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Introduction

Brendan Behan, who died in March 1964, would have been seventy years old this year.

How goes the legend? It was Norman Mailer who said that ‘The Hostage, Behan’s play, made the beatnik movement – Kerouac, Ginsberg, myself and others – respected up town.’

The Hostage still plays in Germany, France, Sweden and Japan as well as in the English-speaking countries. Borstal Boy, Behan’s prison autobiography, has become a classic and his other books are all in print. There are Brendan Behan clubs in Germany where his songs are commemorated and his works given regular public readings.

Brendan Behan is also remembered by millions who never read his books. Through his television appearances he implanted his wit and humour in the public mind. You won’t come across a Behanism as often as you would an Oscar Wilde epigram, but he gives his fellow Dubliner a good run for his money in this department. Like Wilde too, Behan made the story of his life public property which has outlasted both of them, in Behan’s case perhaps obscuring the fact that he was that rarest of beings – a true poet.

Like Oscar he went to his Maker with a jest on his lips. A kindly nun had put a cold compress on his fevered lips as he lay on his deathbed. ‘God bless you sister, may you be the mother of a bishop’ were virtually his last words.


1

Though later on he liked people to think he was, Brendan Behan was not in the true sense of the word a slum-boy. His grandfather on his father’s side had been a painting contractor. His mother’s family owned two grocery shops, and had come from a line of strong farmers in County Meath. Brendan’s parents were a genteel family come down in the world. They lived in a house that could be classed as a tenement, but this was because his grandmother owned a string of these houses and let them have the rooms without payment.

Stephen Behan, Brendan’s father, was a well-educated man and claimed to have studied for the priesthood. Lacking the spur of ambition and perhaps disturbed at his mother’s second marriage after her first husband died, he slipped easily into the life of a housepainter, where he cruised along without exerting himself and on subsidy from his mother.

John Kearney, Brendan’s maternal grandfather, the grocer, died at forty-three leaving six children. One of these was Brendan’s mother, Kathleen, who was then aged nine. As she grew up, there was little money in the house. But there was a tradition of learning, ballads, music and poetry. Her brother Peadar wrote the Irish National Anthem and afterwards became stage manager of the Abbey Theatre.

Before she met Stephen Behan, Kathleen had been married to a Jack Furlong from Belfast, who died in the influenza epidemic of 1917. As a young widow she obtained a clerkship from the Dublin Corporation where she met Stephen Behan. They were married in 1922. She had two sons, Rory and Sean, by her former husband. Her first son from her second marriage, Brendan, was born on February 23, 1923. When she went to live in 14 Russell Street off the North Circular Road, some of the other tenants called Kathleen ‘Lady Behan’. Her gentility clung to her.

Russell Street was on the perimeter of the Georgian slum area in Dublin. From it, you looked up along Fitzgibbon Street, a short Georgian thoroughfare with massive mansions on either side (they were tenements), to the high glory of Mountjoy Square, one of the great Dublin squares, two sides of which were still in a state of good repair in the ’thirties. The houses in Russell Street were smaller than those in Fitzgibbon Street or Mountjoy Square, but with their neat classical doorways, redbrick facings and slender eight-pane windows, they had the distinctive marks of Dublin domestic Georgian architecture.

Some of the houses in Russell Street were privately owned and occupied by their owners. Others were rented out in floors or rooms, with a mixture of clerks, tradesmen and working men living in them. At the end of the street there was an elegant mansion in which the manager of the Phoenix Bottling Company lived, and in houses almost directly opposite the Behans, a civil servant, a master baker and a fortune teller lived. On the other hand, a prostitute plied her trade from a room directly under the Behans, and a travelling man next door kept his donkey in the room with him until, after many attempts to eject him, the house had finally to be demolished around him.

In the Behan family there was a general awareness of culture, literature and music, that would have been rare enough even among the better-class families of the city. Stephen Behan read both French and Latin. Often in the evening, after tea, he would settle his four boys down into the big settle bed and read them selections from his favourite authors: The Pickwick Papers, the novels of Zola and Galsworthy, the short stories of Maupassant and Pepys’ Diary were among the books the Behan boys had read to them as young children. ‘Da would act each part as he came to it in the dialogue,’ Rory, Brendan’s half-brother, recalls. ‘He was marvellous at The Pickwick Papers, doing all the parts with real, relish. He read the preface of John Bull’s Other Island to us so often that Brendan knew it off by heart by the time he was twelve. Another author he read was Marcus Aurelius. One day, after Da had given us extracts from the Decameron, I wanted to see what went on between the covers of the nice Moroccan leather book he read from. I stole it and was reading it in the backyard when Ma caught me. She took it from me and we all firmly believed ever since that she burnt it.’

On other nights ‘Da’ played the violin for them, the third and fourth movements of Poet and Peasant, perhaps, or a cut-down version of Humperdinck’s Hansel and Gretel, which he illustrated with his own narrative, making it a mixture of music and acting. Their mother brought them up on a variety of ballads, Irish history and hatred of England. She had a vast repertoire of songs of all sorts besides ballads and could sing for hours without stopping—music-hall favourites, songs from Viennese operettas, and hymns and slow Irish airs which had been handed down to her by her mother and her Gaelic-speaking grandmother.

Kathleen Behan was a fiend for fresh air, and as she took her children on walks round the city, she would point out where Sheridan, the playwright, was born (she always referred to him as ‘Richard Brinsley’), the houses of Shaw, Swift and Wilde, and the places where the city’s revolutionaries were born or executed; Robert Emmet, Lord Edward Fitzgerald, Wolfe Tone, romantic-looking Protestant patriots in high collars and cravats with aquiline profiles, who epitomized the nobility of a cause which still required heroes to die for it. She had a store of unlikely knowledge and would quote them passages from ‘Richard Brinsleys’ ’ plays, tell them local legends that were still extant about Swift when he was Dean of St Patrick’s Cathedral, or sing them versions of poems she had set to music, like Kingsley’s poem beginning:



When all the world was young, lad





and Housman’s



With rue my heart is laden





which she had joined together and sang to an air of her own.

It was like having a mixture of Marie Lloyd and Speranza (Oscar Wilde’s mother) for a teacher. Kathleen could have been a successful music-hall artiste with her brilliant blue eyes, Titian hair and gift for arousing gaiety and laughter in whatever company she was in. She sang with verve, was a master of facial expression and could create laughter and pathos in her listeners by an actress’s gift of being able to vary the pace and pitch of her voice to suit the different moods of her songs.

Besides Kathleen and Stephen, Brendan’s older half-brothers, Rory and Sean Furlong, filled the house with literature. Sean was a Socialist and subscribed to the Left Book Club, from which he received books by Clifford Odets, Shaw, Pushkin, Eugene O’Neill and Orwell, while Rory had a taste for avant-garde literature which he satisfied by clipping out the critical columns of the Irish Times and later in buying in soft covers the books which had been recommended there: Samuel Butler, Hemingway, Scott Fitzgerald, J.B. Priestley and Graham Greene, were some of the authors in the parlour library as Brendan was growing up. Brendan in fact had a private education on his doorstep. He was able to read at three, could recite Robert Emmet’s mammoth dock speech at six, could play Ravel’s Bolero on the mouth-organ and had written newspaper articles before he was twelve. His recitations were all the more remarkable because he had a pronounced stammer. Once he got warmed up, in a recitation however, the stammer vanished.

As a very small boy he seems to have been confident in his future. One of his hobbies was following funerals. He would fall in behind the hearse and trot after it with the mourners to the graveyard, observing the whole ceremony with careful scrutiny. He liked the style; the top hats of the hearse drivers, the nodding black plumes on the horses; then the ritual round the grave, the priest in vestments scattering holy water and chanting the Latin Psalms.

One day he noticed a single horse drawing the hearse instead of the usual resplendent four. As he fell in behind it, he remarked to his little girlfriend, Teresa Byrne, who was with him: ‘What a lousy funeral. When I’m dead they’ll come from all over the world for mine.’ Stung by his vanity, Teresa replied: ‘There won’t even be a “Rustler” there.’ (‘Rustler’ meaning somebody from Russell Street). ‘Rustlers won’t be able to get in on the edge of the crowd’, Brendan replied firmly.

Even at this age he had begun to drink. His Granny had given him the taste for it. Teresa Byrne remembers him going out regularly to get pints for her aunt in a can, drinking half of it before he returned, and filling the can up with water to cover the deficiency. When her aunt used to remark that Mr Gill was giving a very poor pint, ‘the cheeky bugger would go back and make Mr Gill fill up the can again’. Teresa remembers that at ten Brendan was often merry from drink. ‘He would stick his head round the snug door of the pub and say to the oul’ ones, “Give us the froth off your pint”, which they usually did and more.’

As a child he read everything he could lay his hands on. He had a passionate appetite for books. One day his father found him up in bed reading the back of a tram ticket, which he had picked up off the floor. He could sing ballads for hours. He taught the other children in the street to sing patriotic songs, swam and played football with them and one day launched his tiny frame from the top of the thirty-foot lock-gates at Cross Guns Bridge, with his ‘coach’, ‘Chuckles’ Malloy, down on his knees begging him not to do it.

By the time he was nine, he was writing letters to his friends in verse. One day, as a result of a joke he played on her, he got Teresa into trouble with the nuns, and wrote her a poem of apology. He had written an Irish essay in Gaelic for her and had included derogatory references to the morals of the nuns in the middle of it, which she hadn’t noticed, not being very good at the language she was writing the essay in.


Teresa I am sorry

If I got you bashed in school.

It was a stupid thing to do

And I feel an awful fool.

I was really raging

When I heard you went to the pics

With, of all the eejits,

Snotty-nose Paddy Fitz.

I think you were awfully decent.

Not to give my name.

Not even to your Da or Ma,

But shouldered all the blame.

Oh, what can I do now, love,

To restore our happiness?

Will I go across to Gill’s pub

And to your Ma confess?

Actually, Teresa,

I’ve just got two and six

So will you stop sulking in the parlour

And go with me to the flicks?

I’ll take you to the Drummer

To the ninepenny cushion seats,

And that will leave me with a bob

To get you oranges and sweets.

To give this its proper ending

I’ll wind up with yours for ever, Brendan.



He was an exceptionally good looking child and his mother was always hearing comments on that ‘beautiful boy of yours’. He had coal-black hair, large blue eyes, perfect teeth and ivory white skin. He was the darling of the oul’ ones, especially his Granny English, who lived up the road in Fitzgibbon Street. After her first husband, Brendan’s grandfather, died, she had married a Patrick English. When he died some years later, she devoted the accumulated profits of a double widowhood to the property market, with such success that she was a flourishing landlord by the time Brendan was growing up. She collected the rent from five houses in Russell Street and owned one enormous Georgian tenement in Fitzgibbon Street nearby.

Mrs English was a handsome woman, very well preserved and until the day of her death, had raven black hair, which she wore close to her head in the Victorian fashion. In her house in Fitzgibbon Street, she remained most of the day in bed, not from any physical disability, for she was as nimble as a goat, but merely because she found it was a convenient place from which to transact business. Nor were visitors ushered into her presence expected to show surprise if they found her son, Paddy, who was in his thirties, asleep in bed beside her with his cap on. Here she would hold court for the neighbours to bring her choice bits of scandal, hoping, no doubt, that if the day came when they were short of rent, Mrs English would not forget it to them. She relished the control she exercised over other people’s lives. Brendan was her declared favourite, little ‘Bengy’ as she called him. He alone had the right of admission to her sanctum without advance notice. He would spend hours up there with his Granny, gorging himself on dainties and taking occasional sips from the jugs of porter he used to carry from Gill’s pub at the corner to her bedroom. Mrs English had a dislike of nourishing food and baths, and together they connived to resist the efforts of improving relations who endeavoured to make her wash and eat like another Christian. Gleefully, she would order quantities of spiced meats and tinned delicacies and scoff them in secrecy with her grandson, while they chuckled together over the defeat of the common enemy.

Whenever she went out, Bengy accompanied her. They made a curious pair, the despotic old lady and the talkative little boy with his knowledgeable comments on matters well beyond his years. When she held her conferences in the morning, at which all sorts of feminine information were poured into her ear, little Bengy was allowed to sit in the middle of the gathering. On one occasion she decided to install an aged crony in the Hospice for the Dying, a hospital near Harold’s Cross on the south side of the city. She, Brendan and the crony set out for the Hospice, only to return, plus crony, at midnight the same day, the three of them roaring drunk. On the way home, a passer-by seeing Brendan, said: ‘Isn’t it terrible, ma’am, to see such a beautiful little boy deformed?’

‘How dare you?’ said his Granny. ‘He is not deformed. He’s just drunk.’

Brendan acquired his taste for spirits from his Granny as well. When he was eight, she fed him whiskey: ‘It’ll cure the worms’, she told his mother, when Kathleen complained that Brendan was coming home ‘woozy’. He knew what it was to be inebriated well before he was in his teens. An I.R.A. friend, Tom Langan, remembers him aged twelve, dancing around the Parnell Monument in O’Connell Street, as tight as an owl after a party where there was a supply of free drink. His mother never forgave Granny English for plying Brendan with drink, and attributed a lot of his problems in later years to her early influence. But Stephen and Kathleen were largely in Mrs English’s grip. They were subsidized by her at a period when the country was almost bankrupt from the combined results of the Civil War and world depression. Without the help they got from her, they would have had difficulty in keeping going.

The worst thing his Granny and the other women could have done for Brendan was to have spoiled him. ‘To have made a god of Brendan’, Brian, his brother, was to recall in later years, ‘was to destroy him as surely as sticking a knife in his back. He would never brook any argument as to what he did or where or when he was to do it.’ Throughout his life he was to have an all-consuming desire for notice. If he didn’t get it he was likely to resort to any stratagem to do so. Early on, his father noticed this tendency and though later on Stephen was to ascribe many of Brendan’s failings to it, to some extent the fault was the father’s as he did little to discipline his family in their formative years.



Brendan was a very good-looking child and was usually very even tempered. But he had another side. Because he was the golden boy, he always wanted his own way. There was a vicious streak in him side by side with the personality of a sensitive little boy. I remember finding him one day with a little boy half his size up against the railings and the child nearly throttled. We pulled him off, but Brendan still wanted a go at the child who had angered him. Another time I discovered that he had tortured a dog which had bitten him a few minutes before. He played a dastardly trick on one of our neighbours in Russell Street. He put sacks over the windows of her room so that when she woke up she thought she was blind. She didn’t know whether it was night or day until someone opened the door three days later and let the light in. Brendan was also very jealous of any of the other children who managed to attract his Granny’s attention. He didn’t want his position to be usurped. Once he discovered that Seamus (his younger brother) had scrounged a penny from the Granny. Brendan rushed up the stairs, grabbed Seamus and threw him down shouting, ‘She is my Granny, not yours.’





Besides the cultural advantages Brendan inherited from his parents, the indigenous tradition of Dublin played a major part in his development. It is difficult to explain the Dublin working-class in terms of other urban proletariats. Their use of the English language, for instance, transferred directly to print, has provided dialogue for two major writers, Joyce and O’Casey. Even their swearing was more than mere cursing; it was an orchestration of words, used musically with a sense of the rhythm of language to improve the effect of their sentences. Words choicely chosen gave them the same pleasure that others might get from food or drink. Catastrophe, accrued from the cruelty of their condition, they turned into tales which dredged it of its degradation. There were few situations so frightful that they couldn’t derive laughter from them. The inevitable they defeated by derision.

It would not have been true to say that the average Dublin docker of that time was an opera fan, or that the labourers carried Shakespeare in their pockets. But Shakespeare was known and respected in working-class Dublin and recited often at pubs and parties. Bel canto arias were sung in pubs as an approved and recognized turn and among tradesmen especially it was not uncommon to find in a tenement room a small library of Dickens, Shaw, Shakespeare and some of the Russian authors, which were read and re-read over again. Through the Church, they learned to use symbol as a means of survival. Working-class Dublin filled the churches, not only on Sundays but during the liturgical seasons and feasts throughout the year. In the Crucifixion and Resurrection they encountered promise of existence beyond earthly agony. Among the incense and candles, the swell of the Latin chant, the sensuous swing of chasubles, purple for pain, green for joy, black for death, they discovered that imagination could provide an anodyne against the worst that poverty and injustice could do to them.

From the Dublin docks to the North Circular Road up the north side of the Liffey was a vast area of palatially-built houses. They were of the special Dublin Georgian type, seventy feet high, long slender windows with eight panes, and iron-work balconies, massive classical doorways, and with exquisite moulded ceilings and fireplaces inside. They had begun to fall into decay after the aristocracy had moved south of the river and back to the country when the Act of Union was passed in 1800. At the turn of the present century, the area had become a mass of gaunt cliff-like palaces, grossly overcrowded with families who had neither heat nor proper sanitation. In 1913 a Government inquiry reported that there were over 20,000 families occupying one room each in these tenements, and that the conditions there were worse than Delhi or Calcutta. Though Russell Street was on the perimeter of this area and indeed many of its inhabitants would have looked down on the slum-dwellers further in, their vocabulary had much in common. These were the sort of phrases Brendan would hear in daily conversation as he was growing up:

‘A shut mouth will catch no flies.’

‘If you didn’t go to school, you must have met the scholars on the way back.’

‘Isn’t the weather very changeable? You wouldn’t know what clothes to pawn.’

‘Carry on with the coffin, the corpse will walk.’

‘You’re the flower of the flock, the heart of the roll.’

‘He had a face like a plateful of mortal sins.’

Russell Street shared the tenement penchant for nicknames that is a feature of the Characters in O’Casey’s plays: Joxer, Paycock, Fluther, Needle, Covey.

One family alone in the street had fourteen nicknames attached to it: ‘Drummer Doyle, the Dandy Doyle, Jewels Doyle, Woodener Doyle, the Dancer Doyle, Elbow Doyle, Altarboy Doyle, the Hatchet Doyle, Coddle Doyle, the Rebel Doyle, Uncle Doyle, the Shepherd Doyle, the Hurrah Doyle, the Porternose Doyle.’

When he was six, Brendan was sent to William Street Convent, where Sister Monica, the head nun, advised his mother that ‘she was rearing a genius’ when Kathleen told her she was worried because some of the neighbours had complained that Brendan was bold. After this he attended the Christian Brothers at St Canice’s in Brunswick Street till he was fourteen. One day, his English master sent for Stephen. Had his father given Brendan any help with his essay, he wanted to know. He showed Stephen the copy book. The essay was entitled ‘French Influence on British Culture in the Renaissance’. Stephen was astonished when he read it but said that, as far as he knew, it was Brendan’s own work.

Stephen’s sarcastic turn of humour undoubtedly influenced his son. Once when the boy was reading John Mitchell’s Jail Journal he came across the phrase ‘Dublin, city of genteel dastards’. He asked his father if the author didn’t mean bastards, and Stephen replied: ‘No son, he didn’t. You see, you’re born a bastard; you can’t help that. But you’ve got to work at being a dastard.’ ‘Rosy’ Behan as he was known in the trade had a reputation for repartee and fanciful tales. Once he was standing at the counter in a public house when a man sneered at him for being ‘a spoiled priest’ (one who hadn’t finished his course for the priesthood). The man happened to be a former Christian Brother. ‘At least,’ replied Stephen, ‘I was put out for adultery. You were expelled for stupidity.’

At fourteen Brendan left school and decided to follow his father’s trade as a painter. ‘After all,’ he would say later on, ‘I was almost born in a paint-pot.’ He became an apprentice at Bolton Street Technical School, where he was paid 6/- a week. There is no doubt that he should have gone to secondary school, but his father did little to press him. Brendan wanted to be in funds for a change and have a few spare shillings for drink.

In later years Brendan was to express his resentment that Stephen didn’t do better for him in the way of education. But what Stephen had given his children was of greater value to them than a formal education could have been: the fruits of an artistic temperament. It was because of this, handed on by their father, that Brendan, Dominic and Brian became writers. Stephen had avoided responsibility and had chosen a maverick life, rather than settle down in the strait-jacket of middle-class existence, and having made this choice himself, he was too fair a man to demand that his sons do otherwise. In later years, whenever his sons spoke bitterly of their lack of opportunity, Stephen would remain silent. It was his secret. His stoicism helped him keep it.

At the back of his mind too, Stephen must have had expectations that he would benefit from his mother’s will. Through his father, her husband, some of her property was his by right, but when she died in 1935, she left it to her son by her second marriage, Paddy English, who slept with her nightly in the same bed.

Rory, the eldest of the family and Stephen’s stepson, understood him better than any of the others. Though he has never written a line, Rory is in some ways the most artistic in temperament of the whole family—sensitive, quizzical, detached. Once Stephen said to him, after there had been a slight coldness: ‘Did I ever treat you and Sean different from the rest?’ ‘No’, said Rory, ‘You treated us all with same sublime indifference.’ Stephen gave a delighted grin and turned away. He knew what Rory meant. There was no offence, but in an oblique way, praise. When Stephen died in 1968, and for a good while afterwards, Rory would leave the room with a catch in his throat whenever he found himself talking of Stephen, the father who had treated all his family with ‘sublime indifference’.

Though the Behans had come down in the world, they had relations who lived in comfortable middle-class surroundings. The family, for instance, always had free tickets to Dublin’s Queen’s Theatre, which was rented for most of the year by P.J. Bourke’s company. Actor and impresario, he was married to Kathleen’s sister. Brendan was an early and frequent theatre-goer. He was to write about this later:



Rory and Sean, my stepbrothers and I, looked around the parterre in a weakness of adoration, wishing there was someone there to tell the people to point from us to the stage and at the centre, glorious against the lights, a strapping lad from Kildare in his lawn shirt and velvet breeches, and to say, ‘See those three kids there, and see your man there, the O’Grady, the Colonel that’s after telling off the other rat of an English officer on the Court Martial? Well, he’s their Uncle.’





As little boys, dressed up in their Sunday best, Rory, Sean, Brendan and Dominic would go out to the Kearneys’ red-brick house in the sedate suburbs of Clontarf, take tea and cakes, and come back with pocket money from their relations.

Mrs Furlong, Kathleen’s mother-in-law by her first marriage, held musical evenings at weekends in her house on the North Circular Road, where her daughter Evelyn would play the piano, accompanied by Stephen on the violin, and Kathleen, Rory, Brendan and Emily. Evelyn’s sister, would sing ballads, and musical comedy airs.

Mrs Furlong, who later lived in Kincora Road. Clontarf, was another remarkable Granny of Brendan’s. She was a woman of ferocious revolutionary outlook who combined ardent Catholicism with an admiration for Communists and anybody else who caused trouble for the English. She had a picture of Archbishop Mannix, the patriot Irish churchman, on her wall side by side with a photo of Lenin. Her ambition was to blow up the English, on which, as we shall see, she later took decisive steps to fulfil. She was often within an ace of blowing herself up, because the beds in her house frequently harboured bombs, revolvers and ammunition left by vagrant revolutionaries who had to vamoose in a hurry. Rooms in her house were called after Irish patriots. There was a Tone Room, a Robert Emmet Room, a Davis Room. Granny Furlong’s blend of Catholicism and Socialism was reciprocated in the Behan household. The atmosphere of the house was Socialist-Republican. When the Spanish Civil War broke out, and those who opposed Franco were denounced from the pulpits, the Behans took the Republican side.

Kathleen Behan saw nothing inconsistent in being a Communist, a Catholic and a Republican at the same time. She was always an ardent Catholic. It was she who saw to it that the children had a religious upbringing. Brendan, she recalls, was ‘a very fervent little boy’ and would never go out without saying his morning prayers. He was a weekly communicant until he went to jail in England in 1940 and found himself excommunicated for I.R.A. activities. During periods of fervour, he would get up early in the morning to go to Mass and Communion before having his breakfast and going to school. He devoured the lives of the Saints, which he borrowed from the library or found about the house, and had a bent for religion which none of the rest of his family, except his mother, showed.

Stephen had ceased to go to Mass after a religious crisis as a young man but he had no wish to influence the rest of the family to his way of thinking. He told Kathleen to tell the children when they saw him in bed on Sundays that he had been up at six for early Mass and had gone back to bed again. He was too fair a man to be anticlerical and too humble to be an atheist. He was fond of quoting Voltaire’s last words: ‘Now for the great secret.’ Once I asked him did he believe in a Creator and he replied:



I didn’t come into this world of my own volition and I won’t go out of it of my own volition, unless I take my own life away, which I have no intention of doing at the present moment.
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