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Lovable  Padraic O Conaire
Every  road in  Ireland knew his step and stick

BOOKS FROM MY LIBRARY by M J McMANUS
My first meeting with Padraic O Conaire was in the autumn of that tense and memorable year, 1917. The first World  War  was  making  slow but  bloody progress and a recruiting meeting was announced to be held at the Fountain in James's Street, Dublin. Amongst the list of speakers was a well known Redmondite M.P.

A group of young men, of whom I was one, were of the opinion that, the meeting should I not be held, or that if it were, it should not be an unqualified  success. As soon as the chair-man rose to announce the speakers we began to interrupt, and in a few moments the din I was terrific. A large section of  the crowd supported us, but the "separation women" were. there in force and they cursed us impartially. The police were  there; too, and the scuffles that started kept them fully occupied.

Suddenly, I saw a man mounting the steps - leading to the platform. He" was short and 'well-built, with a brown leathery face,   grey  eyes   and  a  strong chin. He wore the heavy boots  of a countryman and his right hand gripped a blackthorn stick.
A soft hat was pushed well back on his head. Ignoring the orator, who was trying to make himself heard, he advanced to the very front of the platform and started to address the crowd in rich, fluent Irish. Not many amongst us knew what he was saying, but we were pretty certain that he was not helping the cause of recruiting, and we began to cheer wildly. [His address was cut short, however.   Long, lean Johnny Barton and two or three other plain-clothes men of the "G" division shouldered their way to the platform,  dragged  him  down,  and marched him off under arrest.  Who is he," I asked a friend ."don't  you   know,"   said   he; '"that's Padraic."    "Padraic who?" "Padraic O Conaire, of course!"
At that time Padraig would have been thirty-five or thirty-six years old. Born in Galway City, he was educated at Rockwell and Blackrock and passed an  examination  which  brought him a minor post in the Civil  Service in London.  Never was a more unsuitable career thrust upon a young man.    The world of forms  and  figures  and  red tape; the dull, monotonous routine; the tyranny of enclosing walls and fixed hours—all these were not for one whose natural habitat was the open    road.
 living in London who had a thorough knowledge of Irish. The young imam's name, he said, was Patrick Conroy, and he enclosed his' address. In due course, the young Irishman living in London who had a thorough knowledge of Irish. The young imam's name, he said, was Patrick Conroy, and he enclosed his' address. In due course, the  examiners wrote to Patrick Conroy telling him what they wanted. Patrick, of course, was only too happy to oblige them. And so it came about that Patrick Conroy set the paper for

As a civil servant, he must have been a joke. Yet he kept his job for years, and it is even said that on one occasion he  presented himself for another  examination with a view to promotion. About that there is a famous story.  The candidates were given a choice of languages and  Padraic chose Irish,    a language    of which he had become a master, though he had not spoken it from the cradle. This put the examining body in a difficulty. There was no rule which debarred a candidate from choosing Irish as a subject, but there was nobody amongst the »     examiners who knew a word of it.     Eventually,    they    thought  they saw a way out of the diffi​culty.       They wrote to    Dr. Douglas   Hyde,   at that time Professor  of    Irish    in  the National  University,   explaining the position and asking him if he would set and examine the     paper In Irish.    Dr. Hyde wrote      back    courteously,   regretting i    that pressure of work prevented t    him from acceding to their request, but suggesting that they should    communicate    with    a young Irishman living in London who had a thorough knowledge of Irish. The young imam's name, he said, was Patrick Conroy, and he enclosed his' address. In due course, the young Irishman living in London who had a thorough knowledge of Irish. The young imam's name, he said, was Patrick Conroy, and he enclosed his' address. In due course, the  examiners wrote to Patrick Conroy telling him what they wanted. Patrick, of course, was only too happy to oblige them. And so it came about that Patrick Conroy set the paper for Padraic O Conaire, who came through his Irish test with flying colours (although legend has it that he only gave himself ninety-six marks out of a pos​sible hundred!). It is a good story and if it is not true it 'deserves to be.'
After the James's Street In​cident my acquaintance with Padraic ripened quickly. One was liable to meet him any​where—in the Glen of the Downs, in the Aran Islands, in a Dublin pub, on the Lazy Wall in Galway. He refused to stay put. Most often, however, our meet​ings took place in an eyrie at the top of an old building in Dublin's Fownes Street, where Fred Higgins, the poet, carried on his uncongenial task of edit​ing a trade paper in his own delightfully comic way. There would be a scissors and a paste-pot and a wonderful confusion of papers on a table in the room where Fred and I used to sit. Then up the stairs would come the sound of heavy boots and Padraic would stand framed in the doorway, gripping his stick, a smile on his tawny face. "Come on in, Padraic a mhic, and sit down; I'll be finished in a min​ute," Fred would shout. Then the scissors would snip, the paste-brush would operate and another issue of " Oil and Colour" was ready for the press. After that, it was only, a step to a neigh​bouring hostelry, where we would talk " about it and about."
What a splendid talker Padraic was and what strange stories he had to tell. His life seemed to be filled with the oddest adventures. Speaking once of his London days, he told me of a queer happening. He was sitting in a Lyons tea-shop having "a mid-day snack when the coroner's man came in, tapped him on the shoulder and said: "I want you to serve on the jury at an inquest." De​lighted to have a genuine excuse for staying away from  the office, Padraic accompanied him. Arrived at the morgue he discovered that the inquest was on a man who had been found dead in bed that morning in the Westminster Hotel. No clue to the   identity   was   forthcoming from  his   belongings.   In  those days it was necessary for the jury before returning their verdict,  to inspect the  body.  The morgue    attendant    lifted    the  sheet   and   they   went   past   in single   file.   Padraic   was   last,   When he saw the dead  man's face he stopped "I can tell you who he is," he said to the cor​oner. The coroner looked aston​ished, "He is an uncle of mine who went to India when I was a boy and whom I haven't seen since." And, sure enough, he was.
Like Robert Louis Stevenson, Padraic did some of his travels with  a  donkey.    A  wonderful donkey it was, if the tinker that he bought it from for a pound in Kinvara was to be believed. "If he got a handful of oats once a month there wouldn't be a racehorse in Ireland could hold a candle to him—not one!"   He and   Padraic   became   insepar​able companions.   Somewhere a little    cart    was    found,    and thus   equipped,   the   storyteller journeyed  over  the    roads    of   Ireland, halting  at   a   pub   for  refreshment,. Stopping  t o   hold    converse in    a gipsies camp,   sleeping  under the stars in ditches, in the woods, In old  quarries.

Once in a while the equipage would reach the great city, to the huge delight of Padraic's friends and acquaintances. Fred Higgins has described one of those occasions:
"Wioklow mud still remained wet on the wheels of that grey-green donkey-cart when it jolted one afternoon from Tir-na-nOge, with Padraic O Conaire into the very heart of Dublin. It was an after​noon more than twelve years ago. And in Grafton Street his little black ass took its stand. where shining , limous​ines had emptied out their ladies for the evening's delight. Rain threatened; therefore, pulling that small and stubborn animal by the bit, he tethered it to a lamp standard, and striking for a near publichouse Padraic and I  renewed our old acquaintance on tall stools, making way for new adventures,"
Padraic cared little for the comforts of this world and little for his health, and on a day. in October, 1928, he died in a Dublin hospital. His possessions were a pipe, a couple of ounces of tobacco, and an apple. But he left behind him the wealth that is imperishable—a rich store of tales that have enriched literature in Irish and brought back to it the robust note that it was in danger of losing.
From Fred Higgins—destined alas,   to   follow   him  into the shades  all too  soon — came  a lament for his dead friend, which   is   one of    the    most memorable    of all his poems: 
They'll miss his  heavy stick and stride in Wicklow, 
His story-talking down Winetavern Street, 
Where old men sitting in the rizen daylight                          
Have kept an edge upon his gentle wit;
While women on  the  grassy  streets of Galway  
Who hearken for his passing —but in vain,    
Shall hardly tell his step as shadows vanish   
Through   archways   of   forgotten Spain.                       
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