all accounts. Another girl from a respectable family getting into trouble isn’t news
anymore. So, there might be a good reason why she doesn’t want anyone to know where she
is.”
“But Miss Gale?”
“You need to get on with those letters! We’ve new clients coming in this morning and we are
going to be very busy today. Shut the door on your way out.”
Miss Gale went back to searching her desk drawers. Sinéad tried not to let her agitation about
miss Gale’s dismissal of her show. But succeeded instead in banging the door behind her as
she left, and muttering under her breath “bloody rude” as she ran down the stairs.
The old building the Gale Employment Agency occupied needed to be repaired after the
Easter Uprising in 1916 like others in the lower parts of O’Connell Street. The building was
then modernised by the Gale family when the chance presented itself. A photographic studio
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was located at street level, two floors accommodated the agency’s modern offices, and the top
floor was used as a storeroom for books and papers.

Interviewing the agency clients and job applicants was conducted by Mr and Miss Gale
whose offices were on the second floor. They were comfortable and well away from the noise
of four typewriters hammering away as the correspondence was promptly dealt with.

On the first floor where Sinéad and the three other staff worked were two offices with a small
waiting room between them. Each office contained filing cabinets, a low steel cupboard for
stationery with an adding machine sitting peacefully on top, and two desks. A typewriter and
the ‘in’ and ‘out’ trays sat neatly on the top of each desk. Miss Gale insisted that their
notepads, pencil holders, ink pots, stamps and stamp pads were kept in their top drawers to
minimise clutter. The telephone was placed at the end of one of the desks where it could be
easily reached by whoever was working in the office.

Sinéad took off her coat, its rich plum colour reminding her of home-baked fruit pies. As she
felt the sleeves she was pleased the coat was not too wet from the early morning shower to
hang on the stand she shared with Miss Brown. She looked around to check that everything
was in order for the start of the day and loved the comforting feeling that came from the clean
office. Best of all, was that the fire was ready to light. She stopped near one of the desks and
raised her palm to her aching forehead. Her mind was jumping between anger at Miss Gale’s
rudeness, sorrow for the girl’s mother, and apprehension that somewhere, someone might be
in trouble. ‘Finding these women work is important but if the jobs turn out to be unsuitable, it
would be awful if they ended up destitute. I’ve seen so many appeals to the public for money
to help the Sisters look after homeless women and children.’
The house near Fitzwilliam Square she shared with her brother Ruairi since their mother’s
sudden death was a good distance from O’Connell Street, but she enjoyed the walk. She loved
living close to St Stephen’s Green and the shops in Grafton Street, although last week she did
not enjoy it at all. Terrible weather brought a return to winter with blizzards in some parts of
Ireland. Light snow showers dusted Dublin and everyone at the agency was very happy when
the sun returned.
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She walked back to her desk and thought about how the day was unfolding and hoped that it,
and the month of March would improve sooner rather than later. March was a significant
month for the family with Ruairi’s birthday on the 5th her own on the 7th and the third
anniversary of her mother’s death also fast approaching. ‘I wonder how much longer father
will continue to place the small remembrance notice in the newspaper. Whenever I remember
the words he chose last year my emotions take over my head. They were so simple, and I can
still clearly picture the notice he placed.
WOODS – Second Anniversary – In sad and loving memory of my dear wife
Nora, who died March 24, 1951 - Inserted by her loving husband, John, and her
children, Ruairi and Sinéad.

Grateful so many people held her mother in such high esteem and her funeral was wellattended, Sinéad felt a little guilty because she just wanted it to be a private service. During
the service she argued with Ruairi, whispering,
“You know I don’t believe in all of this don’t you? I can’t bear it that mother has left us.”
Ruairi shook his head and held his hand in front of his mouth as he motioned for her to stop
talking. Turning back to her a few minutes later he whispered,
“I know you loved her and miss her. I do too.”
“But you were away for so long.”
“I know that.”

Taking the cover off her typewriter Sinéad forced herself to bring her thoughts back to the
present. From her desk near the door she could easily keep an eye on the waiting room where
people would sit until they were shown up to Mr or Miss Gale’s office by Gretta or herself.
Appointments for interviews were organised so that the routine around filling the ‘jobs
vacant’ positions would be as easy to manage as possible.

After the interviews, the agency stayed in touch with its clients and job applicants through
letters or by telephone. Occasionally a telegram was used when the matter was urgent or they
needed a faster response than usual. She often found herself wondering what it would be like
to be on the receiving end of the letters she sent letting the women know about their new jobs.
Would there be happiness at the prospect of the new position? Or would there be sadness as
well at the thought of leaving family and loved ones behind?
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Her thoughts drifted back to her father. ‘We never speak about mother now but I’ll never
forget the look on his face as he helped carry her casket into the church. He was like a stone.’
She ran her hand slowly over her eyes feeling the headache take hold.

Some months after their mother died Ruairi suggested that Sinéad and their father move in
with him, at least at first. He told them that it was daft to keep the big house in Sandymount
for just two people. Her father strongly objected to the idea, saying the house was full of
memories and, although it was getting old, it was still a fine place to live. Taking Sinéad
aside, her father told her that he couldn’t understand Ruairi’s ‘obsession’, as he termed it,
with moving them away from their home, especially as they were now such a small family.

She found herself at a loss to know how to respond and was grateful when Ruairi dropped the
subject, life slowly settled down into a new routine. After a few months, she finally felt able
to tell her father that she was going to accept Ruairi’s offer and move to his house near the
centre of Dublin. Now, Sinéad’s memories of her home and of the family walks along the
Strand jostled uncomfortably with her memories of her mother’s funeral service.

She arranged her notes for the letters she wanted to finish and paused as she pursed her lips at
the thought of Miss Gale telling her how to do her job. ‘Ghastly woman, I don’t need to be
told what to do. I arrived early to make sure we were organised for today. I know it’s going to
be busy. It’s always busy these days.’

Glancing at the clock, she flinched before straightening her back and starting to type. As her
fingers worked furiously, her thoughts strayed to how relieved she felt when her good friend
Noreen wrote and invited her to share the flat in Queen’s Gardens in London. She
remembered how much time Noreen spent scouring the big noticeboard at one of the local
shops near where she used to live in Notting Hill, looking for a better flat to rent.

As she looked up from the keys of the typewriter towards the door of the office, Sinéad
realised that she actually enjoyed working for Mr Gale, and would miss him when she left.
She thought about each of her work colleagues. First there was Miss Margaret Brown who
was the senior office assistant, very tall with short wavy blonde hair immaculately styled by
her hairdresser every week. It only took Sinéad a couple of weeks to understand that the
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curling smoke of her cigarette and dry sense of humour belied her no-nonsense approach to
her work.

Miss Brown had been with the agency for many years and entertained high expectations of
her position, and the respect she deserved. When Jane Doubleday, the senior accounts clerk
left, Miss Brown was instructed by Miss Gale to help Anna manage the books until Mr Gale
decided on a replacement. That was two years ago and the business continued to grow. Miss
Brown was not happy she was still in this role and kept asking Miss Gale when someone new
would be found to replace Jane.

They were now so busy that it was suggested Mr Gale should hire more than one senior
clerical assistant. Still, no replacement was appointed and Sinéad knew Miss Brown was
reaching a point of saying something she would regret. Not only that, she told Sinéad she
hated the thought that the work was getting too much for her, having made it clear from the
start she was not the best person to help Anna with the book-keeping.

Even though it was busy most of the time work at the agency ran smoothly, except on the rare
occasions when the accounts did not balance at the first run through. Then an uneasy tension
hung heavy in the air. Miss Brown, not wanting to bother Anna too much, would co-opt
Sinéad to help her cross-check all the entries in the invoice and receipt books against the
ledgers. It was one of Sinéad’s least favourite tasks and she was sure that the whole building
heaved a sigh of relief when the second week of the month rolled around and routines
returned to normal. It was only when Miss Brown let her guard down a few days ago that
Sinéad understood that she was upset about more than having to help Anna with the books.
Apparently, Miss Brown was still very hurt that Mr. Gale hired his cousin, Miss Gale, to
manage the daily running of the office instead of her.
Sinéad’s favourite work colleague was Anna O’Rourke. Anna was in her late thirties and she
loved to hear about what was happening around Dublin. Miss Gale did not allow her staff
much time to chat, so whenever she went out, the atmosphere in the offices changed. The
rooms relaxed and everyone was able to talk and laugh a little while they worked. To Sinéad,
Anna was beautiful. Although it really suited her, she surprised them all when her dark red
hair was razor-cut into a severe style, and she started to wear a black jumper and skirt and a
blood-red lipstick, instead of her usual pale colours. This change in Anna’s appearance
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seemed to accompany a change in her attitude at work. She was always discreet in her
comments to Miss Gale, but over the last weeks Anna challenged her when her commands
did not make sense. The others found themselves watching on as she stood up to Miss Gale
and it was as if her outward changes also marked a new inner confidence.

Anna was a shorthand-typist with excellent accuracy and speeds who attended night classes to
improve on her book-keeping. Her command of the English and Irish languages was a
godsend when she was called on to edit many of the important letters before they left the
office. Usually the letters were dictated by Mr or Miss Gale but, occasionally Mr Gale felt
that he ought to write a draft first. Sinéad marvelled at Anna’s tact as she redrafted his work
although, when Miss Gale tried to interfere and take over the process, they all tip-toed around
as quiet as could be till the situation was settled.
‘Accuracy,’ thought Sinead ‘is a very important factor in our work, and one we cannot seem
to get through to young Miss Gretta Ahearn.’ Gretta was the office junior and a quick learner,
but needed constant reminders to slow down and learn properly. Her energy levels never
seemed to flag and her petite frame was never seen walking if she could run. Sinéad
remembered when Miss Brown set Gretta to do the filing, usually one of the first major tasks
given to an office junior. Details were not her strong point and after three weeks spent trying
to locate lost files for Mr Gale as he periodically yelled for them from the top of the stairs, Mr
and Miss Gale, decided that it was a hopeless cause. Despite the frustrations, Gretta was such
a pleasure to have around the office that she was unexpectedly kept on and given more time
to adapt her ways to theirs.
Winding another page into the typewriter, Sinéad looked up at the clock again and paused, ‘so
many young women are being lost to Ireland now. I hope someone in the office has heard
about the missing girl and knows what’s happening.’

She was nearly half way through the last letter when the office door burst open as Mr Gale
rushed in. Sinéad jumped up from her desk.
“Mr Gale. I thought you’d be late today.”
“I. Yes I did tell Miss Gale I’d be late.”
He carried his heavy brief case towards her desk and in his other arm he carried the
newspapers and several files.
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“I heard you typing. I’ve left my office key at home. Can I borrow yours?”
“I’ll open up for you.”
“I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
Sinéad grabbed her keys and raced up the stairs and opened the door to his office.
“Can I do anything to help?”
“No, thank you. I’ll sort myself out shortly. Is Miss Gale in? What are you doing here so
early?”
“There were a few letters that I wanted to finish before we started the quarterly accounts.
Miss Gale is in her office. Just let me know if I can get you anything.”
“I’m sorry all the responsibility seems to fall on your shoulders.”
“Oh that’s all right, I enjoy what I do, and I like having responsibility.”
“As I said before and I’ll keep repeating I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

Sinéad pulled the door shut and walked back downstairs to her own office. Taking the now
completed letter out of the typewriter she moved the machine back and placed the document
on top of the others in the pile. After reading through the letters again to check for errors, she
placed them back one on top of the other and popped them into a folder she used to keep her
work clean and ready for Miss Gale.

It was now five years since Sinéad joined the Gale Employment Agency and what she liked
most was Mr Gales’s philosophy, that if you treated people well, then they would treat you
well in return. Since working at Gale’s, the only time she found herself confused was last
Christmas when he gave her a large bonus. Sinéad remembered how her face burned as she
told Mr Gale that she did not think she warranted this extra money. Everyone in the office
worked equally hard. She was surprised when he responded,
“It’s entirely up to you whether you take the money or not but I have come to rely on you.
Too much maybe, but that’s the point. I know that I can.”
The warmth in her cheeks moved down to her heart and she took the cheque and the extra
money was added to her savings for London, neatly hidden amongst her hankies.
Ten minutes after Mr Gale’s arrival Sinéad could hear the downstairs door open followed by
the sound of footsteps on the wooden stairs. She heard the sound of laughter as the doors to
the offices were pushed open. The quiet was shattered with the entrance of Miss Brown into
the office she shared with Sinéad, followed by Gretta and Anna going through to theirs. The
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chorused “good mornings” rang around the rooms as they walked to their desks after hanging
up their coats. The noisy discussion soon ceased as they settled down to work.
Miss Brown’s desk was near the fireplace on the right-hand side of the room and, turning to
Sinéad as she lifted the cover off her typewriter, she asked.
“What time did you start this morning? Have you heard? A young Irish girl’s gone missing.
Apparently, she used an employment agency to get a job near London but couldn’t tell her
mother where she was going to be working. For some reason, the agency didn’t give her any
details about her new employer. Something to do with protecting business interests I heard.”

Sinéad leaned against the back of her chair.
“How’d you find out?”
“Well, you know my sister Elizabeth does the books at David Ryan’s Hotel. The girl’s mother
is staying there, she’s his sister, and she told Elizabeth. But she doesn’t want everyone to
know because it will only embarrass the family, so she’s going around as discreetly as she can
to see what she can find out.”
Sinéad was about to respond but, as Anna, followed by Gretta, walked into Sinéad’s office,
Miss Brown continued.
“It’s odd to expect people to leave Ireland to take up a job without telling them where they’ll
be working. And people shouldn’t be so silly to go. Mind you, young men and women go
missing all the time you know. Don’t look so shocked Sinéad, we are not all as lucky as you.
Just read the papers and you’ll find lots of little advertisements asking for information about
people’s whereabouts. I think there was something only last week where a girl from
Tipperary went missing and was later found working in London. I think this young woman
has been very silly but still I hope she’s all right.”
“What was her name, Miss Brown?” Sinéad put her hand to her throat to stop the quiver in
her voice before telling the others what Miss Gale said about the missing girl.
“Oh. Madden, Mary Madden.”
Anna turned her head and began to shoo-shoo them with her hands.
“Quick, dragon-lady’s coming”. Miss Brown sniffed as Anna and Gretta raced back to their
office leaving Sinéad still waiting to speak to them. ‘God, I haven’t told them what Miss Gale
said this morning, and my head’s pounding. Do so many young women leave Ireland that it’s
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not worth speaking about?’ Seconds later, the tappety-tap of typewriters was the only sound
she heard as everyone settled down to work.
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CHAPTER 5: SITUATIONS VACANT IN MANX
June 1954
Isle of Man. Required immediately for season, two smart
girls to assist generally. Fares refunded. Single. Apply
Blakelys, Lower O’Connell Street Dublin.

Working with Mr Turner when no-one else was around was something Miss Theresa Madden,
or Tess as she preferred to be called tried to avoid at all costs. Growing unease and always
watching that she was not alone were now regular features of her day since the start of her
second week at the guest-house. One experience of his behaviour was enough to warn her that
she needed to be careful.

Listening to the warnings locals put out about how busy they thought summer was going to be
on the Isle of Man, Tess was grateful she was given the opportunity to learn her work routines
before the holiday season began. The busy seaside resort might have been bursting at the
seams between May and September, but the broad sweep of its picturesque valleys and hills
reminded her of some of Ireland’s landscapes.

Tess was also warned that while the property and the business were owned by his mother, Mr
Turner was the manager of the large old guesthouse. He was the one who gave them their
orders and their pay. Unfortunately, he was the one they needed to impress. Maeve, the girl
who travelled to the Isle of Man with her took a little longer to settle, not because of the work,
but because she also did not like the owner’s son. Maeve’s feelings of being homesick
increased and served to focus her attention on everything she hated about being away from
her family. Tess did not like the owner’s son either although she hated to admit it to herself,
he was funny and friendly and, if she needed help when it was busy, he always responded
with a smile.

This morning he followed her and managed to corner her in the kitchen. Her stomach almost
compressed itself inside out, and she could feel the blood being forced around her body. She
was annoyed to find that she could not explain to herself why she now found herself in this
very unpleasant situation. His words were soft.
“Ahh, Miss Madden. What a lovely day.” Trapped against the wall, she watched as he edged
his face closer to her.
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“Mr Turner, I’m here to collect the clean linen for lunch.”
“I’ll pass it to you shall I?”
“Yes, thank you.”
“Just one little kiss then?” The sweat was turning his face damp.
“I’m not that sort of girl.”
“What would one little kiss cost you?” His breath rushed at her face and she could not
understand why nobody else was around.
“I’m not like that Mr Turner. I’m a respectable girl, please don’t touch me again.” Managing
to push him off she wiped her hands against her apron. She felt breathless and hoped he
would not notice her shaking body.
“Mr Turner. I have work to do.” He smiled at her as he turned to the cupboard.
“You’re not very friendly are you?”
“I am but this is not friendliness.”

Her mind was a jumble afterwards as she went over her morning routines and she waited until
after dinner was served before she felt able to tell Maeve what happened. Talking in whispers
as they wiped the tables and re-stacked the dresser with clean crockery, they discussed their
options.
“What are you going to do? Are you going to tell his mother?”
“No. I don’t know. Where were you?”
“He told me to go and help the other girls clean the top rooms as we have guests coming early
tomorrow. I’m sorry. How long have we got left here?”
“Months! It’s all right Maeve. He’s very cunning isn’t he?”
“I can’t wait to leave. I don’t know if I’ll last till the end of the season. I hate being near him
and I hate being away from home.”
“Why did you take this job?”
“I had to. Mam and Dad need the money.”
“Look the season will pass in no time at all and then we’ve got London to look forward to.
That is if you are still coming with me?”
“I’m thinking about it Tess, but you need to watch yourself. He seems to have taken a
particular liking to you.”
“Well he’s out of luck then because I’ve taken a particular liking to someone else. Only he’s
married.”
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“Oh for god’s sake! How long this been going on?”
“Nothing’s going on as you call it but we do get along quite nicely. I think he just appreciates
how much I love the garden here.”

Tess always kept a diary and she enjoyed recording her day on its crisp clean pages. Since
arriving at the guest-house she noticed that when she was busy, days could slip by without an
entry. At the moment the only note since her arrival was for the beginning of May,
I’ve arrived with Maeve and I am happy to be settling in. Maeve is homesick. I’m
surprised that I haven’t thought about home for a few days now but I can never forget the
last time I was there. And it is only now I can write about it. That awful December day. I
saw them in the laneway behind the house. Christmas was so bad. I feel so guilty I didn’t
do more to help. I thought at first that someone in the village must have told father that
Mary was seen out and about again with that boy from the band. They were such a good
band, we were lucky to have them at our Saturday night dances. When father first found
out, he told Mary to stop seeing this boy. She wasn’t supposed to leave the cottage
unless she was going to work. I thought that everything would be fine. I never expected
to see her treated that way.
With Ellen long gone to London, Mary was the one who looked after me. But we didn’t
know that father was keeping an eye on her. We should have done. He caught her
coming home after she sneaked out that night. But when I saw him beating her, and
yelling “whore!”, “whore!” I tried to stop him. Such a row! We were used to the belt but not
like that. And then Mary left. She didn’t tell even tell me she was leaving and I still don’t
know where she is. How could she leave me without saying a word? And why on earth
did mother go up to Dublin in March for days to stay with Uncle David, leaving me all
alone with father? Except, I wasn’t alone with him was I? He left the cottage just after she
did and didn’t come home until just before she did. Didn’t she care that there was another
daughter (me) at home?

At first she found it hard to forgive her sister Mary for leaving her behind but as time passed,
she realised it did not matter. They were still sisters, she, Mary and Ellen, though Ellen was
now married and happily living in London looking after her own daughter. At least she would
have somewhere to go in London when she finished up the season at the guest-house. She
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remembered how gloomy life seemed after Ellen left to work in London, especially when she
wrote home and told them she was getting married and that it was highly unlikely that she
would ever return to Ireland again.
After receiving Ellen’s letter Mary also confided that all she wanted to do was leave as soon
as she could. Tess also had her own fears about living at home but she never talked about
them with Mary. Like Mary, she worried they would never be able to break away. Still, they
had Ellen to draw on for support, even if it was only through her letters.
As it turned out, Mary managed to escape a few months after they received Ellen’s letter. Tess
felt like she was an abandoned chick, all alone in a great big nest. Everyone she trusted was
flying away and leaving her. Some months of feeling sad and lost passed before Tess felt she
could write to Ellen asking for help, but she never received a reply. So she began to ask her
friends for help to find a job. One mentioned the live-in ads that often appeared in the paper.

Tess kept an eye on the jobs vacant section of the paper and she could not stop her mouth
from turning into a smile when she saw the advertisement for the positions on the Isle of Man.
She made her way up to Dublin for the interview, and it really seemed like fate was finally
working for her when she received the telegram. Mr Blakely’s office sent her news about the
position and she was to expect a letter with instructions about her travel arrangements. Two
things stayed in her mind about the interview; being irritated by having to wait so long before
being shown to his office by a beautifully groomed woman, and the intrusive manner he used
to question her about her references. But all that was now blanked out as she recalled the
frisson of excitement running through her as she stepped on to the express passenger service
from Dublin to Douglas. Closing her diary she looked around her room, making sure that she
was organised for the next morning.

Early morning rises were never difficult for Tess and she valued the hushed stillness of the
guest-house, there was time to think. Work was broken only by their whispered laughter and
gossip as she went about getting ready for breakfast with Maeve. Her gaze was often drawn to
the crisp white tablecloths dotted about the room and made to look luscious by the pale duckegg blue sofas littered with dark blue and green cushions set against two walls. A frown
appeared on her face as she looked at the two large landscape paintings, she could not
understand why no seascape paintings could be found in the large house. She often felt like
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the house was captured by memories and glimpses of those who inhabited it long before she
did.

Setting up the tables for breakfast, making sure that every knife, fork and spoon was in its
proper place on clean white table-cloths, gave her a sense of pride she was not allowed to
experience at home. Pride and sloth were sins not tolerated there. When the guests came into
the dining-room she loved taking them to their seats and making sure they were comfortable.
Recommending either the scrambled eggs and bacon, or the eggs Benedict always depended
on which cook was on that morning, and she loved to watch the happy faces when she
brought the order to the table, the tray covered with a white cloth.

Some of the guests were regulars from before the war and when she had time, she loved to
listen to the stories they told about what it was like on the island when they were young. Mr
Turner was that relieved life was returning to normal. Tess often heard him comment that he
was very happy indeed guests were now settling back into their routines and were once again
regular holiday-makers to the island.

This morning, looking outside as she went about her work laying the tables her eyes roamed
to the garden that surrounded the back of the house. The bushes always seemed to be adorned
with flowers and their scents seemed to slip like the silence into her body whenever she
walked past them. She smiled, ‘at least Mr Turner is never to be found outside and thank God
for it.’
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CHAPTER 6: BELFAST
1950-1952

Gazing out of the window at the Irish countryside as the train made its way to Belfast, Orla
smiled as she remembered the advertisements she saw in the papers before she left Dublin.
Judging from the lovely scenery flashing past, there were indeed a great many places worth
visiting on leaving Dublin.

Once in Belfast it did not take long for Orla and Nan to organise themselves and make their
way from the station. Nan was taking Orla to the house where she would be working and as
they walked along the city street, Orla could see that it was busy.
“It’s a good-sized place Nan, lots of people here.”
Nan looked around before answering.
“Yes it is quite hectic here at times and there’s always Cave Hill.”
“Cave Hill?”
“Look over there. See.”
Orla’s eyes looked to where Nan pointed. “Can you walk to the top?”
“You can. I’ll take you there once you’ve settled. Belfast is an industrial city although there
are a few lovely old buildings here as well. Maybe not as many as in Dublin, but to be frank, I
haven’t stopped to take notice. Buildings are not what I’m interested in.”
“Oh?”
“Have you ever thought about having a boyfriend Orla?”
“Well, not really. No, that’s not true I have wondered if I would meet someone but it hasn’t
been possible so far.”
“You never go out though do you, to the dances and pictures I mean?”
“I’m saving my money, and I didn’t know anyone in Dublin. Only Kathleen and she’s older
than me, and I didn’t want to be a nuisance. And I did walk around the city.”
“Ah well never mind now. But I have to tell you I am ready to meet someone nice.”
Orla laughed. “I thought you wanted to live it up first. But do let me know if you find two
someone’s nice.”

Nan stopped in front of a large house screened from the road by a tall laurel hedge.
“Do you have your references Orla?”
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“Yes I do.”
“Thank goodness they aren’t interested in something from our local parish priest.”
“How did you manage it?”
“I’ve worked here long enough now Orla and word of mouth is a powerful way to find a job.”
“Well, I for one would hate to have to get something from Father Flynn. Imagine asking him
and he being such a good friend of mother’s.”
“Count your lucky stars then.”

They walked up the path through the well-tended garden, and on reaching the house Nan
grabbed the large brass door-knocker and banged it against the door. She turned to Orla.
“Work hard Orla, don’t let me down.”
“I always work hard.”
Nan stepped back as the door was opened by the housekeeper, Edith who it seemed,
overheard what Nan said.
Edith smiled as she turned to Orla “Of course you will, but don’t worry about that now. Hello
Nan. If you come along with me Orla, I’ll get you settled.”
Orla put her hand to her chest to stem the unease that was rising within as she turned to Nan
to say goodbye. Nan took her by the shoulders and smiled.
“I’ll let you settle and then I’ll be in touch.”
Nodding, Orla said goodbye and followed the housekeeper through to the hallway.

By the time she reached her room on the top floor Orla was out of breath. Edith opened the
door,
“It’s small but it’s clean and comfortable. See, there’s a rug on the floor and you have a
dressing table and a chest of drawers here too.”
“Thank you. It’s wonderful.”
“Just leave your bag for now though, the bathroom you’re to use is through here and I’ll wait
while you wash up. I need to take you down to meet Mrs Harper. She’s going out soon. It’s
only the little girl you’ll be looking after and her parents are keen to have her settled. The
boys are back at boarding school at the moment.”

Orla was to look after Noreen, the only daughter of a politician whose family was enjoying
the revival of their business following their work for the war effort. With Edith standing by
she washed her hands and checked her face in the small mirror. She rubbed her cheeks to try
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and take away the tired look, but the frown on her face betrayed her nervousness at the
upcoming meeting.

Although it was exciting to leave Dublin and be starting a new job she found it hard to
breathe as she walked down the main stairs behind Edith. Before she stepped off the last step
Edith turned to her,
“Just don’t prattle on if she asks you a question, and be polite. They’re great, but they’re busy
people, and they admire good manners.”
“I won’t.” Orla patted her hair again just to be sure all was in order.

Edith knocked and they entered the library where Mrs Harper was seated on a richly textiled
sofa, her daughter sat quietly next to her.
“I’d like to introduce Miss Orla Mahony.”
Orla stepped forward and Mrs Harper rose and walked over to her.
“Welcome. I presume Edith has explained everything.”
“Yes, she said she was going to go through my responsibilities with me later.” Orla could see
from the way her mother held Noreen’s hand and gently introduced her, that the little girl was
well loved. Her eyes started to water and she turned away so no-one would see.
“We’d better let you get on your way now.” A smile fluttered across Edith’s face and she
tapped Orla’s arm and walked toward the door.
“We hope you settle in quickly and are happy with us Orla.” Mrs Harper replied.
“Thank you Mrs Harper.” Orla appreciated the kindhearted look she received in response
from Mrs. Harper.

The daily routine with Noreen took a little time to settle down but the more Orla came to
know the little girl, the easier it was to encourage and manage her. To Orla’s surprise, Noreen
was not interested in playing with dolls and complained loudly if she was asked why not. Orla
was not surprised to find that peace in the house was only shattered when Noreen’s brothers
came home. If she asked to play with them and they refused, she took on a fierce attitude, and
Orla’s days were largely spent in breaking up Noreen’s fights with them.

Both Edith and Orla waved grateful goodbyes when they returned to school and for the most
part, the now nearly five-year-old was well-behaved. Well that is apart from the occasions
when her stubborn streak caused the house to become a battleground of wills. As expected,
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Orla found her job very different from her work in Dublin and she enjoyed her life in the
north, her work, and exploring the city with Nan on her days off.

Most of all she enjoyed the feeling that came from working in well-cared for surroundings.
Though there were times when Orla felt guilty as she found herself comparing her childhood
with Noreen’s. Tears came on the nights she thought about her family and wished her
memories were of a happier place.

What surprised her most were the stories Edith told her about what it was like during the war,
particularly the bombings. There was such an air of prosperity now and when she first looked
around the shops in Belfast it seemed that there was plenty on offer. In the greengrocer’s
windows, the red blush of the tomatoes, and the clear tangy looking lemons nestling against
the warmth of the oranges looked like an exotic feast too lovely too eat.

Today was her day off and she was still as mesmerised by the displays in the Belfast shop
windows as she was on her first outing. She turned to Nan,
“How can I possibly save any money when everything I see is something I’d like to have?”
Nan chuckled. “I know how you feel.”
After working in Belfast for nearly two years Orla needed to buy some new clothes and a
shopping trip was organised. One outfit in particular in a small, elegant boutique caught her
eye. The dark mustard dress with its nipped in waist and a matching black coat with
contrasting mustard trim, promised an air of elegance she dreamed she would one day
possess.

The outfit was one of three in the shop window, but it was the colour that enthralled as it
reminded her of the changing leaves on the trees back home. She gulped when she heard the
price and tried to ignore the saleswoman’s advice about how beautifully it would suit her.
Orla was felt a warmth rush into her face as she responded,
“It’s lovely, but I’ll have to save for a while longer.”
The woman tilted her head,
“I know it’s expensive but it is very good quality and you will find it will be worth the price.”
She knew the sales assistant was right but this would be a time when practicality would
triumph over her day-dreams.
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Noticing a rack of coats that were pushed into the corner she called to Nan,
“I just want a quick look at these.”
“All right but don’t be long.”
“I can’t stay too long anyway as I’m helping with the preparations for the party.”
“Oh, yes, the birthday party, I’ve heard it’s going to be huge.”

Orla wanted a new coat but a new skirt and two blouses, one the palest pink she ever saw, and
the other a plain white, already lay on the counter waiting to be paid for. As she flicked
through the rack the woman explained that one of the services the shop offered was to send a
salesman to visit its clients and take their orders. She also explained that Orla could have
something put by and make small regular payments over time. Orla loved this idea and with
Nan now pacing impatiently around the shop, chose to put by a dark blue coat and a blue
costume the colour of a deep blue sky-day that she spotted tucked away on another rack
nearby.

As Orla looked at the colours of the costume and coat she thought back to the heavy cotton
dress she wore in Dublin and how much she really hated the black lace-up shoes. When she
left Dublin she vowed to herself that as soon as she saved enough money she would buy
herself a pair of tan slip-ons and a skirt and blouse of a finer material. It was now a joy to
work in good quality clothes. As they walked out of the shop Nan turned to Orla and smiled
sounding pleased as she commented,
“That coat is a wonderful colour. It suits you, Orla.”
“I’ve got the scarf you bought me for Christmas to wear it with. I really love that costume as
well. She said she’d keep it for me.”
“You’ve done well, Orla.”
“You know they are thinking about making a change to where Noreen goes to school now.”
“What’s your routine with her these days, she’s growing up so quickly?”
“Oh well, in the morning she has breakfast with her mother. Her father’s usually well gone by
the time they come down. I’ve been showing her how to read and write. We draw, and she
usually has dinner with me. She’s keen to start school so I don’t think they’ll need me for
much longer.”
“We’ll have to start to look around for something else then won’t we.”
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“She still loves having Alice in Wonderland read to her, but her favourite thing is looking at
the comics. I don’t know if her parents know how many she has. The boys give them to her.”
“Lots of parents don’t like their children reading comics. If the weather is fine do you want to
go to Cave Hill again next week? It would be just before the party.”
“Yes, all right. Should I check the papers?”
“Don’t worry. I’ll ask around and see if something is coming up soon. Although Orla I am
very busy now. I’ve met a new group and I seem to be going out and about much more these
days. What do you do when you aren’t looking after Noreen?”
“I read.”
“Read?”
“Yes. You should see their library, it’s wonderful and I’m allowed to borrow a book
whenever I want.”
“And what about your day-dreaming?”
“I dream every time I open a book, doesn’t everyone? I’m happy I can use the library. Their
lives are so different from ours aren’t they? It must be lovely to have so much money you
never have to worry about being able to pay for a roof over your head or put a meal on the
table.”
“That’s true Orla, but there’s no point thinking about it really. Anyway, I thought there were a
couple of other young people working in the house. Do you ever chat with them?”
“No. There aren’t any other young people working in the house now. Apparently, a couple of
girls were told to leave just days before I arrived, although I don’t exactly know why. But I
got the impression that they were worried the girls were too lively and would cause trouble.”
“What about boys Orla?”
“What about them? You know very well Nan there are very few opportunities for me to meet
other young people. Anyway, sometimes I’m not sure what I want to do.”
“Well I suppose my job is different from yours. I have someone to help me, and I get more
time off than you do. Look I’ll see what this new crowd is really like but it’s just that, oh
never mind.”
Orla laughed. “You don’t have to worry about me Nan. I know I’m the quiet one and I don’t
want to slow you down.”

When she first arrived Orla was entranced as Nan showed her around the city and when the
weather was fine, they would catch the tram and walk to Cave Hill, fascinated by its changing
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aspect as it stood like a sentinel over Belfast. It quickly became a place they regularly visited,
like today. It was just two days before Mrs Harper’s birthday party and Orla and Nan were
making the most of their time off. Their walking pace was slow and it allowed Orla to take a
deep breath and think about the quietness, broken only by the sound of their footsteps on the
path and the occasional notes of a distant birdsong. Near the top they could hear laughter fast
gaining on them and they turned to look back just as they were overtaken by two men. Orla
could see the men were not young and as they passed her, they turned to look at her and Nan.
They paused for a moment to spit out words she could hardly grasp,
“Dirty southern whores! Go home why don’t you?” before they continued their way to the
top.
“Oh my God Nan.”
“I know.”
“Did they say what I think they said?”
“Yes, dirty bastards!”
“Nan!”
“I’m sorry. I was told by a friend of mine to look out as there were rumours about young
women being accosted while out walking.”
“But not here surely. You never said anything about it before.”
“No, it’s the first I’ve heard of it around Cave Hill during the day anyway and you can’t be
taking every rumour or bit of gossip you hear serious like. We must get back Orla. Are you
okay to walk back now? Your eyes have taken on that big-as-plate look again.”
“Yes, I think so.”
“I don’t think we should say anything to anyone about this, do you?”
“No, who would we tell anyway?”

Shopping in Belfast and the incident on Cave Hill were put behind her in the days that
followed as she helped Edith to prepare for the party to be held in honour of Mrs Harper’s
birthday. The friends and family from England and Wales who were expected to stay at the
house were arriving daily, and everyone was excited. On the morning of the party, as she took
Noreen downstairs to find her cousins, Orla felt unwell. Not wanting to let Edith down, she
decided she would only mention her headache if it did not improve.
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She helped Edith arrange the flowers in large vases for the entrance hall and as the last vase
was placed on the table, Orla was surprised when Noreen came back and complained she was
too tired to play anymore. Orla finished her chores with Noreen sitting nearby on the floor.
After checking to make sure she could no more to help Edith, Orla took Noreen in the library
where she napped until it was time to get ready for the big night.

The hours passed quickly and although neither Orla nor Noreen were feeling very energetic
they still enjoyed watching people arrive, especially when they saw some of the lovely gowns
seemingly float on the air around them. Noreen was summoned to her mother’s side come
time to eat, and Orla was summoned to help Edith serve the guests, and carry plates filled
with luscious food from the kitchen. Finding it hard to concentrate with so much to see
around her, she was relieved when she placed the last of the large platters on a table covered
by a delicate cream linen table-cloth.

When the last guest left and the house-guests were all safely upstairs, Orla and Edith helped
the maid to collect the empty plates. They talked about the party and how well it seemed to
go,
“Although Orla, I did hear that a couple of the children were sick. Too much cream I
suspect.” Edith laughed and walked away and Orla remembered the perfect sponge cakes she
carried from the kitchen for the party guests. As she removed the last table-cloth she was
surprised by Noreen who came downstairs to tell her that she was feeling hot. Orla took her
back to her room to settle her before she went back downstairs to speak to Edith.
“Noreen’s not well!”
“See how she is after a good night’s sleep.”
“All right, but shouldn’t we call the doctor?”
“She’s been sick before. I’ll tell Mr Harper though if you like, you go up and see to her. The
house-guests are leaving tomorrow afternoon so it will be quieter then”

After a sleepless night looking after Noreen, Orla felt a lot worse and was finding it hard to
stop coughing. She was embarrassed that her nose was a constant stream and she wondered
how she and Noreen managed to come down with the flu. But, as she looked more closely she
was unsettled by the rash that was now appearing on the child’s body. She told Noreen to stay
in bed and rushed downstairs to tell Edith to call the doctor. She could not help but chuckle at
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the responses Edith received as she yelled out her orders to the other staff. For some reason,
doors slammed and people rushed around repeating what Edith said. Once Orla saw Edith run
to the telephone she went back upstairs to sit with Noreen.
At last the doctor arrived and to everyone’s relief it soon seemed that Noreen and Orla were
the only ones in the household to catch the measles, and they were both kept quiet in their
beds for a few days. Orla was pleased when Edith told her that Noreen was recuperating
although she could not understand why her own progress was so slow. When she was still in
bed a few days later Edith came to sit with her.
“They’ve called the doctor again for you.”
“I’m sorry to be such a nuisance.”
“Don’t be daft.”
Edith stayed with her during the doctor’s visit and Orla was told afterwards that she was to be
taken to the Purdysburn Fever Hospital because her condition was deteriorating.

Pleurisy meant that Orla was confined to hospital for several weeks, after which she would be
brought back to the house to recuperate. She found it hard being so far away from all that was
familiar to her, and counted down the days till Nan appeared bright and fully of energy this
morning and accompanied her back to the house. Edith must have been watching from one of
the front rooms and ran down the path to meet them.
“Hello Edith, how is everyone?”
“They’re worried about you, Orla, and they want you to get well. The girl missed you.”
“I really missed her as well. I missed all of you.”
“Nan, we’ll take her up to her room.”
“All right then.”
“It’s great that you are back with us now Orla. You know the family has told me it doesn’t
matter how long you take to get well. They’ll even pay for your recuperation at a nice small
private nursing home if you need it.”
“I’m so sorry to be such a nuisance.”
“You’re not a nuisance.”
The walk upstairs was slow and when they arrived at Orla’s bedroom, Nan walked in first and
put Orla’s small bag next to the chair near the bed.
“I’ll be off now Orla but rest and do as you are told.”
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“Thanks Nan.”
Orla watched as Edith and Nan turned to leave the room.”
“Edith?”
“Settle down and I’ll bring up a cup of tea and we can talk.”
“But what are they going to do about Noreen and school? Nan mentioned that the matter was
decided.”
“Look, as I said, they just want you to get better. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

Orla felt uneasy about being upstairs in her room while the house went about its business
without her. They were kind but she wanted the problem of her future resolved. On their way
back from the hospital Nan apologised to Orla for being so busy she wasn’t able to look for a
new job for her just yet. Edith returned with a tray, and the pattern of small blue flowers stood
out sharply against the white porcelain of the cups and saucers, shining in the afternoon light.
She placed the tray on the bed and poured the tea, and carefully handed a cup and saucer to
Orla, who was sitting on the chair next to the bed.
“It’s lovely to see you again and they want you to look after Noreen till they leave.”
“Thanks Edith. How much time does that give me do you think?”
“I think the plan is they’ll go to England in a few weeks. Will you try for another position in
Belfast?”
“I’m not sure, but I might write to Dublin anyway, just in case.”
“Well I’m sorry they changed their mind about Noreen. I’m told her mother now wants to
spend some time in England with her family and Noreen will attend school there. It’s where
the boys are.”
“That’s all right Edith. It’s been a pretty good couple of years here you know.”
“Well whatever happens I’ll write you up a good reference and you make sure you stay in
touch.”

For Orla, memories of the Cave Hill incident now tainted her time in Belfast, and made
returning to Dublin seem like a sensible choice. She did not feel she could go back home,
which would have been the normal course of events and there was only one person she could
think of to ask for help. She wrote to Mrs E and this morning, Mrs E’s response to her letter

192

was clutched to her heart, and no matter how many times she blew her nose, she could not
stop her tears.

My Dear Orla

I was very sad to hear that you have been so ill. I asked if there was
anyone who might be able to help. Fortunately, there is an opening
and you are to report to a Mrs Donnelly who lives not far from here.
Let me know when you are ready to leave and I’ll send all the details
about the position with her.

I hope you will be well soon.

Yours,
Maura English
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CHAPTER 7: A WOMAN ’S WORK

With thanks to Irish Newspaper Archives & [The Irish Independent] April 3, 1954.

March 1954
Niamh firmly closed the door to Mr Woods’ office. It was not a large room but it did have
two windows through which she enjoyed watching the outside world whenever she had to
wait for him to sign off on various documents. She also liked it when the dark panelled wall
was lit by the sun streaming through the glass. Devoid of pictures on the walls and personal
items on his desk, she closed her eyes to think about how his office suggested a sense of
warmness. Maybe it was the sense of familiarity that came through the old burgundy rug,
large dark wood book-case and small table around which were placed three old leather chairs.
Her late father’s office was furnished in a similar way and both managed to convey an air of
overall old-worldliness.

More often than not, it was the senior advisers who sat in the armchairs when they came to
see Mr Woods. The straight-backed wooden chairs near his desk were where she and the
other staff members sat when they went in to see him. Compared with the room where she
worked, a very cramped space with its built-in desk along one wall, constantly overflowing
pigeon holes and a row of filing cabinets, Mr Woods’ office was as big as Croke Park.

Niamh knew that Mr Woods was aware of her need for more space, but cramped working
conditions were common throughout the various government departments in Dublin. He
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explained to his staff in recent meetings that he was sorry there was nothing he could do to
remedy the situation, particularly with all the talk about centralising government offices to
save money and to make them more efficient. He also suggested that perhaps they should all
be thankful they were not working in Dublin Castle where conditions were said to be much,
much worse. For her part, Niamh did not care if, or when, they moved so long as she did not
have to leave the city.

She sat down and leafed through the pages of the latest report to land on her desk. As she
started to make notes, words tripped over each other as her pencil flew across the page. She
found it difficult to keep up with the thoughts racing through her mind. Éamon de Valera, the
Taoiseach announced that there would be a general election very soon and the air was
buzzing as people speculated on a likely date. The financial provisions for the next year
needed to be in place first, so some people were saying April; others suggested May.

Either way, their work was twofold in making sure that they stayed up to date as usual, as
well as preparing any briefs that could be needed for new ministers and their staff. Mr Woods
prided himself on having confidence that advice provided by his area was always reliable and
easily accessible when needed. While, she enjoyed the feeling of working in an area with a
good reputation, as it just might make a difference if she ever applied for a more senior
position.

Pushing the sheets of the report together she paused as she thought about the forthcoming
heavy sighs and disgruntled looks she would get from Lili who after twelve years, was at last
promoted to be the Superintendent of Shorthand-Typists. But promotion was fast becoming
bittersweet for Lili who was now in charge of most of the departmental shorthand and typing
staff. Yesterday, she complained to Niamh about the heavy demands on her area. What upset
her most was how many senior staff tried to bypass her. They not only added to the workload
by trying to have their work given top priority, but were becoming increasingly rude to the
typing pool staff. Lili also complained that she spent most of her time trying to be diplomatic
while ensuring that her staff were not constantly badgered or interrupted.
One of Niamh’s daily tasks was to ensure that Lili received the work from Mr Woods’ area in
a way that allowed the typists to complete the job quickly and accurately. Although the
pressure was on Lili to get as much work done as she could with the staff she managed,
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Niamh knew that everyone benefited when the work was well organised. ‘The role of a
personal assistant involves much more than being able to organise incoming papers. She must
be discreet, able to use her initiative and only pass on that work which she cannot handle
herself, and have the ability to say and do the right thing at all times. As well as be easy to get
on with of course.’
The sound of her door crashing against the wall shot through Niamh’s body as Noel Kennedy
barged in.
“I want to see Mr Woods.” Niamh stood up before responding.
“I’m sorry Mr Kennedy, Mr Woods is out until later today. Can I help?”
“My papers haven’t been put through yet. Why’s he holding them back?”
“It’s not deliberate Mr Kennedy. You missed the last week’s deadline and we didn’t receive
them until late yesterday afternoon.”
“What do you mean? I signed those reports off yesterday morning. Does your mother know
how rude you are?”
“What? You know my mother?”
“I’m not impressed with what’s happening around here. Tell Woods to telephone me.”
“As you wish, but before you go, I need to ask if you could let me have that copy of the latest
report from our Embassy in London.”
Ignoring Niamh, Noel Kennedy turned around and strode out of the room, slamming the door
behind him. Niamh slumped down into her chair.
She couldn’t stop her body trembling as her anger spilt over. ‘Dreadful man. And he knows
my family. God, I must be careful. Bloody hell, why do I have to behave in accordance with
the Civil Service Regulations Act, if he doesn’t? And what’s worse, he’s paid more than me,
yet I am the one correcting his work.’
She tried to clear her throat to stem the resentment rising inside her chest. ‘Most of the time I
enjoy working for Mr Woods. He’s a good man and very polite, but not today. Although, to
be fair, he was sympathetic when I told him about the other women experiencing similar
frustrations with Noel Kennedy. And he did promise to try and sort it out for us. Well, he’d
better have his talk with Mr Kennedy soon then is all I can say. How does that man’s
secretary put up with him?’
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Niamh’s concentration was interrupted again as Lili Cussen rushed into the office.
“I’ve delivered nearly everything now and collected the day’s correspondence. Here’s your
pile.” She smiled briefly and handed the papers to Niamh.
“Thanks very much, I’ll look through it before I pop it into Mr Woods’s office. There’ll be
more work coming your way soon. It’s frantic at the moment.”
“You can say that again.” Lili’s voice rose as she continued, “Are you okay? Look at you,
you’re shaking.”
“I’m fine, just a little run in with our friend Mr Kennedy.”
“Oh God. What happened?”
“It’s all right. I don’t want to talk about it now. How are you?”
“Very annoyed at the moment. I’ve just been informed that my staff and I are to reduce the
number of breaks we have during the day. As if we haven’t been doing that already. We’ve
only been allowed minimal time out beyond the regulated breaks for ages now.”
“I know it’s hard sometimes.”
“If I let senior staff have their way, the typing pool would be an utter mess.”
Niamh was happy to note that Lili smiled as she spoke, but then her smile dropped.
“My main worry though is that I’m the one responsible for maintaining a high level of
efficiency.”
“I know Lili. You do an excellent job. Try not to take it too much to heart.”
“Did you hear that Alice McCallum is leaving?”
“Yes, such a shame. She’s one of the best clerical officers we have around here.”
“We were lucky last year when she was on loan from the Land Commission.”
Lili looked at her watch. “Better go soon. Are you sure you’re all right?”
“Yes, thank you.”
“Before I go, when do you expect those other drafts to be ready?”
“He’s not in until 2 o’clock, so not till after that.”
“And what about the paper for next week’s meeting?”
“Not ready yet. Mr Kennedy’s paperwork was late as usual and it needs quite a lot of work
before it will get the seal of approval from Mr Woods.”
“Ah well, I’ll just have to prioritise when I see what’s in our in-trays. Situation normal I’d
say. By the way, how’s your mother, Niamh? And her guest-house business?”
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“She’s okay, and the guest-house business as you call it is going quite well, although it takes
a lot of work to keep the so-called ‘guests’ happy.”
“You help then?”
“Oh yes, when I get home there’s always a great list of chores for me to do. And this
weekend, I’m helping her clean out the front parlour.”
“She’s not going to let it out is she?”
“Good heavens no, nothing like that, but I think she’s worried about how much everything
costs these days. If prices don’t come down soon, she’ll have to increases her charges and
she’s worried about how the guests will react.”
“I just wish they would put through our pay rises. I find it so irritating when I’m confronted
by the likes of Mr Kennedy.”
“Well Lili, you know his attitude is that because we’re the low paid shorthand typists and
personal assistants, we’re not supposed to question anything. It also seems as if he knows my
mother.”
“Really? You must be careful about what you say around here then.”
“Aren’t we always careful? Don’t worry, I’m not an activist like my mother, but maybe I
should be?”
“What are you talking about? Since when was she interested in politics?” Lili looked at her
watch again.
“I really should go, but we don’t get the chance to talk that often.”
“Well she’s started reading this magazine one of her friends recently told her about.”
“Oh, what’s it called?”
“The Irish Housewife’s Magazine.”
“I read that. They’ve some very interesting articles amongst their knitting patterns and
recipes. And they’ve done some great work protesting about the rising food prices.”
“I’m surprised you read it.”
“Why? Did you attend any protest meetings?”
“No. Mother cuts out the articles and newspaper reports for me to read. What about you, any
secret meetings to report? Like protest meetings in Dublin last year against the government
for example.”
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“Umm I did go, but don’t tell anyone Niamh. Some of the women in the typing pool did as
well. We are worried about what’s happening. Being put out on the streets when you can’t
pay your bills is no great prospect.”
“So depressing sometimes, but I do admire that group of wives and mothers of civil servants
for banding together. They’ve given themselves quite a title in the Civil Service Housewives’
Association.”
“Yes, but people are angry this government hasn’t increased our wages.
“No wonder people are disheartened around here.”
“Aye, but you know what else happened at that protest Niamh? Mary O’Doherty, from the
Women’s Civil Service Advisory Board was there as well and she was campaigning for equal
pay for women in the Civil Service.”
“Equal pay. What a thought. Do you know why Alice is leaving?”
“She met someone a few months ago, and going to London is part of their plans for the
future. But I do believe she has found herself a great job.”
“Well done her.”
“I’d better go.”

Not long after she started in the civil service Niamh was quick to absorb two fundamental
work-place principles. The first was that, in general, the work was regulated to the extent that
any new staff member very quickly learned what was expected of them. The second
concerned the rigid hierarchical pecking order involving women. A woman could only rise to
certain levels in the civil service. Many of the positions like typists and writing assistants
were only open to women, and these were of a much lower status than male positions and
attracted lower levels of pay.
The issue concerning women’s work and equal pay was not one that concerned her until her
father died and her mother started the guest-house. Life at home changed. Now, Niamh found
herself showing more respect for the women who wrote the articles, and those who read the
Irish Housewife’s Magazine. Although it was no surprise at the time, it depressed her to
remember when the Private Deputies' Business. - Equal Pay for Equal Work - Motion of
October 1952 was rejected. Her hopes, for just a short while soared high, and the words of the
motion were still alive in her heart,
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“The Dáil Éireann is of opinion that the Government should take immediate
steps to introduce proposals for legislation which will ensure the application to
all wage earners of the principle that women shall be paid the same rates of
remuneration as men for work of equal value.”
‘Not surprisingly, the naysayers won: Tá, 23; Níl, 56. What would I do if mother became a
protester? She can’t afford to offend people and neither can I. Neither of us wants to be out on
the streets seeking help from the church. Just wish Mr Woods would take a bit more notice of
what goes on around him.’
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CHAPTER 8: RETURN FROM BELFAST
1952-1953

With thanks to Irish Newspaper Archives & [The Irish Independent Newspaper] September 26, 1950.

Arriving back in Dublin this morning Orla felt dispirited to find that her recovery from
pleurisy could still be measured by her low energy levels. As she made her way along the
platform she remembered how excited and nervous she was when she boarded the train to
Belfast with Nan. ‘Such a lot to look forward to then, and now I’m just feeling dead in my
head.’

Her thoughts turned to Edith who was a marvel and gave her so much help before she left
Belfast, but above all was her letter of reference with its glowing recommendations about
Orla’s work. Nan came to the station to see her off and Orla felt guilty when Nan kept
apologising for not being more helpful. ‘I am not her responsibility, I never was and she has
already been a wonderful friend. I hope I made that clear to her.’
Dublin’s morning chill jolted Orla out of her reverie and she felt the shiver run around her
skin. It reminded her that she should not stay outside for too long. She was grateful that
thanks to Nan, she was now able to wear her new coat and the costume she fell in love with in
Belfast. The rich blue tones of the coat were set off against the navy and white scarf which
nestled against her skin. She pulled the scarf tighter around her neck and looked around at the
other people leaving the train station, busy about their business.
As she walked, she watched the lights from the shops across the O’Connell Street Bridge
flicker in the early morning. She could not store the memory of them in her mind and there
was no room in the sadness in her heart. Although she thought that at some stage she might
work in London, she only considered returning to Dublin when her position in Belfast
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changed. That, coupled with memories of the Cave Hill incident forced her to re-think her
future.

She crossed the road to find a quiet spot to wait for Kathleen near the bus station close to the
O’Connell Street Bridge, puzzled why Kathleen wanted to see her, ‘but then again maybe she
just wants to be sure I’ve arrived safely.’ The morning was as cold as any she could
remember from her time in Dublin and she could feel her hair getting damp. ‘Shouldn’t have
been so dismissive when the sales assistant suggested a hat would look great with the coat,
but there you go. I cannot believe how many women walking along O’Connell Street are
wearing hats’.

In the growing rush of the city Orla took a deep breath and as she looked around, she was
reminded by the number of cars and buses that Dublin was larger than Belfast. She pulled
Mrs E’s letter out of her bag and re-read it while she waited for Kathleen. Relief spread over
her like a gentle and soothing wisp of air. She could not imagine how she would have felt
having nowhere to go. Would she have caught a bus home? Nan’s mother would welcome
her, but memories of the last time she saw own mother had the effect of clamping her throat
and making it hard to breath. ‘At least I have managed to save a bit of my money but I don’t
know how long it would last. Decent accommodation is expensive in Dublin. Must be sure to
thank Maura English for recommending me to Mrs Donnelly.’
“Orla, it’s great to see you. What a shame. You look terrible by the way. How was your
journey?”
“Thanks. Hello Kathleen. The journey’s been great so far. But I’ll need to get the bus to
Glasnevin shortly. My God, what have you done to your hair? You were never that colour
before?”
“I know. Don’t ask. I couldn’t afford to go to the hairdresser’s so a couple of us got together
and thought we’ll all try going blonde. What a disaster that peroxide was. My hair is as dry as
a dead old stick and a mixture of all sorts of odd colours. It’s a good job I’m not going home
soon. I couldn’t go back to the village looking like this. Mam would have a fit and the whole
village would be talking about me for months, years even.” Laugher bubbled out of
Kathleen’s eyes and Orla knew that she had missed her dry sense of humour.
“Nan wrote to me about you. I want to talk to you about what you’re going to do next.”
“Oh! Thankfully, Mrs E found me a spot.”
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“Why did you leave Orla? They’d have been happy for you to stay.”
“Only while I recovered.”
“Ah well. You’re on the mend now aren’t you?”
“Yes, I’m getting better but it’s taking so long. Thank you for meeting me.”
“That’s all right. I’m meeting a friend later and we are going to have a look at the shops and a
bite to eat somewhere.”
“Thanks for taking time out of your day off Kathleen.”
“Don’t be silly and stop saying thank you, will you.”

As they waited for the Glasnevin bus Orla found it hard to concentrate on what Kathleen was
saying, it was like listening to someone who only knew how to play one piece of music.
Snapping to attention, Orla asked Kathleen to repeat her last sentence.
“I’ve been thinking seriously about going to England. A couple of hospitals there are
advertising and are offering good wages. I’m ready to leave Dublin and find a better job.”
“But you’ve never mentioned England before.”
“I know but it seems like a good choice now. You mightn’t have heard yet but the big news is
that Nan’s marrying an American.”
“What? I didn’t even know she was seeing anyone.”
“Well you were sick and she didn’t want to tell you. She did say to tell you though he’s part
of the new group she was mixing with. It’s all happened too quick for my liking.”
“God almighty! I’m amazed. She didn’t say anything at the station when she saw me off.”
“She knew you would be. I think she was too embarrassed. Anyway Nan’s pretty excited.
She’s saying silly things like she’s known him since forever.”
“Since forever?” Kathleen chuckled at Orla’s response.
“What’ll your parents say do ye think?”
“Ah, you know how they are, Orla. As it is, they were not happy she’s working in Belfast.
And Mam was so annoyed when she found you a job there, even after I told them what I’d
seen you doing in Dublin. But, she says that going to America will be more exciting than a
life of drudgery here.”
“Who’s to say it’ll be any better there, especially when she’s so far from home?”
“She’s decided she’ll travel to America as his fiancée, and marry over there. She also said she
won’t leave until she has enough saved for her fare home, just in case.”
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A smile flitted across Orla’s face as she remembered Nan’s advice about always having
money put aside for your fare home.
“What a surprise. I really wish her all the best but I can’t believe she’ll be going to America.”
“Me either!”
“Ah well. I think I’ll have to sit down, Kathleen.”
“Oh. Are you all right?”
“Yes. I just need to rest a minute.”
They looked around but there was no seat nearby.
“Just lean against me, the bus will be here soon.”
“Life certainly has changed again hasn’t it, especially for Nan.”
“She telephoned me last night. He’s from somewhere in Connecticut.”
“Has she told the family?”
“Nan sent a telegram. But Mam knew something was going on with her last time she saw her.
Anyway, no doubt they’ll have a big do at home before she leaves. She’ll be such a long way
away from Ireland.” Kathleen sniffed as she turned her face away.
“When are you thinking of going to London, Kathleen?”
“I’m not sure but not before I have a job to go to. You should come with me.”
“The bus is coming now but I promise I’ll think about it.
“Are you all right, you really do look awful?”
“Thanks Kathleen. Wish me luck.”
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CHAPTER 9: A MAN ’S WORK
April 1954
The weather was forecast to be fine for the football and Dublin was experiencing a dry patch
which Ruairi hoped would last at least until he played his next round of golf. Over the last
few weeks it seemed as if every time he planned a game, rain was forecast. March proved to
be a difficult month for family relations. He was now thankful the birthday celebrations were
over, that Easter was not far away, and interaction between himself and Sinéad seemed to be
settling down.

The Inter-Departmental Conferences: Procedure File with a note from Niamh, sat in the
middle of his desk. She put it there in response to his request following a meeting he attended
that morning and he was pleased to see it waiting for him. It would have been usual practice
for her to place anything important on the top of his in-tray, with the least important papers at
the bottom. This file was going to be critical in the next few months.

Before he took off his jacket and hung it on the back of his chair, he removed the old Dunhill
cigarette case and lighter out of the top pocket. He loved feeling the engraved pattern as he
ran his fingers over the case. It brought back memories of tender moments with someone
special, long gone, but its roughed-up appearance belied the role it played in his life. He put
the case and lighter on the desk, ran his hand through his hair and sat down.

Before arriving at his office today he went to see his colleagues in the departments of Justice
and External Affairs to discuss the impact of the upcoming election on their work. He was
surprised when they mentioned rumours of a new inter-departmental conference. It would
look at Irish employment agencies and investigate whether more controls or safeguards were
needed to protect the welfare of young Irish people emigrating to Britain. One colleague
complained that if people wanted to emigrate, it was ridiculous to expect the Irish government
to be responsible for their welfare.

Nobody responded to his comment, and Ruairi asked if anyone else’s family were leaving
Ireland. Most of them nodded. Someone chimed in saying that people he knew had no trouble
finding work in Britain but accommodation was another matter. Ruairi was taken aside by a
fellow from Central Statistics Office who told him that the number of young people leaving,
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particularly young women should concern them all. After hearing the discussion on the
possibility of an investigation of employment agencies, he thought he should take more of an
interest in Sinéad’s work.

With a general election imminent Ruairi was concerned about the extra tasks which might be
generated if his area was now asked to help with an inter-departmental conference. He wanted
to make sure they were only involved where necessary. ‘Politics, it’s as John says, just a load
of bluff and bluster.’ Ruairi and John Adams were old friends and he always spoke eloquently
about the politics in Ireland. Not long before he left for a new job overseas, John asked Ruairi
to meet him at their favourite pub on Duke Street and its reputation for being a great place
where you could have a drink with friends was certainly well-earned.
On this, John’s last evening free before he left, Ruairi was annoyed with himself for being
late. Looking past the paintings, he saw a couple of colleagues from Leinster House drinking
at the bar and waved. John saw Ruairi and beckoned him to join him at the bar. As Ruairi
approached, John noticed a chap further down the bar and received a nod in return.
“Do you know him?’
“He’s my cousin."
“Do you want to go and say hello, John?”
“No.”
“Is there a problem between you, you don’t want to speak to him?”
"No, he is one of my favourite cousins. What would we be talking about anyway?"
John offered Ruairi a cigarette. The smell of cigarette smoke, pipe tobacco and the resonance
of other men’s conversations reminded Ruairi that he had yet to return his father’s latest
telephone call. He appreciated his father’s company although they did not always agree on
family matters or Irish politics.

Ruairi remembered his conversation with John, and how after they set their drinks down on
the bar, John’s angst as he expressed his concerns.
“I can’t wait to leave Ireland and I never thought I’d say that. The bitching in the Dáil to cut
the civil service numbers, as well as the protest marches in Dublin. Remember how long it
took to implement the last pay claim? All that is left is a trail of bad blood, although that’s
nothing new.”
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“I know John I need new staff but I’m not able to hire anyone at the moment. That said,
theres a downturn in people applying. Staff officers and executive officers are picking up the
extra work.”
“Have another drink. Cigarette?” Ruairi shook his head.
“You’re not trying give up the smokes? Why on earth would ye do that?”
“I’m not, but I am starting to hate the taste in my mouth when I wake up. Anyway, I’ve tried
to give up so many times now it’s become a great joke at home. Change will come, John. You
leave soon don’t you?” Ruairi frowned he looked around the room and rubbed his eyes.
John laughed and raised his glass.
“Here’s to you Ruairi. You quiet ones run deep. I know that but I wonder if they realise what
they’ve got over there in Leinster House.”

That night the pub was as busy as usual and Ruairi was worried that his friend, who was
becoming more outspoken would jeopardise his recent posting to the UN before he left.
“Are you looking forward to helping in the Public Administration Division of the United
Nations?”
“Yes, I think so, I’ll be involved in a survey of the departments in the Libyan Central
Government.”
Ruairi was delighted that John’s promotion to such a senior post caused such a great stir
because he was younger than many of those who put their names forward. ‘Time some of
these practices were changed and I can’t understand why they were so outraged. He’s not the
only person ever to be promoted out of order.’

Memories of that last evening at the pub with John faded as Ruairi brought himself back to
the one issue, he admitted to himself, that he could no longer put off.
“Miss O’Connor.”
“Yes Mr Woods.”
Niamh responded as she walked through the door. Seeing her arms full he could not help
exclaim as he got up from behind his desk to take the file which was almost bursting its
seams.
“Who on earth put that file together and left it hanging like that? When I’ve finished with it,
send it back and tell them to fix it up immediately.”
“Yes, of course.”
“Office files must be maintained in proper order. It only takes a couple of minutes.”
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Ruairi thought he saw Niamh grind her teeth but he continued,
“Look, can you get our people together for a quick meeting to go through the work we have
to do after the election, especially if there’s a change of government. There’s a possibility
we’ll have another inter-departmental conference to look after as well.”
“Yes, I heard people talking about the possibility but they didn’t seem to be welcoming it.”
“Ahh well, there’ll be the usual round of meetings, and the hard work in getting the relevant
information from each department. What’s Andrew Blair’s number?”
“He’s on extension 67. I’ll get that meeting organised.”
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CHAPTER 10: PROCRASTINATION AND INDECISION
1953-1954

With thanks to Irish Newspaper Archives & [The Irish Press] May 19, 1953.

Orla paused to read the small item about the travel restrictions between Britain and Ireland in
the old newspaper she was replacing in the cupboard under the kitchen sink. Thinking back to
when she first heard about travel permits she worried about whether she would be affected if
she were to find work in London. She was relieved when Kathleen explained the system to
her. ‘Thank goodness for progress, that’s one less worry on my mind anyway.’

The day she arrived back in Dublin, Orla was intent on not breaking down and crying. She
did not want anyone to feel sorry for her or to know how frightened she was about her future.
She fretted for weeks about how she might end up without a job or a place to live. Her only
source of help as far as she could work out would be the church, and she did she want to seek
charity from the nuns. She could not go home, ‘what a quandary I’m in? I would dearly love
to be able to go back whenever I want to. Knowing that I could catch-up with all the goings
on or seek comfort from my family if I needed it would be such a great feeling. While that’s
bad enough, since Kathleen left I am now totally alone in Dublin.’
As she went about her work she knew that being recommended for work at Mrs Donnelly’s
was one of the luckiest breaks in her life. Her recovery might have been slow but time was
rushing past almost as fast as the seagulls grabbed their food on the O’Connell Street bridge.
Orla could see from the advertisements that wages in Ireland were never going to match those
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in London, and she needed money if she was to make progress in her life. Mrs Donnelly made
her more than welcome and Marie, who now came in on a daily basis, helped her to learn her
duties as the live-in general-help.

Folding the fresh newspaper to make it fit into the cupboard, her thoughts ran back to her
mother. ‘Am I able to go back? Kathleen only took a few weeks to find a new job and she
was able to go home to say goodbye to her family and friends before she left Ireland. I’d like
that as well.’ Orla thought about leaving with her but changed her mind when she realised she
would never be ready in time. ‘God, she was so upset with me. She’s right. It’s high time I
got myself organised. Even though I hate reading the paper, I’ve been looking the jobs vacant
section for years now. There’s so many positions advertised. Maybe, like Nan suggested I
should use an employment agency instead. Which one though?’
When she first arrived, Orla needed all of Marie’s help to rebuild her strength and become a
useful member of the household. Both Mrs Donnelly and Marie told her that she was making
great progress and they were pleased with her. But she wanted to do a good job, not just get
by. Marie explained that although she was still responsible for dinner, she was happy to have
Orla because it meant she did not have to be a live-in on a permanent basis now, but
regardless, she would always worry about Mrs Donnelly. During her years there Marie
witnessed Mrs Donnelly’s daughter born, grow up and leave home to marry an Australian.
She was there when Mrs Donnelly received the news of her daughter’s death. She was also
with Mrs Donnelly when Mr Donnelly unexpectedly passed away, and it was because Mrs
Donnelly was now alone that everyone was happy to put up with the widow’s two dogs.
On her second morning at Mrs Donnelly’s, Orla was shown the drawing-room. Here she
would be responsible for taking the fine china and glassware out of the cabinets and making
sure it was properly dusted. A three-piece Chesterfield suite, bookcase, and matching antique
mahogany sideboard made up the rest of the well-cared for furniture. Looking around the
room she saw the dogs frolicking nearby on the large Turkish rug, their regular exercise
obviously not enough to tire them out. She winced as she thought about having to clean it.

She realised to her dismay, they were used to their own exercise routines inside the house,
and their favourite game involved fighting over a toy teddy and trying to pull it apart. Their
small ball was often hurled through the house like a crazy thing. She watched, frozen that first
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time in the drawing room when one of the dogs took a ball between his teeth while the other
tried to wrestle it off him. They tossed and shook their heads from side to side, and then,
when one of them let the ball go, it flew across the room and hit hard against one of the large
china cabinets. She was embarrassed to remember how she put her hands to her face and
nearly screamed. It amazed her that the glass doors and the displays of fine china were still
intact.

While she laughed along with Mrs Donnelly at their antics, Orla nevertheless felt a sigh of
relief flow like a meandering stream through her body when she saw nothing was broken. It
did not take Orla long to understand how much Mrs Donnelly really loved her dogs and how
much they loved her in return. They whined if they were taken away to the kitchen or the
laundry, and barked for joy when they were allowed to roam free and follow Mrs Donnelly
around the house. Everything was run around the dogs’ daily walk in the park, followed by
elevenses by the drawing room fire in winter, and in the small room Mrs Donnelly referred to
as the library in summer. Not long after she started working in the Donnelly household Orla
was dusting in the hall when she noticed that Mrs Donnelly was dashing around.
Putting the duster on the hall table, she walked up to her. “Is something wrong?”
“No. No. I’m running late for my walk that’s all. I can’t find Dougal’s lead.”
“I’ll help you look.”
“Thank you. I don’t know where the time has gone this morning.”
“Here it is.” Orla grinned as she handed Mrs Donnelly the lead which she found behind the
hall stand.
“Oh, well done.” Mrs Donnelly’s laughter rang through the house as she called the dogs.
Leaving Mrs Donnelly and her two dogs to walk out of the front door, Orla returned to her
work. She picked up the duster and was surprised when she heard her name called. Racing
outside herself, she saw Mrs Donnelly standing at the gate waving to her.
“Take your apron off and get your coat, you can come with us this morning. You’ll enjoy the
fresh air and though we’re no Peggy Thomas and Matelot, it’s still a good walk.”
Orla was thrilled with the invitation.
“Are you sure?”
“Yes. But do hurry.”
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Orla turned around and tore back into the house to let Marie know what was happening.
“Don’t you think it’s strange Marie?” But Marie showed no surprise.
“Those two mean everything to her, so go along like a good girl.”
Walking in the park a little later she could feel the sun on her back and the hope rising within
her that one day, she might no longer be a domestic servant.
Orla thought about how much she loved the dogs’ company as they sometimes trotted around
after her finding new places to explore and play. Occasionally they would lie on the ground
near where she worked and stretch out, their bodies close in sleep. She and Marie often
laughed at their antics.
“You’re as mad about them dogs as she is, Orla.”
“I know, they’re such a distraction.”
“Well I love their company too. Mind you they can be a right nuisance when you want to get
the work done.”
“True, but I’ve never had a pet in the house before, well except for my mother’s cat. We had
dogs at the farm but they were never treated like these two are.”
“You never know what’s around the corner do you?”
“One day I would love to have a home of my own and dogs as well. A cottage near the sea
would be great. Two dogs are company for each other, and there’s no time to feel lonely
when they’re around.”
“Are ye lonely then?”
“Oh. Sometimes. I love it here and I do appreciate you and Mrs Donnelly. In fact I’ve been so
very lucky really. It worries me sometimes how lucky I am.”
“Orla, you have to let go and take the goodness that life offers you without questioning.”
“That’s so hard to do.”
“Aye. I know.”

They both laughed and agreed that if it were not for the antics of the two small long-haired
spaniels their lives might have been less nerve-wracking, but there would have been no
distractions from their work either. While the dogs were indulged Orla soon found out that
the people who worked for Mrs Donnelly were as well. She was no skinflint with food,
money was always there for the necessities and the odd luxury, and best of all, there were no
constant reminders from her about how lucky they were.
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Gradually able to increase her duties to take on the heavier tasks like scrubbing floors, Orla’s
routine now also included accompanying Mrs Donnelly on her walks to the park on a semiregular basis. Mrs Donnelly appreciated the company, and being able to sit down while Orla
threw the ball for the dogs. For her part, Orla loved it when Mrs Donnelly threw back her
head and laughed out loud when they ignored her calls to heel and ran away.

Sitting together on a favourite bench one sunny morning Mrs Donnelly turned to her.
“You’ve never worked for a family with dogs before have you?”
“No. Mother has an old Siamese cat, Victoria. It followed her everywhere but wanted nothing
at all to do with the rest of the family.”
“Have you been in touch with your uncle?”
“No. My calling on them wouldn’t be welcome.”

Although not sure how it came about because she kept her family business to herself, Orla
found herself telling Mrs Donnelly about the jewellery shop in Dublin. Mrs Donnelly looked
down at the two spaniels resting at her feet,
“The reason I ask is that the only time I’ve heard you laugh is when you are with these two
here.”
“Yes, but I’m here to work, Mrs Donnelly. Your kindness is wonderful and I’m glad that I’m
able to do my share now. I’ve often wondered why you are so good to me?”
“They are just so full of energy aren’t they? Marie is great with me, bosses me around no end
but I would be lost without their company, especially of an evening. You remind me of my
daughter. Oh, not in looks. She didn’t have that red hair, but in nature, she was such an
independent and funny little thing as well. When she was killed a light went out, and helping
you has been a great opportunity for me to do something useful, rather than just being
charitable.”
“But I don’t want charity.”
“I know that. Don’t be such a prickle-puss. It’s been a chance for me to show a stranger a
kindness, and that’s not something we always do. Although you won’t leave here a stranger,
will you? And you earn your keep.”
“No I won’t and yes I try. Kindness I will accept although that’s hard enough, but charity?
That’s not how you really see me is it?”
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“I’ve already said there’s no shame in showing or receiving kindness. You know you just
might get the opportunity to do that yourself one day. What goes around comes around as
they say.”
Her attention was brought back to the present and she heard Marie calling her as she rushed
into the kitchen.
“Orla, there’s been a letter. Mrs Donnelly’s grand-daughter and her husband and the new
baby, Rosie, are going to visit from Western Australia. They’ll be here for Christmas.”
“Oh how exciting. Mrs Donnelly must be so happy.”
“She is, but it’ll be a mad house for the next few months.”

The nearer the visit came, so did the preparations become more frantic and Orla knew that it
would be best to leave looking for work in England for a while. There were times she felt that
she could almost hold everyone’s excitement and worry about the upcoming visit like pairs of
socks in her hands, and then tuck them safely away in separate drawers in the dressing table.
Mrs Donnelly wanted the house scrubbed and polished from top to bottom so walking the
dogs with her was now a rare event. When she did, they talked of nothing else but the
preparations for the arrival of her grand-daughter.
“Marie says the house will be so clean the dust will be too afraid to settle anywhere. The front
rooms upstairs will be more than ready for them. Do you think they’ll be comfortable up
there? They’re not large rooms. I hope they won’t feel too cramped.”
Orla always tried to reassure her,
“They won’t be Mrs Donnelly. The rooms are in fact quite large but don’t worry. Have you
met your grand-daughter’s husband before?”
“Yes, they came home just after they were married and she has so longed for a child. As you
know my daughter and son-in-law were killed in an accident on their property in Western
Australia. Such a terrible loss. I have two grandchildren, but I’ve never see my grandson.”
“I’m sorry Mrs Donnelly.”
“No matter, he’s busy in New York.”

At last Christmas arrived and despite the cold weather preparations for the visit were
completed on time. Orla was relieved she was able to finish airing the rooms as it was one of
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her biggest challenges now the short, cold days were now firmly set in. When Marie thanked
her for her help around the house Orla was embarrassed.
“You and Mrs Donnelly have been so good to me and I have a job to do.”
“Aye, but ye’ve paid us back in droves.”

Orla and Marie were introduced once the visitors settled down and there were days when Orla
wondered if the house would ever be sane again. It felt to her as if it was vibrating with the
noise of dogs barking, people laughing, and Rosie crying. Mrs Donnelly bubbled like
champagne frothing at the edge of the glass as she told them about her great-granddaughter.
Normal routines went out of the window and meal times were changed to suit whatever
activities the family were involved in. People visited and there were outings. Although Orla
no longer accompanied Mrs Donnelly on her walks with the dogs, she did not find herself
feeling too sad about it. The weather was not great and being inside a warm house was a far
more pleasant prospect.

When the last goodbyes were said, and the visit was over Orla knew it was time to look for a
position in London. She could see there were privately advertised positions, but the thought
of applying through an employment agency appealed to her. She felt it would be more likely
to offer reliable employers in London. On reading the papers, she found there were a number
of agencies to choose from in Dublin, and she decided to make an appointment for an
interview.

The response was quick and walking down the alleyway this morning, she had trouble
locating the door to the Blakely Agency. Turning left at the top of the steps as instructed, she
walked into the small waiting room and up to the counter where a young woman sat typing.
She turned as Orla approached.
“Do you have an appointment?”
“Yes, I was to be here at 10:30. My name is Orla Mahony.”
“Take a seat. You’re a little early but I’ll let them know you’re here.”

Orla sat down and waited. Ten minutes later she was shown into one of two inner offices by a
senior female staff member,
“Mr Blakely will be along shortly, so you can just wait here.”
“Thank you.”
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The desk was quite large and Orla was surprised by the large window which overlooked the
street. She could see people rushing around trying to hold onto their umbrellas as they ran
through the driving rain, ‘thank goodness I made it here before that shower started.’ She was
very happy, that in this instance, she was on the inside looking out.
“Good morning Miss Mahony, I’m John Blakely.”
The room was filled with a black suit and red tie. Walking past her he sat down behind the
desk,
“What sort of position are you looking for, exactly?”
“I’m here in response to the advertisement in last week’s paper for general maid positions in
London.”
“Do you have much experience? And references? I’ll need to see those.”
“I’ve two written references, and there’ll be one from where I am working now.”
“What’s the name of your parish priest?”
“Why do you need that?”
“It’s normal for us to get a recommendation from him.”
“I haven’t been home for some time now so why would you want a reference from my local
priest?’
“Is there something you’re trying to hide? We need to know as much about you as we can
before we place you?”
“I see. But what happens if I don’t give you a name?”
“I can probably find out anyway but then I would be wanting to know what you are trying to
hide.”
“I’ve nothing to hide.”
“Well then, there should be no problem. However, if you don’t give me a name, and I don’t
get a good recommendation for you, you will not get a job through us.”
“Can I think about it for a couple of days?”
“You said you wanted a job in London, and I think I can help you, but if you’ve something to
hide then you are wasting my time. There are plenty of other applicants for our positions.”

Orla got up and made to leave the room but remembered just in time to ask for her references
back. John Blakely handed them over to her and Orla could see he was quite annoyed.
“I’ll telephone you.”
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“Don’t bother. But remember, we are not the only agency who uses this practice.”

Leaving the agency, Orla tried to stop her lips from pursing together, but the more she tried,
the more they compressed themselves. ‘That went well. But what am I going to do now?’ She
walked down the stairs and paused. Standing on the corner of Mary and Upper Liffey Streets
struggling with her umbrella, she could not make up her mind which direction to take.
Finally, she decided she would walk towards Lower O’Connell Street where she knew from
reading Saturday’s newspaper, several employment agencies were along the route. ‘But first,
I think it might be time for a bite to eat and a cup of tea.’

Eating her sandwich, she took the folded newspaper from Saturday out of her bag. Re-reading
it she saw an advertisement for an agency which called itself Ireland’s best Catholic Agency.
‘Bloody hell, Father Flynn is come to haunt me. Who to talk to? May be someone at that
Catholic bookshop I passed this morning might be able to help. But how can I ask them when
I haven’t even stepped inside a church for years now.’ As she sipped her tea, she remembered
farewelling Kathleen at the ferry terminal at Dún Laoghaire. ‘Lucky you Kathleen, offered a
good job in a Surrey hospital, and no need to contact a priest.’ Orla could still feel the
excitement in Kathleen’s voice as she talked about her new job as a wardsmaid, earning
£3.0.0 clear. They hugged goodbye as Orla gulped back her tears at the ferry terminal and
waited as Kathleen walked through to the passenger lounge before boarding the ferry. She
caught one last glimpse of her as she turned around and waved, and a broad grin broke on her
face as she tipped her fingers to her lips and flicked her hand towards Orla.
The family ‘do’ for Nan was Kathleen told her, by all accounts a fine affair. Kathleen also
mentioned that Orla’s brothers were successful in their exams at school. She was sorry she
was not able to go home and join in the celebrations, but she wrote to Nan to wish her
congratulations and best wishes for the future.
Bringing her mind back to the present, she checked her watch and folded the paper in quarters
to make it easier to read. One advertisment in particular caught her eye and she beame aware
of her tears as she read it. She folded up the newspaper and tucked it under her arm as she left
the café but in her mind she wandered back over the words on the page,
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Settled lady under 40, for professional man’s house in Provincial Town: family
of four: must be educated, active, and willing to help with all household duties,
and must be fond of children. Able to drive car an asset, but not essential. Will
be treated as one of the family. Salary £150. p.a. Copy P.P.s. ref. interview.
Servant class not considered. Box 33538.

She felt a melancholy settle down on her, soft as an Irish lace shawl as she thought about
what it said. ‘I know I’ll always be considered a servant, if I can get a good job that is, and
the kind of world alluded to there is out of my reach. But how am I meant to feel when I find
that I am part of a class not event worth considering for the position? Funny thing is though,
by my reckoning the salary would be less than £3.0.0 per week. They expect far too much for
their money.’

On her return to the house she was handed a letter from the U.S. Orla held it close to her heart
as she pictured Nan smiling as she wrote about her new family, ‘wish you were here to talk
to.’
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CHAPTER 11: AFTERNOON TEA
April 1954

With thanks to the Irish Newspaper Archives & [The Irish Independent] November 19, 1953.

“Their engagement was short, wasn’t it Niamh?”
“It was, but he has a new job in America, so it would have been awkward to wait.”
Niamh looked at the picture in the paper and thought back to February when she first heard
about the wedding. Her own life since then was as busy as ever. Alice McCallum was farewelled, Lili was still complaining about how hard it was to keep the typing pool out of
bounds from senior staff trying to have their work given top priority, and Mr Woods was yet
to sort out the situation with Mr Kennedy.

Niamh decided she would say nothing to her mother about Noel Kennedy and their heated
exchange but she was worried about whether she should say anything to Mr Woods. Not only
that, her mother insisted that as well as reading the articles she saved from the Irish
Housewife’s Magazine, Niamh should consider being a little more pro-active herself. When
Niamh asked her mother why she continued to read the magazine she responded they were a
wonderful source of news for Irish women, not to mention the lovely knitting patterns as well.
Niamh laughed heartily at the time thinking it was a great joke as she never in all her life, saw
her mother with knitting needles in her hands. No, embroidery was her main interest.

Letting out a slow sigh, Anna looked at her friend after gazing at the photograph in the paper.
“They look so happy. I’d love to have been married in University Church.”
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“Where were you married?”
“In the Cathedral in Mullingar.”
“Too many guests for my liking but I’m glad she decided on a classic style for that heavy
brocade material.”
“Do you know her well Niamh?”
“Not really. We met again just before they were engaged. Father knew the family through
work and mother and I met her at a couple of social occasions years ago, but that’s about all.”
“Did you see the Betty Barclay photos in the paper this week?”
“I did, but I’ve heard about this fantastic Irish designer, Sybil Connolly. She works here in
Dublin of all places.”
“Really, what sort of designer is she?”
“I’ve only seen a few photos, but so stylish!”
“That doesn’t tell me much.” Anna bubbled.
“Well let’s see if I can do better then. One of the designs I really loved was a dress in dark
blue with a fitted top and flowing skirt. On the base of the skirt were three-grey striped bands,
and even though the top was fitted, it didn’t look like a tight fit.”
“Sounds lovely.”
“It was.”
“Right now I’d love to be in a position to re-marry.”
“Only there aren’t enough men to go around now, especially here in Dublin.”
Anna sighed again. “Niamh.” She chided gently,
“You aren’t very romantic you know.”

Niamh glanced at her friend, realising she was being inconsiderate.
“Anna I’m sorry. How long since you’ve heard from Paul?”
“Oh don’t be daft. It’s been almost two years. I’ve heard he has another new lady in his life.”
“But you’re still married aren’t you?”
“Yes. Anyway, he looks like he’s going to stay in England and he doesn’t want a wife in
Ireland holding him back.”
“How’d you find out about this new lady friend?”
“A friend of a friend saw them in London a couple of weeks ago. There have been a few new
women friends but, he seemed very happy.”
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“Is there anything you can do?”
“I don’t know. There aren’t too many options open to me here? Divorce is out of the question
of course, but when Paul first left he said he would look into divorcing me from London. At
work I’m sort of pretending that I’m not a married woman. Thankfully, living in the city
helps. People keep to themselves.”
“Are you busy at work?”
“Niamh, you wouldn’t believe how busy we are. So many young women want to leave
Ireland and work in Britain. Men are going over too of course. What about you?”
“Yes, we are busy as ever at work. There’s a senior manager who started not that long ago
and he’s so rude.”
“Oh?”
“He just storms into my office and yells for attention. His family is well connected and he
acts as if he owns the place.”
“Can you do anything about him?”
“No. One doesn’t complain unless one has to but to make matters worse, he seems to know
my mother, or at least of her. I have to be careful how I complain about him now, I think.
And Mr Woods has to be so diplomatic in his dealings with him it makes me cringe. Ah, let’s
not talk about it.”
“Give over Niamh! You must be worried otherwise you wouldn’t have mentioned it.”
“Well, I am, but it’s difficult because Mr Woods is my boss, and this other man is just terrible
with the women in the typing pool. And I am worried about the fact that he mentioned my
family. So, it’s all very awkward now.”
“You like Mr Woods don’t you? I think you should talk to him.”
“Yes, he’s a good man, but I’m not sure it pays to talk about personal issues at work.”
“Think about it at least.”

Sighing, Niamh gazed around at the other people sitting at the tables in the lounge at the
Shelbourne Hotel enjoying a delicious afternoon tea.
“Don’t you just love it here Anna? I love walking up the steps and through the doors.”
“I wonder how many of the people in this room are staying here. I believe the hotel gets quite
busy on the weekend with people coming to town.”
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“Yes, I’d love to be able to afford to stay here if I could. I’d love to bring mother here too. It
would be a lovely break for her.”
“How is she?”
“Well, thank you. She’s quite astonishing really.”
“Oh?”
“She’s getting feistier as she gets older.”
“That sounds ominous. Don’t you approve?”
“Yes. Of course I do. It’s just that she’s reading all sorts of political articles now and speaking
out. I never expected her to do that. What about your family?”
“Mother is mother. Disappointed in me, and she doesn’t approve of where I work. Have you
decided on anything to eat yet?”
“I’m going to have the scones. You?”
“I’m not sure yet Niamh. Just give me another minute.”

While waiting for Anna to finish devouring the menu Niamh looked around again, taking in
the well-dressed men and women sitting at tables covered with snowy white tablecloths. The
scent of fresh flowers mingled with the aroma of coffee, and the hum of the restrained
conversation filled her ears. “
“All right, I’ll have the scones as well.”
Niamh signalled to the hovering waiter that they were ready to place their order.

Gone were her savings for the last month but she was not going to allow her feelings of guilt
to take over. She loved walking around Grafton Street with Anna, looking in the shops,
although it was busy with so many people around enjoying the day. A turn around St.
Stephen’s Green was then followed by a much looked forward to afternoon tea at the
Shelbourne Hotel.

As she looked around she could see dainty sandwiches making their way past the lipstick into
appreciative mouths. The thought crossed her mind that there may well have been others like
Anna and herself whose only experience now of the kind of life the hotel offered was taking
part in the afternoon tea ritual. The hum of conversation was momentarily broken by the
outbreak of someone’s rather unpleasant high-pitched laughter. But it quickly resumed its
gentle buzz as stultifying glares from some of the other patrons took effect.
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Niamh’s attention was caught by a woman whose short raven-coloured hair was cut short in
the latest style and moulded down on her head in layers of sculptured curls.
“Anna?” She said as discreetly as she could.
“Look over there.”
“Oh, you mean that new hairstyle? Yes. I love it, although my hair’s quite straight. You know
having short hair like mine is starting to become popular at last. You haven’t said anything
about it yet though?”
“Sorry. It took me a while to get used to it. But yes, I love your hair short. And I haven’t seen
you wearing such a dark colour lipstick before.”
“It’s quite a change for me isn’t it? I wasn’t sure when I first bought it but then I thought, why
not!”
“You look great. I’ve been thinking about having my hair cut.”
“You should. You’d look great with that dark hair of yours and those blue-grey eyes. If you
don’t like it, well it doesn’t matter. Hair grows.”
Niamh giggled. “Should I? Maybe I will.”
Anna didn’t answer and Niamh could see that her attention was caught by a woman walking
past the table carrying a black and sapphire check coat on her arm. The weather was still cool
enough to call for warmer clothes although the sunshine and the hint of summer promised a
much-anticipated change in the season.
“Maybe I can buy some wool and knit a cardigan or a jumper in that colour. I saw a nice
pattern for a knitted jacket with raglan sleeves recently in the Women’s Weekly.”
“Do you still knit then Anna? Mother’s trying to pretend that she’s a great knitter now. I have
to work very hard to stop myself from roaring with laughter sometimes.”
“I hope your mother never finds out. I love to knit. Tell her that there’s been some lovely
patterns in the papers recently.”
Laughing at Anna’s dig, Niamh responded,
“You know you two make a great pair, her with her politicking and you with your new look.”
“You know my mother tells me that it’s not appropriate for me to wear the latest fashions or
bright colours. You should have heard what she said about the lipstick and my hair. She says
that as a deserted wife I have to be very careful of my reputation.”
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“You look lovely Anna, you always did, and not many people know that you are a deserted
wife do they? Why did you get your hair cut so short and change your make-up?”
“I needed to do something just for myself Niamh. I’ve been a good daughter, a good worker
and I still am a good wife. Not that it matters, but just occasionally I feel like my life is being
choked off with ‘being good. So I do feel a little braver now, like it’s okay for me to make the
decisions for a change.”
“Have you told your sisters how you feel?”
“Sisters are great you know, except when they steal your best dress. No I don’t talk to them
about how I feel. Did I tell you Eileen’s met a nice chap in London? He’s Polish. Name’s Zic
and I think it might be serious.”
“Oh. What does your family think of him?”
“Mother’s not sure but the others seem to like him.”
“Why doesn’t your mother approve of where you work?”
“Because I’m a common office worker now.”
“Oh. I don’t know what to say to that.”
“I know, but there we are.”
“Still, there’s always the night classes?”
“Yes, but they’re expensive. It’s not just about shorthand and typewriting any more Niamh. If
you can add to your skills it opens up more opportunities for senior positions. So, I’m
learning as much as I can and I’m lucky that I can put everything into practice at work.”

Niamh sipped her coffee and then spooned a small piece of scone laden with jam and cream
into her mouth.
“This is lovely, so sweet.”
“Well you’ll be pleased to know that my scones are heaven on a plate too. Niamh? Is it
possible for us to ever come into a fortune do you think?”
“Anna! What are you thinking?” Anna smiled but Niamh noticed how excited she became as
she explained,
“I saw one of those matrimony advertisements the other day, something along the lines of,
‘Gent, 45, cultured, tall, good appearance. £700 capital, average pay £15 weekly, desires
acquaintance of a young lady, with a view to matrimony. ‘Strictly confidential.”
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“You’re not serious are you? You’re still married.”
“You’ve no heart Niamh but of course you’re right. Can you imagine answering an
advertisement like that?” Anna’s excitement faded as she hung her head.
“You’re not serious about this are Anna?”
“No. I guess not. I have a good job and I am respected there but I need to earn more. I think it
would be great not having to worry about whether I will have enough money if something
happens and I get sick. I have mother to help as well now that my sisters have all moved to
England. It’s funny you know. She hates me because I’m the daughter who failed at marriage
and having a family, yet I’m the only one who is left to make sure she’s all right. Even if I
wanted to, it would be hard for me to leave her on her own. I think that not having those sorts
of worries is what I really want.”
“What about your brothers?”
“Michael and John are too busy with their own families, and I’m a bit of an oddity, hard to
explain. Sometimes, my heart breaks when I think about my life. I feel very left out of the
family, just the sister on the outside looking in through the window at everyone else’s lives.
And for my sins, I am the one who looks after mother.”
“I’m sorry Anna.”
“Like I said, my situation isn’t easy at the moment. Maybe it is for the best. I’m getting older
and I need job security. I’ve already seen a few jobs in the papers stipulating that they don’t
want women over 40 years old applying.
“Well that only leaves me two years. Has anything been said to you at work?”
“Oh no! Nothing like that. They’re very good and we already have a lady in her fifties
working there. She’s a widow with two unmarried sisters, each working in a great job. Sorry
Niamh, enough about me. So, apart from concerns about your mother becoming an activist
and a knitter, and the usual at work, anything new happening in your life?”
“You know I thought I my life was all planned out and now I’m not so sure. I’m starting to
want to make changes in my life. I’ve seen some notices about positions with the
Organisation for European Economic Cooperation. So I’ve found myself wondering about
doing something different, but like you, I have mother to consider.”
“You’re thinking about leaving Dublin? That’s a surprise.”
227

“I’m in two minds really. Mr Woods is very good although he can be very tough at times. But
I work hard. I want a good reference if ever I do move on. If a suitable more senior position
becomes vacant I could apply, although some of the more senior personal assistants transfer
in. Maybe that’s an option for me? The thing is though, if I move on I might get stuck with a
senior manager like the one I told you about earlier.”
“What about love Niamh?”
“I haven’t met anyone since Alexander.”
“That’s not what you said before. You said that you met someone a while ago but he was
married to his job. He wasn’t good looking but his eyes were a great colour and his hair was
like how we wished ours would be. So what’s happened there then?”
“You make it sound like it is as easy as going to the market and buying a few fresh vegetables
or something. I have met someone who I would like to get to know better. He is still married
to his job and it would be very awkward at the present time. I would have to somehow
arrange to meet him socially. But given that we don’t mix in the same social circles now,
meeting that way in the future is very doubtful.”
“Yes, it is if you don’t do anything about it?”
Niamh thought about Anna’s statement before answering. Since the end of the Emergency,
not having a boyfriend or husband in her life was not a concern to her. But of late, she began
to worry that it might look like she was keen to maintain a career not because she wanted to,
but rather because she was forced to.
“Why can’t I have a career and be loved at the same time Anna?”
“You know why. You are supposed to meet a man, get married, and leave work and have
children. You can’t have forgotten what happened to Noreen.”
“I haven’t forgotten. She wanted to keep working after she married the judge’s son. Then she
found out they were expected to live in the big house with his parents. And they still ran his
life. I know that Noreen was expected to give up a lot.”
“A lot.”
Niamh was taken aback at the vehemence of Anna’s interruption.
“She was expected to give up almost everything about herself. Her job. Her friends, and to
some extent her family. Well, all right, I know she was happy about giving up some of the
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family. But he was such a controlling man. And his father! Noreen said he was the very devil.
I’m so glad that she refused him in the end.”
“All right, all right! I confess I did forget you two were cousins. Anyway, I can’t rush into
anything yet. Like you said, I have to help my mother out for a bit longer.” Her face beamed
as she responded tartly,
“And frankly, I’m just happy at the moment to console myself with my favourite
Mackintosh’s chocolate covered toffee and hazelnuts.”
“How can you joke at a time like this?”
“Same as you, checking out the marriage ads in the paper like that.”
Niamh returned Anna’s grin and looked at her watch.
“This is lovely but I have to go soon.”
The lounge was slowly emptying and Niamh watched people saying goodbye to each other.
Cheek pressed against cheek, soft kisses and handshakes, the rituals of genteel civility
displayed for all to see. Niamh’s contemplation was interrupted and turning quickly she
watched as Anna stood up and was almost knocked off her feet by one of the other patrons
who was leaving.
“Oh....I’m.....sorry. I didn’t see you.” She stuttered.
“No, I’m sorry, I hope I didn’t hurt you.”
“No, I’m fine, really, thank you.”
“Do you come here often?”
A fleeting smile paused on her lips,
“No, it’s a special treat.”
“Well, I hope I might see you here again sometime.”

Niamh stood up and walked around the table to give Anna a hug before walking out of the
main entrance together. “He couldn’t stop looking at you, you know, I think he was
mesmerized.”
“Thanks Niamh, but I couldn’t help but notice he was there with another woman, sorry.”
“It might have been his sister.”
Anna laughed as they walked out of the doors at the top of the steps,
“Well Niamh, we’ll never know will we.”
“Oh, Anna, have faith, life can take us on a good journey sometimes.”
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The two friends waved each other goodbye and Niamh watched as Anna crossed the road and
made her way home to the lovely but run-down house near St Stephen’s Green she shared
with her mother. Walking back to her own house, Niamh thought about how her life changed
to being less than comfortable the day her father died. He ensured they kept the house and
some money to live on, but the bulk of his business interests were taken over by another
branch of the family. Despite living in one of the Georgian houses a few streets away, her
mother took in reliable female boarders to help supplement her income. She wanted to keep
the house and worked hard to make sure that she did not have to sell it and leave Dublin.
Not for the first time, Niamh wondered what they would have done without her mother’s
contacts within the local business and church community. ‘I hope they don’t include the
Kennedy family.’ Walking up to the front door she stopped and looked around as she tried to
settle the sadness threatening to engulf her and she was surprised to find herself now yearning
for the certainty in life she once knew.

230

CHAPTER 12: ‘AFTER THE ELECTION ’
August 1954
Life at home seemed to have settled down somewhat but Sinéad kept asking him how long
he would stay on in the civil service. He chose not to tell her about the possible opportunity
of promotion, but in truth he was making up his mind about his future. The bright spot in his
life at home was that she no longer mentioned going to London. Nor was Noel Kennedy
mentioned again, and he often found himself reflecting on Sinéad’s anger the last time they
discussed him. He was still surprised she somehow picked up on everyone else’s emotions,
even though she was too young at the time to understand what was happening. Of course
what he did not know was how much their mother told Sinéad about the affair.
His staff prepared will for ‘after the election’ and it was now nearly two months since the
15th Dáil was established on 2 June 1954, but despite waiting since April, a decision on an
investigation into employment agencies was yet to be made. To help him prepare for any
upcoming investigation, he wanted to know more about what Sinéad’s work involved and
planned to ask her a few questions. He also wanted to understand what was said about the
employment agency business in official documents. If nothing else, he was certain that it
would be an interesting comparative exercise.

Ruairi called a meeting with senior staff from other departments to go through some of the
issues that might be involved with having such an investigation. Tightly buttoning his lips, he
could hardly contain his annoyance as he sat through the numerous excuses made by Noel
Kennedy’s representative from External Affairs. It was clear they thought the matter a waste
of time and did not want to be involved. He knew he would not be able to count on their help
if an investigation was held.

When he discussed the meeting with Niamh, she offered to ask her colleagues if they knew
of any issues with employment agencies. He refused at first because he wanted to be sure
there was going to be an inquiry before causing extra work for his, or anyone else’s staff. At
any event, he was persuaded when she explained that it would be quite normal for her to ask
questions as she went about her work.
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Ruairi thought about the report he might one day have to be write summarising the relevant
information his area gathered together, and he hoped there would be no real issues to cover.
‘Yet another day in paradise, I suppose.’ He sighed as he looked again at his in-tray with its
pile of files and papers.

His recent meeting with his Assistant Secretary did not go well and Ruairi found it galling to
be reminded of his place in the civil service hierarchy. He was also annoyed nobody else was
willing to challenge the instructions from Finance not to hire any more staff at this time.
Turning his mind to the present he pulled out the latest paper which just came from the
Minister's office and started reading the neat hand-written note attached to the top of the
page.
Putting it aside, he pulled the next file from the top of his in-tray and read Niamh’s note
explaining her preliminary research, and how she ordered its contents. Removing the first
paper from the file, he was surprised to see that it was a copy of a 14 July 1948 parliamentary
question about employment agencies, and the response made by the then Minister for Justice.
The question was in relation to the fees private employment agencies charged and whether
there was any supervision exercised by his Department over these agencies. Ruairi’s
eyebrows lifted as he read there was no supervision over them. The next document in the file
was a newspaper clipping from the Irish Independent dated 15 July 1948, reporting on the
parliamentary question about employment agencies and the response to it. ‘So these
questions are public knowledge but so far there’s nothing to indicate a scandal.’
“Excuse me Mr Woods, here’s the file you requested.”
“Thanks.”
As he took the file from her Ruairi realised that he was relying more and more on Miss
Niamh O’Connor. He thought highly of her ability to cope when diplomacy was needed,
which he knew was often. He was also grateful for her help in steering his area through the
last changes of government, and dealing with the foibles of the various ministers, department
heads, and their advisers and staff. He liked her quiet efficiency and the confidence she
displayed in her conversation. Her conservative dress, classic features with dark hair showing
the first signs of grey, were always a welcome and reassuring sight.
“Thank you Miss O’Connor.” He replied again as she walked out of the room.
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“Oh, by the way, Mr Woods.”
He waited as Niamh turned and walked back to his desk.
“I did find out something you might be interested in. It’s not gossip, don’t worry. But I don’t
know if you heard anything about the debate on government controlled employment
exchanges being used to recruit prospective emigrants to work outside Ireland.”
“No. When was this?”
“1951. The Minister said employment exchanges were not used for recruiting workers for
employment outside the State. Rather, they were occasionally used to apply any restrictions
on emigration imposed by the government. But there might be something of interest because
Mr. MacBride also asked if steps would be taken to discontinue the practice.”
“What happened?”
“It all descended into politicians accusing each other of having their own agenda.”
“Nothing new there then.”

Ruairi watched as she left his office before putting the document to one side, while pulling
closer the bulging file Niamh just handed to him. Opening the clasp he took the first
document out of the file. As it gave way, the papers beneath tumbled out across the desk and
cascaded onto the floor, plop, plopping like water over small rocks. He looked at the mess.
“Jesus, Mary and bloody Joseph!”

Glancing at his office door, he hoped he did not speak the words too loudly. He got up and
gathered the papers together from the floor. His thoughts flew to playing golf, or walking
around the Glendalough Valley, or the challenge of walking the Lugduff Mountain. ‘God,
why do I sit here and do paperwork when I could be doing that?’

Slapping the papers down on the desk he sat down with a sharp tug of his chair. After reading
the documents in the file and finding nothing of interest he sat back thinking about his work.
‘What I hate is the hypocrisy. They complain about increases to our salaries, while members
of the Dáil spend thousands of pounds alone on travelling expenses.’

The matter of the civil service salary increases was still not settled and Ruairi could not blame
his colleagues or his own staff for being angry about the delays. He remembered the
frustration and anger that led to the rally in March last year. The headlines in the paper the
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next day claimed thousands of civil servants marched down O’Connell Street demanding a
just wage. He worried about the prospect of losing more of his best staff as they were feeling
the effects of rising costs of living pinch and closely monitoring the progress of the Board’s
recommendations.

Most upsetting of all for him was when he read in the papers that it was not just the civil
servants marching for better wages; men who were unemployed also marched. They were
demanding employment, not the dole. ‘All anyone wants is respect and the chance to earn a
good living. Ah well, both the Taoiseach and the Finance Minister have been warned there’ll
be trouble if they don’t implement the Arbitration decision soon.’

Ruairi started with the civil service in late1948 after working in London following the Second
World War. It did not take him long to learn about the nuances of relationships within, as well
as between the civil service, the ministers and their staff. He was pleased that after six years
he could make a long list of good friends and allies, and he knew who were the ‘behind the
scenes’ critics. He also made it his business to know who he needed to lean on to make sure
they did their job properly, and who he could always rely on. It was no surprise to him that he
was facing an enemy in Noel Kennedy from External Affairs, working out of Inveagh House.

The much debated and highly contentious Commission on Emigration and Other Population
Problems Report was in the next file sitting at the top of his in-tray, along with one of the
minority reports. The other was still to come. Ruairi speculated on the minority reports, as he
remembered the liveliness of some of the discussions he was told about. Many of the
signatories chose to sign the documents with added explanatory notes or an addendum. ‘Ah
well, it was madness to expect complete agreement between all those involved for years in
such a major undertaking. And, as we all know, everyone has an opinion.’ He would have to
read the reports soon but they were extensive and a detailed review would take time.

His neck tensed as he remembered his first months working back in Ireland. Four political
parties shared power and encounters between some of the different people as they set up
government, became almost impossible to manage. It did not help that he knew some of the
people involved when, during the intense negotiations between the parties, they argued about
how they were all going to work together.
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Ruairi often questioned whether there could ever be unity as some of the politicians vowed to
never work with others in the Dáil . They were once much more than just political opponents
and the bitterness, at times was obvious. And there would always be the question of Northern
Ireland and Partition. ‘That fight in the House Restaurant was only one of three incidents I
heard about. I didn’t envy Costello having to bring the matter before the House. But then
again if you take into account the very deep and violent personal history between some of
these people, their seemingly irrational behaviour makes more sense.’
Although none of Ruairi’s colleagues were present at the time, the fight was the talk of the
corridors for days. People argued that the behaviour displayed by some of the politicians was
offensive. ‘So, we in the civil service have worked with three new governments from 1948 to
1954, a change in leaders, John A Costello in 1948, Éamon de Valera in 1951, and now a
second inter-party government with Costello again as Taoiseach. Is it any wonder we want
more autonomy to get on with our job, as well as our salary increases?’

He knew that this was a question better left for another time as he went back to the papers in
his in-tray. The increasing and serious discord between the parties both inside and outside the
House was not something he could solve.

Ruairi stood up and walked to the door to talk to Niamh.
“Miss O’Connor.” Niamh looked up as he spoke.
“Yes Mr Woods.”
“Come into the office will you.”
Niamh sat down and opened her notepad.
“I’ve just been flicking through a couple of the papers you gave me and I’ll need to talk to
Noel Kennedy about the Commission on Emigration reports.” Niamh grimaced.
“I know we’ve put up with a lot from him but I am working on the problem.”
“Yes Mr Woods. I, it’s all right.”
“Was there something you wanted to say?”
“No.”
“If you get him on the phone I’ll talk to him.”
A couple of minutes passed while Ruairi was caught in his own thoughts.
“Is there anything else, Mr Woods?”
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Ruairi looked at her and smiled, “No thank you, but shut the door after you put Mr Kennedy
through. Don’t look so worried, Miss O’Connor, I am trying to work out how to deal with this
problem.”

The next document in the tray was an interim paper on Civil Service Regulations and
Competitive Examinations. Ruairi rubbed his eyes. He was working hard to keep the past
from clouding his dealings with Noel Kennedy. Although it did not help that he told Noel
only last week that if the work from his area did not improve, it would be either sent out
unchanged or rejected and returned. Both actions would be a major cause of embarrassment
for Noel so it was not going to be easy now to ask his help.

The phone rang and, bracing himself to deal with a man he did not respect, he picked it up,
“Good morning Noel. Yes I’m very well, thank you. Yourself? Good. I’m ringing to organise
a meeting about some papers I’m reading at the moment.
No, not those. It’s about the emigration reports.
Right, I’ll see you then.”
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CHAPTER 13: RELEVANT DOCUMENTS

With thanks to Irish Newspaper Archives & [The Irish Independent] May 6, 1953.

Monday morning came around at a speed which did not impress her. Niamh was also not
impressed with herself because, with only a few days to go, she still was undecided on a
birthday present for Anna. They were due to catch up on the weekend, and she was looking
forward to seeing her.

She looked at the note Mr Woods left on top of her typewriter which said he would be
meeting with Derek Carmichael from the Justice Minister’s office. It also asked her to make
sure his notes on the recent inter-departmental committee meeting set up to prepare annual
reports on employment and unemployment in 1950,51 and 52, were typed up as soon as
possible. A frown appeared on her face as she realised he must have forgotten Lili was on
annual leave for two weeks. Miss McCauley, on loan from Finance, would cover for her. Her
references were excellent and Niamh prayed that she would not take long to settle into
managing the typing pool.

Looking through the papers to be put aside for Mr Woods, Niamh thought he might enjoy a
break in his routine for a few minutes when she showed him the letter received from a Miss
Rankin, a researcher at Boston College Library. A copy of the letter was sent to their area,
and knowing of his interest in Irish literature, in particular, some of the less well-known
eighteenth-century poets, Niamh wanted him to see it before she filed it away.
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She chuckled as she remembered how she had to pretend to be interested in what he was
telling her. But she loved how his face lit up when he spoke about one poet in particular,
Henry McAuliffe, who wrote The Death Lament of Hugh Massey. Reading the letter from
Miss Rankin, Niamh could understand why people were attracted to the study of old
manuscripts. For her part, she loved learning about Irish folklore, and laughed quietly as she
remembered how frightened she was when her mother told her about the Banshee.
Preoccupations with Irish folklore and ancient manuscripts did not feature in Mr Kennedy’s
dealings with their area. From the little Mr Woods said about it, Niamh understood his recent
meeting with Noel Kennedy was not going to improve the relationship. She felt her anger
return as her mind went over the scene in her office when Mr Kennedy shouted at her about
his papers. ‘He’ll have to learn that just because I’m the personal assistant doesn’t mean I
don’t know anything. In fact he’s quite stupid if he hasn’t realised by now how influential we
can be. And I’m still waiting for those papers. Blast him.’

Niamh refocused herself and tried to concentrate on re-checking her diary to make sure she
was organised. This last week was turning out to be strange enough, but the day she showed
Mr Woods copies of memos and correspondence with references to employment agencies
between the various departments, was the oddest of all. His reaction when she stepped into
his office and asked him to read them, together with some of the other correspondence she
found on the topic, surprised her. And she could only put it down to troubles at home.

One document was a memo which covered a letter sent last year from a respectable
gentleman to the Secretary of the Irish Embassy in London. He came to Dublin to see an
employment agency about hiring a young Irish domestic servant and paid a registration fee of
12/6d. He was asked also to pay £8 as an engagement fee and to cover the girl’s travelling
expenses. Every week 10/- was to be deducted from her wages to repay her travelling costs. If
she stayed over six months she was to be refunded £4.5.0. However, what upset him most
seemed to be that when the girl arrived in London, she also had a letter from the employment
agency demanding that she pay an engagement fee. He was angry, and thought it was
criminal that the employment agency was allowed to charge an engagement fee twice.

Niamh was relieved when Mr Woods started asking questions about the document she
showed him.
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“A 10/- per week deduction seems a lot.”
“Yes it does, now have a read of this one. It talks about some of the employment agencies in
Ireland sending girls to England without proper information about where they’ll be working.
Some of the new employers weren’t even notified of when the girl would arrive. It seems, and
I find this hard to believe, one agency when asked about what steps were taken to check on
where the girls would be employed, said there were no checks.”
“I agree Miss O’Connor. It doesn’t make sense if you are in a business that relies on people
paying fees to have jobs found for them, and people paying fees to find staff, that you wouldn’t
do some sort of check-up first?”

Niamh waited while he re-read the page and was caught off guard by his brusque manner when
he asked,
“How much time is this all taking?”
“Don’t worry I am keeping up with all of my work. I think it’s worth it.

She was ready to return to her own office and was surprised when Mr Woods started talking
to her,
“You know I have a sister, Sinéad?”
She knew he was shocked when his mother died and she’d heard he was taking the job of
looking after his young sister and his father very seriously.
“She’s talking about going over to England to work for a while. She wants to earn enough
money to spend a couple of years travelling and she says that she can earn far more in
England than in Ireland.”
“Why does that worry you? She’s well educated and wouldn’t have trouble finding a good job
in London. How old is she?”
“Oh she’s old enough, I know that, but I don’t want to her to leave so I’m looking for reasons
to convince her to stay. But what’s in these papers won’t have any impact on her. No, Miss
O’Connor, it may surprise you to learn that I am interested in the subject of employment
agencies, especially since Sinéad works for the Gale Agency.”
Niamh caught her breath. “The Gale Agency! I know someone who works there.”
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“Really!”
“My friend’s name is Anna O’Rourke. But Gales don’t have any connection with what is
being discussed here in these documents, does it? Will you tell your sister about this?”
“No, from what she has told me I don’t think it does and I don’t want her to worry that
something might be going on. And there’s always protocol to follow.”
“I won’t mention it to Anna either but wouldn’t it be useful to have their perspective?”
“I’ll talk to Sinéad but I have to be careful about it.”
“You know, Anna told me that someone she works with says that lots of Irish women leave
Ireland but we never really know why, or even hear their side of the story.”
“Yes, in a way it’s tragic. But I wouldn’t want to stop someone from doing what they really
want to do, even if it includes leaving Ireland.”
“Even your sister?”
Ruairi laughed, “Indeed.”

Niamh liked to think their conversation that day meant that he was now going to be more
open with her about his life. But this was tempered by the fact that his manner when asking
about her work on employment agencies was abrupt enough to instill a defensiveness she had
not felt around him before.
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CHAPTER 14: SISTERS
July 1954
The month was drawing to a close. Tess re-read the half-finished note in her diary and
groaned as she pulled it closer and started writing.
July 28
It won’t be long before August is here and then I shall soon be leaving for London.
Maeve is going home. Writing to Ellen and asking for help to find work was very
awkward, harder than I thought it would be. When Ellen first left Ireland, Mary
wrote to her, we both did. But there has been so little contact between us in the
last couple of years. Ellen said she’s heard from Mam but there’s still no word on
Mary, and she told me that I shouldn’t worry so much about her, she’s probably
run off with the boy from the bad. And, why would anyone with a family like ours
want to be found?

But that’s the point, how will I know what has happened to her if she doesn’t
contact anyone? Still it’s great to think I’ll see Ellen soon. She writes that she
might have some good news about a job for me as a telephonist in the same
company where she works. Being able to move straight into a new job when I
finish here would be like a dream come true. So far, my life is working out well.
Mr T hasn’t tried anything silly again, and I am pleased that home and Ireland
are now many miles away.

She put the book down on her bed and picked up the letter from her sister, refolded it and
placed it carefully between the pages of the day’s entry. Flicking back through the diary to
when she first arrived on the Isle of Man, she read through a couple of the earlier entries.

June 19
The only topic of conversation around here at the moment is the racing tragedies.
Those poor men! Two motor-bike racers killed in separate incidents in an
International Junior T.T. Race. The first crash was at Bishopscourt (we haven’t
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been there yet) and the second one happened when the rider was cornering and
lost control of the bike. It’s strange to think about the accidents while we are
touring around and eating lunch on fine, warm days.

June 23
Life on the island has settled down very quickly and that is a godsend as the
guesthouse is fully booked for the 1954 season. I was told by one of the cooks
today that while the guest-house might be fully booked, it seems that overall
visitor numbers for the island are down. This rings true as Maeve and I have
noticed the galleries and museums are not in any way crowded when we visit on
our days off. Poor Maeve, she doesn’t like anything about her job except that the
pay is great and some of the guests are very generous. Many of the guests here
have stayed on the island before so they know a lot about the attractions and
other information and they give us some great tips on what to see.

June 25
I think Maeve is really homesick and I have tried to help her settle by making sure
she gets out. Thankfully our days-off often coincide but not always. The thing we
have noticed is that it is much easier if we visit places where we can buy lunch. I
always find trying to decide where to go on our next day off is lots of fun but we
don’t want to spend too much money. I hope she’ll be all right but I am having to
cover for her more and more and I will do this while I can, but there are days
when I can’t be everywhere.

June 26
I have been told I will now be totally responsible for the dining room and ordering
the menus. Should I ask for a pay rise? Since arriving here I have found the work
demanding, but most of my time and energy is spent on being as polite as I can.
Some people must be born complainers. But, I really enjoy being responsible for
running an important part of the guesthouse business, people come to me and
ask me what I want them to do. I love that. I might think about owning my own
business one day.
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As Maeve is my helper in the dining room most of the time our routines have
become easy to manage, and I am trying to make sure our shifts are always the
same. There are some long faces about the place though. I think some of the
locals don’t like those of us who come from out of town. I wonder what it would
be like to live locally and work here.

I don’t think all is well between the two cooks; both are great but you can
certainly tell the difference with breakfast. I wonder if they are on the bottle? The
housekeeper who looks after Mr Turner and his mother’s needs is all right but we
don’t have too much to do with her. Two local women look after cleaning the
guestrooms etc., we occasionally have to help, and I hate cleaning the
bathrooms.

At least the wages and the tips make it all worthwhile, not to mention my friend
David, the gardener and handyman.

‘Back to today.’ She opened up the page and took the letter and placed it in between pages of
the diary.

July 28
Mr Turner told me that his mother wanted to have a meeting next week with me. I
think they want to ask me to work here again next season. But I don’t think so. It all
depends on my work situation I suppose as I have managed to save a lot of money
working here. If she asks, maybe I should think about it, but as I’m going from here to
London I’m not sure where I’ll be next year. And hopefully there’s the job in
Queensway with Ellen. I hope we will like working at the same place together. I hope I
am not going to let her down. What’ll I do if I don’t like it there?

As she read the entry she realised there were people that she would be sorry to say goodbye
to, particularly David, who she found polite and easy to talk to. ‘Yes, there are quite a few
things I enjoy about this place.’
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She did not sleep well last night, but this morning, as she walked down the main staircase and
looked out of the large window towards the sea, she watched the small birds fluttering around
the trees. It was going to be another warm day and the ice-cream stand would be very busy.
Tess’s favourite time was in the afternoon when it was her turn to sell ice-cream from the
huge freezer set up on the porch. Standing next to the freezer might be noisy but it did
provide some pleasure because she could take as much time as she needed to decide which
ice-cream she would have. But not today, she was off for the afternoon and very much
looking forward to getting away when her chores were finished.

She tried to put her thoughts about Ellen’s letter aside but she was upset that there was still no
word from Mary. It was almost as if she had disappeared and would never be heard from
again. ‘How can we never know her story about what happened to her?’ Tess was not
convinced by Ellen’s comments in the letter that Mary’s disappearance could be explained by
not wanting their father to find her and being so unhappy at home. But maybe there was no
need to worry. Both Mary and Ellen hated their father. In truth she knew that they all hated
him, even her mother. ‘My one comfort is that when I saw father thrashing Mary I tried to
stop him even though it didn’t make much difference. But where did he go when mother went
to Dublin? Thank god I’ve left it all behind, and this afternoon I’m going into town after
lunch is served.’
Opening the front door to collect the fresh flowers left there for her to use in the dining room,
she looked up and grinned as she saw the ‘no vacancy’ sign hanging from the front porch. ‘I
can’t wait till that sign says ‘closed’ and a gentle laugh escaped as she closed the door. Now
comfortable in her routine, she was enjoying the familiarity of knowing what to expect.
Smoothing down her neat uniform as she entered the kitchen, she loved the feeling of being a
trained worker wearing the black dress and plain white apron gave her. Although she was
tired, she was going to make sure her work did not take too long. ‘I must not forget to change
my apron before serving lunch. That is definitely not worth getting into trouble over again.’
She paused for a second and passed her fingers over her hair to make sure that nothing was
out of place.
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CHAPTER 15: NOT FINDING THE PERFECT JOB
1954

With thanks to Irish Newspaper Archives and [The Irish Independent] July 5, 1954.

As she folded the paper Orla’s eye was caught by a large advertisement for a new style of
shoe called Erica, ‘I just love that stitching detail and those colours, but not for me yet
anyway.’ Putting all thoughts of lovely shoes aside, she returned to the jobs vacant section of
the newspaper. Her experience at Blakelys was bruising and she spent much of her time
worrying about how she would deal with the issue of Father Flynn and his recommendation.
She decided not to say anything to Marie or Mrs Donnelly although she knew from their
looks they were puzzled about what happened.

The Catholic bookshop she walked past on her way to Blakleys was one possible place to find
someone to talk to, who knew about all things Catholic. But she held back, ‘Blakelys was a
dingy place, maybe he was lying about having to contact my parish priest. I can but hope and
I could give another agency a try.’ After a careful read through the jobs vacant section, the
advertisement that interested her most offered employment in England, wages of £3.5.0 with
fares paid, and religious facilities for the lucky applicant. She flinched when she first read it.
‘What? No religious facilities for the unlucky ones? That’s not fair.’

She could see that some of the employment agencies advertised a range of unspecified
positions on a regular basis. ‘Okay, it looks like Walcott Employment Bureau is the place for
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me, they have a job in London as an experienced general domestic servant. And I think I can
call myself that now.’ She continued to read and her eyes strayed to the advertisement for the
latest Good Housekeeping Magazine. ‘Stop it. Concentrate.’ But then again, maybe I should
learn to sew? I wonder what it would take to move into some other kind of work. I’m not that
old yet and maybe there are things I can do other than cleaning. Whatever happens I’m never
going to be a cook. I’ve enough trouble making porridge for myself when I am starving
hungry in the morning, let alone spending all of my day in the kitchen cooking. Even Nan and
Kathleen said that they would never marry a man who expected them to be great cooks.’

Orla wrote to the Walcott Employment Bureau, and almost as soon as she posted her letter,
she found she was on the lookout for the postman. She was relieved when she received a
reply which requested her to attend an interview at 11 o’clock on Thursday. She was to make
sure she took her references with her. She hoped that the fact that people chose to pay an
agency to find staff meant they would be interested in obtaining good staff and were prepared
to offer good conditions as well as decent wages. The only flaw she found in her argument so
far was what would happen if their response was the same as Blakelys.

Kathleen kept her promise to write about her work at the hospital. From her letters Orla could
tell that she took pleasure from her new job and the fact that she was learning so much. She
was also more involved in after-work activities than she was during her time in Dublin, and
Orla noticed that the name of one man in particular seemed to be appearing more often in
Kathleen’s letters. Nan was also a regular correspondent and Orla often found herself wishing
she had Nan to talk to. She could have written about her worries in her letters to Nan and
Kathleen but she did not want to impose on them. ‘I’m just so lucky to have Nan and
Kathleen as her friends. And I don’t want them to get sick of me.’

Gathering up her cleaning cloths, she made a mental note to ask for the time off she needed
for Thursday’s appointment. Working for Mrs Donnelly was a godsend, and the two dogs
never failed to lighten her day. And then there was Marie who encouraged her not to question
the goodness in life. Saying goodbye, she knew, was going to be very hard. ‘Do I need to go?
If I don’t then I will always question myself. But then if I do go and it doesn’t work out, I will
always chafe myself for leaving when I have such a good place here. But still, the position
here was meant as an act of kindness while I got better and they don’t really need me to stay
on.’
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The days passed but not as quick as she would have liked. Thursday dawned with a slight
mist in the air and Orla was happy it cleared before she caught the bus to Dublin. They were
having some warm weather this week and she looked forward to wearing her pale pink blouse
and dark skirt. The employment agency was in O’Connell Street in the main part of the city
and she enjoyed the walk from the bus stop, happily caught up in the bustle of people rushing
past her. She pushed open the door and walked up the corridor to the waiting room. She could
see a door on the left of the counter, on which sat a small bell.

Typewriters were working at a frenetic pace in another room and as she rang the bell, its ping
coincided with the clanging of a carriage return. She did not have long to wait before a
woman appeared at the counter and smiled at her.
“Good morning.”
“Good morning. I have an 11 o’clock appointment. My name is Orla Mahony.”
“Miss Mahony, if you come with me I’ll take you straight through to Mr Walcott’s office.”
As they walked down to the end of the passageway Orla found herself staring at the back of
the neat black high-heeled shoes and well-groomed figure in a black dress walking down the
passage in front of her. She could not help feeling a little unsophisticated as she looked down
at her well-loved low-heeled tan slip-ons. The woman announced Orla, who was then told by
a man seated at the desk to come in.

Orla sat and nervously looked around and then across at Mr Walcott. He was reading a letter
and making notes on the pages. Finally putting the cap on his pen he looked up at her,
“Sorry, I was just re-reading your letter. You are looking for a position in London as an
experienced general domestic servant?”
“Yes. I have over five years’ experience now and I’ve brought my references with me.”
“Good. Let’s see them.”

She handed over the papers that she carefully placed in her bag before leaving Glasnevin. The
muted clatter of the typewriters could be heard but the rustling of the two references were the
only sounds in the office. The sun streamed through the windows where Orla sat basking in
its warmth. Perched on the edge of her chair she resisted the temptation to smooth her skirt
and flick off the two small pieces of white thread that somehow magicked themselves around
her.
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“These are very good references and you are obviously a very conscientious worker. I have a
few positions that might interest you. One is a general maid’s position in London. Good
family with four boys ranging from eight to nineteen who are away at boarding school and
only home for holidays. You would assist the housekeeper and you may occasionally be
asked to help wait on table when they have a large dinner function. It’s a well-paid position,
£3.15.0 a week. You would have your own room and your fare would be paid. The other is
for an experienced General for four adults near London in a modern home. The wages are
£3.0.0 weekly, fare paid and there is other help in the house. What do you think?”
“I think the second position looking after the adults might be more suitable for me.”
“Good. Look, I meant to tell you that we usually write to your local priest for
recommendation as well. What’s his name?”
“Why do you need to do that? I left my village years ago and I have really good references.”
“It’s our usual practice. We need to be able to guarantee the workers we send to England.
These are good positions and they won’t last long.”
“What will happen if I don’t give you the name of my local priest?”
“What are you trying to hide?’
“Nothing.”
“I can’t give you a job at a good home if I don’t see something from your local priest.”
“But how can it matter when I left home so long ago?”
“It matters to us. Only those with something to hide have trouble with this request.”
“I see.”
“Look, there are several applicants who are suitable for these positions. You need to think
about what you want.”
“Yes, I see that but I wasn’t expecting such a fuss.”
“We are not fussing as you call it, this is how we do business.”
“Just doesn’t make sense.”

She felt like she was a piece of rubbish someone wanted to be rid of as she was marched out
of the office. Walking across O’Connell Street, Orla’s exasperated sigh was accompanied by
a deep frown as she thought about the interview. She knew Mr Walcott’s response was a
possibility, ‘idiot that I am, I now know that I definitely have to do something about bloody
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Father Flynn. Alright then, I’m not far from that Catholic bookshop so I’ll just walk in and
see if someone can help me. I don’t have to act all shy or anything, do I?’

As she walked along she mused about how she would live if she was able to choose. Thinking
back to an article she read in the Irish Press about different career choices open to young
people, she cringed at the thoughts that ran around her head about careers, and her
appointment this morning. She remembered a description of a job for a laundress and while
the pay was similar to what she could earn in London as a general-help, the work seemed
much harder. The article in the paper emphasised the virtues of the position and the good
wages that could be earned, but Orla noticed that a man could earn a lot more for doing the
same work as a woman. ‘That’s my wish, saving enough money to do the courses and
training that I really want. But if I could really have my dream job I would go back to when I
was fifteen and my parents would be supportive of my plans for my future.’
‘Mr Walcott is right I am just putting off the inevitable. But it’s easy to see from the job
advertisements in the papers the more skills you have the more chance you have of getting a
well-paid position.’ Nearing the bookshop she thought about why religious facilities seemed
to be a concern for some people. She was not worried about having access to a Catholic
church near where she worked and as she pushed open the door, the ringing bell which
sounded nothing like the Angelus to her ear, confirmed her assessment.

She walked up to the counter and asked if there was someone she could ask for some
information. The shop was quiet and the young woman came around the counter,
“What do you need help with?”
“I need to talk to someone about getting a recommendation for work from my local parish
priest. I left home years ago but I want to get a new job soon and it all seems so hard without
that piece of paper.”
“It’s true that our local priests offer help in this way. Where do you come from?”
Orla answered her question and took a back step at the response she received.
“Father Flynn? He’s working here in Dublin now. He only arrived a few months ago but he’s
proving to be a wonderful priest.”
“Father Flynn is in Dublin?”
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“Yes, how fortunate for you. And he often pops into our little shop to collect pamphlets for
the church.”
“Oh god!” Orla could feel her stomach heave as her head became light as a feather.
“Yes in fact if you wait a little while he’s due in shortly. Oh how lucky, here he comes now.”
The disconsonant ring of the doorbell was the last sound Orla heard as she fell to the floor.
“Oh heavens, Father Flynn help me here will you.” Orla could feel arms around her body
lifting her up.
“I’ll just get a chair for her to sit on.”
“It’s all right now, here have a drink of water, it will help you.”
“I’m okay, thank you.”
“Drink a little more please.”
She took another sip and handed back the glass to the young woman whose face was filled
with kindness shining through her soft eyes.
“So, this is little Orla. I would not have recognised you I think.”
“Hello Father Flynn.”
“And so this is where you ended up. Dublin. You do know how angry your mother was with
you don’t you. Running away like that.”
“Mother was very angry with me before I left Father Flynn.”
“Aye well. Eva here says you need my help.”
“It doesn’t matter now.”
“Don’t be so stubborn Orla, what is it you need?”
“I’m thinking of going to England. If I use an employment agency, I’m told I have to have a
recommendation from my local priest to support my other references.”
“Yes, it’s a stupid idea in my opinion and I spend most of my spare time writing letters. But I
hardly know you now and I can’t lie.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well you ran away from home and we never heard from you.”
“That’s a lie. I did write.”
“Did you. Your mother never said a word about that to me.”
“I did, often.”
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Orla made to get out of the chair and Eva held her arm. “You don’t have to leave yet, does
she Father Flynn? You must be able to do something to help her?”
“I could write a letter about her achievements at school but it would still come down to her
character. Such a day-dreamer. And the fact remains, she ran away.”
“Why did you do that?’ Orla turned to Eva to answer.
“Thank you for trying to help. I had to leave, life at home was terrible.”
“You should have stayed Orla, we have a duty to our families to help them.”
“No, Father Flynn, we have a duty to be honest.”

As she walked towards the shop door, she turned
“You should change this bell, it’s terrible.” Eva chuckled but Orla could still see the concern
in her eyes, as she followed her to the door.
“I’m always here if you want to talk to someone Orla.” She whispered.
“And before you go, I’ve got a pamphlet you might like to read if you do decide to go to
England.” Orla took the papers Eva gave her and read the title, The Catholic Handbook for
Irish Men and Women Going to England. She was about to thank Eva when Father Flynn
interrupted her,
“Orla.” Father Flynn walked towards her. “If you want my help I might be able to do
something, but you have to attend my church here.”
“I work in Glasnevin Father.”
“Well isn’t there a church there?”
“I don’t know.”
“See what I have to deal with Eva. Think about what I said.”
“Yes Father.”

As she opened the door the bell boomed in her ears. The door shut behind her and she felt her
feet step into the street. Control of her body was her main concern as she crossed the road.
Orla looked around and decided to walk through St Stephen’s Green. Outside the gate she
could see the Shelbourne Hotel and she watched as people rushed past her, crossing the road
to walk up the steps and through the front doors to the inner sanctum. She heard about the
Gresham and the Shelbourne hotels from Mrs E who was very pleased to tell her what an
honour it was to work at these establishments. Standing across the road watching the doors
open and close as they swallowed and discharged the patrons, she wondered what it was like
inside.
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The edge of the pavement rose to meet her as she fell into the road. She tried to scramble up
and through the fog she could hear a concerned voice,
“Are you all right, here let me help you. You’ve dropped your bag and your papers as well.”
Strong arms guided her to the pavement.
“It was an accident wasn’t it? Look there’s a bench just near that gate there. Let’s sit down.”
“I’m good, really, thank you. Yes it was an accident. I had a bit of a shock a few minutes ago
but I’m fine now.
“I’m glad. Here’s your stuff.”
“Thank you again.”
“Just so long as you are alright, you said you had a shock. I live not far from here. Would you
like a cup of tea or something to eat?”
“No, really. You’ve been most kind.”
“I couldn’t help notice you’ve marked a couple of employment agency advertisements for
jobs in England. Are you looking for work there?”
“Yes, why?”
“Oh nothing, it’s just that a friend of mine works at Gales employment agency, and they are
very good I believe.”
“I’ve tried to find work though a couple of agencies but they’re not very helpful.”
“Why’s that?”
“I can’t supply them with a recommendation from my local priest. I left home years ago.”
“I’m sure Gales could help. Anna said they really care about their people.”
Orla looked at the other women and smiled.
“Oh my goodness. You’re crying. Are you sure you’re alright?”
“I’m sorry, I didn’t realise my eyes were watering.” Orla wiped the tears ashamed they would
not stop.”
“There’s no need to be ashamed of a few tears when someone is being kind to you.”
“Thank you.”
“My friend’s name is Anna and I’ll let her know if you like.”
“I’d like to check out the advertisements again first but thank you. My name is Orla, Orla
Mahony. What’s yours?”
“I’m Niamh O’Connor. If you do contact them, let Gales know they have been recommended
to you. It might help strengthen your case for a good position.”
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“I will.”
“Anna tells me they really care about what they do. I’d better run. Nice to meet you. Look
after yourself.”

Gathering herself together Orla walked to the bus stop hoping she would not miss the next
bus to Glasnevin. She sensed most of her thoughts over the next few days would be occupied
with her meeting with Father Flynn. But there was now a surprising lightness in her heart
after meeting Niamh O’Connor.

Even though this morning was one she would never forget she felt as if she was making
progress, and the seagulls screeching from the bridge nearby seemed to agree with her. The
sound of the buses and cars rolling past jolted her out of her reverie, and a clock bell striking
1 o’clock prompted her to quicken her pace, as she set off for the bus station.
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CHAPTER 16: LONDON LICENCE OPPOSED

With thanks to Irish Newspaper Archives & [The Irish Independent] July 22, 1954.

Thursday’s meeting with Noel Kennedy did not go well and Ruairi chided himself now for
calling Noel an idiot, again. ‘Not the best way for me to secure his agreement to work
together in a respectful way.’ He left Noel’s office feeling angry with himself for not being
more diplomatic. But in the face of Noel’s criticism, he was unable to stop himself from
telling Noel that his refusal to work co-operatively with the other departments would be
remembered.

Life at home was no cheerier. Sinéad was moody, and it seemed she was still pushing ahead
with her plans to move to England before travelling the world. He did manage to catch up
with his father, but decided he would not be in such a rush next time. His father was blaming
him for not doing enough to stop Sinéad from leaving. ‘Why can’t I just have a quiet life?’

At work, the only light in his life at the moment as far as he could see was that Miss Niamh
O’Connor still managed to keep everything in his office running as smooth as a hole-in-one.
Although, he was a little worried as he couldn’t help overhearing her telling Lili the other day
about ‘her mother the activist’ and that she made an appointment to have her hair cut very
short. Lili offered encouragement to Niamh to change her hair-style and while she was at it,
look at some of the new dresses and coats coming in for Autumn. For his part, he hoped she
would not change too much.

Ruairi made time to read the Commission on Emigration and Other Population Problems
reports. They formed a massive document, and he knew he was not the only one to struggle
through them. He tried to be more enthusiastic but the only item of interest in the report for
him was the reference to employment agencies. The Commission identified that, on the
whole, their practices were not a cause for concern as there were already limited control
measures in place under the Public Health Acts Amendment Act of 1907.
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Niamh knocked on the door and walked in. Placing a file down on his desk she opened it,
took out a newspaper article and handed it to Ruairi.
“Can you please have a look at this newspaper report? It’s about an employment agency in
London, owned by someone who also owns an agency in Limerick.”
“All right, so long as it doesn’t take too long.”
Ruairi took the clipping from her and started reading as she left his office. When he finished
he put the paper on his desk and walked to the door.
“Come in Miss O’Connor. Let’s just have a quick chat about this.”

He went back to his desk and waited for her to sit down.
“As I understand it, Mr Woods, the owner of the agency in London applied to have his
licence renewed but it was refused on the grounds that the business was not properly
conducted.”
“They say here that it was refused because he brought foreign girls to England. The girls are
mostly from Southern Italy although there were a few from Ireland as well.”
“Mr Woods, I can’t believe how the Irish girls are described. One is said to be completely
illiterate and has to carry her name written on a piece of paper with her everywhere she goes.
Another, who was hired to take charge of a child was not a mother’s help but more like a field
worker.”

The piece that Niamh showed him was long and detailed but Ruairi thought that it might only
involve a few isolated incidents.
“Have you finished reading it yet, Mr Woods?”
“What?” Ruairi looked up as Niamh placed another document on his desk.
“What’s this?”
“I’ve been talking to my colleagues and I’ve been given a couple of papers for a short time
only. Others I’ve found in our files.”
“I see. Perhaps we should put them all together and then I’ll look at them.”
“The only problem with that Mr Woods if you’ll pardon my saying it, is that you are very
busy.”
“I’m meant to be busy.”
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“But Mr Woods, it’s a church testimonial. The Italian Church in Clerkenwell in London put it
in the paper last week and it praises the work of the agency in bringing migrants to London,
and for the hope it gives to those wanting to live there.”
“Miss O’Connor. Please don’t say anymore. I haven’t time to deal with this now so put it on
file and I will look at it later.”
“I have to give these papers back. It won’t take long. I promise.”
“I appreciate your dedication here but this is nothing new. From what I’ve heard its becoming
increasingly difficult to help certain categories of displaced people because of the closure of
the International Refugee Organisation in 1952.”
“Well on the surface it seems like this agency is trying to help. But it all came to an end, in
London anyway. They refused to renew his licence.”

Ruari felt his nerves reach a point of crankiness as Niamh pushed the documents forward for
him to read, today of all days.
“Miss O’Connor, before we go too much further can you please put all of this information
together in tabular form. That’ll make it easier for us to see if there is enough material to
warrant concern.”
“As you wish, Mr Woods.”
“You disapprove?”
“No, of course not.”
“You are more than qualified to do this Miss O’Connor and I’ll leave it in your hands. We
can check it through together when you finish if you like.”
Ruairi handed Niamh the papers and watched as she strode out of the office. He returned to
the papers on his desk but he could not help wondering whether he would ever be able to
reduce the growing pile, many of which would need major amendments.

A few minutes later he looked up and saw that Niamh was again standing by his desk.
“Mr Woods, I forgot to show you this one.” Before he could protest, Niamh pushed a small
news-clipping she found loose in the file on top of the other papers he was reading.
“It’s dated June 8th 1953 and describes how an Italian maid working in Limerick disappeared
in strange circumstances. We never hear their side of the story do we Mr Woods?
“No. I suppose not. ”
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“Unless we can talk to the people who are involved with employment agency businesses, we
won’t ever know what was not written, and if what is written is the truth.”
“We’ll have to leave our philosophical questions for another time I’m afraid. I must get on
with that report.”
“I’m sorry I barged in, it’s just that I really want to close the file on this task.”
“I didn’t realise it was exasperating you to such an extent. But you were right to say
something. What happened to the Italian maid, do you know?”
“I’m not exasperated as you put it. Only, these are real people we are reading and talking
about and I had no idea how hard life was for some people. Anyway, the Garda found her, she
was fine but there was never any explanation about what happened. Only that she left
Limerick.”
“I see.”
“Have you talked to Mr Kennedy like you promised Mr Woods?”
“Yes. It was not a productive meeting.”
“It’s just that I’m a worried about him and what he says sometimes.”
“Oh?”
“It’s nothing. Sorry.”

Ruari watched Niamh walk away, head bent and he understood he could no longer put off
making a decision about continuing to work on the employment agency task. It was clearly
upsetting Niamh and although there were still informal talks going on, they were no closer to
knowing whether there would even be an interdepartmental committee set-up. It was also
starting to rankle that all her work might be a waste of time. Although, they learned about one
of the many methods young people were using to leave Ireland, in the end what could anyone
do to stop them.
“Excuse me, Mr Woods. Mr Frank and Mr Terry are outside. They’re here for their three
o’clock appointment with you.” Ruairi moaned under his breath.
“Thank you, Miss O’Connor.”
He walked to the door and escorted the men to seats around the small table.
“I’m sorry if you had to wait to see me gentlemen. How can I help?”
George Frank spoke first.
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“We need to talk about the staffing issues, Mr Woods. As you know, we are doing more work
with less staff and it can’t continue.”

Edward Terry, interrupting, added heatedly,
“This isn’t a new issue Mr Woods. We asked you to do something about it months back.”
“Gentlemen, please. I’ve spoken with the Assistant Secretary. But you know the feelings in
Finance and the House at the moment.”
“It’s all right Edward, I understand it’s never a good time Mr Woods, but you have to speak
up for us now. Get permission so we can recruit more staff. If they want the job done properly
they have to realise that we need the people to do it.”

Ruairi admired George Frank for his cool tones and his great peacemaking abilities, but he
also knew that Edward Terry was right.
“Look, why don’t you give me details about what the extra work requires in terms of staff
expertise, how many extra people we need, and at what level.”
“You mean numbers and ranks?”
“Yes, exactly, Ted. If I am to go cap in hand again I need to put a better case. I can’t just
make a load of demands.” He stood up.
“I know it’s hard but please give me that information before the end of the week.”
“You know, Mr Woods that Finance is pushing for more and more staffing cuts don’t you?”
“Yes, Ted I know that, had to sit through some rather unpleasant meetings last week. And, I
still haven’t heard yet how our department will be impacted with the change in government.”

As George and Ted got up to leave, turning towards the door George paused mid-stride and
turned around to face Ruairi,
“How is your father? Politics is a game for fools. You know that well enough but you’d better
be careful.”
Ruairi laughed but stopped conscious that Ted was standing nearby.
“I know George. Thanks. Have you seen him lately?”
“Not for a while now, I owe him a drink so it’s time to have a catch-up soon. Do you ever
think of following him into politics?”
“God no! I’ve enough trouble dealing with his complaints as it is. Get back to me quick as
you can with that information.”
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Leaving the office later than usual, Ruairi tried to corral his thoughts as he walked. The frown
creasing his forehead spoke of his frustration. He did not want to acknowledge there were too
many questions he knew he would never be able to answer. He looked around as his eyes
grew accustomed to the dimming day. Despite appreciating the ambience as the evening
turned cool around him, he found his mind was trapped by what he read in the files now
safely secured in his office. ‘Niamh’s right, these are real people’s lives we are reading and
talking about.”

He was not surprised that people were calling on the government to do more to help people
leaving Ireland. Nor was he surprised there was little empathy for those who were leaving.
‘Why on earth did the Minister for Justice refuse in 1948 to set up some sort of a register of
employment agencies despite repeated calls for their control? Sometimes, it would make
sense for politicians to just listen to what people are saying.’

His frustration grew as he crossed Merrion Square. There was another meeting booked with
Noel Kennedy tomorrow and just thinking about it caused him to grind his teeth. Forcing
himself to take a deep breath and look around as he walked, he realised that it would be better
to focus on the fact that it was indeed a pleasant evening. He felt his heart relax, ‘I really must
sort out this matter with Noel. Working with him is a nightmare and I haven’t forgotten what
happened last time he was in Dublin, damn it. But if I’m not careful, it’ll be my head on the
block.’ He fumbled with his key as he opened the door before stepping through and slamming
it behind him.
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CHAPTER 17: IN TABULAR FORM, GIRLS SEARCHING FOR BETTER LIVES

With thanks to Irish Newspaper Archives & [The Independent] February 27, 1954.

Going through the papers in the in-tray, Niamh was quick to sort out what would need her
immediate attention and what could be delegated. She was pleased to note the paper relating
to a Dáil Question about how many domestic servants were registered at Northumberland
House and Victoria Street was available at last, and she put it with the other papers for Mr
Woods.

Thinking back over their last interaction she was more than annoyed by his anger when she
tried to show him what she found. He could be hard on his staff when he was stretched, but
she thought the documents relating to employment agencies given to her by trusted work
colleagues, were important to the work she was doing, ‘and why am I the only one involved
in this work? We don’t even know whether there will be an inter-departmental enquiry.’

Mr Woods was not as happy at work as he usually was and not for the first time, Niamh
found herself wondering about his home life, ‘just wish he would let his sister grow up. For
heaven’s sake, at least she already has a good job. And then there’s the history between him
and Mr Kennedy. Whenever the two of them meet, or even if I just have to organise a
meeting, there is a tension in the air you almost need a ladder to climb over.’

Niamh was not comforted to realise how little she understood about the world beyond her
own. She knew her friend Anna worked in an employment agency, but she knew nothing
261

about the lives of people who used them. She was also surprised to find there were some
complaints about employment agency practices, and some seemed to be quite lucrative
businesses.

At first she resented having to do the preliminary work for an interdepartmental conference
that was yet to be confirmed. But, the more she looked into the matter, the more interested
she became. Meeting Orla Mahony was the catalyst for her to try and understand as much as
she could about why so many young women left Ireland. ‘There might be men too, but most
of what I’m reading is about young women.’ Pushing up the sleeves of her jumper, she
walked over and closed the door. ‘That’s better, shouldn’t be too many interruptions now, and
if Mr Woods knows what’s good for him, he better not interrupt me till I’m finished.’

She spread the documents referencing employment agencies in date order across her desk and
started to make detailed notes. Writing the last entry she was surprised at how much
information she gathered just by rummaging through a few files. ‘Heavens, I’m never going
to finish typing this up. And, unfortunately, it’s not a job for the typing pool.’ Putting all
thoughts aside about what else she could be doing, by the end of the morning she was happy
that her typed listing was complete and surprised it only covered two pages.
Reading it through for errors, her heart felt calm, ‘Not bad for a first draft. Just have to retype that last page which won’t take long at all. It’s ironic that before 1952, it seems there
were concerns about foreign domestic servants working in Ireland, at a time when so many
young women from Ireland were taking work as domestic servants in Britain.
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1a

Date
21st Jun.
1947

1b

27th Jun.
1947

2

12th Jul.
1947

3

22nd Jun.
1948

4

14th Jul.
1948
9th Mar.
1950

5

6

19th Jan.
1952

7

23rd Oct.
1952

8

29th Oct.
1952
18th Nov.
1952
11th Mar.
1953
3rd Jul. 1953

9
10
11
12

25th
Jul.1953

13

13th Aug.
1953

14

24th Aug.
1953

15

25th Aug.
1953

16

25th Aug.
1953

Document Details
DIC Memo about 1946 IDC on Immigration set-up to examine issue of public
interest regarding the existing restrictions on immigration of persons, particularly
women, desiring to take employment in Ireland.
Extract from the Cabinet Minutes relating to relaxation of restrictions on the entry
of ‘alien-female’ domestic servants and others. Approval given to implement the
IPC recommendations regarding their employment subject to conditions.
“Evening Herald” clipping on shortages of domestic help in Ireland. Many Irish
housewives happy at prospect of importing help from abroad when Govt. approved
employment of ‘aliens’ as domestic servants. The Irish Women Workers' Union
protested and pointed out that it was higher pay and better working conditions
elsewhere causing the exodus of domestic servants from Ireland.
“Irish Independent” clipping containing reference to suggestions in annual report of
Irish Housewives’ Association to improve the status of women. These included:
“equal pay for equal work, no dismissal of women on marriage, modification of the
law of inheritance and improvement in conditions of work and pay of nurses and
domestic servants”.
Dáil Éireann Debate. PQ on private employment agencies and the overcharging of
fees. Justice Minister responded that his Dept.is not responsible for these agencies.
Dept. Conf. No 178 - Employment of German Girls for Domestic Work. The
Catholic Social Service Welfare Bureau’s concerns at reports of exploitation of
these girls.
“Limerick Leader” clipping about a 50,000 mile trip by Limerick Employment
Bureau owner, to find positions for displaced Continental Catholics in Canada,
USA, NZ and Australia on behalf of various Catholic organisations.
Letter from Irish Embassy in London to DEA regarding complaint about Dublin
employment agency charging fees to both employers and domestic servants for
same service.
Letter from DEA to Justice Dept. about plight of young Irish girls in England.
Letter from Justice Dept. to Taoiseach Dept. saying that Minister for Justice would
not set up a Register of Employment Agencies.
Dáil Debates. Mr. Hickey asked a number of questions about the number of
registered employment agencies in each city and the fees charged.
Minutes of Meeting of BVA and NCSTP. Jewish, C. of E. and RC organisations
represented. Welfare of Irish girls in GB discussed.
Extract from Annual Report of the International Bureau for STP. Minutes of 3/7
BVA/NCSTP meeting and other enclosures on problems of Irish girls emigrating to
England, forwarded to Taoiseach.
Letter from Health Dept. to DEA about proposal to appoint Welfare Officer within
Irish Embassy in London. Health Dept. There is concern about possible increase in
unmarried girls who emigrate when pregnant; some young women losing control of
themselves and needing help. Suggested that a female be appointed to the position.
Letter from Rev James Kavanagh, on emigration. Refers to BVA and ICGPS
reports of many young Irish girls sent to England by employment agencies, arriving
penniless, often without references or employer’s legible address. These girls would
be lost without English organisations like the CWL, the Legion of Mary or BVA.
Advocates licensing employment agencies and higher age limits for minors
travelling to England.
Memo from CWL on Irish Girls emigrating to England. Student nurses not a
problem and girls securing jobs through employment agencies and/or newspaper
ads generally O.K. However, CWL dealt with 70 Irish women who arrived from
Ireland without money, jobs to go to, or friends/contacts to help them. Often they
carried no luggage. Irish women often appeared in police courts. CWL concerned
about increasing number found by moral welfare officers to be in difficulties
particularly those aged from 14 to 20.
Report from BVA C’ttee for STP outlining concerns about unsatisfactory
employment agency practices. Referred to “white slave” traffic in England.
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18

5th Nov.
1953

19

11th Jan.
1954

20

13th Feb.
1954

21

22nd Jul.
1954

22

30th Jul.
1954
7th Aug.
1954

23

Memo from DEA to Taoiseach Dept. about problems arising from young girls
emigrating to Britain, and suggestion from CWL employment agencies should be
licensed.
“Irish Independent” article about Father Leonard Shell’s appeal on behalf of
ICGPS. He said that “white slave” traffic in England was as prevalent as ever. The
ICGPS aims to care for Catholic girls, meet them on arrival, find accommodation
and, if necessary, get them employment. Father Shell urged girls going to
employment to England to contact ICGPS before they left Ireland.
Letter from DEA to Taoiseach Dept. about problem of Irish girls emigrating to
Britain. Advised that Welfare Officer was now appointed at Irish Embassy in
London, and made further suggestions about legislative control of employment
agencies.
“Irish Independent” clipping about Benedict Employment Bureau’s London licence
renewal application – opposed because of concerns about owner’s alleged improper
conduct. Adjourned till 30/7.
Irish Independent clipping. Application for a licence renewal of London office of
Benedict Employment Bureau refused by LCC Public Control Committee.
“Limerick Leader”. - Church Testimonial placed by Father Mario Moriconi praising
Benedict Employment Bureau and its work to place emigrants in work.

Relief spread across her face and her eyes lit up now the tabular listing was finished and she
carefully pinned the pages together. Looking up as Lili knocked and stood at the door, Niamh
nodded her head at Lili’s arched eyebrows.
“Yes, I know we are going to have lunch together. I’m nearly finished.”
Lili smiled.
“I’ll wait, shall I?”

Lili cried out as she was pushed aside as Noel Kennedy strode into the office. Niamh dropped
the papers on the desk and ran over to Lili who was rubbing her shoulder.
“Are you all right?”
“I’ll be fine.”
Noel Kennedy seemed oblivious to the accident.
“Good morning Miss O’Connor. Miss Cussen.”
“What can I do for you Mr Kennedy?” Niamh responded as she walked back to her desk but
did not sit down.
“Mr Woods and I have an appointment later today and I want him to look over these
beforehand.”
“I’ll see that he gets them, he’s not in at the moment.”
“Out again? Where is he?” The change in tone alerted Niamh and she straightened her back.
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“He has several appointments today but I’ll make sure he sees these before the meeting.” She
watched as Noel Kennedy turned and made to walk out but instead of leaving the office he
turned to Lili.
“Have those drafts I left with you yesterday morning been finished?”
“Yes, Mr Kennedy, I’ve just left them with your secretary.”
“Why weren’t they ready yesterday afternoon?”
“I’m sorry Mr Kennedy but there was work with a higher priority which had to be done first.”

Niamh grimaced at the tone he used when questioning Lili and she could see from the scowl
crossing Mr Kennedy’s face that the situation was about to get out of hand. She walked to the
door and prayed that Noel Kennedy would not see how badly her hands were shaking. She
grabbed the door handle,
“Mr Kennedy, I’ll pass those papers on to Mr Woods but I need to talk to Miss Cussen now.”
“What. Women gossiping at work again?”
“Mr Kennedy!”
“Your mother should never accept such behaviour as you are displaying here this morning.”
“Do you know my mother?”
“Not personally, but my mother has spoken highly of her and I wouldn’t like her to be
disappointed by your behavior.”
“I’m not comfortable that you are discussing me with your mother.”
“I don’t waste my time by discussing civil servants with my mother. But you should
understand that certain circles are very small in Dublin.”
“I do understand that all too well Mr Kennedy. Enough at least to know that I can tell you not
to make any more references to my family. It is not appropriate.”
“The point is Miss O’Connor, that Dublin is a small place when it comes to people’s
reputations.”
“You are not telling me anything I don’t already know. And maybe you should remember
how small they are as well.”

Noel Kennedy glared at them and marched out of the room. Niamh shut the door behind him.
“Oh my God, Niamh. You were so brave.”
Niamh collapsed against the door.
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“I don’t know, but he keeps referring to my family You know, I’d heard about how he talks to
other women around here, particularly those in the typing pool. He is such a bully. We just
have to stand up to him at some time.”
“Are you worried about what he said about your reputation? Will you tell Mr Woods?”
“I’ve been worried for weeks about what he might say about my family. I think I will need to
talk to Mr Woods as soon as he gets back. But he’s not my favourite person at the moment.”
“Oh?”
“Anyway, it’s not me I’m worried about but my mother. She relies on her reputation, her
friends mean a lot to her, and she would be very upset at the thought she might lose her
standing in the community.”
“Well thank you for standing up for me. Where is Mr Woods this morning?”
“He has an appointment with the Secretary.”
“The Secretary. What about, do you know?”
“He has quite a few issues to discuss I think, and he has certainly been very testy of late.”
“You’re not going off him are you?”
“Sometimes I’m not sure.”
“C’mon then let’s go. I need that cup of tea.”
“Just give me a minute while I put this stuff on his desk. Anyway, it’s nearly the weekend and
thank God for it.”
“Say that again.”
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CHAPTER 18: THE GALE EMPLOYMENT AGENCY

August 1954
As Sinéad entered the door to the Gale Employment Agency she hoped she would be so busy
today that she would be able to stop thinking about last night. The row with Ruairi was almost
monumental and both of them made some very regrettable remarks. ‘I just wish Ruairi would
find a new love interest or something.’

She used to love going home after work, but now she felt happiest when she was at work and
as she walked into her office this morning, she could not believe her eyes. Miss Brown stood
in the middle of the room holding a newspaper open and was reading aloud. The others stood
in enthralled attention. Looking across, Anna motioned to her.
“Sinéad. Quick, come here. They’ve found that girl who went missing.”
Miss Brown looked up from the paper before continuing, “A young woman missing for
several months has been found working in Wales. The family is very sorry for the
inconvenience and worry they’ve caused everyone. I’m surprised there’s a notice in the paper.
Although it is small.”
“Oh how wonderful, she’s been found.” chuckled Gretta.
“Indeed it is. Do you think we can stop now and have a cup of tea?” Anna’s enthusiastic
response was greeted happily by the others as they turned expectant eyes on Miss Brown.
“No Anna. We’ve a lot to do today, and people will be here soon. Back to work now. We’ll
have our break at the normal time.”
“But how do we know it’s the same girl who went missing in March. I thought her name was
Mary. Mary Madden. And there’s no name on that notice. And I thought her mother wanted it
kept quiet?”
Sinéad’s comments about the missing girl were drowned out as Miss Brown continued giving
instructions to the others as they returned to their desks, but Anna interrupted.
“Wait a minute Miss Brown. I remember that name, Madden. I think I saw it somewhere
recently when I was back-checking some book entries. Maybe it’s in Miss Gale’s appointment
book.”
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Sinéad rushed out of the office behind Anna, through the waiting room, and straight to Anna’s
desk.
“Have a look will you Anna.”
“Give me a minute, Sinéad.” The others followed them and waited.

She flipped the appointment book open and leafed through the pages. Everyone was very
quiet while she checked.
“Here it is. Miss Gale did have an appointment booked with a Miss Mary Madden in March.
But she never showed up. Miss Gale wasn’t happy about it either. See, some rather terse
remarks here.”
Miss Brown walked over to the book and looked at the page. “Did she book the appointment
herself? Miss Gale didn’t say anything at the time, and how come you’ve only just
remembered?”
“I…”
“Well, actually she did say something to me.” Sinéad felt her stomach twist inside out as she
interrupted.
“There wasn’t a chance to tell you at the time.” She felt as if she were glass as their stares
looked straight through her. “I’m sorry, really.”
“Why did you keep it to yourself?”
“I didn’t keep it to myself Miss Brown, so much as there wasn’t the opportunity to tell you,
and then we were so busy I forgot.”

Sinéad could see everyone looking at each other wondering what they should do. Anna
responded for them all,
“What did Miss Gale say?’
“Only that she was told that a young girl was possibly missing. Miss Gale said that the girl’s
family was quite well connected and that our agency was not involved in any way.”
“Are we Sinéad?”
Miss Brown interrupted, “No Anna. Of course not. And her mother never came here.”
“But Miss Brown, shouldn’t we talk to someone about this?”
“Sinéad, I don’t think anything strange is going on here, the fact that there is no name on the
notice is sort of consistent with keeping it quiet.”
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Sinéad was surprised by Miss Brown’s rebuke and walking back towards her own office, she
stopped to talk to Anna.
“I’m sorry, really.”
“It’s all right you haven’t committed a great mortal sin. The girl’s mother never came here, so
maybe the situation did settle down, and she might not want to be found. And really, why are
we getting so upset about it?”
“I don’t know, but it just seems all very confused and it is an aspect of our work that we don’t
seem to talk about much.”
“What is?”
“Well what happens to these young women going over to England if the jobs don’t work out.
What happens if they become destitute? Which paper was Miss Brown reading?”
“The Irish Press. Yes, but they can contact us and we will look out for them.”
“That’s our ethos, but we know that doesn’t happen everywhere. I just keep seeing the ads in
the papers about the money the Sisters are always trying to raise for homeless women. Maybe
we could do, no should do, more. May I borrow the paper?”
Anna smiled as she whispered, “No extra cup of tea this morning then? Yes, I understand
what you are saying and maybe we do need to think more about this. But at least here we
make sure the women know where they are going, and they have our address if they need
help.”
“I’ll let you have this back as soon as I’ve finished. Just need to check and see if any of the
other papers have reported anything. They might have more information. I can do it at the
same time as I do the other work for Mr Gale.”
“You were told to leave it alone Sinéad.”
“I know.” She quipped.
Sinéad was relieved to see Anna smile, it was a work friendship she did not want to lose.
Although, all thoughts of trying to do her own detective work soon flew out of her mind as
Miss Brown shouted for Gretta to answer the damn phone.

Taking the paper, Sinéad took her time walking back to her own office and sitting down. She
moved her in-tray to one side and slid the typewriter over to the other side of the desk and
spread the paper out to read the notice about the missing girl. It was short, and just as Miss
Brown read out. Sinéad then opened the paper to the ‘Situations vacant’ and ‘Situations
wanted’ sections.
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“Why are you looking through the ads today?”
“Oh Anna, you startled me.”
“As Miss Brown said, why are you doing it?”
“I told you, he has a very important client from London coming in later this morning.”
“But usually Miss Gale takes over everything when he’s busy.”
“I know that, and no, I don’t know why he wants me to look at the papers today.”
“Have you noticed that something’s going on between those two?”
“I have noticed that he does seem to be moving more work your way these days Miss Anna.
Better watch out or you’ll have increased responsibilities before you know it.”
“I don’t think so Sinéad. Haven’t you also noticed Mr Gale and I have been involved in quite
a few little clashes lately. And anyway, he likes you the best.” Anna chuckled and walked
back to her desk.
‘I wonder what she meant by that for heaven’s sake. I must ask her later.’ Once Sinéad was
finished with the paper she folded it and put it on the pile with the rest of the documents she
was planning to talk to Mr Gale about.
“Sinéad, where’s Mr Gale?”
“Oh. I. Good morning Miss Gale, I didn’t realise you were standing there. I thought you
weren’t coming in till later.”
“I need your help with the latest entries in the receipt books. I can’t read a word.”
“Miss Gale, have you heard? They’ve found a young woman who has apparently been
missing for a while?”
“No! Have they? Well then that’s good news for a change.”
“There’s a small notice in the paper, see.” Sinéad picked up the paper and handed it to Miss
Gale to read. It’s on page three.”
“Must be a relief for the family.”
“Yes I imagine so. Do you remember telling me about that missing Irish girl?”
“No.”
“Oh, really. Well, it now turns out that she did have an appointment booked with you, but she
never showed up. Anna has your appointment book.” Miss Gale handed the newspaper back
to Sinéad.
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“I’ll go and have a look. If you must know Sinéad, I did speak to someone ages ago about a
young woman who seemed to have gone missing, and I was assured that she was very well
settled in a good job near London.”
“So, it’s not the same girl.”
“Lots of young women leave Ireland. You are making a mountain out of a molehill. Finish
whatever it is you’re doing while I go and talk to Anna. I’ll be up in my office in a few
minutes.”
“Miss Gale. Here’s the appointment book, and I’ve brought the receipt books as well. I’ll have
the invoice books for you in a few minutes.” Declared Anna, as she walked over to Sinéad’s
desk,
“I couldn’t help overhear you talking about them and here they are.”
“I’ll take the appointment book with me. Bring the rest as soon as you’ve finished Sinéad.
Anna, you come too.”

Sinéad turned to Anna and smiled as Miss Gale strode out of the room.
“Miss Brown told us not to say anything. Where is she anyway?” Anna whispered.
“Well Miss Brown doesn’t control everything I do. And I haven’t a clue what is happening
around this place this morning?”
“Chin up, let’s get this meeting with dragon-lady over and then we can get on with what’s
important.”
“What’s that?”
“Lunch.”
“I can’t wait, the air has just got so heavy around here.”
Sinéad was surprised by the warmth in the day and she crossed to the shady side of O’Connell
Street. As she walked she could feel the worries of the morning recede. She took off her jacket
and carried it on her arm with her handbag, and relaxed into the scene around her. People
were coming and going, bright in their summer outfits and intent on their business. Anna for
her part, was detained with Miss Gale as they discussed the latest round of jobs they were
going to advertise.
The traffic in O’Connell Street was flowing smoothly for a change, and she thought she could
almost feel the rhythm of the city. There was a purpose to what was happening around her and
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she felt it encompassing her and taking her forward. She was glad to have time to reflect on
the morning. ‘Why did I feel so upset about this missing girl? Miss Brown’s right, there are
often notices in the paper about people who have gone missing, or have been found. And so
many young women are leaving Ireland.
I just wish I didn’t see that notice the Sisters placed in the paper yesterday about fund-raising
for those poor women and children. At least Miss Gale was able to explain about her
connections to someone who knew the Madden family. Sinéad walked closer to gaze at the
treasures on display in the window of the jewellery shop she was passing, ‘such gorgeous
rings. Let me see, diamond, sapphire or ruby? What about diamonds and sapphires, I think
they would look great on my fingers.’ She sighed as she looked at her freckled skin and turned
away from the window to make her way back to work.
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CHAPTER 19: PROGRESS AT LAST
August 1954
“Mr Cosgrave said that it was no secret that emigrants, with their
increasing influence and standing in the countries to which they
went, helped Ireland to achieve the independence which most of
the country now enjoyed.
The problem of reaching so many people so widely scattered
around the world was, however, very considerable for a small
country like Ireland.
Another reason why Ireland should take some pains to spread
correct information about herself abroad was that for many years
Irish people had been getting a bad Press through most of the
English-speaking world.” (Minister Cosgrave, reported in the Irish
Independent, Friday, October 15, 1954.)
With thanks to Irish Newspaper Archives & [The Irish Independent] October 15, 1954.

Mrs Donnelly and Marie were still encouraging her not to rush into making a decision about
leaving Ireland without first making sure she knew what she was about. Her relief was a
constant feature of Orla’s day as Mrs Donnelly reassured her that she could stay for as long as
she liked. Although, deep in her heart she felt wretched at the thought of continuing to work
for Mrs Donnelly on the basis that she might leave at any time. It was a strange way to hold
down a job. Nor did it give her any sense of being in place or at home. No, it was time instead
to now make some firm decisions about where her future might take her.

She held back some of the details about her morning in Dublin and the meeting with Father
Flynn, preferring to keep the shame she felt about her position a secret. The pamphlets given
to her by the young woman at the Catholic bookshop provided some amusement after she
settled her mind down following her meeting with Father Flynn. She often re-read the advice
given about English people about how friendly they could be. And she questioned how it was
that a publication was able to say that the English had few principles of their own, and
showed their respect for other people’s by ridiculing them. She almost wet herself when she
read that she, being Irish, would probably lose her temper. ‘I wonder if they mention red hair
anywhere?’
Flicking through the rest of the pamphlet Orla decided to give the “Understand Your Faith”,
and “Talking to God” a miss. ‘Father Flynn can talk to God all he likes.’ She sighed. ‘Such
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rubbish they talk. Just as well marrying an Englishman is not part of my plan yet, but I
wonder if I will ever have the chance to find love. Well at least good wages and generous
outings are on offer for some of the positions advertised. I can’t believe there’s often more
than a pound difference in the wages offered in England. If I can get there, whatever would I
do in London with £3-5-0 clear every week?’

Thinking back over the recent warm days of soft breezes when the house seemed to be
embracing and storing up the memories of languid moments, she knew she could no longer
put off trying to find a solution to her problem. She talked to Marie this morning about
resuming her search for work in England, and also told Mrs Donnelly, who smiled at her as
she responded to the news,
“I’ve already said there’s no need to worry about when you want to leave. But you do know
don’t you, Marie’s niece is going to join the household soon and I think she’ll fit in quite
nicely.”
“Yes, Marie told me and its great news. Although, I didn’t think you needed anyone else.”
“Well, Marie’s not getting any younger, and I’m glad she’ll have her niece here. She’s been
worried about the work prospects for her in Dublin, and working here will give her a great
start. Have you decided yet which employment agency you’re going to use?”
“Walcott’s and Blakely’s are still advertising, but I don’t want to go back to Blakely’s, and
frankly, I’m too embarrassed to go back to Walcott’s. I was told about the Gale Agency so I’ll
probably give them a try.”
“Just take your time, we want to see you properly settled. I just wish you would go home and
make peace with your family first.”
Orla found she was unable to answer Mrs Donnelly and instead bent down and patted Arnie,
as Dougal barked and ran around her heels.
“All right, it’ll be your turn in a minute Dougal.”
Mrs Donnelly chuckled as she walked away, calling the dogs to her.

Later, Orla was asked to post a letter for Mrs Donnelly and on her way home she stopped to
buy the newspaper. Once her duties were finished for the day she took the paper up to her
room, sat down and read it through. Near the top of the first column she found an
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advertisement placed by the Gale Agency which seemed to offer exactly what she wanted.
She was also pleased to see that several positions were available.

A Cook, Cook-Generals, House-Parlourmaids, Generals, trained
and untrained; excellent positions, Gales Select General and
Domestic Employment Agency, O’Connell Street, Dublin. Phone
70277.

After breakfast, Orla asked Marie if she would be allowed to use the telephone to make an
appointment.
Now, three days on, looking towards the O’Connell Street Bridge as she made for the Gale’s
her stomach started to flutter like a butterfly escaping capture. ‘Let’s hope I can come up with
a smart response about my local priest.’ Hesitating for a moment as she breathed in deeply to
settle her nerves, she walked into the building and up the stairs into the small waiting room
where she was met by a smartly dressed young woman.
“Good morning. My name is Orla Mahony and I have a ten o’clock appointment with Miss
Gale.”
“Good morning. You’ll need to take a seat and fill in this form. Mr Gale will be with you
soon.”

Orla was handed a small clipboard holding a printed form. Frowning, she made to sit down
and then changed her mind.
“I thought my appointment was with Miss Gale.”
“It was, but Mr Gale has taken over the interviews for the positions in England. Is there a
problem?”
“No. I suppose not.”
“Mr Gale will see you as soon as you have finished completing the forms here.”

Making herself comfortable, she was quick to fill in the required particulars, hand the
clipboard back and sit down again. Taking the opportunity to check her shoes and brush off
her skirt she was embarrassed when she was interrupted.
“There’s been heavy rain around the city.”
“Yes there are huge puddles everywhere.”
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“We need to pop upstairs now.”
Orla followed the young woman upstairs and wondered how many more flights she would
have to climb before she met Mr Gale. The young woman tapped on the door before entering.
“Mr Gale, here’s Miss Mahony.”
Orla walked into the large office and the young woman turned and smiled as she walked back
down stairs.
“Please sit down.”
She watched as Mr Gale partially close his office door.
“I believe you are interested in our positions for trained generals and house parlourmaids that
were advertised last week.”
“Yes. As I mentioned to Miss Gale, I’ve worked for six years in Dublin and Belfast and I’d
like to find work in England, preferably London, if I can.”
“Yes, I’ve read Miss Gale’s notes from when you telephoned and it seems that you are well
qualified for the positions we have. Did you bring your references?”
“Here they are. Gales were recommended to me, you know.”
“Really, that’s good to know.”
A tentative smile hovered on Orla’s lips as she handed over the letters she was given by her
past employers, their commendations of her work were very good. Mr Gale took them and
read each of them through before looking up.
“Do you have a letter from your parish priest?”
“No.”
“It’s normal for us to contact him for a character reference.”
“Yes, I understand that but I’ve lived away from home for years now and I can’t see how my
local priest could give you a character reference for me after all this time.”
“Is it a problem for you, getting a letter from your parish priest?”
“I now have the three references from my employers. Aren’t they enough?”
Orla’s lips were quivering of their own accord and her nerves almost locked her mouth shut as
she looked directly at Mr Gale’s eyes. “I…well I...”
“Don’t be upset. I can see you have three very good references and I’ll contact Mrs Donnelly
and talk to her.” Mr Gale gave her a brief smile.
“Thank you.”
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“Why do you want to go to London?”
“I’ve heard that the conditions are very good, I would see new places and I’d love to earn
enough money to attend night classes and one day, maybe even move out of domestic work.”
Surprised she spoke of her hopes for the future, and expecting derision in response from Mr
Gale, Orla was intrigued to find him nodding his head as she spoke,
“Are you taking any courses now?”
“No, but I’ve been saving.”
“I have a couple of positions that you would be suitable for. The first involves working for an
elderly lady. She needs someone who can oversee the daily woman, help with planning the
household routines, and also be responsible for taking charge of the meat and vegetable
deliveries. You would also be required to help with serving the meals at dinner time when she
has guests and at the occasional dinner party. So there would be quite a lot of responsibility
there. The other position involves helping out in a household of four, two adults and two
teenage boys. There is also daily help and again you would also be responsible for taking
deliveries etc. It’s a good family and their staff have been well looked after in the past. Again,
there is also a requirement to help serve the meals, and help when there are guests and parties.
Both of these positions are in St John’s Wood which is a good area in London. The positions
are in fact similar even though it mightn’t seem like it at first. It really is just a matter of what
type of household you are used to and what sort of place you want to work. Both of my clients
have high expectations of their staff but they are reputable families and they pay well. They
are kind and welcoming when they find the right people.”
“As you know, I work for Mrs Donnelly, she’s not that old and she’s very good to work for,
so I think I like the sound of the first position. What are the wages by the way?”
“You’d be earning £4.10.0 a week and your board is included. You will be given travelling
instructions which include catching a taxi from Euston to the house. Your fares will be paid
by the employer. Sometimes, they might deduct a few shillings every week till the fare is paid
back. This is for a number of reasons including discouraging people from leaving too soon.
But don’t worry, neither of these employers will be deducting the fare from your wages.”
“But, what if the position is untenable and I have to leave after only a few weeks?”
“You send a telegram at once if such a thing happens and I will sort it out. If I do my job
properly you’ll never be in an untenable position.”
277

“Good.”
“If you agree, I’ll let Mrs Clark know. When can you travel? You come from Wicklow don’t
you? And you are currently working in Glasnevin? So, while I do all the checks with your
previous employers, will you want to go home before you leave for England?”
“I’ll have to think about it but, regardless, I’d be ready to travel in a few weeks.
“All right then, I’ll be in touch.”
“Will I be given all the information about where I will be working before I leave Ireland?”
“Yes, once we’ve made all of the arrangements we’ll write to you and enclose all of the
information you will need. You’ll catch the night boat so we’d like to see you on the day you
leave. I’ll need to know where to write to you to let you know the final details.”
“You can use Mrs Donnelly’s address. I’ll leave from there.”
“I feel I don’t need to say it but if you change your mind you must let me know straight away.
These are fine people and we don’t want to let them down.”
“No, don’t worry. I won’t be changing my mind. Thank you.”
“Miss Woods will see you out.”

Orla watched as Mr Gale opened the office door and called out to Miss Woods. She must have
been expecting his request as she appeared almost straight away.
“I look forward to seeing you before you travel, Miss Mahony.”
“Thank you, Mr Gale.”
Orla got up and followed Miss Woods out of the office and down the stairs.
“Is everything to your liking, Miss Mahony?”
“Yes, thank you. I just have to make my goodbyes and wait to be contacted with the final
information. Does a girl called Anna work here?”
“Yes, do you know her?”
“No, not really, but a friend of hers recommended Gales and I’m glad I came here.”
“What was Anna’s friend’s name? I can tell her if you like. Mr Gale is very understanding,
but he expects a lot in return. You will, I hope be very happy in your new position. But if not,
you must let us know straight away.”
“It sounds like I’ll be happy.”
“Are you nervous about travelling?”
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“I think I’m feeling too excited right now. No doubt I’ll get nervous before I leave. I’ve never
been on a boat before. I think her name was Niamh O’Connor.”
“I’ll let Anna know. Look if everything goes to plan, we’ll all have a chat when you come in
to collect your tickets on the day you leave. It’s important you are comfortable with what’s
happening.”
“Thank you. You are all so kind. Is this how it always is? It seems too good to be true.”
“We take particular care with people who haven’t travelled abroad for work before. But once
you know what you’re doing you won’t want us fussing around you.”

Orla said goodbye and stepped out on to the pavement to make her way back to Mrs
Donnelly’s. Walking along, she thought about how she might be met by her family if she went
home before she left for London. ‘How could I ever again face being met by mother
screaming and shouting at me with a knife in her hand?’

She was sad now as she realised that it was almost six years since she left home and still no
response to her letters. ‘It’s my fault. I’m silly to expect anything else. I don’t deserve to
hear.’ Sighing, she made her way to the bus stop and waited. Watching the people pass she
could see that almost no-one looked up to take in their surroundings.
Looking back at her favourite view of the O’Connell Street Bridge, she began to sense an
unfamiliar feeling of excitement bubble up through her body as she realised she would be
leaving soon. Her day was progressing well. ‘It’s such a lovely day and may be even I am
allowed some good things in my life right now. Mrs Donnelly and Marie are not figments of
my imagination, neither was the girl in the Catholic bookshop or the lady I met afterwards.
My life can be happy. All right, I can’t win with the situation at home. I’ve missed father, but
not mother’s anger constantly hurling itself against me. I could never live up to her
expectations.

Her gaze moved beyond the bridge towards the shops she walked past on her way to the bus
stop. ‘I love this part of the city. Well no time now I must get back to practical matters.
Clothes have to be put in order, my blue costume well pressed and I think I’ll wear the navy
and white scarf and the white blouse.’ Once she was living and working in London Orla knew
she would enjoy walking around and getting to know the city on her days off. ‘Will I ever be
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back here, I wonder?’ Relieved to see the bus coming, she took a deep breath and tried to
absorb as much of the city as she could so that she could look back and remember being in
Dublin, and waiting for a bus near the O’Connell Street Bridge.
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CHAPTER 20: A TIRESOME DAY
“Good afternoon Miss O’Connor.”
Ruairi stood at Niamh’s desk and waited for her attention.
“I just wanted to let you know I’ll read through that information you put together on
employment agencies, later this afternoon. Is there anything else in the diary today?”
“No, you’re clear, except that Mr Kennedy wants to talk to you. Did your meeting with the
Secretary go well?”
“It did, thank you. Although it looks like there will be a senior position become vacant soon”
“Not yours I hope?”
“No.” Ruairi was surprised by her question. “No not mine. Do you know Neville Connery?
His wife is very sick apparently.”
“Yes a little. I’m sorry to hear that.”
“Anyway, they’re seeking to fill the position as soon as they can.”
“Before you talk to Mr Kennedy, I need to tell you about this morning.”
“Oh?”
“Yes, he came looking for you and he behaved very badly when he found you weren’t here.”
“Pardon?”
“It’s all right, although Lili and I were a little upset afterwards, but he said something very
inappropriate I think.”
“Look, let’s not discuss this here. Come into the office will you.”

Ruairi opened his office door and as he hung his coat on the stand he saw Niamh twisting the
ring on her finger.
“Sit down Miss O’Connor. I’m very sorry this morning was so unpleasant for you. Tell me
what happened exactly.”
“Well, Mr Kennedy barged into the office looking for you and turned very nasty when he
found out you weren’t expected in till this afternoon. He was so rude to Miss Cussen I had to
intervene.”
“I’ll have a talk to him about this behaviour. What did you say to him?”
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“Nothing really but I made it clear that his rudeness was not welcome. Then he said
something about my manners, about Dublin being a small place, and that my mother would
not be happy about how I was behaving.”
“What do you mean?”
“I should say it’s not the first time. But it seems my father might have known his family, they
know of my mother anyway. I don’t like it when my family’s reputation is threatened.”
“I can well understand that. What do you know about Mr Kennedy?”
“Nothing much really, only that he comes from a prominent family. His father has been in
politics, but nothing more than that. He hasn’t been here long and he’s very rude.”
“Not that it will be much comfort but Kennedy’s reputation is not so good. In fact I’d go so
far as to say he is completely unprofessional. I don’t think anyone would take notice of what
he says.”
“No, but his family are wealthy and powerful, so people might not have a choice.”
Ruairi frowned as he listened to the way Miss O’Connor summed up the situation, and
wondered now about how best to proceed. He was not aware whether anyone knew about his
connection with the Kennedy family, but Miss O’Connor was correct, Dublin was a small
place. He found that nothing to do with Noel was pleasant these days, and other people were
also talking to him about their misgivings.
“Thank you for telling me and you are not to worry about this. His behaviour is not
acceptable. I will take care of the matter from here on in.”
“How well do you know him?”
“There’s not much to tell really. I don’t want to gossip.”
“Gossip, Mr Woods, I think its moved well beyond that stage. Mr Kennedy is a nasty man
and you can’t let this continue. In fact he becomes very angry when you say no to him!”
“That’s the problem. He’s used to getting his own way. I’ve known him on and off for a long
time and we both know many of the same people. We’re sort of distantly related.”
“And?”
“There’s also some ‘old’ history between us.”
“It seems like we’ve both got history with him. But this can’t continue.”
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“No, of course not. It’s just that sometimes one’s history is not easy to understand let alone,
talk about.”
“I’m worried Mr Woods. He has a terrible temper and if nothing’s done I’ll have to leave. I
can’t have my mother’s reputation damaged. So, what’s your ‘old’ history then?”
“Heavens, it all happened so long ago when a young woman found that she was going to have
a child. When her mother found out, they went to England, and when they returned to Ireland,
her daughter chose to settle down near Waterford. The family has some property there. But
nobody realised was that the young woman was ill, and she died before the child was two
years old. Noel Kennedy was assumed to be the baby’s father but he denied it. We all thought
he was lying. It turned nasty and, as it happened, I’d already organised to work in London. So
I left as planned, but I really just wanted to get away from everything.”
“Did you know her?”
“We were engaged.”
“Oh dear.”
“Yes, but Noel Kennedy was debonair and handsome, and swept her off her feet. So we broke
up and the rest you now know. I settled in London, and then there was the war. Sometimes I
wish I’d stayed home, I might have been able to do something to help.”
“Yes, but you might not have. That’s so sad. What about the child?”
“Her mother and my mother were good friends and my mother organised something for the
baby. He was well looked after by someone in the family who couldn’t have a child of her
own.”
“Mr Kennedy hasn’t married has he? Has he asked you about the child?”
“No, up till now he’s never shown the slightest bit of interest. I’d refuse to tell him anything
anyway. He has no right now to interfere and mess up the young man’s life. There were
rumours recently that his family wanted him to marry a nice young lady whose family has
horse-breeding and racing connections.”
“An arranged marriage? He wouldn’t have that, would he? Who’d want him as part of their
family?”
“As you’ve mentioned, his family is important. He’s ambitious. You might be surprised at the
lengths some people are prepared to go to for power and wealth.”
“Thank you for telling me. But what are you going to do now?”
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“I’ll be seeing him later this afternoon. But, as I’ve said, you are not to worry. I’d better take
a quick look at that Health Act policy and then your papers.
Ruairi sighed as he watched Niamh leave. He could not believe that he was now reliving a
part of his life that he worked so hard to wipe from his mind.

The rest of the day was filled with making changes to the papers that Niamh put in front of
him. Now, as he walked down the corridor to Noel Kennedy’s office Ruairi was mentally
rehearsing what he was going to say.
“Good afternoon, Mr Woods.”
Elaine O’Gorman, Noel Kennedy’s secretary, tipped her head in acknowledgement as she
saw him walking into her office.
“Mr Kennedy’s expecting you. Just go in.”
“Ah, Mr Ruairi Woods. Here to do some work today are you?”
Clenching his jaw, Ruairi hoped Noel did not notice the moment’s hesitation as he walked
into the office and shut the door.
“Sit down.”
Noel Kennedy showed Ruairi to one of the two seats flanking a small table, while he made
himself comfortable in the other.
“Now what is it you want from me?”
“I thought it would be a good idea to discuss how our areas might improve how we work
together. From all accounts your behaviour this morning was absolutely appalling.”
“I think I know why you’re really here Ruairi. You can’t stand it that I’m back in Dublin.”
“Let’s focus on work shall we Noel. You can’t go around bullying people. I won’t have my
staff worried every time you’re around them.”
“Do you mean Miss O’Connor? She needs to learn better manners.”
“Don’t be ridiculous, she’s the best assistant a manager could want and you will treat her with
respect. Don’t ever threaten her or her family again.”
“Then stop holding up my draft policy papers.”
“You’ve got to be kidding. The stuff I’ve seen lately wouldn’t make it through my old
primary school teacher.”
“Your place is to review what you’re given, not to try and change policy.”
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“I do my job, Noel, and it involves more than giving papers like yours the go ahead. Let’s
deal with the problems facing us now. I’ve asked for information from your area about the
emigration report, and how we might have to look at employment agencies. But I haven’t
heard anything from you yet.”
“We’re doing no more than we have to on anything to do with emigration, and certainly
nothing on any proposed inter-departmental conference.”
“Why not?”
“Nothing’s been approved yet, and it won’t be.”
Ruairi could feel his control slipping as he tried to keep a reasonable note in his voice.
“What are you saying Noel?”
“It’s such a waste of bloody time. You can’t stop people from leaving Ireland.”
“No, but we can offer young people more.”
Noel Kennedy’s angry response warned Ruairi that he would need to step back and
reconsider how he spoke to him if he did not want to lose control of the situation. He almost
gave up waiting for him to respond when Noel moved forward in his chair and waved his
finger in front of Ruairi’s face.
“I want to know why you are so keen to make a mark for yourself when nothing official has
changed in regard to emigration?”
“Discussions are taking place Noel and there’s even been a couple of meetings about the
impact of emigration on the economic situation. But, I’d like to know why you’re so keen that
nothing changes?”
“That’s my business.”
“Not when you’re interfering in mine.”
“We can’t interfere in emigration, if people want to leave, they want to leave. The
employment agency issues are a distraction from the real issues we should be talking about.”
“Which are what? Exactly?”
“Supporting business of course. We need more development but it must be paced.”
“Wait a minute. What do your father’s business interests involve these days?” Ruairi was
shocked to find that he just blurted out the question.
“You know as well as I do, Ruairi, he has so many I couldn’t even begin to know.”
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“They wouldn’t include any building supply companies would they?”
“Don’t be ridiculous, and anyway, even if they did they would be needed. If we want more
development how do you think it will happen if we don’t encourage business.
“Maybe we should make a better effort to understand why emigration is such a pressing issue
at the moment and look at things like poverty and wages for instance.”
“We work in different ways Ruairi Woods.”
“Yes I know.” ‘And thank God for it’.
“Not everyone is happy with the change of government and the parties chosen for the socalled new Coalition.”
“Dissatisfaction with the political status quo is nothing new, Noel.”
“You should be more careful about who you upset, Ruairi. I could ruin your career if I wanted
to!”
“Go right ahead. I’d like to see you to try.”
Ruairi’s body tensed as he watched Noel clench his fist and relax it again. Noel looked at his
watch and stood up.
“I’ve another meeting. It always pays to be polite Ruairi.”
“You should take some of your own advice Noel. And make sure you leave my staff alone.”
Ruairi slammed the door as he walked out of the office, his back rigid.
Remembering Miss O’Gorman, he observed her smile as he walked past, “Thank you, Miss
O’Gorman.”

Bare in his acknowledgement of Niamh as he walked back into his own office he closed the
door and threw his jacket on the chair. ‘Blast!’ he bent down and picked up the cigarette case
that tumbled out of his pocket and crashed onto the floor. He caressed the ridged pattern.
Holding it up to the light he could just make out his initials engraved on the front of case.
‘The last thing you bought for me before Kennedy came into our lives. I’m so sorry,
Elizabeth. I promise I’ll never tell him about Thomas.’

Pacing the room till he managed to calm himself, Ruairi sat down at his desk to read the
papers that Niamh left for him. After two minutes he stretched his head back and rolled his
shoulders, ‘August is a month I would love to see the back of. In fact, I’m beginning to
wonder if there is any way I could boycott the rest of the year, move to straight to December,
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and be sitting back on Christmas Eve with a drink in my hand thinking about all the problems
that were actually resolved this year.’

After a good start, his day now seemed to be on a deteriorating trajectory. He was successful
in asking for more staff in his meeting with the Secretary, although he was not looking
forward to finding out what the Assistant Secretary would say when he heard. Going over
your superior’s head was never a good career tactic. Now, near the end of the day he was
faced with two serious questions following his meeting with Noel Kennedy. ‘First, I have to
better manage working with Noel, and second, I have to manage Noel’s personal threat to my
career.’ He also knew without a doubt that a showdown was going to take place, sooner rather
than later.

Before he finished for the day, Ruairi managed to read the tabular form document Niamh
typed earlier and was surprised at how much she managed to find out about employment
agencies. There did not appear to be anything significantly wrong with how they went about
their business. ‘And we won’t find that out if we don’t talk to them. So, why is Noel so
stubborn about anything to do with emigration? Unless, of course, there’s another agenda, but
there always is that.’

As he left work, he remembered to put the note he wrote to himself early that day outlining
the questions he wanted to ask Sinéad tonight, in his pocket,. ‘First, I have to see if she’s in a
good mood or not. Lucky I didn’t eat all the strawberries.’ He smiled and hoped that the day
would not get any worse.
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CHAPTER 21: QUID PRO QUO
‘Great. Ruairi’s started cooking. I’ll just race upstairs and change before he knows I’m
home.’
“Sinéad. I’ve been waiting for you. I need to talk to you.”
‘Oh, blast.’ “Hello Ruairi. Yes, I’ve enjoyed a great day at work and yes, the weather is
wonderful and yes, I’d like a drink. So good of you to offer.” Sinéad laughed as she watched
Ruairi’s expression change from eagerness to confusion.
“You clearly have something on your mind. But at least let me get in the door will you.”
“Sorry. What’ll you have to drink?”
“A small whisky, thanks. Back in a minute!”
Sinéad’s expression changed from a smile to a frown as she rushed upstairs, wondering what
was happening. She threw her handbag on the bed and went to the wardrobe. Pulling out her
navy trousers and comfortable shoes, she heard Ruairi’s voice calling to her that her drink
was ready.
“I’ll be down in a minute.” ‘God almighty, Ruairi, give me time to get my thoughts together.’

She finished changing and refreshed her lipstick before she rushed down the stairs, happy that
her new pale blue jumper was so comfortable.
“Here I am, at your service. What can I do for you?”
“I’m trying to understand a little more about the employment agency business. What are the
main regulations governing them?”
“What? Why?”
“It’s just that I might be involved in something new at work and I thought it would be worth
finding out more about how such a business is run.”
“What new thing at work?”
“It’s nothing really. But you do know that questions about employment agencies have come
up in the Dáil don’t you?”
“Yes, Mr Gale follows everything that’s said about the employment agency business. So,
there’s nothing to worry about then?”
“No. I just want to learn more about the business so that I’m better prepared in case there’s
more questions.”
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“Mmm. Have you seen Noel Kennedy?”
“Yes.”
“Do you ever think about Elizabeth? Stop looking at me like that. It’s high time we talked
about it.”
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Well I do. Mother didn’t tell me everything.”
“Everything? I didn’t know she’d told you anything.”
“Yes, well whenever I asked about you, a sad wistful look would appear on her face. I always
felt there was more she wanted to say, but couldn’t for some reason. Then you came home,
mother died and now we don’t talk at all.”
“There’s nothing much to say.”
“Yes there is. What’s the story with you and Elizabeth ? I found a couple of baby photos in
mother’s bedside table drawer just after she died. Do you know who the baby is Ruairi?”
“No. You didn’t tell me about any photos.”
“I forgot about them till Noel Kennedy returned. Not sure why. Wait a minute, I’ll just pop up
and get them.”
“Don’t bother Sinéad. What about the employment agency regulations?”
“If you’re not going to tell me what really lies behind the story about Elizabeth, I’m not
answering any of your questions.”
“Sinéad please.”
“Don’t ‘Sinéad please’ me. I don’t understand why you need to know about employment
agencies.”
“It’s a business I want to know more about.”
“Why?”
“I told you, there’s been questions in the Dáil and I want to be prepared, that’s all.”
“You should go back to being a lawyer.”
“Maybe.”
“What’s for dinner?”
“Vegetable soup, followed by pressed beef, potatoes, with carrots, and your favourite
dessert.”
“Fruit Pie?”
“No, strawberries left over from the weekend. I saved them for you.”
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“I hope there’s some cream left as well.”
“I thought you liked strawberries?”
“I do, thank you. Do you want any help?”
“No, it’s organised, I’ll have to go back into the kitchen soon though. I don’t want the
potatoes to burn. You were late tonight.”
“Yes, it’s been a very interesting day. Thank you for starting dinner.”
“You’re welcome.”

Of an evening, when the weather was kind, the windows of the front parlour were opened by
whoever was first home. This evening, Sinéad saw the gentle breeze trying to play with the
dark blue brocade curtains.
“You’ve this room looking lovely now. The place was a mess when you bought it wasn’t it?”
“It was, and thanks. Mind you, if the house looked like it does now when I bought it, I
probably couldn’t have afforded it.”
Sinéad shook her head.
“You know that’s not true.” She sat down on the dark Chesterfield sofa, where in winter she
loved to sit and watch the flames play in the fire. Flanking either side of the sofa were two
leather chairs.
“Come and sit down, will you. I do need to talk to you.”
“I’m not discussing Elizabeth or Noel Kennedy.”
“Why not? He was terrible and nobody did anything. And you haven’t told me everything.”
“What do you think you haven’t been told?”
“Those baby photos, for one thing!”
“All right, but it’s a waste of time.”
Sinéad teased. “I’ll wash up if you tell me.”
“It’s your turn anyway.”
“You want to know about the regulations don’t you?”
“Why is everything such a battle of wills with you?”
“Because I’m not twelve anymore! C’mon Ruairi.”
“Look, Elizabeth and I were engaged. She met Noel Kennedy, he was debonair and
handsome. We broke up. I went to England.”
“What happened then?”
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“This is embarrassing.”
“Ruairi, it happened a hundred years ago.”
“Feelings don’t keep a clock, Sinéad. Elizabeth fell pregnant.”
“Oh my God! You?”
“No, wish it was though. No, I’m ashamed to say I wanted to get out of Dublin as fast as I
could when we broke up. But mother wrote to me about what was happening. Elizabeth’s
family was wonderful.”
“Unusual?”
“Yes, indeed. The family was very close. After the baby was born she became quite ill. Her
mother hoped she would be all right, but it wasn’t to be.”
“What about the baby?”
“As you know Elizabeth’s mother and our mother were great friends. Mother contacted
someone in the family who’d been trying to have a baby for years, and the baby was sort of
adopted.”
“What’s the baby’s name?”
“Thomas. He is a fine young man now and very well settled.”
“Where is he?”
“I’m not saying Sinéad. We promised not to interfere in his life, and that’s a promise I will
never go back on.
“Do you see him?”
“No. Like I said, we promised not to interfere.”
“How do you know the he’s all right then?”
“I do. That’s all I’m saying.”
“But now that Noel Kennedy’s back. Does he know where Elizabeth’s son is?”
“No. He’s never even asked.”
“What if he wants to know now?”
“He won’t learn anything from me.”
“Have I time to pop upstairs and get my copy of the regulations before dinner?”
“Yes, but don’t be long.”

As she handed over the papers to him Sinéad leaned against the back of the couch as she
spoke.
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“The Public Health Acts Amendment Act, 1907 allows for inspection of employment
agencies. Licences are issued and renewed by Dublin Corporation.”
“How does it all work Sinéad?”
“I thought you said we were to eat soon.”
“The food is ready, let’s take these through.”

Sinéad followed Ruairi into the dining room where the table was neatly laid.
“This is grand. This is such an unusual brother thing to do!”
“Yes, well, I learned to look after myself years ago.”

Making herself comfortable, Sinéad waited for Ruairi to serve himself before asking,
“Why do you want to know about the regulations?”
“As I said before, there have been a few questions asked in the past and I don’t want to look
like an idiot if anything crops up in the future.”
“Well, agency books can be inspected, as well as the premises. Strict provisions apply
regarding any so called ‘sleeping rooms’. Gales is not in the business of providing
accommodation though. We also have to display an official letter or certificate from the
Medical Officer of Health which grants us leave to act as a Keeper of a Female Domestic
Servants’ Registry. Section 85 of the Act deals with businesses considered to be keeping what
they call Registries for servants.”
“There’s quite a lot to learn isn’t there?”
“Not that much.”

Ruairi read aloud.

Bye-Laws
Prescribing the books to be kept and the entries to be made therein by persons
carrying on the trade of business of a keeper of a female domestic servants
registry for the prevention of fraud or immorality in the conduct of such a
trade or business, and for regulating premises used for the purposes and in
connection with such trade or business.
He then continued to read the copy of the Dublin Corporation document to himself.
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“Ah, I see what you mean. Bye-Laws three to six spell out the information related to keeping
the books. So the books and the premises are inspected?”
“Yes, as I’ve said.”
“How does it get put into practice?”
“We’re supposed to keep our books in a certain manner, such as separate books for
applications from the employer, and from the people who want jobs. And they must
show all financial transactions.”
“What else?”
“Well, for the employers, our books are set up with separate columns that show a
reference number, date of registration, details about where the employer lives, what kind
of domestic servant they are looking for and what experience is expected, wages
offered, the name and address of the person that is engaged, the reference number of the
person engaged, along with date of engagement, and also the registration fee paid by the
employer. We must also make sure the reference numbers match in the book we keep
for the domestic servants’ applications.”
“Do they differ much from the books kept for the applications from people who apply
for a job?”
“For domestic servants there is a reference number and similar information is kept about
registration, experience, terms, address of previous employers, references, new
employer, and wages. Once placed we record the reference number which matches the
employer’s, date of engagement and registration fee paid.”
“So, Sinéad, both parties pay a registration fee?”
“Yes, in some agencies, but Mr Gale changed that recently.”
“You like Mr Gale?”
“Yes, I do, very much, he’s very kind.”
“Thanks for the explanation.” Sinéad couldn’t help but laugh as she watched Ruairi frown in
concentration.
“I need this drink tonight.”
“So do I.”
“I thought you said it was a good day at work.”
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“Good and bad. Happy and sad.”
“Sinéad, do you know anything about the Kennedy’s family business connections, like
building supply firms, employment agency businesses?”
“They are connected everywhere as far as I can work out. What’s going on Ruairi? Why don’t
you ask Noel Kennedy?”
“I asked him today, and he told me to mind my own business and not very politely I’m
afraid.”
“As well he might. I’ve heard of nothing that connects the Kennedy name to any employment
agencies around here. But, building supplies, that’s a different matter?”
“Yes, I thought so. There’s talk about more development in and around Dublin.”
“Anyway, for your information, Mr Gale insists we follow the regulations. But the problem is
it can be expensive for some young women.”
“Is something else troubling you Sinéad?” She looked at Ruairi. Pressing her hands together
she started to explain.
“An Irish girl who went missing has apparently been found but we can’t be sure it’s the same
girl who went missing in March.”
“Can’t you check?”
“We have, but Miss Gale said the family was well connected and didn’t want to make a fuss,
which is shorthand for not making it public, and yet a small notice appeared in the paper
today.”
“Did the notice have the girl’s name on it?”
“No. But, I saw something in the paper the other day about raising money for women and
children who are homeless. And I think it’s just terrible that sort of help is needed. Anyway,
Miss Gale said that she’d been told that the girl was doing well.”
“And you’re not convinced? Why’s that?
“I’m just thinking aloud I guess but I feel responsible because we are help young women go
to Britain. So many are leaving now, disappearing from Ireland, they are lost to us.”
“Can’t you ask her again?”
“No. She walked out.”
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“What? You didn’t tell me that.”
“I did tell you it was an interesting day. Yes, it happened very suddenly and we only found
out just before we finished for the day. That’s why I was so late.”
“Maybe you should talk to Mr Gale. You get on well with him don’t you?”
“Yes. I have to talk with him at some stage anyway about leaving.”
“Can’t we persuade you not to?”
“No. Noreen has been in touch and she still has that spare room I can rent from her for a few
months.”
“I’m not giving up hope yet.”
“Have you seen father recently?”
“No. I’m avoiding him. The last time he lectured me because I haven’t done enough to stop
you from racing off around the world.”
“Oh my God, are you both so afraid that I’ll get myself into some sort of trouble?”
“No, of course not. But he’s your father and he loves you.”
“I’m his daughter, and I’m old enough to make my own way in life. I love him too. But, I’d
be really angry if the family shut me out if I needed help. I’m really sorry about Elizabeth but
isn’t it time you moved on, don’t you think?”

Ruairi did not answer straight away and Sinéad was worried that she asked one question too
many, but then he responded, his voice soft,
“Maybe you’re right. It is time to move on. And I would never shut you out as you call it.”
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CHAPTER 22: WINDS OF CHANGE
Niamh tapped on Ruairi’s half-closed door and walked in. If he didn’t want to be disturbed,
his door would be properly closed. He was very irritable over the last week and she felt like
she was working with someone who has a toothache that cannot not be soothed. He told her
nothing about his meeting with Mr Kennedy but she gathered from Mr Wood’s grunted
responses to her questions that their last meeting was not a great success.
“Mr Woods I’ve finished that memo. Are you going to talk to me about the tabular listing on
employment agencies?” He looked at his watch and Niamh just wanted to throw her own at
him.
“Yes, come in and sit down.”
Once she was settled she waited for Ruairi to speak.
“You did an excellent job pulling that information together. I’m surprised we have such a
varied list of documents and newspaper articles at this early stage. Is there anything in
particular that seizes your attention?”
“I’m as surprised as you are at the range of documents I’ve found. Most relate to the calls for
more regulation of employment agencies. But, from what we’ve seen so far, there doesn’t
seem to be that many complaints. Although, who the complaints are from is interesting. On a
more serious note, I find myself shocked by the mention of the ‘slave trafficking’ of young
people, and the information about that agency in London.”
“Yes, indeed Miss O’Connor.”
“I think it’s worth having a look at this type of business to find out more about their work. I
hate it that young people think they have to leave Ireland to get somewhere. And, are any of
these agencies helping to re-locate displaced people in Europe? So far, I’ve only managed to
find a couple of references, including something in 1950 where attempts were made by the
Catholic Church to find work for German girls as domestic servants in Ireland.”
“Yes, I found that interesting as well. But we don’t have any statistics on the number of
women that are being helped through employment agencies.”
“No, that’s true.”

297

“There have been complaints about employment agencies and maybe these could be looked
into if there’s an investigation. I’ll raise it in my next meeting with the Secretary.”
“What do you think will happen?”
“Not sure. He might suggest that one of our teams look into the matter further. ‘Dare I offer
our services I wonder?’ Or, he may just have a chat with External Affairs and Justice, which
is something I can do myself.”
“You have a couple of meetings coming up with them.”
“I want to flag it with the Secretary first because there are people around here who oppose
even thinking about emigration, let alone support the setting up an employment agency interdepartmental committee investigation.”
“He wouldn’t be shocked about that, surely?” Niamh was relieved they were having a
respectable conversation this morning and that Mr Woods seemed more approachable.
“Well people like Mr Kennedy and his family have a range of commercial interests in Ireland,
especially in Dublin, so you would think they’d do more to keep the workforce. But, then it
becomes all about reducing the cost of that workforce.”
“Can we find out?”
“We might be able to try, that is if it all goes ahead. But we must be circumspect about what
sort of questions we ask, and where.”
“I understand what it might mean when some people around here could be said to be more
defensive of their financial interests than their political ones.”
“Well, it remains to be seen of course whether there will be an investigation or indeed,
whether anything will be done on emigration.”
“Food for thought.”
“Yes, but, after all it’s only our speculation Miss O’Connor.”
“Yes, of course. I do know how to keep a secret.”
“By the way Miss O’Connor, the Secretary gave me permission to look at re-staffing a couple
of areas, so the week wasn’t a total disaster.”
“Fantastic news. It will certainly help with the extra work that’s come our way. We’re losing
some of our best people. How was your meeting with Mr Kennedy?”
“I told him that he was to treat you with more respect.”
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“Will that be enough do you think?”
“I made it plain to him that he was never to threaten you again.”
“Thank you. That’s a relief. On another note then, did you notice Item two in the tabular
listing?”
“What should I have noticed about Item two?”
“It mentions a report that the Irish Housewives' Association put forward to help improve the
status of women. Amongst the suggestions they made is something very close to my heart.”
“What’s that?”
“Equal pay for equal work and if you are a woman, not having to leave the service when you
get married. We want the government to ratify the recommendation on equal pay for equal
work which was adopted by the International Labour Organisation earlier this year. Although,
if I am frank, I would like to add one other, and that is to remove the bars on the type of
promotion I can apply for.”
“I can understand that some of the restrictions must be frustrating but you know it’s not that
different in private industry.”
“No, that’s true, and there are benefits here that I might not have in private industry like a
good pension. But don’t you ever think that there has to be more?”
“More?”
“Oh never mind. The other interesting issue mentioned is that reference in Item two is the
problem of finding domestic help in Ireland. That might be a good start point for an enquiry.
The shortage has apparently been so acute in Ireland that thousands of Irish housewives agree
wholeheartedly, according to the report of course, with the suggestion that domestic servants
should be imported from abroad. I believe the Government has already allowed people, or
‘aliens’, as they’re called, to be employed as domestic servants.”
“Is that scheme still working though Miss O’Connor? I suppose that although the wages are
low here, young women might still be interested in coming to Ireland. But from what I’ve
seen it would be more reasonable for them to expect to want to go to England.
“Yes well, there was that agency in London which was supposedly trying to help young
women from Europe, only it lost its licence.”
“Quite so.”
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“You know people are speculating about Mr Connery’s replacement don’t you Mr Woods?”
“Well it won’t be Mr Kennedy. Good candidates are being looked at and there’s one in
particular who I think will do very well in that position.”
“You’re not going to apply?”
“No. But I have been here for a few years now and maybe it is time to think about what’s
ahead.”
“What does that mean for me? Will you still need a personal assistant?”
“I shall always need a personal assistant and you have nothing to worry about. You will
always have a job.”
“Thank you. I’ve also been thinking about my future but I wouldn’t leave without talking to
you about it first. You know a circular was sent out a couple of weeks ago from the
Department of Agriculture showing vacancies for shorthand typists and secretarial staff, in
the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations.”
“Oh?”
“I enjoy my work with you, ‘may be not all of the time at the moment’ but soon I want to sit
down with you to have a proper meeting about my future, especially if you are considering
yours.”
“Schedule something for next week then unless you need to have a serious discussion sooner
than that?”
“I’ll think about the United Nations positions. I confess I get very frustrated here. Some of the
senior staff say that only eligible candidates near the top of the seniority list should be able to
apply for promotions. That just means you can be in the same position doing the same job for
years and years before you can move ahead.”
“You know if you do leave, you’ll mess up the annual leave listing we worked so hard to put
together in February.”
“You have to take what I’m saying seriously Mr Woods.”
“I’m sorry, it’s just that I don’t want you to leave yet.”
“Yes, but my place is not secure here now until you make up your mind about your own
career.”
“Your life is not tied to my move. Is it?”
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“Well, in a way it is.”
“Oh. Good.”

Niamh could not resist a chuckle in response to the small smile she now saw on Mr Woods
face as she stood up and left his office.
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CHAPTER 23: DISCUSSIONS WITH MR GALE
September 1954
The discussions with Ruairi last night were exhausting but Sinéad was pleased they managed
to clear the air between them, and she now knew as much about the love affair between Ruairi
and Elizabeth as she was ever going to learn. She wished he would tell her father to accept the
fact that she was going leave Ireland soon. ‘I’m old enough to make my own way in life now
and they don’t need to mollycoddle me any longer.’
As she looked around the office, Miss Brown’s head was bent over her books and she seemed
very happy, which was to be expected considering the news they all received yesterday.
Sinéad asked to see Mr Gale this morning to talk to him about leaving. He would make some
sort of announcement about what would happen in the office now that Miss Gale was gone,
but she was keen to make sure her own plans would not have to change.
“Just going to see Anna for a minute, Miss Brown.”
“Don’t be long Sinéad. I need to pop out for a few minutes. Don’t look at me like that, I’ve
spoken to Mr Gale and he said it’s all right.”
“All right.” She laughed, and then asked, “Will you answer the phone?”
“Yes, of course Sinéad, just don’t be long.”

Sinéad walked across the empty waiting room and into the office Anna and Gretta shared.
They both looked up as she walked over to Anna’s desk. After she acknowledged Gretta, she
turned to Anna.
“What are you working on at the moment?”
“Almost finished catching up on some of the work Miss Gale left. Gretta’s almost finished
checking the receipts.”
“I’m going up to talk to Mr Gale later. Miss Brown is popping out for a few minutes but I
need to ask you something.”
“Fire away.”
“Did you know about Miss Gale?”
“No, but I did tell you something wasn’t right between her and Mr Gale, and as you pointed
out, he was passing me more of her work.”

303

“I was so surprised. I’d no idea, and we still don’t know why. Just the announcement
yesterday that she’d left. No chance to say goodbye even.”
“It’s odd, no doubt about it, Sinéad, but then again it might just be family difficulties.” Anna
leaned forward and whispered,
“And isn’t Miss Brown the happy one this morning.”
“Well I’m not going to criticise her for that.” Sinéad made to leave their office.
“See you soon, I’d better get back.”
The morning turned out to be busier than expected and Sinéad was glad that they were as up
to date as they could be until they knew how the work was now to be managed.
Closing her eyes and pausing for a moment to calm her nerves, Sinéad tapped on Mr Gale’s
door.
“Come in.”
“Thank you for seeing me, Mr. Gale.”
“Sit down. I will have a talk with you all this afternoon.”
“Yes, but you know that I’m planning to travel to London after New Year’s Day, so, I’ll
resign from here about half way through December, if you don’t mind that is.”
“Do you have a job in London?”
“Not yet. I’ll start looking soon but I wanted to make sure I gave you the proper notice,
especially now.”
“I’ll take the notice when you give me your leaving date. Until then I can always hope that
you’ll change your mind. You’re a valuable part of our staff here.”
“Thank you, Mr Gale. I’ve enjoyed my work but I want to travel and my starting point will be
London.”
“Where else do you want to go?”
“I’m thinking about Switzerland, and America. But, before I leave I wanted to talk to you
about that young Irish girl who went missing in March.”
“Ah yes. Miss Gale told me all about that. It seems that someone she knows in another
agency told her about the young woman in question. But, while there may have been an
appointment with Miss Gale, the young woman was a no-show. Her mother didn’t contact us
and Miss Gale assured me that she’d been told the young woman apparently has left Ireland.
She has work and is doing well but doesn’t want her father to know.”
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“Why did Miss Gale leave?”
“I’ll tell you all later today, I’ve a couple of other matters to organise first.”
“Miss Gale said we should be more business minded and involve ourselves in the London
market, like Blakely’s are going to do.”
“She wasn’t happy Sinéad. She wanted to run the business but I own it, so it was only a
matter of time.”
“Is she all right?”
“She’s fine. She’s been offered a partnership at Blakely’s. They are great friends of hers,
apparently.”
“Well I’m glad to hear that. I was really upset when we found out that the missing girl might
have come here.”
“Don’t be. It’s good of you to be worried about someone you don’t know.”
“Well, it’s our job isn’t it, to offer a service to people, almost like ‘go-betweens’.”
“That’s a funny way to look at it.”
“I’m sorry that you think I look at things in a funny way.”
“Don’t be annoyed with me please Sinéad. I’m finding life a little challenging as it is at the
moment.”
“Oh. I’m sorry. Why’s that?”
“Why. Well, for one thing you are leaving. I don’t want you to leave Ireland. I could
understand it better if you said that you wanted a new and exciting job. You do know that if
its travel you want, then you don’t have to go alone and you don’t have to leave Ireland.”
“I don’t think I understand you Mr Gale. I do have to travel alone as I don’t have anyone else
to travel with at the moment. London is a start point. And I’ve never said that I’m leaving
Ireland permanently.”
“Haven’t you? You haven’t said you’re not.”
“So, would I have a job to come back to then?” Sinéad was taken aback to see Mr Gale
grinning broadly at her.
“I would have hoped one day to be able to interest you in something more than office work. I
like to travel too you know.”
“What are you saying?”
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“I don’t want to embarrass you of course, but you mean a great deal and I’ve been hoping that
you might feel very sad about leaving here.”
“I do.”
“That’s good then. Look, if what I’m saying interests you then think on it and let me know.”
“I will.”
“Now, have I satisfied your questions about that young Irish woman?”
“I’m still confused about why that notice appeared in the paper.”
“It’s possible Sinéad that you are the only one connecting that notice with the missing young
woman from March. Unfortunately, we might just have to accept that we’ll never know the
full story. There will be many young women leaving Ireland we will never know about.”
“Aren’t you worried that something terrible might have happened to her, and we have her
name in our appointment book?”
“No, because Miss Gale told me as much about this young woman as she could and I’ve no
reason to doubt what she said. By the way, how are you travelling to England? I’m going over
there just after Christmas myself.”
Sinéad chuckled. “I was hoping to encourage my brother to join me in London for a short
holiday after Christmas, and I might fly.”
“I was going to fly too.” Sinéad liked the sparkle she could see in his eyes.
“I see.”
“When you go downstairs, would you mind telling the others I’ll see them straight after lunch
to let them know what will happen now that Miss Gale has left. But, just to let you know,
Miss Brown will be in charge on a temporary basis. I want Miss O’Rourke to permanently
take over the running of this business. I’ve got other business interests I want to spend more
time on. Miss Brown will also be leaving at the end of the year. She and her sisters have been
offered the use of their aunt’s place in Galway. They’ll help her while she’s alive, and then
the place will be theirs. No other relatives apparently. And Miss Ahearn will be given a pay
rise and a chance to learn a lot more about the business. Don’t say anything to anyone yet, I’ll
tell them as soon as I’ve finished this.”
“My goodness, I’m out of breath thinking about it all. I suppose you’ll be hiring someone to
take over Miss Brown’s work.”
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“Yes, but I’ll be talking with Miss O’Rourke about how many staff we need. She has a great
head on her shoulders and I know how lucky we are to have her here. Well, I’ve been very
lucky to have you both here really.”

Sinéad tried to control the grin on her face as she ran down the stairs, and into the waiting
room.
“You told him then.”
“What?” She whirled around to face Anna.
“You told him you’re leaving.”
“Anna, what are you talking about?”
“You’ve been mooning around for months worrying about something. I figured it must be
that you’d decided on a date to leave.”
“I’ve made no secret of the fact that I want to travel but I haven’t been mooning around as
you put it.”
“Ah yes ye have. Anyway what did he say?”
Sinéad looked around.
“Where are the others?”
“Miss Brown has taken it upon herself to take Gretta under her wing. Anyway, they’re
making a cup of tea. Mr Gale will apparently be down to talk to us straight after lunch.”
“Yes, he said I was to tell everyone he’d do that.”
““I think he had some sort of meeting with Miss Brown this morning. So, out with it then
When are you leaving?”
“Half way through December.”
“Will you miss us?”
“Yes, of course. Your friendship over the last year has meant a lot to me. What about your
own personal plans, Anna?”
“Well I’m settled here Sinéad, so work is good, although I do need to earn a little more
money.”
“What about love, marriage?”
“What about it?”
“Don’t you want to marry? I’m sorry. It’s really none of my business.”
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Anna puckered her brown. “I was never going to say anything but if you’re leaving I would
like to think we can still be friends and that you might write.”
“Of course, I’ve really appreciated your calmness around here.”
“Well, I am married.”
“What?”
“My husband left a few weeks after the wedding as he was offered a great job in London. I
was to follow but he wrote to me saying that he didn’t want me to do that. It was clear that
not only did he find the job of his dreams but he also found someone else.”
“What?”
“Stop saying ‘what’ Sinéad.” Anna chuckled.
“Everything happened so quick like, I mean we’d been going out for years and years, we get
married, he leaves, and then he doesn’t want to be married to me anymore. It was lucky I
didn’t move out of home because of our plans to move to England, so at least I wasn’t too
badly off. I changed jobs and came to work here, went back to using my maiden name, and
here I am.”
“I’m so sorry. But what does this mean for the future?”
“He told me that he might be able to find a way of getting a divorce, I just have to wait and
see.”
“That must be hard for you. But, I now understand why you’ve been so keen to improve your
qualifications. But you know you are really already highly qualified, and you are very well
thought of here.”
“It’s nice you say that. Sometimes I do get lonely. But, I like it here. At least I have a decent
job and I’ve a bit of money put by in case something goes wrong.”
“Listen to me. If you ever need any money, you let me know. I know I’m very lucky. I’m not
blind, and I do care about other people. Anyway if you are not busy on the weekend we might
meet for coffee and a chat somewhere. What do you think?”
“You know, I think I’d like that. Now where’s that cup of tea? If we’re lucky there might be
some cake left over.”
“Don’t worry. I brought some in this morning.” Sinéad responded cheerily as she thought
about the look on Ruairi’s face when he found out that she had brought the last of his
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favourite fruit cake to work. ‘And what on earth is he going to say if Mr Gale becomes much
more than my employer? God how strange can life be, stranger than fiction even.”
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CHAPTER

24: WELCOME HOME

She was relieved to see the bus that would take her back to Glasnevin and she was looking
forward to seeing Marie and Mrs Donnelly, and telling them her news. As it passed the
O’Connell Street Bridge, she wondered what it would be like to catch a bus in London. Orla
made straight for the kitchen to talk to Marie before she left for the day.
“Mrs Donnelly’s meal is organised I see, thank you. It went well this morning at the Gale
Agency. I may be leaving soon to work in London.”
“I’ll be sad to see you leave but it’s time you found your feet. Are ye going home first?”
“No. Why?”
“Oh I just thought you might. Mrs Donnelly’s in the front room, she’s expecting you, she’s
got the dogs with her and don’t believe a word their little eyes tell you, they’ve been fed.”
Orla laughed. “Thanks Marie, I’ll go and see her.”
“See you tomorrow.”

Orla tapped on the door.
“I’m here Orla, don’t waste time knocking.”
“Hello.”
“Sit down and tell me all about what happened.”
“My interview with Mr Gale went very well. He has a job for me in London. He’s going to
contact you and then I’ll get a letter telling me what to do.”
“He’s already been in touch and I was happy to give you a great character reference. But,
there’s a price.”

“What do you mean?” Orla felt her heart stop.
“I want you to go home, Orla. I want you to have the chance to make some sort of peace with
your family before you leave.”
“I don’t understand. What if they don’t want peace with me?”
“I admit they might be a little cool with you at first, but I’m sure that once they realise you
are leaving Ireland, they’ll be glad to see you before you go.”
“I don’t know what to say.”
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“Don’t say anything, just smile and say, thank you Mrs Donnelly. Then I want you to go
upstairs and pack a few things and tomorrow, see about going home.”
“You seem to have it all worked out for me.”
“Sometimes all we all need is a little push.”
“I think what you are saying makes sense, but do you know what you’re asking?”
“Not exactly, but I think it’s important that you do this Orla. You’ll look back one day and be
glad you did, even if it doesn’t work out.”
“All right, I’ll do it but you know I’m meant to be leaving Ireland from here though don’t
you?”
“Yes, I told Mr Gale that he can contact you here. If he contacts me and it’s urgent, I’ll send
you a telegram.”
Orla left Mrs Donnelly and walked back to the kitchen to make a cup of tea before going
upstairs to pack.

It did not take her long to organise to go home and she could not believe that now, here she
was three days later, getting off the bus near the courthouse. Her blood raced around her body
like it was heading for the finishing line and her face felt a fiery red. She walked up the hill
and turning left, she walked down the small laneway to the cottage. She paused for a moment
to look at it resting gently in the sun, the peaceful setting belying the turmoil in her mind. As
she pushed on the gate into the garden she looked up, surprised to hear the cottage door open.
“Well, it’s about time!”
Orla looked at her mother’s face.
“Hello mother.”
“I never thought we’d see you again. You have a nerve, leaving the way you did. How do you
think we felt?”
“I didn’t think you’d care.”
“Are you coming in?”
“Am I allowed?”
“Orla! You’re back.”
“Father?”

Orla could not believe her luck, her father was home. Everything would be all right now, she
was sure of it.
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“Come inside will ye.”

She walked into the cottage, and as she stepped into the hallway, her father took her in his
arms as her mother watched on. Orla turned to her mother and held out her arms. Hesitating a
moment, her mother squared her shoulders. Then taking Orla into her arms she pulled her
close.
“I’m not home to stay.” She stepped back and wiped her face. I’ve wanted to come and see
you for so long, but I’m not home to stay.”
“What are you home for then?” Orla felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand up as straight
as matchsticks stuffed into a soft egg, at the tone of her mother’s voice.
“I want to tell you that I’ve found work in London and wanted to see you before I left.”
“Do you have to go? I almost didn’t recognise you. You’ve grown up!”
“Yes, father, but if I’m welcome, I’ll be back again.”
“Come and sit down, we’ll talk. Tell us what you’ve been doing. How long are ye here for
then?”
“I’ve got a few days. Then it’s back to Dublin and then London.”

The evening went by all too quickly, and Orla looked forward to going to bed. Her brothers
were as happy to see her as she was to see them. She could not remember ever having so
many hugs.

The days passed by in a heart-beat and she was surprised when, nearing the end of her visit,
her mother told her that she was missed. The words were reassuring but Orla knew in her
bones that she would never quite trust her mother ever again. There was much to thank Mrs
Donnelly for. Her last day, yesterday, was a whirlwind of goodbyes to the family, and to
Nan’s mother, who she made sure she saw before going back to Dublin. The news about Nan
and Kathleen was good and it was wonderful to talk with Nan’s mother again.
The only grey day in the time with her family was when she learnt how proud Nancy’s family
were that she was well on her way to being the teacher she always planned to be. Orla felt her
heart break but she quickly brushed away the tears. She wanted no one to see her cry.
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As she waited for the bus back to Dublin she hugged the happy memories of this week in her
heart. With her father standing by her side, she found it hard to believe that she was at home
now, and would soon be on her way again. All went so well.
“Make sure you write this time.”
“Yes father. But I wrote before.”
“No, I mean it, make sure you stay in touch, she doesn’t mean to be so hard on you.”
“Why is she then?”
“I don’t know. But try not to hold it against us.”
“Tell Nancy’s family that I really wish her all the best.”
“I shall if I see them.”

She watched the bus pull alongside and stop. Her father pulled her to him and hugged hard.
“Take good care of yourself and write.”
“I will.”

She turned and clambered up the steps promising herself that she would not cry. She looked
around and chose a seat near the back and was surprised to see how many people were
travelling that day. Looking out of window, she turned and waved to her father. The fact that
he stayed until the bus left was a memory she would store away in her heart for a long time.
He waved as the bus moved away from the edge of the road and she kept waving back until
she could no longer see him as the village receded in the distance. Gazing out of the window,
Orla knew she should make more of an effort to appreciate the countryside around her but she
felt impatient to be arriving in Dublin.
‘At last’ we’re here.’ On reaching the outskirts of the city she found she could not stop
smiling. ‘Now, just to catch the bus for Glasnevin, although it is a little sad that it will be the
last time I take this particular journey.’ She did not have long to wait before the bus arrived
and the journey was soon over, and she was tired now as she walked up the path to the house.
She was looking forward to seeing Marie and Mrs Donnelly.
“I bet they were pleased to see you.”
“Oh Marie. Yes, it was wonderful, thank you. Where is she? Orla dropped her bag on the
floor and looked at Marie.
“Where do you think?”
314

She laughed as she knocked on the door before walking into her favourite room in the house
with the warm colours of the rugs cosy against the dark furniture. The two dogs rushed up to
her jumping up and down begging her to pay them some attention. She heard Mrs Donnelly
laugh as she told them to calm down. They then turned their attention to her and tried to jump
up and share her chair.
“Down you two. I can see from your face it worked out fine.”
“Yes, it did, I still can’t believe it but it did. Thank you. Father took some time off work. I
managed to catch up with a few people and it was more than I ever imagined it could be.”
“Well that’s wonderful news. I’ve a letter for you, it arrived yesterday and it’s from Mr Gale.
Your instructions are there and you are to leave next week. I know because he also rang me
yesterday. I think everything will be all right you know. But you are to write to us and tell us
what you are doing.”
“Leaving next week! My goodness, I don’t know what to say.”
“Just say, that’s great news Mrs Donnelly. We’ll have time to talk before you leave. Marie
and I will see you off at the ferry.”
Orla’s heart fluttered. “You don’t have to do that.”
“No, we don’t but we will. Get yourself out of here while I settle these two down. Walk
tomorrow?”
“I’d love that.”

Orla closed the door behind her as she left the room. She no longer felt alone and she was
looking forward to the next part of her life. ‘I’ve been home. Someone to see me off, my blue
suit, blue and white scarf, new blue coat. How much more can I ask for.’

She brushed away the tears, straightened her back and smiled as she walked with a light step
through the kitchen door, picked up her bag and went up to her room. ‘Goodbye Ireland.
London, here I come.’
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CHAPTER 25: THE UN POSITIONS

With thanks to Irish Newspaper Archives & [The Irish Independent] August 17, 1954.

“Excuse me Miss O’Connor?”
“Yes Mr Woods.”
Niamh looked up at Ruairi as he placed the papers on her desk.
“I’ve finished with these so they can be filed away now.”
“Of course. Is it all right if I take a couple of minutes of your time? I’d really appreciate
talking to you about the UN positions I mentioned last week.”
“Come into my office then.”

Biting her lip Niamh collected her pencil and notepad as she followed Ruairi into his office.
“Have you decided to apply for one of the positions?”
“Yes. Would you support me in my application?”
“Yes, of course. I’ll be very sorry to see you go though. What does your family think?
“Well, I’ve spoken with my mother.”
“How is she?”
“She’s still missing my father but she’s settled down, and taken on new interests.”
“So I’ve heard.”
“Oh?”
“Nothing. What did she say?”
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“It was surprising. I thought she wouldn’t want me to go, but she told me that I wasn’t to
waste any more of my life worrying about her. It was high time I tried something new before I
got too old. She’s right in a way I suppose. Opportunities like this don’t come along very
often.”
She caught Ruairi’s chuckle.
“You agree with her I take it.”
“Yes I do. Although, to be frank, you’ll be very much missed around here.”
“Thank you. I’ve chosen to apply for one of the secretary positions at the Food and
Agriculture Organisation.”
“Right.”
“If I’m successful, of course I’ll try and finish as much as I can before I leave.”
“Don’t worry about the work here. We’ll always be busy with urgent tasks while we put the
important ones on hold, so there’d never be a good time for you to go.”
“Do you think any more will be needed for that employment agency task?”
“Nothing will happen before Christmas with the way things are shaping up. External Affairs
have already said that they don’t think they are directly involved in the matter. They don’t
even want to be represented at any meetings.”
“What’ll you do?”
“Well our part is done and it’s about making sure that all the people and departments that
should be involved are involved.”
“I’ll have to apply for special leave.”
“Yes of course. I don’t think you’ll have any problems, but I have heard it’s very difficult for
Irish staff to be placed with the various European-based international organisations. So, don’t
be too disappointed if you don’t succeed. There’ll be other opportunities.”
Niamh could feel the warmth rising in her face as she digested Mr Woods’s approval.
“If I may ask, Mr Woods, what are you going to do? Will you be here when I return?”
“I’m thinking about my future and I’m just waiting for news about a position I might be
interested in applying for.”
“Where?”
“I can’t say anymore at this time.”
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“What about me?”
“You?”
“My position?”
“I can’t be sure. Did you know that Elaine has asked for a transfer? But seriously, don’t
worry. You have great qualifications and experience now. And who knows, you might not
want to come back from overseas.”
“Oh I will, one day, I’m looking for a change, but Ireland will always be my home. And I will
miss my friends and mother. I’ll even miss you.”
“Well thanks for that, I think. I’ll miss you too. You must let me know how you are while
you’re away.”
“If I get the position.”
“Exactly.”
“What about your sister?”
“Well, as far as I know she’s still planning to leave for London after Christmas. Mind you,
she hasn’t said a word about it for weeks now.”
“Do you think it’s possible she’s changed her mind?”
“She can be very stubborn.”
“Must be a family trait then!”
“What?”
“Nothing. Will you leave the service?”
“I must admit I’ve been seriously thinking about it. But that would be the easy way out. I
could go abroad and get a great job, but it would be much more of a challenge to stay and
help push through some of the proposed changes I hear some of my friends and colleagues
talking about.”
“In the corridors of power!”
Niamh enjoyed hearing him laugh in response to her jibe
“Yes, as you say. At this stage, all the discussion is in the corridors and privately in the
offices, and at the pubs over the odd pint. But change’ll come. Yes I’ll probably stay. Listen
don’t be drawn into any of the gossip that might come up about Noel Kennedy.”
“What do you mean?”
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“Can you organise a meeting for me with him for early next week?”
“Another one! Do you want my help with finding a replacement for me if I go?”
“No. I’ll have to speak to the ‘powers that be’. Otherwise, I’ll be accused of something or
other.”
“Has Elaine really asked for a transfer?”
“Yes, and I’m trying to help but don’t say anything to anyone.”
“Oh well, it’s just that I know that Mary Dempsey, who’s a great worker is keen to move
from Finance. She wants to get some experience of working in other departments. She told
me recently she’s interested in joining this area. That was confidential too by the way, Mr
Woods.”
“Don’t worry. I’m about to have a talk with them to ask they sanction the creation of three
more clerical officer posts, as well as a confidential shorthand-typist.”
“Did you know that we pulled two shorthand-typists out of the main pool for work in other
areas? And it’s getting harder to cover staff on annual leave. Usually, we’re able to substitute
the shorthand and typing staff with women from Finance.”
“But?”
“Well, it hasn’t been easy this year. They’ve told us that they wouldn’t be able to let us have
the loan of an officer with previous experience of working in this department. Lili also told
me that the annual leave arrangements in her area are being tightened and she has to make
sure all the shorthand-typing staff aren’t going to be on leave at the same time. I even know
of people who’ve made changes to their leave arrangements.”
“I didn’t realise it was quite that bad. Now, let me know when your application is ready to be
submitted and I’ll make sure I have a reference ready when you need it.”

He paused and just for a second, Niamh thought he might say more. She could not help letting
out a gentle sigh as she walked back to her desk.
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CHAPTER

26: BLOOD ON THE FLOOR

Sinéad’s comment that she was sorry about Elizabeth and that it was now time for him to
move on, came back to him, and he smiled as he remembered. In the light of his conversation
just now with Miss O’Connor, could it be that life was about to improve? Ruairi did not want
to say goodbye to her any time soon.

The problem of Noel Kennedy was certainly one he could dither over any longer. There were
two options, do nothing and wait and see what happens or confront Noel and deal with the
consequences. ‘She’s right, it is time to let the past be. Of course, it could matter very much
to my career in the civil service if I become the bully. Do I care? Could I act like that? No, of
course not! And blast Noel for being so unreasonable.’

Ruairi got up and walked out to talk to Niamh.
“Look Miss O’Connor, I know I asked you a few minutes ago to organise a meeting with Mr
Kennedy for next week, but can I fit it in this afternoon instead?”
“I’ll have a look.”
He waited while she checked the diary.
“You have two meetings this afternoon and then you’re clear. Do you want me to ring Elaine
and try to make an appointment for about 3 o’clock?”
“That would be great, thanks.”

Ruairi went back to his office and walked over to the window. Gazing out, he thought about
what it would be like to go back to legal practice.
“Mr Woods, 3 o’clock is confirmed.”
He turned from the window and smiled at Niamh as she left his office. ‘I need to find a way
to convince Noel to move on, leave Dublin. But first I’ve got some home-work to do.’ He
grabbed his jacket off the back of his chair.
“Miss O’Connor, cancel all my meetings except the one with Noel Kennedy. I’ve got to talk
to some people. I’ll be back before 3 o’clock.”
“But, Mr Woods?”
“Sorry, this is really important. I’ll be back.”
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‘Stopping Noel Kennedy might be easier than I think. I just need step back and consider the
whole problem, not just my part of it.’

Reflecting on their last meeting he felt the anger rise up into his throat, the rhythm of his
blood pumping matched the rush of his thoughts and propelled him forward. He frowned as
he remembered how he could hear his heart beat as he walked into Noel’s office that last
time. Just remembering that day could bring back the same sensations. But he was glad now
he was going to take action to try and improve a situation he nearly let get totally out of hand.
Arriving back at the office he looked at his watch. ‘Just made it.’ The day went well but he
did not have lunch.
“Hello Miss O’Connor.”
“Mr Woods, is everything all right? You look a little ragged.”
“Thanks, I’m fine, although I’m gasping for a cup of tea. Have I time?”
“I’ll see what I can do. You have twenty minutes before you’re due at Mr Kennedy’s office.
Did everything work out the way you wanted it to?”
“Believe it or not, today may well be the best day of the year.”
“Well I’m glad to hear that because it has been the very devil of a time explaining why I
needed to re-schedule those meetings.”
“Well sometimes they’ll just have to accept that their work is not always my top priority.”

He walked into his office, sat down at his desk, and set about tidying himself up with the
brush and comb set he kept in his drawer. A few minutes later he was pleased to see Miss
O’Connor carrying a cup and saucer on a small tray, and he could not help laughing when he
saw that she also managed to secure him a biscuit.
“How did you manage this?”
“Don’t ask!”
“You’re a marvel, thank you.” She laughed.
“I hope it’s all worth it.”
“So do I, Miss O’Connor, so do I.”
It was nearly three o’clock and as he walked down the corridor for his meeting with Noel,
Ruairi tried to work out exactly what he was going to say. ‘Keep a clear head, don’t start by
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being angry and stay calm! That’s all I have to do. And don’t call him a blathering idiot. Not
first up anyway.’ He nodded as a small group of people walked past.
‘Thankfully, the Secretary tacitly agreed with me that it would be best if Noel Kennedy’s days
in the civil service were numbered. And I’ll bet my last shilling that there’s something more
going on with regard to him not providing the papers I asked for, than he wants to admit.
What game is he playing? If he thinks he can make me look bad because I can’t do my job
without those papers, then he has a lot to learn about working in the civil service. Noel has
less support from the other executive staff than he thinks, but having to deal with the various
factions is so frustrating.’

Ruairi was reminded of the conversations he used to have with John Adams about the various
faction leaders, and John always delighted in telling Ruairi that ‘things are seldom what they
seem’. What helped this morning was remembering John’s advice as he talked with Niamh
about Noel Kennedy. She asked what he would do if he left the civil service and it was his
response to her, that he could go abroad and find a great job, that was the trigger to maybe
resolving the issue this afternoon. It occurred to him that if he could work with Noel’s
ambitious nature, he might be able to persuade him to leave the service for an executive
position elsewhere.
Ruairi looked around the outer office but could not see Elaine O’Gorman anywhere. He did
not realise that Noel was walking behind him until he spoke.
“Come in Ruairi, my secretary needed to leave early. Sit down.”
“Thanks Noel.”

Ruairi made himself as comfortable as he could but sat forward on the leather chair.
“What can I do for you?” Encouraged by Noel’s question and the softness of his voice, he
responded,
“I think it’s time to have a good talk about working together.”
“All right, I accept that. But how do you see it all working?”
“I want us to be able to co-operate and not have this barb-flinging.”
“You like her do you?”
“Who?”
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“Never mind. What about Neville Connery’s position? Good promotion prospects don’t come
along that often and I disagree with your opinion of young Walker. We need someone who
has a lot of experience and is properly qualified to do the job.”
“Walker is all that. And it’s not up to us. There’s a proper process to be followed.”
“You know as well as I do it’s as much about who you know as it is about what you know.”
“Yes, but there are rules, and sometimes they bite you on the arse, if you aren’t careful.”
“So, are you seeking a more senior position Ruairi?”
“No, but I’ve been offered a new position at MacAmhlaoigh’s.”
“What? So you’re leaving?”
“No, I’m not leaving but you might be.”
“Are ye mad, man? I’m not going anywhere.”
“I have it on good authority that you would never be considered for a position like Connery’s.
You haven’t been here long enough for one thing. And we all have connections.”
“Don’t make me laugh, Ruairi.”
“Sorry you think that way. You are so unsuited to the civil service it’s a joke, or would be
except for the damage you’re causing. And why are you so dead against providing me with
the papers I need?”
“That’s for me to know and you to worry about.”
“Noel, your history here is not a great one and I would suggest that if you want to spare your
family any more embarrassment, you think seriously about leaving Dublin.”
“Are you threatening me?”
“No, I’m just telling you the facts.”
“If I have a history here, so do you! You were the one who ran away.”
“I know, and it’s something I’ll always be ashamed of. But I’m not running away now. By the
way, I know about the shenanigans with that little horse business your father owns, even
though it’s not in his name! And what about all those building interests he has.”
“Where’d this all come from?”
“I’ve been in meetings with friends of mine this morning and you really are an idiot if you
don’t know by now just how small Dublin is.”
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Ruairi realised he might have gone too far when Noel rose from the chair and pushed it back.
Walking around the small table he stopped in front of Ruairi’s chair.
“Who do you think you are, coming in here like this and telling me to leave?” Finding it hard
to respond, Ruairi desperately wanted to wipe his face clean of Noel’s spittle. Noel backed
away a little and Ruairi took advantage of the space to think before standing up.
“I am who I am, Noel and I won’t be threatened by an eejit like you. How dare you tell me
what to do! How dare you even think that you can stop me from doing my job. How dare you
come back to Dublin and have another go at ruining people’s lives.”
Ruairi watched Kennedy walk over to the door. Knowing that his chance of convincing him
to leave was slipping away, Ruairi followed him.
“Look Noel let’s talk this through. You have talent and drive but Dublin’s not for you. You’d
be better suited to the cut and thrust of a large business working in a competitive market well
away from your father. I think that’s what you need, to be out from under him and his grubby
circle. I’ve been told that MacAmhlaoigh’s is looking for a new Chief Executive. It’s a
successful firm looking to enlarge its operations in Europe. You’d be on the cusp of charting
new territory with the company. Ireland is slowly engaging with the rest of the world and
change will come.” On seeing Noel pause Ruairi stepped back and waited for Noel to say
something.
“Why are you doing this Ruairi?”
The thought that he might have to defend himself flashed through Ruairi’s mind as Noel’s
face seemed to be getting closer.
“Noel, just hear me out. You don’t honestly think we can go on without some sort of a
reckoning do you? I should have done more back then.”
“You’re a coward! You didn’t do anything then. Why would I worry about you now?
Anyway you haven’t told me about the child.”
“Too much water under that bridge, Noel. I’m not in a position to tell you anything. You
showed no interest before, so don’t try and pretend any now. And you should be more careful
who you call a coward.”
Ruairi could see the sweat glistening on Noel’s forehead. As he stared, with one swift
movement, Noel raised his arm, clenched his fist and hit Ruairi on the chin.
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“Uhh!” Ruairi couldn’t stop himself from calling out as he fell back against the door jamb. He
used the wall to help him stand upright. Finding his balance and keeping his eyes on Noel he
quickly grabbed hold of his tie, pulled him close and held him there. Breathing hard, Ruairi
then pushed him back while at the same time, bringing his own fist down hard against Noel’s
cheek. The floor shook as Noel dropped to the ground, blood freely flowing across the
wooden boards.
“Nobody calls me a coward!”
Making sure that Noel was still breathing, Ruairi straightened up, stepped back and watched
as Noel fumbled with his handkerchief to stem the blood. Then he turned around and walked
back to the chair and sat down again while he waited for his chest to stop heaving, and for
Noel to get up.
“You’re taking a chance aren’t you?” Kennedy’s speech was slurred but, despite the
excruciating pain in his hand Ruairi was relieved that Noel was okay. He learned to fight
while he was in the army and was very grateful now he could still throw a good punch.
“You’re lucky there’s no one else around Noel. You don’t think that I didn’t discuss what was
happening with other people before I came here today, do you?”

Noel heaved himself off the floor slowly and rubbed his jaw as he walked back to his desk
and clumsily sat down in his chair.
“Who’ve you been talking to?”
“As you’ve said, that’s for me to know and you to worry about. Check out the job I told you
about. Leave Dublin and life will settle down for you. Stay and I won’t be responsible for
what happens to your career or your family’s reputation.” Watching as Noel’s handkerchief
turned a rich blood red as he wiped his face, Ruairi’s mind flashed back to memories he
thought were crushed to the back of his mind, but the war was never far away. He rubbed his
jaw.
“What makes you think that I’ll do anything you want me to Ruairi? I told you I could ruin
your career if I wanted.”
“Noel, get that out of your mind. I’ve learned a lot this morning about your father, and in the
last twenty years, not all that I’ve done comes under the heading of ‘gentlemanly conduct.’
You can’t go through a war and not learn some of the harsher lessons in life. I’ve also learned
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a little of about what you went through during those years, war service and all that, and I
respect you for it. But, if you don’t leave, I’ll see to it that you’ll find it very hard to stay in
Dublin even though your family’s well known and wealthy enough.”

Ruairi leaned closer to Noel.
“You’re clever, experienced and ambitious. Leave now and you still have a chance to make
something of yourself. Otherwise your father will drag you down.”
“How did you find out about the job?”
“I mentioned to a friend of mine that I might be thinking of leaving the civil service and it
went from there. But I’ve decided to stay. What do you say?”
“Why are you doing this?”
“I want you out of Dublin. I want to be able to get on with my life in peace. What you did to
Elizabeth was a bastard’s act. She loved you and was having your child. You called her a
liar.”
“That’s what’s really got your goat, the fact she fancied me and you ran away.”
“Aye, you’re right, I did nothing to be proud of.”
“Give me the details of that position.”
As he walked out of the office Ruairi couldn’t be sure but thought he heard himself being
called a ‘feckin’ bastard’. But that did not stop him beaming as he rubbed his face where
Noel’s fist struck him.
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CHAPTER 27: A MERRY CHRISTMAS

That day in September was almost the best in the year. He smiled as he now remembered how
good it felt to walk back into his own office after his meeting with Noel Kennedy. He was
surprised by Niamh’s calmness as she dabbed his face gently with her damp handkerchief as
he explained what happened.

Now at last, December was here and he felt relieved to be able to sit at his desk and remember
the problems that were resolved. There was sadness too as, a few weeks after the meeting
with Noel, Niamh won a much sought-after UN position. He could still remember the last
time they spoke. It was in his office when he congratulated her on her achievements. She
became a little teary and somehow, they moved from talking about work to talking about how
much they would miss each other. It was as if permission was granted for them to speak with
honesty to one another. The usual restraints were gone. They worked together for several
years and the thought of having to say goodbye, knowing they might never see each other
again, heightened their need for frankness.

He smiled as he remembered how shocked they were at the time. As the UN position was
only temporary, they decided that they would wait until she returned before making any
decisions about whether there was a future together. One goodbye Ruairi was not sad to make
was to Noel Kennedy. He had only just left Dublin having secured the position Ruairi spoke
to him about. In the weeks after their meeting they at least managed to be civil with one
another. But, thinking about all the good came out of the year paled into insignificance this
morning when he read Niamh’s Christmas card.

As Christmas was approaching fast, Ruairi was trying to get everything settled before the
holiday. Despite the rush of people wanting their work finished he could feel the excitement
building up around the offices. He loved how cheerful people were as they came up to talk to
him. Everyone seemed more relaxed. There was something about the Christmas season that
allowed people to be approachable and more forgiving.

However, despite the Christmas bonhomie, December was ushered in with severe flooding in
Dublin and many other parts of Ireland. The shock of the floods drew a strong response in
support for people who suffered and Ruairi felt proud to be part of the community as it came
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together to help. He read the newspapers and watched as they recorded how well the Lord
Mayor of Dublin’s Flood fund was growing. Reaching over £20,000 caused excitement
everywhere. The only downside, as far as he could see, was how slow the government was in
its response to support the flood victims.
Sinéad was expecting a couple of her friends’ home from London for the Christmas break.
This morning he was not surprised to read that the number of sailings from Holyhead, and
also on the routes between Rosslare and Fishguard were to be increased. It was estimated that
thousands of Irish people would be home for Christmas, and he was surprised so many were
coming home for such a short holiday. But the biggest surprise of all was the news that
Sinéad happily revealed. She was still going to spend some time in London, but she would
not be going alone as Mr Gale would be accompanying her, and not in his capacity as her
boss, ‘truth is stranger than fiction.’

He chuckled as he remembered how quiet his father was on hearing her news. Life would he
hoped be a lot quieter at home, at least in the short term, but he was most looking forward to
the holiday he would have when Niamh returned home.

Ruairi decided not to say anything about his news at home because he felt it was Sinéad’s
turn to be made a fuss of and he didn’t want to spoil it for her. ‘Although it’s great that Sinéad
is going around the house beaming, it’s too bad she’s managed to upset everyone by taking
over organising Christmas. We’ll now have Christmas Eve and Christmas Day as a family,
and then there will be a round of visits with Mr Gale and his family.’

His relief at being at work instead of being caught up in the commotion of her plans, made
him more aware of other people around him, and what they might be going through at this
time of the year. Their father came to have breakfast with them both this morning wanting to
spend as much time as he could before the many changes that the New Year would bring.
Instead, he found himself working hard to simplify Sinéad’s instructions for his part in the
Christmas arrangements. Ruairi was very happy to say goodbye when he heard them arguing
as he closed the door on their quarrel about who would do what, and when.

Now at work, he re-read the latest report from Finance and felt comfortable in the knowledge
that although he would not be there, his area was well prepared for 1955. The employment
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agency work was on hold but an investigation was now looking possible. He applied for, and
won a promotion in External Affairs and he thanked God every day that he would not be Noel
Kennedy’s manager. He was pleasantly surprised by Sinéad’s grace in her reaction to his
news about the promotion and his decision to stay in the civil service.

There was a small farewell for Niamh on her last morning and he could well understand just
how much she would be missed. There were discreet tears as she said goodbye, but at least
there was always her letters to look forward to.

As he opened the envelope he found in the middle of the blotter on his desk this morning, he
could not stop blushing when he found the Christmas card from her, wishing him,
“Merry Christmas”
Believe it or not, I’m missing you very much
and I look forward to seeing you again soon.
Yours,
Niamh.
Reading the message Ruairi found himself murmuring ‘and I’m missing you too’. He
considered his situation, ‘So, there’s nothing more to do at this time. Just enjoy Christmas and
wait and see what the next year brings us.’
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CHAPTER 28: THE FINISHING SCHOOL
December 1954

After leaving the Isle of Man in September to work in London as a telephonist in Queensway
for several months, Tess decided she should make peace with her parents if she could and try
and find out about Mary. The truth was she decided to leave because she found her new job
boring and she wanted to work with people, not irritated voices over a telephone. Telling her
sister was as awkward as she feared it might be back on the Isle of Man.

Her plan was to return to Ireland for a short time before she looked for a new position. She
knew from experience she would easily be able to find another job when she was ready to
leave Ireland again. The papers were full of advertisements for good workers. But, almost as
soon as she walked through the front door of the cottage, her old fears returned and leaving as
soon as she could became the foremost thought in her mind. But far worse was her realisation
that her parents lied when they said there was no problem with not hearing from Mary.
“She’s settled.” They told her. When she asked where, they refused to say.
Confrontation was to be avoided if possible for her mother’s sake, but Tess pulled her aside
one evening and explained that she was leaving. Her mother stared at her in silence before
walking out of the room. Tess stayed for barely a week before finally telling her parents on a
bright sunny Friday morning, bag in hand, she was going to Dublin to find work in London.
As she closed the cottage door behind her, she decided she could never return again. Her
mother never said another word to her before she left.

However, plans do not always go according to plan. Even though she loved her working
conditions and only arrived at the college two months ago, the letter in her handbag was the
reason why she was on the bus this morning. Thinking about all that happened in her life
since she left home, she remembered how easy it was to get to this point. After leaving the
cottage she travelled to Dublin and went straight to Blakely’s Employment Agency where she
was offered a new job. Her only complaint with the process was their irritating insistence that
they make all of her travel arrangements.
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She was met at Berkhamsted Station and brought to the college in a small shuttle bus. On
arrival, she looked around. The old house, set in beautiful gardens with large trees, was like a
picture in a story book or old painting. Tess was welcomed by her supervisor and shown up to
the room she was to share with another girl. Her original plan was to work at the Ladies
Finishing School for long enough to save some money before making up her mind whether
she would eventually move back to London.

The school was quite a long way from where Tess really wanted to work but she knew that
she would gain good experience for later positions. She enjoyed the idea that she would have
charge of the school’s large dining room. Her supervisor mentioned as she showed her
around, that there were often distinguished guests to stay, so she would also have a wonderful
opportunity to meet some of the well-known friends of the people who ran the school.

The bus trip this morning was difficult because of her decision to leave and as she looked out
of the window, she realised that for the most part, time passed before she could even name the
months. She really loved the country-side but found being so far from London rather
worrisome. Tess woke early this morning so there was time to write her letter before she went
down to work and then catch the small bus. It would be easier to write to Ellen rather than
telephoning her. ‘Can’t keep moving around though, but Len won’t leave me alone. Must
admit it’s easy to understand why employers might be reluctant to give me a job if they were
worried about how long I am going to stay.’

When she first arrived Tess started to make friends with the other girls and with the porter,
Len. He asked her to go to a dance in London, which she enjoyed, so when he asked her again
she said yes. The second time, she did not enjoy his attention as much because it led to Len
becoming more and more demanding of her free time in a way that made her feel
uncomfortable.

On their last walk together she realised that although he really liked her, she did not feel the
same way and explained, as nicely as she could that she no longer wanted to go out with him.
His brooding silence, so like her father’s unnerved her and she could not get the picture of her
father and her sister Mary, out of her mind. She did not need to catch the bus to post a letter
but she wanted to keep a part of her life private.

334

Leaving the grounds behind as the bus drove slowly along the road into town, Tess felt a tug
of loneliness pull on her heart. She gazed out of the window again to take in the passing
landscape noting the large well-proportioned trees. She was not looking forward to starting
the search for yet another new job and finding an acceptable reason to give notice at the
school was going to be a challenge. Tess did not want to tell anyone what was happening with
Len because she needed to protect her reputation. Staff were not supposed to fraternise with
each other, and she would have need of a good reference. Ellen’s reaction to the letter she
would soon receive was also not something Tess looked forward to. In fact, she realised as
soon as she popped the envelope into the box that she would, like as not, need to start making
her owns plans. ‘Time to start reading the paper again I suppose.’

When she first arrived, she was told that many of the other girls also came from Ireland and
this was no exaggeration. Everyone seemed to enjoy their work and Tess often wondered how
much the beauty of the house and grounds helped with how happy people were. There was
something special about looking out of your window and seeing the flowers and well cared
for lawns.

As she followed her supervisor down the stairs to the dining room on her first day, she was
surprised when she heard singing coming from inside. Her supervisor turned and laughed.
“Don’t worry, it’s only Susan. Believe it or not, you’ll hear a lot of singing around here as the
girls work. You and Susan will be working together.”
“It must be a happy place then.”
“Yes it is, and generally speaking, it’s a great place to work.”
“That’s wonderful.”
“Susan will show you around the rest of the house we have access to, and the grounds. They
are beautiful. You know the place was used in World War II as an emergency wing of a large
London hospital.”
She was introduced to Susan, who laughed when she heard Tess’s accent. Helping Susan to
lay the tables, she soon learned what was expected of her, and when they were finished, she
was taken on a tour. They started first with the kitchen and moved outside to the beautiful
gardens where Susan pointed out the rhododendron walk.
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“This area is just lovely when they are in flower but you should know that we get quite busy
here. The school runs secretarial courses, language courses, citizenship courses as well as
other short courses. There’s always a collection of notable people who come and present the
lectures. I’ll show you the chapel tomorrow.”
“It’s really wonderful here isn’t it?” Tess loved being shown around and she still felt taken
aback as she remembered what Susan told her next.
“You know there’s so much history here too, not just associated with the house and grounds,
but with the school.”
“Oh.”
“Yes, did you hear about it? Apparently, a couple of years ago there was a revolt amongst the
domestic staff.”
“A revolt? My goodness!”
“Indeed. Apparently, the students were learning about elections and Communism and a few
of the Irish maids heard about it. They were very upset because their priest, of all people said
they were not to have anything to do with Communism. And so they resigned.”
“Did they have to get new staff here then?”
“No, their supervisor managed to calm the situation and they came back and life settled
down.”
“Amazing, to give notice just like that!”
“Yes, and there’s another incident I want to tell you about. It’s nothing serious really but
being that you are new here, I want you to be warned.”
“Maybe I shouldn’t have left London.”
“No, no, really it’s quite all right.”
“You’re sure.”
“Yes. Anyway, there was an intruder here. I was told he used to go into some of the student’s
rooms. It was creepy because he used to leave signs that he’d been there.”
“Heavens. ”
“I know. Sheets and blankets were moved and once he even left a saucer full of cigarette
stubs.”
“Was it an intruder or someone playing a joke?”
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“They weren’t sure but the incidents were taken seriously. I have to tell you that it’s also a bit
hush-hush. So don’t say anything to anyone will you?”
“I won’t. But does that mean he’s still around?”
“There’s been no sign of him for ages now, but I just want you to be careful.”
“Well thank you. Are you scared?” Susan chuckled.
“No, there are too many people around here for anything serious to happen.”

Tess enjoyed the camaraderie and she watched open-mouthed on her second morning when
one of the girls in the next room was brought her breakfast in bed. Susan became excited as
she explained.
“It’s Maura’s birthday. It’s the tradition around here. On your birthday, you’re given
breakfast in bed.”
“What a great way to start the day.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll let you know in plenty of time when it’s my turn. You haven’t worked at a
place like this before have you?”
“No I haven’t.”
“I think we care about each other because we’re so far from anywhere.”
“But it’s only four miles from the station by the bus.”
“Yes, but you need to catch it to go anywhere. And the huge grounds, lovely though they are,
add to that feeling of being a long way from anywhere.”
“Are you homesick?”
“Me? No. But I have seen it in some of the others and if they can’t settle they leave, which is
a shame, because the money is great. And yes, while the work might be hard, it’s certainly not
a hardship.”

But life did become a hardship as the weeks passed because the situation with Len became
more unpleasant. He asked her to again go with him to dance in London and when she said
no, she was shocked by the way he shouted at her. Although she tried to avoid him it was only
natural that they would run into each other. She knew in her heart that unless the situation
with Len improved, she would have to leave. ‘So, here I am on the bus and I have to admit I
feel a little down. No word from Ellen for weeks and still no news about Mary.’ Coupled with
her uneasy feelings about Len, she found herself agreeing with Susan that they seemed to be a
long way from anywhere.
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After posting the letter she caught the bus back and went up to her room until it was time to
put on her uniform again and go downstairs to the dining room to start her shift. Feeling
happier that at least she made the decision, she gazed out of the bedroom window. The
universe hung outside. She hugged herself as she looked at the deep dark violet and black sky,
splintered with bright stars and planets moving in their rhythmic orbits. Her eye was caught
by a movement in the driveway, and she watched as a car slowed down and pulled to a stop
near the trees. Thinking nothing of it she finished getting ready for work and hurried
downstairs to make sure the dining room was ready.

The hand across her mouth and the arm like a vice around her upper body shocked her into
stillness as she was being dragged down the bottom step and through the building. Outside,
she struggled and managed to free herself. The hand clutched at her back as she ran. She was
dragged and hurled into the back of the car she saw earlier. She screamed but the car started
and she was being driven through the grounds of the estate so fast she was thrown onto the
floor. Just as she scrambled upright, it stopped and the driver turned around.
“Stop your screaming!”

She tried to force the door open but he was out of the car and punched her back on to the
floor. She screamed again and put her hands and arms up as she tried to defend herself, but
they were not enough protection. She hated being hit on the face. The thud that sounded
inside her ears never matched the stinging whack on her cheek as she tried to dodge the
blows. She was angry with herself for not being more careful, but it gave her the strength to
push back at him, scramble out of the car and run. She screamed again.
“Please.”

Running away, it was difficult to see the ground. She could hear his footsteps overshadowing
her own. Tears kept getting in her eyes as she tried to breathe. The thump from behind landed
near her right ear as his fist smashed against her head. Inside, it sounded like the explosions
she heard in the war films she saw at the cinema. He held her and was trying to twist her
around but she struggled against him. As she pushed back she felt her body being pulled into
positions and distorted through movements she would never have been able to achieve on her
own.
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The smell of his breath was unmistakable. He would not stop yelling at her. ‘Why isn’t
someone coming?’ she screamed inside her mind. Then she remembered that the girls went
into town to see a film. She tried to breathe to overcome the feeling of nausea threatening to
overtake her. He was screaming out a list of her faults. It seemed to be so endless she would
never be able to expiate her sins. She broke away again but she felt the weight of the hate
behind the words he spat at her.
“Whore! Whore!”

She started to run.
“DON’T RUN AWAY FROM ME!”
Such was the force behind the words she could feel the spit fly out of his mouth. She stopped,
felt her body tense in response to the fear that his shouting caused to rip through her. He
moved swiftly and she felt the blow and fell to the grass. He pulled her up as easily as she
might pick up a ball of wool. The next blow into the side of her head was unexpected and she
moved slowly not knowing which direction to turn next. She put her hands up to protect
herself not thinking of anything else but the need to move out of his way.
“You made a fool of me!”

Then the blows stopped. She hovered above the roughed-up sunbaked earth where no sound
could be heard. Except she thought that she could look down on herself from above and feel
her own voice as she screamed. ‘Are you Balor?’ No words came out of her mouth. ‘I’m
going to die here tonight. Mary, where are you?’ Her thoughts, mixed up, muddy, chased
themselves around inside her mind. Images played as she leaned against the grass and closed
her eyes. She knew that life was being pulped out of her body. She couldn’t stop it. She was
young, carefree, long hair swirling around her as the wind whipped through. She could feel
the sun on her back as she walked on the beach. She felt the silence of the lush ground
beneath her as the nuances that made up her days and nights became lost.
“Wake up. Wake up. You’ll be all right now. C’mon. Wake up for me, there’s a good girl.
We have you now. You’re safe.”
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CHAPTER 29: THE GIRL
Young experienced General-Domestic. London. 4 children. £315-00 weekly. Fare advanced. Apply Walcotts Select Agency,
Lower O’Connell Street, Dublin. No Registration fee charged.
Late September 1954
Her journey from Ireland began by catching the bus at O’Connell Street Bridge for the busy
port of Dún Laoghaire, where she saw hundreds of people rushing about. The threatening rain
held off and the sun cast a bruised purple hue across the cloudy sky. As she looked around,
she could not help but notice a beautifully dressed woman, a little older than she was, cling to
a man who was leaving. The case by his side announced to anyone who was interested he was
the one making the journey. The woman shook her head and was obviously very upset at
saying goodbye. A breeze sprang up and ruffled the woman’s dark hair styled in a neat
French pleat, and her flowing dress. Finally they parted and the woman walked away, turning
around just once to blow him a kiss.

Nearby stood a group of three women, the younger one placed her bag on the ground and put
a dark blue coat neatly on top of the bag. They took it in turns to hug each other. She could
not help noticing the younger woman was wearing a blue costume the colour of a lovely
summer’s day sky and that she matched it with a white blouse and a dark blue and white
scarf. On her arm she carried her jacket. Their goodbyes were also sad to see and she saw
them chat for a little longer before a final hug. One of the women turned back and called out
“Bye for now Orla. Make sure you write!” The day that began with sunshine and brought
people out in their lighter coats and jackets started to take on ominously-shaped shadows as it
drew to a close. To her, it seemed that the port was full of people saying goodbye to love.

The ferry crossing on the Princess Maud from Dún Laoghaire was she thought, rough and the
noise of the ship creaking as it pitched and rolled did not help her nervousness. At Holyhead
the rain was slowing but it was going to be a cool day. She was glad now she did not succumb
to the temptation of leaving her thick old coat behind in Dublin, even though she wanted to be
smartly dressed. She could not afford a new coat just yet but it was in her plans for the future.

Their arrival at the station brought new sounds to her ears but the loudness of the trains and
the number of people milling around disturbed her. Thinking about the ferry brought back the
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queasy feeling in her stomach. She remembered racing to the W.C. on two separate occasions
and lowered her head in embarrassment each time she contributed to the smells and the mess.
It certainly did not help to quell her unease about throwing up when soon after washing her
face and cleaning her teeth, she was told by a deckhand that conditions could get worse, as
the wind was expected to increase in strength.

During the trip, she stood on the deck enjoying the fresh cold air and chatted to the steward
for a little while as he told her about his time working on one of the regular Atlantic
crossings. A squally shower came in and she moved to the main lounge area as the others on
deck also raced for cover. She would always remember the sharp, salty smell in the air, the
smell of grease from the recent work on the pier, the pungent stench from the toilets, and the
gulls screeching around the ship as it ploughed its way towards the open sea as the rain set in.
As she left the ship, she said a silent ‘thank you’ to acknowledge the unknown cleaners,
grateful that she was not the one who scrubbed the ship after the journey.

Most of the passengers from the ferry were catching the train to London and the platform was
alive with confusion as people pushed past her. She stopped for a moment to take in what was
happening. Some people were racing for the carriages and she could hear someone shouting,
“Wait for me”, and the response, “Oh, do hurry up will you.” Others were striding
purposefully as they flicked their cigarettes and clambered aboard the train.

The sound of the slamming doors was sharp against all of the other noises. The guard stood
near the front of the train, his whistle in his mouth, as he waited and watched the people
disappear into the carriages. It was time for her to focus on the next stage of her journey and
she picked up her pace and started to look for a compartment, worried that she might have left
it too late.

Walking along the platform she hoped to find a carriage towards the end of the train.
Somewhere not too crowded where she could make herself comfortable for the next part of
the journey to London. She also hoped each stage of her travel would be smooth and so far, it
was as the woman at the agency promised. The agency was helpful and gave her detailed
travelling instructions, including how to catch the taxi from Euston station. As she walked
past the carriage windows, she caught sight of her reflection. She was pleased her new hat
made her look older than she was, and that her skirt and jumper were smart and comfortable
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to wear on such a long journey. She was looking forward to the prospect of working and
living in England. First, she needed to settle in, work hard and save some money.

She opened the door to the compartment and as she looked around she could see that an older
woman dressed in a brown suit and matching brown lace-up shoes occupied a seat next to the
window nearest her. There were two other occupants, and she was surprised to see the young
woman from the pier. The girl looked again in her direction and noted the rich texture of the
dark blue coat placed on the seat next to her. An elderly man who sat opposite was engrossed
in his newspaper. As she closed the door, the girl was aware of the gaze of the other
occupants and she smiled at them as she lifted her small case onto the luggage rack and
placed it above the empty window seat opposite the older woman.

Taking off her coat before she sat down, she placed it next to her as she settled comfortably.
She smiled again at the woman opposite her before turning to look out of the window at the
other passengers running along the platform. She looked back at the young woman on the
other side of the carriage, who smiled at her before turning her head away to look out of the
window.
“At least it’s not raining now.”
The older woman smiled as she spoke. Turning to face her, the girl responded.
“Yes. I’m very glad to be on the train at last. I hope it leaves soon.”
“It will. They’re usually pretty good with keeping to the timetables. They have to be with so
many people using these trains now. Are you going to London for a holiday? Work?”
“A new job in London. You?”
“Yes, a new job in London. I’m a cook-general.”
“I’m a general domestic but I have to help with the children as well, there’s four of them.”
“Is this your first time out of Ireland then?” Smiling but not waiting for a response, the
woman continued,
“The house where I worked before was in Hampstead. It was a great huge place, three
storeys, and beautifully furnished. Nice family.”
“Will you miss working there?”
“No, you know like, it was time to move on although the family I worked for was kind.”
“How long were you there?”
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“Four years, and now I’ve a new job to look forward to in St John’s Wood. Nearly all of my
nephews and nieces are working in England now.”
“Do you miss home?”
“At first usually but, for me Ireland hasn’t changed all that much and I’ve got used to having
a bit of freedom about me.”
“I’m looking forward to my new job as well but it’s a big move.”
“We can have a cup of tea later in the buffet car if you like. The sandwiches aren’t bad and
they provide a cooked meal as well. I never feel like much except for a cup of tea and a
sandwich or a piece of cake.”

As she gazed out of the window she thought about the steps to get to this point. First, she read
the papers for months before finally going to see the employment agency in August. Then,
after the initial interview and a check on her references, she was told she was suitable for
several positions in London. It still seemed amazing to her that she was offered a choice of
good positions. Making the choice did not just come down to the wages being offered, it was
about how well she thought she would settle in. One position was just outside London where
she was told other Irish workers were employed. It would be nice, she thought, to have
someone from her own county to work with, at least in the beginning. Taking a few days to
decide, she felt more comfortable in taking the other position where she would be working for
a small family. Although they were also outside London, they came well recommended by
the agency.

The air was expectant as the carriage became quiet. The young girl looked around and
wondered what everyone might be thinking about their journey, their silent thoughts were
filling the air and making it heavy. The young woman in the blue costume broke the silence
as she rustled around her bag. Sighing as she drew out her book, she smiled as she opened it
to where the bookmark lay. The man lifted his eyes from his newspaper and glanced around
the carriage before he shifted in his seat to make himself comfortable. He leafed through the
pages and grunted when he found the section he was looking for.

At last, the rushing round and slamming of the carriage doors ceased and the train was ready
to leave, its passengers having by now arranged themselves for the long trip. Jolting forward,
the train started to move out of the station and the rhythmic clickety-clack, clickety-clack
began to lull her senses. The girl sat back and closed her eyes; in her pocket was her letter of
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introduction. She smiled to herself, happy that the train was now moving at last, and that she
was comfortably settled for the next part of the journey. “One more section down, one to go!”
she couldn’t resist saying to herself.
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EPILOGUE
9 May 1955
I am to inform you that, following consideration of a report by the
Minister for External Affairs in the matter, it was arranged at a
meeting of the government held today that the Minister would have
an examination made by his department in consultation with other
departments concerned, of the possibility of controlling the
activities of agencies recruiting men and women for employment
abroad and providing safeguards against damages to the welfare of
young people, particularly girls, emigrating to Britain.”

Ruwaf an Rialtais
9 Bealtaine 1955
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