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Polly Devlin

Author, journalist, broadcaster, film-maker, art critic and conservationist, Polly Devlin was born in a remote, almost mediaeval area in Co. Tyrone in Ireland in the 1940s: there were no telephones or electricity in the region when she was growing up and ponies and traps were more common than cars. Her perspective on contemporary life was formed by this atavistic childhood.

At the age of twenty-one she began her first job as features editor on Vogue and as a columnist for the New Statesman. She had her own page in the Evening Standard a year later, and soon after went to live in Manhattan as a features editor and writer for Diana Vreeland on American Vogue.

She married, gave up journalism and moved back to England, where she attended the National Film School on a director’s course for four years in the 1980s. The author of six books, Devlin received an OBE in 1993 for services to literature. She lives in London and in Somerset.
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Now, to pry into roots, to finger slime,

To stare big-eyed Narcissus, into some spring

Is beneath all adult dignity. I rhyme

To see myself, to set the darkness echoing.

‘Personal Helicon’, Seamus Heaney






INTRODUCTION

Why should we care what it was like to grow up in the townland of Muinterevlin, in the parish of Ardboe, in County Tyrone, Northern Ireland, in the 1940s and ’50s?

Because it was strange. Let’s not underestimate the attractions of oddity; where would literature be without it? Polly Devlin’s childhood was rural and pre-modern; she describes it as ‘medieval’ and ‘tribal’. She grew up among copper-poisoned fairy trees, hoof-prints of supernatural cows, and peasants who could cure warts; it’s no accident that magic circles are a common metaphor in this book. The parcels from aunts in America, with their fur coats and high-school yearbooks, might as well have come from another planet.

On the island of Ireland, history was ‘alive, bitterly alive, because we live where history happened’, Devlin recounts, and even the curses lasted for centuries: ‘Bad cess to him and to his breed, seed and generation.’ Growing up in a townland named for her own clan, Devlin had the luck (or, some would say, burden) of inhabiting a speaking landscape where everything meant something, even if it had been half-forgotten; for instance, a spooky house that made children uneasy as they passed it turns out to have once belonged to the bailiff who tyrannised over their ancestors on behalf of an absentee landlord.

Another reason we should care what Polly Devlin’s childhood was like is that in one sense, it was no stranger than any of our childhoods, wherever we spent them. She is precise and eloquent on the psychology of children: the manifold guilts, the territoriality, the wicked longing to witness disaster (a cow falling off a cliff), the terror of mockery, the uneasy response to adult questions. More specifically (and those of us who grew up in a horde of siblings will appreciate this), she teases out the peculiarities of a family of seven, ‘the knotted, clotted tie of blood’. Devlin is not afraid to look at the dark side of siblinghood; she probes the difficulties of differentiation, the dread of – and yearning for – separation. ‘Isn’t the wan like the other?’ the neighbours ask, and Devlin is very acute on the way the six sisters do not so much have different characters as play and swap different roles in their ‘gargantuan and dynastic’ power struggles. Each sister is ‘beloved enemy’ to the others, their fights described with memorable frankness as ‘lovemaking in reverse’. Even in adulthood, the sisters remain ‘points of reference on the ordnance maps of each other’s lives’. ‘I am never free of them,’ Devlin complains at the start of the book, and at the end, consoled, she realises ‘I can never be lost.’

All of Us There is a memoir for people who don’t much like memoirs, because it picks its way past all the usual pitfalls of the genre. Polly Devlin indulges in nostalgia only sparingly, and never in sentimentality; against every ‘halcyon’ day she sets some incident of random cruelty. She doesn’t pile up detail for its own sake; this is a slim book, packed hard with insights. Devlin is writing for herself, but not in some bland, scrapbooking spirit.

Instead, she is wrestling with a question, a puzzle: was her childhood heaven or hell, blissfully sensual or bleakly backward, the best of times or the worst? What makes this book so intellectually lively is that its author never settles into an attitude, whether of celebration or critique; one minute Ardboe sounds like a pre-industrial Eden, the next, a creepy backwater of crying children.

She writes with the benefits of hindsight and education, but also with painful, fresh involvement. Readers will appreciate the book’s muscular and poetic language, but they may not notice the cleverness of its structure. Devlin seems to proceed randomly, by association of ideas, but there is an overall movement outwards, like the ripples of a thrown stone, from family to community to the larger forces of religion and politics. One of her most characteristic techniques is to mention something lightly (the power of priests, say, or the troubles of fishermen), then come back to probe it more deeply in a later chapter; this establishes a cyclic, almost seasonal rhythm, but also allows themes to sink into the reader’s consciousness.

Devlin published The Vogue Book of Fashion Photography (1979) some years before All of Us There, and her interest in that art informs this memoir at many points. She offers nuanced readings of the rare photographic artefacts of her childhood: the blandly glossy studio shots, for instance, as compared with the snapshots that capture the ambiguous expressions – ‘open’ yet ‘bruised’, ‘trusting’ yet ‘anxious’ – on the seven children’s faces. She knows that memories are no more reliable than photographs, being marked by what she calls the ‘double exposure of the imagination’. At many points in the book, Devlin’s grown-up sisters are quoted as contesting the way she remembers something. Does she recall Eiram being whipped because it happened often, for instance, or because it happened so rarely that the memory stands out? Devlin includes these rival commentaries, I think, to remind us – and herself – that memoir-writing is always a biased business.

All of Us There is a short, disciplined book, and there are many things it does not set out to do. The family members are not fully fleshed, well-rounded characters, brought to life in long conversations. Instead, we get brief, paradoxical glimpses, from a child’s eye. The charming, lazy father with the beauty of an Elizabethan gallant who never lifts a hand to his children, but resents his wife reminiscing about her former life. The golden-haired, car-driving mother, troubled by longings for ‘another better place, somewhere else where life is real’. Only a few of the sisters stand out from the crowd: Elizabeth the ‘pioneer’ and athletic Eiram, bound together in exclusive friendship, and religious Meg. Very often the pronoun is not ‘I’ but ‘we’; Devlin is telling us what the whole tribe of children – at times, the whole community – sensed and thought.

‘Everything in these kinds of testaments silts down to love, or the lack of it,’ she says baldly, in the middle of a passage about the way adults always reserved their physical caresses for the current baby, the Ba. Sexuality in a broad sense is a running theme in this book, and Devlin’s comments on the rigorous suppression, the ‘blight’ on love, amount to an indictment of Irish culture. As she points out, the very vocabulary of desire was a scornful, derisory one; the person in love was ‘astray in the head’, and ‘touch’ was interchangeable with ‘hit’. The saddest story in the book is that of Ellen, the housekeeper (perhaps the book’s most fully realised character), who never does marry her suitor of twenty years, but keeps her wedding suit in a flour bag on the back of her door, ‘like a pitiful integument waiting for her body’. All of Us There is full of bitter celibates – priests who molest little girls, nuns who unconsciously punish children ‘for existing when their own children did not’, frustrated lovers trying to find some privacy on a rainy hillside without getting blasted from the pulpit on Sunday, and parents forbidden to use birth control to keep their children to a number they can cope with and love enough.

This suppression of sexuality ties in with another of Devlin’s key themes, the cruelty of adults to children, in a culture that equated the sound of children laughing with ‘being bad’. She is fairly forgiving of parents who end up neglecting their children because of fatigue, desperation, or an ingrained tradition of not sparing the rod. But there remain the instances of torment as a ‘pastime’, especially for men: the man who spat on Eiram’s white coat, and the one who chopped the head off Ellen’s doll, laughing. Men were the rulers of this little kingdom, and women deferred to them on almost all occasions. Devlin remembers this with a guilty complicity; she and her sisters were ‘small Salomes’, dancing around the ‘maypole’ of their charming father, and only in retrospect can she grant her mother equal importance, and feel grateful for the commonplace, abrupt, unspoken, busy ‘love of the women around us’.

In her probing analysis of the religion of her childhood, Devlin captures both the dramatic thrills it provided, and that Emperor’s-new-clothes moment when she realised that the apparition of the Virgin Mary might well be ‘all a mock’. She manages to be tough on Irish Catholicism – a ‘tyranny’ enforced by despotic priests who were ‘well-meaning men of narrow and bigoted education’ – but she is equally critical of its oppressors, the lawmakers who pushed it underground during Penal times (the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries) and contributed to its stern nature. She explores suggestive connections between Catholicism and mental illness, and suggests that Irish Catholics’ history of ‘beaten-in subservience’ led to the ‘crippling ethic of modesty’ (intellectual as well as sexual). Devlin is not so much assigning blame as constructing a genealogy of repression, of ‘racial self-hatred’. If a Northern Irish girl in 1950 had to keep her head down and consider herself ‘worthless, like chaff in the wind’, this wasn’t directly the fault of the British, the Catholic Church, or patriarchal Irishmen for whom masculinity was ‘a kind of disease connected with bloodshed’, but of a potent cocktail of all these forces and more.

For some people, Devlin muses, the religious absolutes of her childhood brought comfort; for others, they got twisted into the fear and terrorism ‘that stalk Northern Ireland still’. And she herself is not immune to the righteous rage of Republican terrorists, this ‘plague that my parents with their care and liberalism had tried to inoculate us from’. All of Us There, for all its subtle and descriptive approach, ends up being a startlingly political book. So another reason why readers should care about Polly Devlin’s childhood is that it tells us more than many a mile of newsprint about why the people of Northern Ireland (or Ulster, the North or the Six Counties, depending on your affiliations) might want to kill each other. Things introduced as piquant details – for instance, the British military aerodrome that literally split the parish of Ardboe in two – turn out to be devastating demonstrations of the colonial project in miniature. The fishermen on the lough aren’t just local colour, they’re a perfect example of dispossessed Irishmen waging a local war against the petty, humiliating obstructions put in their way by a bureaucratic government.

But Devlin is always a subtle thinker, and at every point she questions her own resentments. For instance, she recalls thinking that all Catholic children looked pale and rickety – till she saw Protestant children in Belfast who looked the same way, and realised that this was the face of poverty, not of sect. She describes the way the pain of Irish history ‘makes me want to turn on my rational present educated other part and rend myself in half, or tear one part from the other so that one part of me can wholly hate.’ But she doesn’t, can’t; she remains double, culturally hybrid, grieving. Lightly she mentions that their neighbour Paddy Durrish passed on his curative ‘charm’ to his son-in-law, who was killed in a pub bombing, so the magic died out. Among Northern Irish memoirs, this book has, to borrow Devlin’s image about her mother, ‘the power of an unfired bullet’.

So in the end it turns out that this study of a particular, ‘remote and backward’ place, a ‘left-over, atavistic world’, is actually a meditation on universals: childhood, memory, family, community and culture. It is taut with mixed feelings. Like the best memoirists and novelists, Polly Devlin recounts a specific and peculiar experience, yet manages to draw her readers in by the invisible threads of uneasy fellow-feeling, until we are all crouching behind a gravestone at the edge of Lough Neagh – ‘all of us there’.
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