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The author of The Debt to Pleasure digs into his family's extraordinary past in a memoir as
enthralling as his finest fictionIt was only when his mother died that John Lanchester realized
how little he really knew about his parents. With the cache of letters and papers she left behind,
he set out to reconstruct just who his parents had been. In doing so, he did much more than
trace the remarkable story of a reluctant international banker, a secretive former nun, and the life
they shared; he also gained extraordinary insight into his own nature and a deeper
understanding of the universal push-pull of family love-and family loss. Part detective work, part
evocation of character, this is, above all, compelling storytelling.

From Publishers WeeklyStarred Review. In his first memoir, novelist Lanchester investigates how
his parents' life stories shaped him as a writer. Born in Hamburg, Germany, raised in Asia and
educated in England, he is an only child of an international banker, whose transcontinental
origins are equally difficult to categorize, and an ex-nun from Western Ireland, whose former life
in the cloister remains a mystery throughout his childhood. When Lanchester was 21, his father
died of a heart attack soon after retiring from decades of unfulfilling "wage slavery," causing
Lanchester to reconsider his own career path. Years later, as he settles funeral arrangements for
his mother, both her name and birth date come into question—a shocking revelation that drives
much of the narrative. From old letters, photographs, journal entries and interviews with family
members, Lanchester pieces together the truth: that after she left the convent, she assumed a
false identity and lied about her age to convince Lanchester's father to marry her (she claimed to
be 32 when she was in fact nearly 40). Of interest to Lanchester fans, the events prefigured in
his novel Fragrant Harbor are explained here. While Lanchester's parentage and transient
childhood in the "hybrid, postcolonial-to-capitalist bubble" are far from ordinary, his insight into
the nature of families, their secrets and their sacrifices strike universal chords in this lovingly told
account of how one storyteller came to be. (Feb.)Copyright © Reed Business Information, a
division of Reed Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved. --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable
edition of this title.From BooklistTruly great love stories frequently carry an emotional resonance,
especially if they are the result of absurd circumstances that unite two people who otherwise
would never have met. Such is the case with Lanchester's parents: Julie, a 38-year-old former
nun; and Bill, an international banker stationed throughout the Far East. How his parents fell in
love within the strict social confines of 1950s Ireland was never as fascinating to Lanchester as
how they came to be the people he knew. Or thought he knew. Like most children, Lanchester
remained incurious about his parents' past until after their deaths, when he stumbled upon the
labyrinthine web of secrets they concocted in order to present to him, and the world, a more
acceptable reality. In this disarmingly forthright yet deeply personal memoir, acclaimed novelist



Lanchester (Fragrant Harbor, 2002) speaks eloquently and affectionately about what it meant to
be part of an unconventional family, and demonstrates a profound empathy for his parents'
choices in the way few adult children ever do. Carol HaggasCopyright © American Library
Association. All rights reserved --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this
title.About the AuthorJohn Lanchester is the prizewinning author of The Debt to Pleasure, Mr
Phillips, and Fragrant Harbor. His writings have appeared in The New Yorker, The New York
Review of Books, and The New York Times Book Review. --This text refers to an out of print or
unavailable edition of this title.From The Washington PostReviewed by Francine du Plessix
GrayMourning the death of a loved one, Sigmund Freud once argued, must be looked on as a
hard, slow process that demands far more time and effort than contemporary society allots to
any ritualized grief. Family Romance, an often engaging new memoir by John Lanchester, is an
elegy for his utterly extraordinary, pathologically secretive mother, who died eight years ago. In
Freud's terms, Lanchester, a gifted British novelist particularly known for his novel The Debt to
Pleasure, is an A-plus mourner, the opposite of a Hamlet-style griever who lives in a folly of
denial.His subject is irresistible: His mother, née Julia Gunnigan, was a brilliant, eccentric former
nun who defected from the monastic life not once but twice and often suffered from the psychic
disarray that such patterns of desertion can cause. In view of Lanchester's narrative
accomplishments and his deep, obsessive love for his mother, it is striking that this new book
does not communicate his grief with any great artistry. His habitually nimble prose has turned
sodden, and he too readily indulges in annoyingly simplistic pop psychology. My hunch is that
the author has not yet gone far enough into what Freud called the "slow, long drawn-out, and
gradual work of severance" that mourning entails: He seems not to have metabolized his grief
enough to share it eloquently with the world.If Lanchester rushed into this memoir too hastily, it
may be because much of his youth was tainted with the sense that both his parents tended to
shy away from the truth and that his mother in particular was an inveterate liar. This is a
realization that might propel many of us to the analyst's couch, where the author eventually
ended up, suffering from severe panic attacks and near breakdowns. In his family, the author
tells us, "The things that were felt most strongly are precisely the things that were never said."
His mother "was very, very, very good -- a genius -- at not bringing things up." "Her psychic
territory was marked with 'Keep Out' signs."Lanchester traces his mother's furtiveness to three
basic sources: The oldest of eight children, she hated her own harsh, prying mother and knew
no love as a child; her 14 years of convent life were "a training in lying" that would force anyone
"to have secrets and privacies of your own"; and the treacherous conformism of the lower-
middle-class Irish society she was born into placed an exalted premium on religious
respectability -- the author compares it to "Afghanistan under the Taliban."Upon joining the first
of her orders, the Sisters of the Good Shepherd, whose harshness came to public attention in
the movie "The Magdalene Sisters," Julia, for the first time, enjoyed her parents' love and
attention and was treated like a star. But after two years as a postulant, she left the order,
became instead the disgrace of her family and was forced to leave home for Coventry, the



nearest city. There she became a nurse, worked in a TB ward, contracted the disease and met
her first great love, a handsome patient from a well-to-do Protestant family. But Mr. Dreamboy
died of the ailment, and what was Julia's reaction to her life's central sorrow? She became a nun
again, joining this time the Presentation Sisters, which sent her to teach in one of the order's
schools in Madras, India. There Sister Eucharia (the name she took in her second monastic
incarnation) soon became the head of her institution, teaching English, earning awards and
medals for her good works and even getting a master's degree by correspondence from the
University of London.If Lanchester's chapters about Madras are his finest, it's perhaps because
the exotic liveliness of the site offers welcome relief from the repetitive monotony of the author's
principal narrative tool -- Julia/Eucharia's numerous letters to her younger sister Peggie. Unduly
burdening the chronicle, they gain emotional impact only when the incomparably complex
Eucharia, chafing all the more at the restrictions of her religious order as she rises in its
hierarchy, decides to defect a second time. At the age of 38, confiding her decision solely to
Peggie, a former nun who was happily married in Tipperary, she takes a plane to London, finds
employment as a teacher and even writes two essays that are accepted by the
BBC.Lanchester's narrative falls into roughly four parts, concentrating on Julia's life as a nun; on
the origins of his father, Bill Lanchester, a sympathetic but colorless man who will become a mid-
management official with the Hongkong and Shanghai Banking Corp.; on the nomadic couple's
"family romance" as spouses and parents as they are assigned by Bill's bank to various
locations in the Far East; and on the author's struggle to come to terms with his mother's
stealth.As Bill courted Julia, the author will learn after his parents' death, he often expressed his
desire for a large family, which led Julia to engage in her biggest lie to date. In order to have Bill
believe she was a fertile 31, she pretended she was nine years younger than she really was; she
indulged in an outrageous act of identity theft, getting a passport under the name of her younger
sister Dilly, who had never traveled beyond her hometown. Already pregnant when she married
Bill, she engaged in another major lie, hiding from the world the birth of her child -- the author --
for three months and pretending he was born nine months after her wedding. (She had four later
pregnancies and miscarriages, never apprising her husband of any of them.) This profusion of
deceits leaves the author with only one consolation: If his mother had not lied, he might never
have been born.Bill Lanchester died at the age of 57, having spent 30 years working at a job he
loathed. If we use her real birth date, Julia lived on until she was 77, still consternating her author
son with her propensity for evasion and deceit and leading him to believe that "one of the main
reasons I am a writer is that she couldn't be one. And the reason she couldn't be one is that she
couldn't tell the truth." But these phrases about writing-as-truth-telling present another hurried,
annoyingly simplistic view that is at the heart of this book's failings: Literature, to the contrary,
succeeds as a subtle network of lies that creates a higher reality than the one presented by the
world as we know it. Surely a novelist as fine as Lanchester knows that better than the average
person and could have infused his knowledge into this occasionally, but only occasionally,
winsome memoir.Copyright 2007, The Washington Post. All Rights Reserved.--This text refers to



an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.Review“While Lanchester's parentage and
transient childhood in the ‘hybrid, postcolonial-to-capitalist bubble’ are far from ordinary, his
insight into the nature of families, their secrets and their sacrifices strike universal chords in this
lovingly told account of how one storyteller came to be.”– Publisher’s WeeklyFrom the Hardcover
edition. --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.Excerpt. © Reprinted
by permission. All rights reserved.One of the most famous things ever written about family life is
the opening sentence of Anna Karenina. “All happy families resemble one another, each
unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.” It’s a magnificent line, so sonorous and resonant that
it makes it easy for us not to notice it -isn’t true. Part of its falsehood lies in the fact that happy
families aren’t especially alike, any more than unhappy ones are unalike. But at a deeper level,
the falsehood lies in the idea that a family is either happy or unhappy. Life, family life, just -isn’t
that simple. Most families are both happy and unhappy, often intensely so, and often at the same
time. A sense of safety can be a feeling of trappedness; a delight in routine can be suffocating
boredom; a parent’s humor and unpredictability can be a maddeningly misplaced childlikeness–
and in many cases, the feeling is simultaneous. I was both happy and unhappy as a child, just as
my parents were both happy and unhappy, and just as almost -everyone else is.Another way in
which our family resembled -everyone else’s was that we had secrets. All families have secrets.
Sometimes they are of the variety that a family keeps from outsiders; sometimes they are the
sort that a family keeps from itself; sometimes they are the sort to whose presence no one
consciously admits. But they are almost always there. People have a deep need for secrets. The
question is what to do with them and about them, and when to let them go.My parents’ ashes
are interred in the graveyard of All Saints’ Church at Manfield in North Yorkshire. Neither of them
had any connection with the place in life, and it is in that sense an arbitrary place for them to
have ended up. My mother was born in Ireland, my father in Africa, and neither of them ever lived
anywhere near Manfield. But they moved around a lot, and came to be -people who -didn’t have
too strong a link with anywhere, so I don’t think the arbitrariness of the location is inappropriate.
Besides, Manfield is where the Lanchesters’ grave is: my father’s father and great-grandparents,
and then back again for two more generations, are all buried there. His grandfather is the only
immediate ancestor to be elsewhere. Some of the graves have been shifted over the years,
pushed up against the church wall to–among other things–make the graveyard easier to mow.
But the Lanchesters’ grave was spared that, and lies where it always has, under the south wall of
the high-windowed, grim eigh-teenth-century church.“It’s a cold place,” my mother said to me,
the day that we buried my father’s ashes in the summer of 1984, several months after his death.
“I don’t like the idea of him being cold.”“It’s where he wanted to be,” I said, which was true.I -
didn’t, and don’t, have the same consolation about my mother’s ashes ending up at All Saints’. I
interred them there in the summer of 1998, and it was a mistake. She -didn’t want her ashes to
go there, because she -didn’t want to be cremated. In the immediate aftermath of her death,
though, I was so upset that I -didn’t read the will closely enough to notice its very first sentence:
“I ask that my body be buried.” It used to be an important piece of Catholic doctrine, that



cremation was wrong because it prevented the body’s rising from death at the Last Judgment.
But I am not a Catholic, and in my distress simply missed the statement and its importance. So I
interred her ashes in the summer of 1998, in the same grave where she and I had put my father’s
ashes fourteen years before.That day, the day I interred my mother’s ashes, I had a sense of
being oppressed by things I wanted to talk about and -could not. The mistake I had made in
having her cremated was on my conscience, but since I did not know the priest–had met him
right there and then for the first time–I felt it would be too much to explain in the fifteen or so
minutes we had together. There was also the fact, not at all important but very hard to get out of
my mind, that the priest was wearing army boots and combat trousers under his cassock. I
noticed this as we stood beside the grave, reading a shortened form of the burial ser-vice. No
doubt I -wouldn’t have spotted it if I -hadn’t already been looking down at the small hole in the
grave, just big enough to cover the little wooden box that contained my mother’s ashes. I began
to wonder whether it would seem out of turn to ask why he was wearing combat clothes. Was it
some new thing that priests did, making some point about being a soldier for Christ? I did hope
not. And he seemed a nice, mild-mannered, gentle man, not the sort for wild evangelical
gestures. Or perhaps it was me? Funeral rites often have an air of strangeness and unreality
about them; sometimes you lose your hold on what is normal and what -isn’t. I had a sudden,
vivid memory of the day after my father died, when the local Church of En-gland vicar came to
the door to offer comfort. Because my parents had only just moved into the house, he had no
idea who we were. My mother was somewhere upstairs, so I made tea. In a very En-glish way we
made small talk. Then he picked up a photograph of my father from the bookcase.“I hope you
don’t mind me asking,” he said, “but are you Jewish?”It was about twelve hours since my father
had died. I had been up all night dealing with police, ambulance men, and the doctor. I was
numb to my bones, so numb I -didn’t know quite what to say other than:“I don’t mind you asking,
but no, I’m not Jewish.”“Oh,” he said. Pause. “Because you look Jewish.” Pause. “I hope you don’t
mind my asking again, but was your father Jewish?”By now wondering where this was going, I
said, “No . . .”“Oh,” he said. Pause. “Because he looks Jewish.” Pause. “Because I’m Jewish.”At
this point he was visibly expecting me to break down and admit that I, too, was Jewish but had
been too shy to admit it.From the Hardcover edition. --This text refers to an out of print or
unavailable edition of this title.Read more
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Praise for Family RomanceApril 2007 Book Sense Notable BookThe New York Times Book
ReviewEditor’s Choice“The English novelist and critic John Lanchester has always been a writer
of rare intelligence. His new book, Family Romance: A Love Story, is something rarer still—an
utterly unsentimental memoir of his own parents and childhood…. It’s a meticulous yet wistfully
compassionate piece of reportage.”—Tim Rutten, Los Angeles Times“What is most remarkable
about acclaimed British novelist John Lanchester’s admirable nonfiction account, Family
Romance, is not the story it tells—although it is a very remarkable story, indeed, touching as it
does on three generations of his family, residencies in several countries, the despicable system
of pre–Vatican II convent life, world war, a stunning secret, and the author’s own struggles with
agoraphobia—but that he is able to tell it so objectively….“It is a tribute to Lanchester’s talent
and detachment that he is able to characterize his parents so roundly, so thoughtfully, and so
convincingly as the people they were in the years before his arrival on the scene….“By writing
Family Romance he has [also] taken charge of his own story. Mom and Dad would be proud.”—
Owen King, The Boston Globe“A distinguished addition to the field of non-sensationalist,
nonmiserabilist, non-solipsist memoirs…. Part of the power of this book is its sagacity, allied to a
gift for phrasemaking…. However consuming the narrative, Lanchester constantly finds room to
reflect on the issues it raises, such as freedom and money and fiction. That’s the whole point, to
set the story in a larger context—and for the author to keep his head screwed on while showing
us his heart…. Anybody who has grown up in a family with secrets will recognize what John
Lanchester is talking about. And that probably means everyone.”—Blake Morrison, The
Guardian (London)“An extremely good book, a psychological study of rare insight, a detective
story of engrossing interest and above all perhaps, a moral tale that elaborates in lustrous detail
the terrible dangers that befall those who lie to their families and fail to heed the famous adage:
What a tangled web we weave, When first we practice to deceive.”—Alexander Waugh, Sunday
Telegraph (London)“Lanchester says that ‘by temperament as well as by training, I squash
things down rather than blurt them out.’ Someone who undertakes a family memoir may be said
to have taken a decision in favor of ‘blurting,’ but his style, conversational and workmanlike,
could never be so described. He is devoted to getting the story straight, and it is his candor,
modesty, and sincerity that make Family Romance so absorbing…. He has arrived at insight
without anger, and his conclusion—typically rueful, understated—is that he is writing to capture
someone’s attention, and that someone is his mother.”—Hilary Mantel, The New York Review of
Books“Family Romance is about Lanchester’s whole family, including himself, about the way that
families tend to fit together. It’s written with all the dry wit and quiet panache of his three very
different novels…and it’s full of glancing insights into the process by which everyone, not just
novelists, manufactures stories about themselves and the world as a way of getting along. It’s a
triumph of clear thinking about hard things, and at points, it’s also extremely funny.”—Tim Martin,
The Independent (London)“Lanchester doesn’t need to startle. His memoir powerfully recalls the
realization all children eventually reach: Our parents have lived whole lives out of our sight.”—
John Perry, San Francisco Chronicle“Quite unlike any other memoir I have read, Family



Romance reads, in fact, like a combination of history, biography, archeological excavation (with
footnotes!) and psychological thriller.”—Christina Patterson, The Independent
(London)“Investigated at such close quarters, any life is interesting. When hidden behind a veil
of half-truths, it is tantalizing. When examined with as much love as Lanchester has clearly put
into his Family Romance, such extraordinary lives become unforgettable.”—Angel Gurria-
Quintana, Financial Times“There is enough material for two wonderful novels here, but this is a
clear-eyed exposition of how life was and is, not how it might be. Lanchester tells it straight in a
conversational way, as you would to your children: the book is dedicated to his. Although it is
often funny, digressive and sometimes didactic, it is driven by serious purpose: to make them
see, to make us see. The end is very moving, although Lanchester never tricks, manipulates or
pulls strings. It explains why this really is a book that needed to be written—because at terrible
cost we learn things about life that others need to know.”—Horatio Clare, The Sunday Times
(London)“While Lanchester’s parentage and transient childhood in the ‘hybrid, postcolonial-to-
capitalist bubble’ are far from ordinary, his insight into the nature of families, their secrets and
their sacrifices strike universal chords in this lovingly told account of how one storyteller came to
be.”—Publishers Weekly (starred review)“In this disarmingly forthright yet deeply personal
memoir, acclaimed novelist Lanchester speaks eloquently and affectionately about what it
meant to be part of an unconventional family, and demonstrates a profound empathy for his
parents’ choices in a way that few adult children ever do.”—Booklist“The key to John
Lanchester’s wonderful memoir is the title…. The Lanchester parents emerge as equally
fascinating characters, but what matters most about this book is the questions it provokes us to
ask about love, and what it means to live through the romance of family life.”—John Burnside,
The Daily Telegraph (London)“Poignant, interesting, and artfully written.”—Library Journal“Both
[parents’] histories brim with fascinating details of largely vanished times.”—The New Yorker“The
story of Julie Lanchester’s life is unlikely, fascinating and poignant, a gift to any writer, let alone
her dazzling son.”—Rachel Cooke, The Observer (London)“[Lanchester] can’t defeat the power
of the story he has to tell. On this outing, the human achievement is greater than the literary one,
and it commands respect.”—Joseph Lelyveld, The New York Times Book ReviewPENGUIN
BOOKSFAMILY ROMANCEJohn Lanchester is the prizewinning author of three novels: The
Debt to Pleasure, Mr. Phillips, and Fragrant Harbor. His writings have appeared in The New
Yorker, The New York Review of Books, The London Review of Books, and The New York Times
Book Review. He lives in London.FAMILY ROMANCEA Love StoryJOHN
LANCHESTERPENGUIN BOOKSPENGUIN BOOKSPublished by the Penguin GroupPenguin
Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, U.S.A.Penguin Group
(Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario M4P 2Y3, Canada (a division of
Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.) Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England
Penguin Ireland, 25 St Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd)
Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia (a
division of Pearson Australia Group Pty Ltd) Penguin Books India Pvt Ltd, 11 Community Centre,



Panchsheel Park, New Delhi–110 017, India Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale,
North Shore 0632, New Zealand (a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd) Penguin Books (South
Africa) (Pty) Ltd, 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196, South AfricaPenguin
Books Ltd, Registered Offices:80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, EnglandFirst published in the
United States of America by G. P. Putnam’s Sons,a member of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.
2007Published in Penguin Books 2008Copyright © John Lanchester, 2007All rights
reservedExcept in the United States of America, this book is sold subject to the condition that it
shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without
the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is
published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the
subsequent purchaser.The scanning, uploading and distribution of this book via the Internet or
via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law.
Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage
electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.For
Finn and JesseContentsPrologueLook What You Made Me DoChapter 1Chapter 1Chapter
2Chapter 2Chapter 3Sister EuchariaChapter 1Chapter 2Chapter 3Colonial BoyChapter
1Chapter 2Chapter 3Chapter 4Chapter 5B.T.J.Chapter 1Chapter 2Postcolonial BoyChapter
1Chapter 2Chapter 3Who Killed Shivaun Cunningham?Chapter 1Family RomanceChapter
1Chapter 2Chapter 3Chapter 4Chapter 5Acknowledgments“If I am ever kidnapped or taken
hostage,” my mother told me, “and they allow me to communicate with you, but I can’t say what’s
happened or where I am, what I’ll do is, I’ll deliberately make a grammatical mistake. For
instance, I'll say ‘between you and I’ instead of ‘between you and me.’ So if you ever speak to me
over the phone and I sound a bit strained and I say ‘between you and I,’ you’ll know I’m being
held hostage. Will you remember that?”“Okay, Mum,” I said.PROLOGUELOOK WHATYOU
MADE ME DO1JULIA IMMACULATA GUNNIGAN was born on December 5, 1920, at Lurgan,
Kilkelly, in County Mayo, in the West of Ireland. That might sound like fairly straightforward
information, but for reasons that will become clear, it isn’t, at least not to me. Julia’s true name
and birthday were things I found out only after she died. If there was a special typeface for things
my mother didn’t tell me, the next hundred-odd pages of this book would be almost entirely in
that face.Julia was the first child of Patrick Gunnigan, a farmer, and his wife, Molly, whose
maiden name was Waldron. Julia was baptized on December 8 at the parish church in
Aghamore, three and a half miles from home. The day of her baptism was the feast of the
Immaculate Conception—thus her middle name, Immaculata.The Gunnigans and the Waldrons
have an unsummarizably complicated family tree. What makes the chart of relationships so
difficult to follow is intermarriage. For instance, Pat Gunnigan, my mother’s father, was the son of
John Gunnigan, who had two sisters, both of whom married men named John Waldron. The
resulting family tree resembles those of European royal families or particle physics, and only one
man, my uncle John Gunnigan, is known to understand it. Suffice it to say that at the time of my
mother’s birth, the Gunnigans of this branch were, and had been for some years, farmers, with a



holding of about a hundred acres, at Lurgan. The farm is now run by my cousin Pat, who like me
is the great-great-grandson of the first Gunnigan known to have lived there. That man, Tim
(known as Thaig Mór, “Big Tim”), in 1873 built the house that is still the Gunnigan family home.
At the time of Julia’s birth, it had no running water and no electricity.Mayo is a character in this
story. Mayo, Maigh Eo in Irish, means “plain of the yew trees,” a name that is romantic and
evocative and that bears no relation to present-day reality. Basically, Mayo is a bog. In case
you’re wondering why County Mayo is so boggy: I asked a plant expert, who happens to be a
paleobotany expert and an archaeologist and also my cousin Siobhán. Apparently it’s because
Mayo used to be completely covered in forest—hence, “plain of the yew trees.” (Though they
weren’t all yew trees; yew would have been chosen for the name because it had strong magical
and ritual associations. Actually most of the lost forest was oak.) During the Bronze Age the
trees were cut down to make fires to smelt tin and copper. So no more trees. Since forest
catches seventy percent of the rain that falls on it, deforestation leads pretty directly to the
creation of bogs, which are composed of dead plants that don’t rot, as they are soaking wet and
are trapped under other dead plants. So Mayo is a bog because people made it one. The poor
quality of the soil is a dominant fact of life here. Bogs are not good for growing much of anything
except peat for the fire.There are patches of beautiful scenery along the Mayo coast, and one
spectacularly desolate area in the northwest of the county, out past Belmullet, where you drive
for what feels like hours of bog to get to a Neolithic settlement called Céide (pronounced Cagey)
Fields, one of the bleakest and most remote-feeling places I have been. The Stone Age settlers
who lived there five thousand years ago depended on the cattle they raised—something that the
Céide Fields Visitor Centre points out in a note stating that “cattle raised on standing grass are
still the most important element in the Irish economy.” There can’t be too many places on the
planet with that degree of economic continuity. But this continuity also has its postmodern
aspects. Near the Gunnigan home is a place called Ballyhaunis, as sleepy and homogeneous a
Mayo town as could be imagined—albeit with a pub where they serve the best pint of Guinness
I’ve ever had. But Ballyhaunis also has a mosque, built because Knock airport opened a market
for the export of halal meat to the Middle East, and it was far more economical to do the halal
slaughtering in situ. So the demand for halal meat created a supply of halal slaughter men,
which led to the opening of a mosque to accommodate their religious needs. Being imam of the
Ballyhaunis mosque must be one of the Muslim world’s odder jobs.I’ve come to love the
landscape of Mayo, and the other kinds of middling Irish landscape I associate with it. This isn’t
the Ireland that photographs so beautifully and about which people endlessly bang on: the
Burren or the Giant’s Causeway, the Ring of Kerry or the coves of Cork, the Twelve Bens of
Connemara or the Cliffs of Moher in Clare. It is a landscape that doesn’t look or feel like anything
much—it feels like nowhere in particular. And because of the slow-moving traffic and poor single-
lane roads, it takes forever to cross; as an Irish friend of mine says, you look at the map and
things seem close together, but then when you’re driving across the midlands you realize that
Ireland is actually the biggest country in the world.There is another way, though, in which Ireland



is the biggest country in the world. Irish place names are immensely specific and connect
directly to a past in which every feature of the landscape, every hillock or field, had a sense of
story and memory attached. Brian Friel captures this in his great play Translations, in which the
characters describe the incarnate specificity of the Irish landscape. Imagine if every place near
you was called the Hill, or Tim’s Field, or Big Oak, or Narrow Ford—it gives everywhere in
Ireland an extraordinary sense of inhabited density. (Before the Famine, Ireland was one of the
most densely populated countries in Europe, with a population at its height of almost 10 million;
today it’s only forty percent of that.) Ireland is dense, crowded, full, written. Everywhere in it is
somewhere. And yet so much of it feels and looks like nowhere; and that somewhere/nowhere
feeling is, for me, at its strongest in the anonymous bogs and near-bogs of inland Mayo.At the
time of my mother’s birth and for some generations before, the standard smallholding in this area
was twenty-one acres. The land would usually have been rented by a peasant from a landlord,
who in this part of Mayo would have been from the Beatty family. In some places twenty-one
acres is a good small-size holding on which to raise a family and grow a variety of crops. Here in
boggy Mayo, it means marginal subsistence farming. Life here is hard, and for generations it has
been. The Gunnigans, with a holding of a hundred acres, regarded themselves as relatively well-
off.The great issue was, and always had been, the land. Memories here were long, and many of
them concerned grievances involving the land and the aftermath of the Famine, which had
begun in 1845—not all that long ago, in Irish terms. I have a photograph of one of my mother’s
younger sisters standing with a neighbor who was born during the Famine. The years that
followed were bitterly hard, and the accumulated grievances found a particular focus on the
matter of evictions. These reached a peak in 1850, during which 20,000 families (more than
104,000 people) were evicted from their farms for nonpayment of rent. Emigration raged during
these and subsequent decades. Mayo was a birthplace of the Land League, the body formed to
fight for what came to be called “tenant right”—mordantly, and not inaccurately, summarized by
the dark-hearted Lord Palmerston as “landlord wrong.” The League lobbied for the Three F’s,
“free sale, fair rent, fixity of tenure,” and it did so through a mixture of legal, semi-legal, and illegal
tactics, one of which has passed into the language as boycott, after the estate supervisor whose
job was to collect rents around Lough Erne, about thirty miles from Lurgan. This was in the
period known as the Land War. Julia grew up hearing about the importance of the struggle for
land reform, and about the heroic involvement of various family members. One of them, her
grandmother Nora Drudy, as a girl had spent a month in jail for scattering sheep that the sheriff
and police were trying to seize from a neighbor’s land during a rent strike in 1887. Nora hid a
sheepdog under her skirts and then let it go to disperse the livestock. On her return from prison
in Dublin, she was greeted with bonfires; she is a family heroine to this day. The political was in
this sense local and specific: it was about the right to own the land you farmed, and had farmed
for generations; the objection to colonial rule flowed from, and grew out of, specific local
injustices.Julia was born in 1920, during the Anglo-Irish War. In that year the Black and Tans,
irregular paramilitaries attached to the British army, were deployed, and their indiscriminate



sectarian violence was starting to turn the tide of the conflict in favor of the rebels. The reality
was that the British could not lose a military conflict, but they could lose a political one. They
could lose both the consent of the governed and the will to govern. This, broadly speaking, is
what happened. On November 21, two weeks before Julia was born, Michael Collins’s team of
gunmen assassinated a dozen undercover British agents in Dublin, and the Black and Tans the
same day fired into a crowd gathered for a football match in Croke Park there. The resulting
introduction of martial law was the beginning of the end for British rule. By 1921 the war of
independence was over, to be succeeded by the civil war between the followers of Éamon de
Valera, who rejected the terms of the treaty with the British (especially the oath of loyalty to the
crown), and those of Michael Collins, who accepted the treaty on the basis that it was the best—
not to mention the only—available deal. The consequences were played out over the
subsequent decades of Irish history, but in the meantime, for Irish small farmers, there was a
much more important and more local consequence of these great events: the Land Commission,
founded in 1923, began the process of giving 450,000 acres of land to the people who lived on it
and worked it.In 1919, Patrick Gunnigan met a young woman named Molly Waldron. She was
the oldest daughter of a relatively well-off local family, brought up in a house called Mount View
in the village of Aghamore, about four miles from Lurgan. Her father was headmaster of the local
primary school, and as such a figure of both means and respect; even when money was tight,
the Waldrons had two servants. Molly’s father was the illegitimately descended grandson of the
local landlords’ misbehaving scion, Dominic Beatty, who did not survive the experience of being
sent to the Crimean War “to cool off” (as my uncle puts it). By the standards of the time and
place, the Beattys behaved well by Dominic’s illegitimately born daughter, letting her use the
family surname and giving her money; there may also have been continuing financial support. It
should be said that Molly vigorously denied this. But even if there was, it would have alleviated
the hardness of life rather than annul it. Molly’s father was one of twelve surviving children, born
to a woman (the illegitimate Beatty daughter) who was married at sixteen and dead, exhausted
by childbirth, at forty-six.However the family was able to afford it, Molly went to Dublin to train
and then work as a teacher. Unfortunately she failed an exam—her eyes were bad and she
couldn’t read the questions, according to family lore—and she was able to get only a so-so job in
Dublin. When she came home for a holiday, she was introduced to Patrick Gunnigan, her near
neighbor and distant relative; they married on November 5, 1919.It would be a little too stark to
say that Molly’s marriage to Pat constituted coming down in the world. A farmer of his scale was
a figure of substance in rural Mayo. Besides, there was a streak of poetry in the Gunnigans, and
a streak of high-mindedness as well. On his mother’s side, Pat was a Greally, and no fewer than
five of his maternal uncles were priests. One of them, Canon John Greally, was the parish priest
at Knock, site of the important Catholic shrine not far from Lurgan.* Tim, Pat’s brother, had
followed in the family tradition and become a priest, too. He was the curate at Westport, on the
Mayo coast. Father Tim was an intelligent man, fastidious and scholarly, with a clerically dry
sense of humor. He was to rise to become a papal monsignor, a figure of some local importance,



and one who never lost a tart edge. He may have shared the family’s political sympathies, and
after the Easter Rising in 1916, at which point he was a junior priest at Dunshaughlin, he cycled
twenty miles to Dublin to provide spiritual comfort for the men facing execution.* That was
something he would not talk about.Pat was not an intellectual like his brother Tim, but he was a
hardworking farmer of good local repute. This, as the American anthropologist Conrad
Arensberg made clear in his 1936 study on the West of Ireland, The Irish Countryman, was
crucial. A man’s position was decided by the interplay of three closely related things: “land,”
“blood,” and “local standing.” Pat stood to inherit some land, his family was known and
respected, and his own reputation was sound. Molly would be the first of the six Waldron
daughters to be married. She was twenty-four, young by the standards of Ireland, which at this
time had the highest average age for marriage in the world, 29.1 years old for women and 34.9
for men. All in all, Pat was a good catch. The new Mr. and Mrs. Gunnigan settled down at Lurgan
and set about having a family. Their first child, my mother Julia, was born on December 5,
1920.It is only in a certain sort of fiction that marriage automatically constitutes a happy ending.
Life for the Gunnigans did not suddenly become easy. Pat was a subsistence farmer, what would
in other parts of the world be known as a peasant. The family cows were the key livestock. In the
words of Conrad Arensberg: “The small farmer cultivates a ‘garden’ of oats, rye, potatoes,
cabbage and turnips, and devotes his pasture and the hay of his fields to milch cattle. He sells
his cows’ increase each year. He keeps large numbers of hens and a few pigs. But the milch cow
is the center round which this economy revolves. Nearly all he raises he consumes at home; his
family and his farm animals take the greater part of his produce. It is only his surplus and his
annual crop of calves which break out of the circle of subsistence and in so doing bring him the
only monetary income he receives.” The great event, as my mother remembered it, was the
slaughter of a pig. The butcher would come to the farm, once or twice a year, kill a pig, and make
every bit of it into food. Right to the end of her life, my mother could recite what would happen to
the various parts of the animal: the hocks would be salted for gammon, the back would be cured
for bacon, the head would be boiled for head cheese, the crubeens—that’s the beautiful Irish
word for pig’s feet—would be breaded and fried, the blood would be mixed with oatmeal for
black pudding, other bits would be made into sausages. “Then we’d make up a little parcel,
wrapped in a handkerchief, with a little piece of all the different cuts, and take it to the neighbors,
and when they killed a pig they’d do the same thing.” The only things the family regularly bought,
rather than grew or made, were tea, sugar, and soap. Everything else came from the farm. Some
variety in the diet was supplied by fish, caught legally or poached, and from the birds and rabbits
Pat shot for the pot. He was a legendarily good shot: if he could see something, he could hit it.A
man’s life on the farm was determined by the routine of the seasons. He would do different types
of work at different times of the year. By contrast, a woman’s routine was determined by the
hours of the day: its structure was given by the regular demands of the twenty-four hours, and
especially by the children. The pattern in Ireland was not only for late marriage—this was partly
because of the need to pass on the family farm in dowry settlements, so parents waited before



entering into the semi-arranged marriages common in the countryside—but also for large
families. Molly Waldron had bucked the first trend by marrying relatively early, but she did not
buck the second. She was pregnant more or less once a year from 1920 on. Julia’s birth was
followed by the births of Noreen, Mary, Bernie, Peggie, Dilly, John—finally a boy to inherit the
farm—and last, in 1934, Jane. In addition, Molly had five miscarriages and stillbirths, for a total of
thirteen pregnancies. The fact that this was not unusual for the time and place did not make it
any easier.This is not a book about the Gunnigans. I have not tried to give a rounded, overall
account of their lives—though that would be an amazing story, one that described the
astonishing changes in Ireland in the past three-quarters of a century or so. The difference
between the Ireland into which my mother and her siblings were born and the Ireland in which
my cousins live is extraordinary and exhilarating. In some people’s versions, the old Ireland
would seem lighter, and the new Ireland darker, than they do to me; but I am my mother’s son.
Other family members see things differently, and remember things differently. This means not
simply that specific events and actions struck them in different ways, but that the main incidents,
the turning points and plot points, were different. Family life is not a neutral reality that we can
achieve by research and consensus, but a story, in which the characters and the crucial actions
are different depending on who is telling the story. This is my mother’s story, and not a
consensus version.In my mother’s account, there was a division of qualities between the
parents. The Gunnigans were the good—the humanly good—side of the family. Her father was a
kind man, or as kind as he was allowed to be by the need to work all the time and keep up a
stern front. He was fond of my mother. One day when she had a rash, he took her aside, so that
the other children in the family wouldn’t hear and laugh at her, and told her that the best thing
was to dab a little of her own urine on it. When my mother told that story, the affection in her
voice was for the fact that he had shielded her from ridicule.That was Gunnigan through and
through. So were the family jokes. When my mother was three, she tripped and fell down the
short, steep staircase of the house—a feature to this day. She landed on her head. As people
rushed toward little Julia, her grandfather announced, “Oh, don’t bother, she’s bound to be
dead.”On the other side were the Waldrons. Family memories diverge over the question of Molly,
my mother’s mother. It would not be too much of an exaggeration to say that my mother hated
her. Julia certainly feared and distrusted her; she saw her mother as a spreader of gossip, a
great one for rummaging through people’s secrets, a reader of other people’s letters and diaries,
malicious, a troublemaker who took great pleasure in the trouble she made. This fed into the
sense of what Ireland and Irishness meant for Julia. In my mother’s stories, Ireland was a sad
and glorious place, and being Irish was something to be proud of: she was, and she hoped I
was, too. But it was also a place to be careful of and to keep your distance from. People wishing
one another ill featured a lot in my mother’s stories—envy and malice were vivid realities to her.
And that was somehow connected to Ireland and to her experiences with her mother. Families
could be trouble: there was a connection between Ireland and that fact as well. Things like wills
had endless potential to make difficulty.Julia felt that her mother resented her and did everything



she could to hold her down. It may well be that Molly took out on her oldest daughter her own
resentment at being trapped and hemmed in. The dislike my mother felt for her mother
sometimes expressed itself in a dislike for all the Waldrons. In my mother’s account they were
hard people: they could be mean, mean-minded, practical, ungenerous. In later life, when she
was angry with me, she would tell me that I was behaving like a “typical”—or sometimes she
would use the word “real”—Waldron. This was not intended as a compliment. But I never heard
my mother voice any actual complaints against any of her other Waldron relatives, many of
whom had been very kind to her. So this was really just a way of talking about her mother. Almost
the only favorable thing she said about Molly was that she was a very good cook. The division
was simple: Gunnigan father nice, Waldron mother nasty.That’s not how others remember it. My
aunt Peggie has a great deal of sympathy for her mother. “I know Mum could be infuriating—I
can understand Julia in many ways—but Mum had a very tough life. She’d been brought up in
Mount View, in a comfortable home by West of Ireland farmhouse standards. Then, when she
married, she came to this absolutely bleak, comfortless home.” Comfortless: that seems a fair
summary of the incessant round of work, pregnancy, child-rearing, in a tiny and very spartan
home, not much changed since its construction in 1873, lacking running water and power. By
rural custom and precept, “one woman in the house must always be working.” That, for a woman
brought up to expect to be a schoolteacher, who had given up a job in Dublin for marriage,
meant a hard life. Making the food grown on the farm stretch to feed the whole family, adjusting
clothes for hand-me-downs for the younger children, mending everything that broke—these
were now her crucial skills.Life was hard. That is the key point. I don’t want to belabor this, since
it has been a recurrent feature of writing about Ireland since the revival of Gaelic literature in the
1900s. As soon as people began composing prose memoirs in Irish, a tidal wave of books vied
with one another in their description of just how extravagantly difficult the protagonist’s
upbringing had been—walking ten miles to school, dining off the smell of cabbages, et cetera.
This trend was parodied, devastatingly, by Flann O’Brien in An Béal Bocht (The Poor Mouth),
whose title comes from the great Irish expression for complaining about how hard a time you’re
having—“giving it the poor mouth.” In the novel, instead of walking miles to school, O’Brien’s
characters have to swim in from the island of Aran—that sort of thing. One might have hoped
that The Poor Mouth would have put a permanent end to people’s giving it the poor mouth, but
not so, as the success of Frank McCourt’s memoirs show. It’s a pity O’Brien didn’t live to parody
that.I don’t want to overstress a thoroughly stressed fact. Still, life was hard, and this made a
hardness enter into people. There was a mixture of objective poverty and a cultural narrowness,
directed particularly toward women and intensified through the various pieties—Catholic,
nationalist, Gaelicist, traditionalist—of the newborn Irish Free State. It is the world depicted in
Patrick Kavanagh’s masterpiece The Great Hunger, in which the hunger is both literal and
imaginative, a longing for something more, something bigger. And this hardness contributed to a
hardness in Julia’s character. This is an Irish trait about which the Irish don’t write or talk, but it’s
something I’ve often noticed: a bleak, adamantine toughness; a refusal to yield anything to



circumstances (which is usually good) or weakness (which is usually good) or anybody else
(which is sometimes good) or one’s own better nature (not so good) or love (not good at all).
Julia’s dominant memory of her childhood was that it was hard, cold, comfortless, and unloving.
When I once asked her whether she had been happy as a child, she said that she had not. I
asked her why.“Because I was ignored. And it isn’t very nice being ignored.”My mother never felt
she had had her mother’s love; she never felt she had had a moment’s undivided attention from
anyone in her childhood, ever. You might say that the oldest daughter in a family of eight children
living on the edge of subsistence will be bound to feel that, and you might be right. But the
hardness of which I write was strongly present in her upbringing. Her father, Pat, she loved, and
felt loved by, but she also felt him as an absence, and the reality for a farmer of his time was that
life was an unremitting struggle to survive and provide. She felt it especially of her mother, who
came across to her as hard, dark, bitter, unyielding, merciless, remorseless, and ruthless. And
my mother could be some of these things, too, and knew it, and it was not her preferred truth
about herself.The route out was education. Nobody needed to tell Julia that, she figured it out for
herself. She thrived on her first experience of the outside. There is a beautiful observation in
Arensberg’s The Irish Countryman: “At four in the ‘evening,’ as the countryman divides the day,
the children arrive from school, to be fed and questioned. For they are important purveyors of
news.” Julia loved this sense of contact with the world. She did exceptionally well in school, and
soon came home with praise and prizes. She had a phenomenal memory and was a champion
retainer of facts and a star reciter of poetry. To the end of her life she could recite yardfuls of the
verse she had learned as a child, and she had a big line in Edwardian and Victorian narrative
poetry; “The Green Eye of the Little Yellow God” was a particular favorite. (The author of that
poem, J. Milton Hayes, also wrote “The Whitest Man I Know.” I don’t think you need to have read
it to feel that you’ve read it.) My wife’s name is Miranda; my mother would often have to be
prevented from reciting the whole of Hilaire Belloc’s poem “Tarantella” (“Do you remember an
inn, Miranda? / Do you remember an inn?”) to her. “Horatius” and “The Charge of the Light
Brigade” were also set pieces. These would be performed at family concerts, and to “entertain”
visitors.“Julia was a very bright child,” my aunt Peggie remembers. “Everybody said that.” Until
the age of eleven, she was educated at the National School in Dugara. This was a walk of about
a mile each way. She was immediately and lastingly at the top of her class. The open nature of
academic competition suited her, and the attention and praise she earned through her success
in the school suited her as well. This is another point over which memories diverge. My mother,
as I’ve said, saw her childhood as one long immersion in being neglected and ignored. That’s
not exactly how other members of the family remember it. “Julia was the bright one, the clever
one, the one that was always trotted out for visitors,” one of her sisters recalls. She would be
brought to the parlor and encouraged to go through her paces. Sixty years later, there was still
an edge of sibling competition to these memories. Pat and Molly, in this version of events, doted
on Julia’s deeds: “Everything she did was then repeated.”In 1932, at the age of eleven, Julia won
a place as a day pupil at the Convent of Mercy in Ballyhaunis. This small market town, now with



its mosque, is about fifteen miles from the family home in Lurgan. It was a good school, run by
the Sisters of Mercy. Julia went to stay with her mother’s brother Tony Waldron, then a young
G.P. just setting out in practice. (Tony died while I was writing this book, in 2005, at the age of
101. The Waldrons are very long-lived: at the time of this writing, my mother’s aunt Nora is still
alive at ninety-eight.) Another of her mother’s siblings, her sister Biddy, was staying with him as
his housekeeper. Julia moved in with them for the duration of the school term and continued to
do well, better than well, in school. There was a national essay competition, on some patriotic
subject or other, and Julia won it. This was a famous event in the family. It was “absolutely
wonderful, that Julia was so very clever and so very bright,” Peggie recalls.At thirteen, Julia
changed schools again, when she won a place at the Presentation convent in Tuam. This time
she would be a boarder. She would spend twenty-four hours a day in the atmosphere of a
missionary nuns’ school.The Sisters of the Presentation of the Blessed Virgin Mary are a
religious order with Irish origins. The founder was a Cork woman, Nano Nagle, born in 1718,
who received her religious education in France and then went home and dedicated her life to
education and to the poor. At the time it was illegal to educate Catholic children; the penalty for
doing so was exile and confiscation of property. Nano Nagle went ahead and did it anyway,
which is why she recently came first in a poll to identify the greatest Irish person in history. (I find
this a less depressing choice than the permanent British option, Winston Churchill.) She
founded what was initially a branch of the Ursuline Sisters, and in 1775, when the Ursulines
were forbidden to break their contemplative way of life to work with the poor, she established the
Sisters of Charitable Instruction of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, which became the Order of the
Presentation of the Blessed Virgin Mary. From its inception it has been an order with a strong
bias toward education. It is not as well known or as prominent as its male equivalent, the
Christian Brothers, but nonetheless has had a considerable presence in Ireland and as a
missionary order abroad. The first overseas branch was founded in Newfoundland in 1833,
followed by India(1842), San Francisco (1854), Tasmania (1856), and so on. The glory and
wonder and drama of these missions were constant subjects in the school. Nuns returning from
the missions would regularly give talks to the pupils. “It’s very difficult to imagine, it’s very difficult
to explain to anyone without the background,” says Peggie. “If you were at boarding school in
Ireland, several times in the year nuns from the missions would come looking for postulants.” A
postulant is a trainee nun, one who has gone into the convent but has not yet “taken the habit”
and sworn the vows that commit her to the order and to a life of poverty, chastity, and obedience.
“You’d get a long talk about how wonderful the life was, the marvelous possibilities, they’d show
you photographs of things they did, and tell you stories. So if you were in a convent boarding
school, you were fired with this idea of how wonderful it would be to go on the missions. I
imagine a lot of very unsuitable people went into convents, not having a clue of what they were
letting themselves in for at a very early age. They’d grown up totally sheltered.”Sheltered in one
way; exposed, or indoctrinated, in another. It might not be true to call Ireland in the mid-1930s
the most Catholic country in the world. But in other countries with a strong Catholic presence



there was also forceful opposition to Catholicism; there were strands of secular, left-wing,
anticlerical thought, ranging from mild atheistic dissent to outright militant communism. That was
not the case in Ireland. The ascent to power of Éamon de Valera’s government in 1932, the anti-
treaty body having reincarnated itself as Fianna Fáil, saw Catholicism and nationalism locked in
an inseparably tight clinch. The Church had been courageous as the embodiment of national
identity all through the dark years of the penal laws and the deliberate, violent suppression of
Irish identity through religion, language, education, and economics. Now the Church was
garnering its reward at the center of a state that was, if not exactly theocratic, then not far from it;
the least you could say is that it was distinctly, defiantly unsecular. The air was heavy with piety:
a peculiar and deeply Irish national Catholic piety. The new state religion was religion and the
state. The intensity of feeling and the monolithic character of this new state, and its attitudes to
women, at times conspire to seem, to a contemporary observer, close to some versions of Islam.
Julia, like everyone else, but especially everyone else in a convent boarding school in the West
of Ireland, drew in this mixture with every breath. A bright girl and a devout one, she was
constantly being prompted to ask herself whether she might have that most exciting, most noble
thing of all: a religious vocation.When trying to understand the pressures on Julia, one must add
to this the fact that by 1936 she was the oldest of a family of eight children, of whom seven were
girls. It would not be fair to call this a disaster, but it did not make life simple for the Gunnigans.
The house was small, and already so full that one of the younger children was sent to be brought
up by her Waldron grandparents. The farm could not support more adults. The girls had to be
married off; this was not a choice, it was a basic fact of economics. But the supply of available
men was strictly finite, and so were opportunities to meet them; and in these circumstances Irish
men were marrying later and later. (It’s still true today in rural Ireland. The tongue-tied, solitary
farmer, depressed and wordless and unable to meet women, is a rural Irish cliché with a sound
basis in truth.)The obligation to leave home was a particular imperative in the mid-1930s. One of
the first things de Valera did after winning the election in 1932 was to stop the annuity the Free
State had been paying to the British treasury. (This was part of the complex deal whereby the
Free State bought out the freeholds that had belonged to absentee landlords.) The result was
economic sanctions of such severity that they amounted to economic war—and since Britain
was not just Ireland’s main trading partner but essentially its only one, taking ninety-six percent
of its exports, the effects were devastating. A punitive duty on cattle was catastrophic, and the
value of Irish agricultural exports fell by two-thirds. For people like the Gunnigans, the impact
was felt directly. These years are to this day known as the “Hungry Thirties.”So more than ever,
the children of the family “must travel.” But what did that, in practice, mean? For male children of
a rural Irish family, the most prestigious and respected career choice was the priesthood; for
female children, it was to become a nun. For the Gunnigans, a role model was close at hand in
the form of Father, later Monsignor, Tim Gunnigan, my mother’s uncle. “He was obviously
marked out to be a priest from the time he was about twelve and sent to a diocesan college and
then on to Maynooth and so on,” one of Tim’s nieces told me, before adding: “Even he, poor lad,



had probably very little choice.” Tim was the most admired member of the family, and would have
made the convent seem both an admirable and a conceivable choice—provided always, of
course, that the young woman in question was able to detect in herself the sincere glimmerings
of a religious vocation.Julia spent hours trying to distinguish between what was a real impulse to
a vocation and what was her rational mind telling her that a vocation would be an immensely
useful thing for her to have; what was real religious feeling and what was convenience. And
mixed in with the desire to do what was right in the eyes of God, and her conscience, and
beneficial to her family, was a voice, so quiet and unfamiliar at this time in her life that she would
have had trouble hearing it, asking, But what about me? It was a sentiment she was trained not
to have, and not to consider important if she did have it; but there it was, and like many such
questions it did not become easier to ignore just because it was so quiet. In fact, the quietness of
its insistence was part of what gave it force: But what about me?At sixteen, Julia had no
experience of the wider world. (Her only long-distance expedition had been a trip to Dublin to
attend the Eucharistic Congress in 1932.) But she knew that a wider world did exist. In one
sense, joining a religious order was a way of experiencing that world, especially if she joined an
order with missions abroad. The price paid for this, however, was to spend her life in what
amounted to a form of confinement, psychological as much as institutional. People joining
religious orders didn’t see it that way consciously; but they knew that they would never be free
again. This was about three decades before Vatican II, and the vow of obedience meant what it
said. Julia contemplated it with elation but also with real fear.She struggled with these questions.
It was difficult to unpick what was hers—her hopes, her beliefs, her needs—and what belonged
to the culture; and what needs and hopes belonged to her family rather than to her. What
belonged to whom? It’s hard enough to untangle now, almost seventy years later. It must have
been even harder at the time. But Julia made her decision. She told her family and the sisters at
her convent school that she believed she had a vocation and that she wanted to be a nun. Her
plan was to join the Sisters of the Good Shepherd as a postulant at their convent in New Ross,
County Wexford. Her intention was to leave school before the end of her course of studies and
join the convent immediately. This was the early summer of 1937, and Julia was sixteen years
old.1ONE OF THE MOST FAMOUS THINGS ever written about family life is the opening
sentence of Anna Karenina. “All happy families resemble one another, each unhappy family is
unhappy in its own way.” It’s a magnificent line, so sonorous and resonant that it makes it easy for
us not to notice it isn’t true. Part of its falsehood lies in the fact that happy families aren’t
especially alike, any more than unhappy ones are unalike. But at a deeper level, the falsehood
lies in the idea that a family is either happy or unhappy. Life, family life, just isn’t that simple. Most
families are both happy and unhappy, often intensely so, and often at the same time. A sense of
safety can be a feeling of trappedness; a delight in routine can be suffocating boredom; a
parent’s humor and unpredictability can be a maddeningly misplaced childlikeness—and in
many cases, the feeling is simultaneous. I was both happy and unhappy as a child, just as my
parents were both happy and unhappy, and just as almost everyone else is.Another way in which



our family resembled everyone else’s was that we had secrets. All families have secrets.
Sometimes they are of the variety that a family keeps from outsiders; sometimes they are the
sort that a family keeps from itself; sometimes they are the sort to whose presence no one
consciously admits. But they are almost always there. People have a deep need for secrets. The
question is what to do with them and about them, and when to let them go.MY PARENTS’
ASHES are interred in the graveyard of All Saints’ Church at Manfield in North Yorkshire. Neither
of them had any connection with the place in life, and it is in that sense an arbitrary place for
them to have ended up. My mother was born in Ireland, my father in Africa, and neither of them
ever lived anywhere near Manfield. But they moved around a lot, and came to be people who
didn’t have too strong a link with anywhere, so I don’t think the arbitrariness of the location is
inappropriate. Besides, Manfield is where the Lanchesters’ grave is: my father’s father and great-
grandparents, and then back again for two more generations, are all buried there. His
grandfather is the only immediate ancestor to be elsewhere. Some of the graves have been
shifted over the years, pushed up against the church wall to—among other things—make the
graveyard easier to mow. But the Lanchesters’ grave was spared that, and lies where it always
has, under the south wall of the high-windowed, grim eighteenth-century church.“It’s a cold
place,” my mother said to me, the day that we buried my father’s ashes in the summer of 1984,
several months after his death. “I don’t like the idea of him being cold.”“It’s where he wanted to
be,” I said, which was true.I didn’t, and don’t, have the same consolation about my mother’s
ashes ending up at All Saints’. I interred them there in the summer of 1998, and it was a mistake.
She didn’t want her ashes to go there, because she didn’t want to be cremated. In the immediate
aftermath of her death, though, I was so upset that I didn’t read the will closely enough to notice
its very first sentence: “I ask that my body be buried.” It used to be an important piece of Catholic
doctrine, that cremation was wrong because it prevented the body’s rising from death at the Last
Judgment. But I am not a Catholic, and in my distress simply missed the statement and its
importance. So I interred her ashes in the summer of 1998, in the same grave where she and I
had put my father’s ashes fourteen years before.That day, the day I interred my mother’s ashes, I
had a sense of being oppressed by things I wanted to talk about and could not. The mistake I
had made in having her cremated was on my conscience, but since I did not know the priest—
had met him right there and then for the first time—I felt it would be too much to explain in the
fifteen or so minutes we had together. There was also the fact, not at all important but very hard
to get out of my mind, that the priest was wearing army boots and combat trousers under his
cassock. I noticed this as we stood beside the grave, reading a shortened form of the burial
service. No doubt I wouldn’t have spotted it if I hadn’t already been looking down at the small
hole in the grave, just big enough to cover the little wooden box that contained my mother’s
ashes. I began to wonder whether it would seem out of turn to ask why he was wearing combat
clothes. Was it some new thing that priests did, making some point about being a soldier for
Christ? I did hope not. And he seemed a nice, mild-mannered, gentle man, not the sort for wild
evangelical gestures. Or perhaps it was me? Funeral rites often have an air of strangeness and



unreality about them; sometimes you lose your hold on what is normal and what isn’t. I had a
sudden, vivid memory of the day after my father died, when the local Church of England vicar
came to the door to offer comfort. Because my parents had only just moved into the house, he
had no idea who we were. My mother was somewhere upstairs, so I made tea. In a very English
way we made small talk. Then he picked up a photograph of my father from the bookcase.“I
hope you don’t mind me asking,” he said, “but are you Jewish?”It was about twelve hours since
my father had died. I had been up all night dealing with police, ambulance men, and the doctor. I
was numb to my bones, so numb I didn’t know quite what to say other than:“I don’t mind you
asking, but no, I’m not Jewish.”“Oh,” he said. Pause. “Because you look Jewish.” Pause. “I hope
you don’t mind my asking again, but was your father Jewish?”By now wondering where this was
going, I said, “No…”“Oh,” he said. Pause. “Because he looks Jewish.” Pause. “Because I’m
Jewish.”At this point he was visibly expecting me to break down and admit that I, too, was Jewish
but had been too shy to admit it.Standing by the family grave, I had a flashback to that moment.
The Church of England seemed to generate a strange force-field involving eccentricity and
embarrassment and nobody’s ever knowing quite what to say. It might be perfectly normal for a
Church of England priest to be wearing combat clothes under his clerical outfit. But I found it
hard to concentrate on the words of the service, there in the cold Yorkshire graveyard.In the
event, the nice priest cleared things up, just after putting the clod of earth over the small wooden
box containing my mother’s ashes.“Thought I should say about the outfit,” he said. “I serve in the
Territorials. Mechanical engineering. I’m off now to repair some motorbikes.”“Thanks,” I
said.“What would you like to have written on the grave?” he then asked. And that was the next
thing I did not want to talk about. The gravestone lists the names and ages of all the Lanchesters
buried there. But both my mother’s name and her age were now in question. A month before, five
days after she died, I had found out that both the name and the date of birth I had known my
mother by were false. What I didn’t know was when or why or how she had taken a false identity,
and what it meant for the story of her life, and my father’s life, and mine. I also knew that finding
all that out was going to take some work. My immediate dilemma was whether to give the dates
that corresponded to her legal identity—and which contradicted all the documents I had had to
show in arranging the interment, and also contradicted all the stories she had told about her life
—or to tell the truth. The story of our lives is not the same as the story we tell about our
lives.“Can I get back to you on that?” I asked the priest. He looked a little surprised, but he said,
“Of course.”So I set out to find the story of my mother’s life, which is also the story of my father’s
life, and to an extent far greater than I realized when I began this journey, the story of mine, too.
This book is that story. It has involved three kinds of detective work for me. One is close to actual
detective work: finding out what my parents did, and what was done to them. This is fairly
straightforward for my father, and not at all so for my mother, who covered her traces well and
never gave anything away. For my mother’s earlier life, my main sources have been
conversations with family members; a short account of my mother’s life written by my aunt
Peggie and followed by a formal interview with her; and a set of letters that Peggie gave me. For



the later part of my mother’s life, for my father’s life, and for my parents’ lives after marriage, a
camphor-wood chest full of family papers has been my primary source. The second kind of
detective work is emotional: trying to find out what they felt about what happened, and why they
did the things they did. And then there’s the third strand: trying to work out what I feel and think.
That is something we all need to do about who we are and where we come from. I believe that
everyone should do this, or something close to it. We should all know our families’ stories, all the
more so if nobody tells them to us directly and we have to find them out for ourselves.But before
I tell the story of our family, I need to explain a little about what my parents were actually
like.2IDON’T REMEMBER how I found out that my mother was, or rather had been, a nun.When
you’re a child, the way you learn something attaches itself to the thing you’ve learned.
Straightforward stuff, like the things you learn in school, doesn’t need a label or a warning; you
know you can let it out in a fashion as uncomplicated as the way you let it in. Your times tables,
the capital of Nicaragua: this is knowledge that might be useful in the classroom but is not
dangerous or psychically important.The things you learn in the playground have a higher sense
of risk and a lower sense of reliability, and you need them in a more urgent way. How to make
friends, who your friends are, and who they aren’t, and who are friends who turn out not to be
friends, and what happens when you are picked on, and maybe what happens when you pick on
someone else, and how to behave in any and all these combinations of circumstances: none of
these things is officially taught, but they are among the most important you will learn. We learn
them in the social world, and we learn at the same time that the social world can be a merciless
place, and that is something none of us ever entirely forgets.And then there are the things that
are whispered about in the playground, or among friends, and that have a sense of danger and
unreliability about them right from the start. They might not be true, but they are explosive; their
potential to be explosive is not reduced even if they are not true. These things often have to do
with sex, or money, and they always have to do with secrets. Children know that the adult world
is full of secrets, and they know that secrets are thrilling and explosive and dangerous, even if
they don’t quite know what the secrets are finally about, or why it is that they are so
dangerous.As time goes by, our sense of home life shifts along this axis. At first everything about
home and our parents seems straightforward: things are the way they are. Then we gradually
realize that there are reasons why things are the way they are, and that other people’s lives are
not quite the same as ours, in ways that are both interesting and, potentially, disturbing: Why
doesn’t Ryan have a daddy, and why does Lisa’s mummy cry all the time, and why does my
daddy walk out of the room whenever someone on the telly talks about wanting to buy a new
car? We gradually sense that our own family, our own lives, are not quite like other families, other
lives. And then, often, if we are either lucky or unlucky—I’m still not quite sure which—we learn
that there are things about our families, our lives, that are secret, not just private but secret, and
they have a dangerous charge about them. They are things we are not supposed to talk about,
or even to think about. So we learn not to.That, I think, is how I came to sort of know that my
mother had been a nun, without knowing where or when or for how long or what it meant.



Nietzsche said that ignorance is as structured as knowledge. I’ve come to agree. The things you
don’t know are very often the things you have chosen not to know. At a broad historical level,
they are the things for which any era is judged most harshly by those that follow: not for the
things that people genuinely didn’t know, but for the things right in front of them that they chose
not to see. At a personal level, too, some of the most important truths in our lives are the ones
right in front of us, that we won’t think about and can’t face. The thing we most can’t face is
always the thing directly facing us.So, about my mother’s having been a nun. I’m sure I wasn’t
directly told. My parents didn’t much go in for directly telling me things. More likely, I was allowed
to overhear certain things, and had certain other hints dangled in front of me, and I was
encouraged to figure things out for myself. The truth was allowed to emerge, over time, through
hints and allusions and half-stories and implication. Some dots were scattered around, and I was
given an opportunity, if I felt so inclined, to connect them. This method, of telling me without
telling me, had the effect of making things seem to be a big deal, because if something wasn’t a
big deal, I could be told about it more simply. So I knew that it was a big deal that my mother had
been a nun. It was something that had been crucially important to her, and that explained a lot
about her. But I still don’t know how I knew.I suppose that’s partly because children have
different degrees of knowing. I didn’t know it as a simple, taken-for-granted fact, like the facts
that we lived in Hong Kong, and that I was an only child, and that my mother was Irish. It also
wasn’t known in the way that you half know something isn’t true, like the tooth fairy or Santa
Claus or heaven, which is where both my grandfathers were—had been since before I was born.
It was somewhere in the middle, in the category of things I knew but wasn’t supposed to ask
about, like why my father spoke Japanese and could do judo but my grandmother wouldn’t have
anything Japanese in the house, so we used to have to hide my record player and television
when she came to stay; or why the people who lived in the next house along Middle Gap Road
and had a Saint Bernard called Portnoy had given him “a very silly name” (though when I asked
why it was silly, my mother wouldn’t tell me); or why my mother’s name was Julie even though
her initials were B.T.J.; or where babies came from.I must have known by the time I was ten,
because that’s when I was sent to boarding school eight thousand miles away in England, and I
knew by then. I also knew that I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone. It wasn’t a secret, exactly, but it
was private. My mother was proud of the fact and also close to ashamed of it. I was aware of
these prescriptions and restrictions without their having been discussed; as a child, I was super-
alert to the distinctions about what you could and couldn’t say. My mother never spoke of it to
anyone apart from my father and me, and even to us she did not speak openly.I remember a
conversation between my parents, when a letter arrived from my grandmother in County Mayo.
This would date from the period when I was still piecing together the fact that Mum had been a
nun, I think, or perhaps it comes from just after the time I worked it out.“Anything in it?” asked
Dad. He had come home from work, drunk a dry martini, and changed out of his suit.“No, and for
once there’s nothing about Jane,” said Mum. My mother was the oldest child in a family of eight,
seven of them girls, and Jane was her youngest sister. Jane was a nun who worked with the poor



in Peru. My grandmother was known for writing what amounted to poison-pen letters. The sting
would come in the end, in a throwaway remark or postscript: “I was so sorry to hear about your
husband’s drinking, everyone in the family is praying for you” was an example, from a letter to a
woman who had no idea that her spouse had gone back on the bottle. My grandmother would
always mention Jane in her infrequent letters to my mother, by way of—my mother felt—taunting
her about her own failure or apostasy. The emotional violence compressed into a short remark or
observation was part of my mother’s formative training in family life. I had never met my
grandmother, and didn’t until I was nineteen and went to Ireland on my own for the first time, but I
knew to fear and distrust her.* And in fact, even knowing all the things I know now, and all the
things that weren’t quite as my mother told them, I know that my mother, who feared nobody,
feared her own mother. She must have had her reasons.“No mention of Jane? Perhaps she’s run
off with a priest,” joked my father. As it turned out some time later, she had—which is no doubt
one reason I remember this conversation. After a catastrophic Peruvian earthquake in 1974,
which involved Jane in intensely demanding relief work, she fell in love with a man named Pat
Brady, a strong, intelligent, and alarmingly good-looking missionary priest. My mother always
had a special degree of feeling about her youngest sibling, who was also her goddaughter and
whom she had taught, when she was a young nun and Jane was a pupil at her convent school—
hence, perhaps, her mother’s needling on the subject. But all this was something I learned only
later; at the time I remember noticing that the mention of Jane’s vocation was used somehow as
a dig at my mother, and thinking, Can that possibly mean she was once a nun, too?But I’m sure I
was never directly told. That wasn’t the way we did things. For instance, I was never told in as
many words that my father had had a heart attack in 1974 while I was away at boarding school. It
was something I was allowed to work out, to gather, to infer. It was a bad heart attack, and it
permanently affected his health—he took early retirement five years later, and died of another
heart attack four years after that, at the age of fifty-seven—but the mere fact that something was
very, very important was no guarantee that my parents would approach it directly. If anything, the
reverse was true. Looking back at my childhood, I have the feeling that much of the most
important information I was given, I wasn’t given. I was shown the dots and had to construct the
picture for myself.It’s not that my parents were evasive. They weren’t shifty. They did not duck
and weave. But there were topics that did not come up, or that came up only with great difficulty
and in a way that made it clear it would be better for all parties if they did not come up again.
Important subjects by definition carried a powerful charge of feeling, and that made them difficult
and dangerous; and if a thing is dangerous, then it is sensible not to do it unless you have to.
Better to put it off, or approach it indirectly, or allow people (i.e., me) to work things out for
themselves; better still to avoid the subject, if at all possible. My father used to tell the story of a
tutor at his university, a Viennese professor of something or other. Once there was a general
conversation about what people would have, if they could have anything in the world. There were
some surprising answers—a youngish woman don said she wanted an enormous wine cellar.
When it came to the old Viennese professor, he sucked on his pipe for a moment, then said,



“Well, if I could really have anything I wanted, anything at all, I think I would choose…permanent
delusions of grandeur.”Dad loved that story. He liked it because it was funny, but I think he liked
also the idea of a permanent state of feeling that excluded difficulty or pain. For instance, he
could never bring himself to discuss money. He could talk about it in the abstract, in relation to
businesses in the news, or tax policy, or things like that. But he couldn’t bear to talk about money
in any personal context, anything to do with his income or—and this was a particular issue—my
pocket money. I wasn’t allowed to ask for money or to mention it. The subject caused Dad too
much pain. It touched on things from his own childhood, to do with the fact that his father had
used money as a means of control and interference.What was odd about this was that my father
worked for a bank. Dealing with money was what he did all day, every day, for his entire working
life. And yet he couldn’t bear to speak of it at home. As a teenager, when I was home from
school, I would resort to simply stealing money from his wallet rather than putting him and me
through the impossible ordeal of my asking for it. I would steal it resentfully, too, from the wallet
he left openly on the hall table. I didn’t want to steal, but I felt that I had no choice, and that the
whole episode was showing both our characters in their least good light. I now see that the
banking and the not being able to discuss money were tightly linked: he had gone to work in a
bank because his father had bullied him into doing a job that would keep him grounded in the
real world—which, in his father’s view, meant a job that was all about money. The memory of
that, and all it implied, was so painful for Dad that if I ever mentioned money to him, he was
overpowered by flashbacks from his youth and sent into a profound gloom. Working with money
all day and not being able to talk about it were at some psychic level part of the same deal.My
father, whom I loved deeply and whose memory I revere, was not a direct man. He was open
and friendly in manner, unstuffy and funny, and he was also that rarest of all things, a good
listener. But when there was any sense of difficulty about a conversation, he found it impossible
to address himself to it head-on. It’s not so much that he disliked confrontation with other people
as that he disliked confronting himself, the parts of himself—anger or sadness or simple
embarrassment—that he did not want to encounter. The one time I remember him trying directly
to tackle a subject he would have preferred to avoid was during a summer holiday in England
when he and I had a talk about sex. At least, that’s what I realized, years later, it had been. Part
of the trouble was that before he began, he took the precaution of getting comprehensively
sloshed. My father never slurred or rambled or fell over or lost himself in drink; indeed, he never
seemed that different, only a little more cheerful. It certainly didn’t make him any more direct; but
perhaps it helped him to think he had been more direct. On this occasion, my mother had gone
to bed, saying over her shoulder to him, “If he was a girl I would have done it.” He sat down with
me in the kitchen, offered me a beer, and while fiddling with his own glass of dark rum, his
inexplicable preferred nightcap, told a long, rambling, difficult-to-follow story about some rowers
he had known at university in Melbourne who had, the night before big races, used to do this
thing, which was a silly thing, but anyway, they had tied strips of towel to their backs, so that if
they lay on their backs during the night they would be uncomfortable and would turn over,



because it was while you lay on your back at night that you might have certain sorts of dreams,
they sometimes, you know, and they thought that, you know, would sap their strength, ha-ha,
wasn’t that silly, the idea that it might sap their strength, even though they had a point, and
anyway…We chatted on for a bit more and then went to bed.I didn’t have a clue what Dad was
talking about. This was 1978, and I was sixteen. It was years later—this isn’t a figure of speech: it
was five years later, when I was at university in 1983—when somebody asked me whether I had
ever had any formal sex education. No, I said, not a word, and as for my parents—and then I had
a sudden flash of memory, and it hit me that my father’s mumblings on the subject of towels and
rowers at the University of Melbourne had been an attempt to fill me in on the details of human
sexual reproduction, with special reference to the subject of puberty. I realized that my father had
been talking about, or trying to talk about, wet dreams. When the rowers lay on their backs they
had wet dreams. Hence the toweling strips, to stop them from lying on their backs. This was
Dad’s attempt at my sexual education. The sudden memory of his sweetness, gentleness, and
chronic inability to tackle difficult subjects made me laugh aloud. To fill your son in on the details
of how sex works in such a way that he realizes what you are talking about only five years later—
now, that’s good going.My mother’s gift for avoiding subjects was very different from my father’s.
She would never have left things like that. If she brought up a subject, you knew it had been
brought up. You could sense the formidable head teacher she had been. But she was very, very,
very good—a genius—at not bringing things up. She had the ability to make certain subjects
unbroachable. My mother didn’t quite have, as Steve Jobs of Apple Computer is said to have, a
Reality Distortion Field, an aura that causes people near him to agree with his version of reality,
in preference to the generally agreed-upon version outside his head. But she did have a kind of
Inquiry Suppression Field, in which there were things you couldn’t ask, psychic places you
couldn’t go, and wishes you were not allowed to acknowledge or voice.“I want to ask your
mother things about her childhood,” a friend once told me, “but I can’t. I don’t know how she
does that.”“Me neither,” I said.She had an ability to ensure not so much that certain topics were
off-limits as that they just did not exist. It wasn’t so much that she would dodge a subject, or
evade it, as that she would behave as if it were not there, and do so with an absolute conviction
that was impossible to challenge. Or at least that I found impossible to challenge. Even having a
desire implied that there was something you wanted that she hadn’t anticipated, which meant
that it was in some sense a criticism of her. And you couldn’t criticize her, implicitly or explicitly,
ever. She had a talent for making tiny actions or exchanges carry a tremendous weight of
emotional violence. At the same time, if you tried to explain why something was so violent, you
wouldn’t be able to. There was never anything you could call her on, since everything was
unspoken and implicit. She managed to preserve total deniability.There is no word for “no” in
Irish. If someone asks you a direct question, “Are you going out tonight?” you can’t just say, “No,”
you have to incorporate the question in your answer: “I am not going out.” Even if you want flatly
to contradict somebody, you have, at least partly, to incorporate or acknowledge that person’s
wishes by speaking them out loud. I’d be reluctant to make too large a general point about this,



but it does often seem to me that this provides a clue to the Irish way of relating, which is keener
to divert and deflect, to digress and elaborate and distract, than to confront. An Irish talker, if he
doesn’t like where you are headed, is not likely to stand directly in the way of your intention, but
he is quite likely to come along beside you and give you a nudge, so you end up somewhere you
weren’t expecting or intending to be. Certainly that’s what my mother was like. You knew where
you were, and you knew where the “Keep Out” signs were, too, even if you didn’t know the
reason for them.The zone of undiscussability blended into her preferred mode of getting what
she wanted, which was to treat you with fait accompli. She was a master of the fait accompli—it
was her favorite tactic for getting you to do something she suspected you didn’t want to do. It’s a
highly effective tactic, too, if you don’t mind the furious resentment it will cause. The key point is
never to ask for something, because that implies the possibility that somebody might say no.
Don’t ask if someone will be home for dinner, just tell the person what you’re cooking. Don’t ask
for help going to the supermarket, just announce that it’s time to leave. Don’t ever admit that
there are things to discuss. Don’t ever say good-bye.What this leads to is a relationship that
proceeds by negatives. It was almost impossible to have an explicit argument with Julie, but you
could certainly have bitter, explosive, violent rows—only they tended to be carried out not in the
medium of language. The preferred method for her to express anger involved sulking, silence,
distance, and omission, and this became the only effective way of communicating these feelings
back at her. She couldn’t be outfought—she couldn’t be fought at all—and she was devastatingly
good at being unhappy at people. But you could simply not be there; you could not be there
physically, insofar as it was possible, and when you had to be there physically you could learn
not to be there emotionally. So I did that. I rose to Olympic standards at that. Our arguments
tended to fall into patterns of explosive but silent withdrawal, with her sulking and me absent.
And none of this, obviously, was ever discussed.Well, that’s families, I suppose. A book that gave
a true and full account of any family’s inner life would have to be able to explain how a remark
that is short, plain, and apparently neutral—“There’s that draft again”—can have in it a thousand-
page history of rage and hate and emotional violence. It would have to capture that family
atmosphere, of all the time spent together blending into a miasma of exhausting, exhaustive
intimacy, combined with all the ways in which family members, who feel that they know one
another so well they could die of boredom, also hardly know one another at all. But nobody
would want to read that book; it would be too familiar.I’ll have to just ask you to take my word for
my mother’s force of personality. It was something you could sense in her speech. In rendering it
I find it hard not to resort to italics. She often spoke with great emphasis; she never qualified or
dithered, and she had no use for rathers or somewhats or verys. “If I’m ever caught up in a
disaster, a fire or earthquake or something,” she once told me, “and they ask me what it was like
—heaven help them if they ask me, ‘How did you feel?’—but if they ask me what it was like, I’ll
just say, ‘It was bad. Just that. It was bad.’”“Okay, Mum,” I said.In the days when she was drinking
most—this would be the seventies and early eighties, when she would go through half a bottle of
sherry a day, hardly ever more and not often less—I would sometimes tentatively raise the



question of whether she really, truly wanted me to go to the fridge and pour her another glass.
When I did that, she always said one of two things. If she was cooking, she would turn away from
the stove or chopping board toward me and say, with maximum emphasis, “The laborer is worthy
of her hire.” (She was citing the Gospel according to Luke.) My favorite, though, was the other
one, when she wasn’t cooking. If I “cast nasturtiums,” as she called it, she would waggle her
empty glass and less crossly but more defiantly say, “And is there balm in Gilead?” This was
intended to be, and somehow managed to be, a complete answer.*It would be giving a
misleading impression of her if I failed to convey just how entertaining, how funny, how alive she
was. She was tricky, moody, difficult, powerful, superstitious, neurotic, and she projected an
emotional force-field that was like something out of Star Trek; but she was also brilliant, funny,
and invariably quick to see a point and get a joke. She was one of the best talkers I’ve ever
known; she was famous for it. She loved a drink and loved a good meal. Most of all, though, I
remember the talk. Or rather, I don’t remember it, exactly, since good talk is the most evanescent
thing in the world, so bound up as it is with timing and mood—but I do remember Julie’s
catchphrases, things she could be relied on, with absolute fidelity, to say in specific
circumstances. Whenever she saw something unexpectedly expensive—when she peered over
my shoulder to look at a car magazine, say, and found a picture of a Ferrari with a £150,000
price tag—she would firmly announce: “I’ll have half a dozen.” Whenever someone had a name
that was definitely, irrevocably Irish—for instance the current Cardinal Archbishop of
Westminster, the wonderfully named Cormac Murphy-O’Connor—she would say, “Good Turkish
name.” Whenever something came up that she should have known but didn’t, she would say—it
was the punch line of an old, old joke—“God bless us and save us, said poor Mrs. Davis, I never
knew herrings [pronounced “herons”] was fish.” Whenever I was hungry and cleared my plate,
she would say, “Poor boy, he lost his appetite and found a horse’s.” Whenever I praised her
cooking, or she thought something hadn’t turned out as well as I thought it did, she would say,
“Hunger is good sauce.” When she offered you something and you said you didn’t want it, she
would say, with comedy disappointment that also managed to be real disappointment, “Be like
that.” Whenever anyone gave any indication of snobbery or class prejudice, she would say, “God
bless the squire and his relations, and keep us in our proper stations.” Whenever anyone
dropped or broke anything, she would say—alluding to an old cartoon—“The happy home.”
Whenever anyone said anything critical of The Guardian, she would say, “The Guardian has
been a good friend to Ireland.” Once every six months, she would say, “Don’t forget, if you’re ever
in trouble, you can always turn to the J’s”—meaning the Jesuits, of whom she had a high
opinion, based on the Jesuit priests she had known. “They can be relied on.” To which I would
say, “If they’re so great, why does everybody hate them?” To which my mother, calmly: “That is
their cross.”Ireland was a big subject. I was brought up with a profound ambivalence about
Ireland and Irishness. On the one hand, my mother was deeply proud of being Irish; she talked
about Ireland all the time, sought out the company of Irish friends wherever she went—“the
Murphia,” my father called them—and had the habit common to people from small countries of



thinking that everyone else comes from them, too. “That man has spent time in Ireland as a
child,” she would say to me about someone overheard asking directions in the street; or, “He’s
from Cork,” of a man behind us in the queue for the Star Ferry in Hong Kong; or, “That’s a Kerry
name,” of somebody mentioned in the South China Morning Post. This drove me nuts as a child,
but what drove me even more nuts was the extent to which she was right—when I got older and
bolder, I would go up to people and say, “Excuse me, my mother is from Mayo, and she says
you’re from Wexford, is that right?” I gave up after three or four goes because it turned out that
she had been right every time. Now I’m the one who’s prone to saying things like, “Sullivan?
That’s a Cork name,” while my family around me grimace and flinch. She loved Irish talk and was
proud of Irish writing and Irish attitudes—or some of them, anyway. A certain kind of Irish male
omniscience used to irritate her, but it was more than balanced by the pride she exhibited in
such things as the fact that the Irish word for “generous” is the same as that for “princely.” Her
Irish itself was pretty good; when we went to the Gaeltacht, the Irish-speaking part, of County
Galway, I was deeply impressed by how well she got by in Irish. Once, in a bar in Buncrana, in
Donegal, a man, clearly not quite believing her to be Irish (though we’d gone there with friends
who were well known in the area), spoke to her in the language, and she unhesitatingly, and at
some length, spoke back in Irish. She was proud of all that.But there was a shadow side to her
attitude to Ireland and, in particular, to her family. I was brought up to believe that I should not
trust them. This wasn’t a question of specifics, apart from the warning that one of her sisters was
a “troublemaker”: the one, it turned out, to whom she had been closest, the one without whom
she would have found it virtually impossible to leave the convent—a deeply unfair assessment, it
seems to me now. Occasionally she would tell me something more directly: when my wife and
son and I moved to a larger house in 1998, she, with her inimitable maximum firmness, gave me
her policy about the family: “Never let them know you have a spare room.” But that was her
comedy mode. There was something darker and not quite explicit about her sense of her family,
something I got from her without its being spelled out: there was a source of danger, of
unreliability, of potential treachery and ill will. That was it more than anything else: the feeling was
that they did not always wish her well.I must have known, in some way and at some level, that
the version she gave of her life didn’t quite add up. I’m not saying that it made no sense at all, or
that she seemed shifty—just that, thinking about it now, I could and perhaps should have sensed
that she wasn’t an entirely reliable narrator. Not a wholly unreliable one, but not a wholly reliable
one. Somewhere in the middle. There were few outright giveaways, but one of them should have
been the confusion about her birthday. This was always celebrated on December 5, even though
her passport said it was February 16. That was, she said, because of a cock-up with the
registration of her birth. She was born in December 1929. But her father took months to get
around to the chore of registering her. He was supposed to christen her Julia, but when he
eventually went to the registrar, months after the birth, both of them were drunk, and the registrar
wrote the date of registration on the birth certificate, instead of the date of birth. So my mother
always celebrated her birthday on December 5, not February 16, when her birth had been



erroneously registered. Her father got the name wrong, too, since it had been agreed that she
would be known as Julia, but he forgot to write that on the form, so the birth certificate gave only
her secondary names, Bridget and Teresa; the Julia was added as her confirmation name when
she was eleven. That didn’t seem as odd as it might have seemed to me, since my father’s given
name was George William, but he was only and always known as Bill. There were other oddities,
too, related to the time she had spent in India as a missionary, and a vagueness about the
relevant dates. When clues or hints were dropped—my wife, Miranda, in the aftermath of a
conversation with one of my cousins at a family wedding, speculated that my mother must be
older than she said, because her younger brother was about to have his seventieth birthday—I
reacted with irritation. Her informant must have been drunk. I’d seen my mother’s passport, I had
a copy of her birth certificate. I knew how old she was.
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Ebook TopsReader, “but I find it halfway between annoying and interesting. I'm still reading this
book, but I find it halfway between annoying and interesting. Annoying because the writer is
analyzing the person his mother was. I am a mother whose children sometimes tell me what I
am thinking or feeling ("I know you're angry" "I know you don't like...") and they're often off the
mark. That's a very personal prejudice obviously. The book is very interesting because his
mother had a very interesting life, and Mr. Lanchester has been able to talk with his aunts and
other relatives to make a rounded picture of the mother he remembers and the woman she was.”

George E. Goff & Better Half Michele, “Looks To Be A Good Read. The PB is in excellent
condition but the pages are rough like the paper kids use in the first grade to practice their
handwriting. The font is much better than some Mass Marketing paperbacks and it is a
substantial book at about 368 pages. This book was purchased as a donation to charity so I am
reviewing only the condition of the book - not the content.”

SDS, “Beautiful, Wise and Deep, and Ultimately Heart-Satisfying. This book is fascinating. John
Lanchester delves deeply into his parents' and grandparents' lives, trying to understand his
mother's one astounding life-changing choice. He obviously loves and admires his parents
deeply. This is not a whiner. He also sees how much he owes to his parents' commitment to his
own well-being. You feel their love for him in every page, and it is reciprocated. But on his
mother's death he learned something that momentarily stopped his internal family clock. From
that moment he began the quest to understand her, to comprehend why she did what she did,
and on his way to that goal he dove straight into the heart of compassion. I read it through in one
gulp, hurrying to find out what was next and next. But there was so much else about life in his
explorations that I have continued to open it at random ever since.  Just excellent, in every way.”

Alison Ferry, “Beautiful Memoir. I thoroughly enjoyed this book - a loving tribute to the
Lanchester family. I had the feeling that writing it must have been a cathartic experience for the
author, there are many references to his mother's lack of sensitivity and apparent aloofness
which is due to unhappiness in her early life as a nun. It is no wonder she had psychological
problems which also became problems for her family.I felt in the end that John was airing his
own instabilities and mental problems which he has overcome through therapy. This book would
no doubt help anyone who has deep rooted family problems leading to confusion and
depression.A good read - and especially for me being a product of a colonial childhood myself!”

vsjs, “memorable family drama. If you're looking for a fascinating memoir, this is it! It's beautifully
written and grabs you from the beginning with the promise of dark secrets. I've given this book
as a gift to friends who like to read and went to Catholic schools, as that religion plays a major
role in the drama.”



Joan, “but a wonderful family story showing understanding both of how previous experiences ....
A little wordy, but a wonderful family story showing understanding both of how previous
experiences has influence on current behaviors and how responses and similarities develop in
the next generation(s). I enjoyed it a lot even though I was not familiar with Irish disowning their
children for leaving the convent or the priesthood.I will read more of John Lancaster's books.”

Penelope Hansen, “All families have their mysteries, some more than others...... Loved the
simultaneous exploration of a family, the people who try to make a family - a man and a woman
in this case - and the author's profoundly thoughtful response to extraordinary revelations. A
book with plenty of heart and loads of intellect.”

Scamall176, “Memoir of an extraordinary woman. This is a wonderful true story of a woman who
spent many years as a nun, rising to a high rank in the order, then left and married. During her
subsequent married life she carried a huge secret which effectively cut her off from her family in
Ireland and even prevented her achieving her potential as a writer. The book is written by her
son, the novelist John Lanchester, who writes with a depth of understanding and empathy for his
troubled mother. My own enjoyment of the book was enhanced by the fact that she was born
and reared in a corner of the parish I was born in and many place names and family names are
familiar to me. I highly recommend this book particularly to people who like to examine what
"makes people tick" and how early experience can lead to life changing decisions in later life.”

Cathy Morgan, “A fascinating read. For anyone who has discovered a 'Family Secret' in later life
this is a 'must read'. John Lanchester tells the story of his own (very interesting) life alongside his
mother's life and discoveries he made about this mother after she died. He writes so well that
you are hooked before you know it and have to read on to find out what really happened to his
mother in her earlier life. I highly recommend this book.”

Jude, “Highly Recommended. This book has made an enormous impression on me, it describes
events and an era in recent history that in themselves are fascinating without the extraordinary
individuals at the centre of the story, I will have to re-read it again soon, but more slowly this time
as I was too anxious to see what would happen next and want the opportunity to absorb any
details I may have missed.”

J D Booth, “What a wonderful and thoughtful work by John Lanchester. What a wonderful and
thoughtful work by John Lanchester. I was fascinated by the awful restrictions of life and family in
Ireland before Vatican II and his great insights into human behaviour - as always.”

The book by John Lanchester has a rating of  5 out of 4.2. 65 people have provided feedback.
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