
Losing my Irish Grandfather 

My mother was a storyteller. 

She was born in Liverpool in 1911, the middle of seven siblings. Her father was a 

coachbuilder, a profession without much future in the age of the motor car, but Mum told us 

with pride that he had constructed the Lord Mayor of Liverpool’s ceremonial carriage. My 

grandfather died suddenly in 1937. Mum’s marriage the following June was quiet.  The family 

was still in mourning, and probably lacked funds. 

By the time I was growing up in the 50’s and 60’s, my parents had migrated to the south 

of England and were firmly ensconced in the middle class. My mother played bridge, 

volunteered for good causes, and had a cleaning woman. Her Liverpool accent acquired a sheen 

of gentility. 

 However, she was proud of her working-class roots and the resilience they had 

generated. During the War, while my father served away in the Army, she raised two babies—

my older brother and sister—alone in London. She brought the Blitz alive with her stories. She 

told us how, one night in the bomb shelter, she tried to quiet my screaming brother with a 

pacifier smeared with honey. A nearby detonation killed the lights and shook the soot and 

grime from the shelter’s ceiling. When the all-clear sounded and illumination returned, she was 

amazed to find her son had turned black. 

 “You had to laugh,” Mum said, leaving the “or else you’d weep” unspoken. 

 Her favorite stories were about her Liverpool family, and especially her father. I turned 

her tale about my grandfather’s aspirations to emigrate to Canada into a piece of short fiction 

that imagines him buying tickets for the ill-fated maiden voyage of the Titanic.  

 According to my mother, her father was a hapless romantic, a dreamer destined for 

disappointment. His dreams had led him to run away to sea from Ireland, his native home, but 

seasickness forced him to land in Liverpool, the vessel’s first port of call. An essential element of 

all Mum’s stories about her father was that he was Irish. That accounted for his tendency to 

drink. One evening, “somewhat the worse for wear,” he jumped off the upper floor of an open-

top tram, and was escorted home by a policeman. My Aunt Elsie, who opened the front door to 

them that night, ended up marrying the policeman, my Uncle Bob. 



 Although he has been dead for over eighty years, my grandfather’s Irishness recently 

gained more significance. For the last three years, the United Kingdom has been sliding towards 

chaos because of the unexpected and aberrant result of the referendum on European Union 

membership: Brexit. Living in the U.S. and having dual citizenship, I am able to view this with 

some detachment, but my sister Ann, a “Remainer,” is dismayed. She would like to maintain 

her EU citizenship. 

 I suggested a possible solution during our weekly Skype conversation. 

 “Have you heard? If you have an Irish grandparent, you can apply for Irish citizenship!” 

Ireland remains an EU member.  

 Ann was uncertain whether to take that step. She has never even been to Ireland. 

 “Hmm, it’s worth thinking about. Maybe we’ll look into it when you’re over here.” 

  Since Ann’s husband died, we do a “sister trip” once a year. In September after cruising 

the Danube together for a week, I returned to her Surrey home for a few days. Ann has become 

the repository for documents, keepsakes and memorabilia handed down by our ancestors. She 

showed me the World War I journal written by our paternal grandmother’s cousin, and the 

letter announcing the death of a young lieutenant in the Indian Army in 1861. He was our great-

great-aunt’s fiancée. 

 “And then there’s these,” she said, handing me some files labeled in her clear teacher’s 

handwriting. “I’ve been meaning to do a family tree for Mum’s side, like we have for Dad’s.” 

 Ann has researched several generations back on our father’s side. As well as the First 

World War soldier, she unearthed a nineteenth century Welsh sea captain, and a mayor of Hull 

in Yorkshire whose monogram ornaments the Victorian silver teapot she inherited. But she has 

no artifacts from our mother’s family; only a few tattered birth, marriage and death certificates, 

job references and receipts for cemetery plots. 

 I took the files and a blank sheet of paper and began work, starting at the bottom of the 

page with what I knew for certain: my parents, my brother and sister and me, and our children. 

Next, a little higher, I listed my mother’s siblings. I had to rely on memory for their birth order 

and spouses’ names; the only documents in the files for this generation pertained to my mother 



and Aunt Elsie who lived with my parents at the end of her life. I was pleased to confirm on 

Elsie’s marriage certificate that Robert Wishart was indeed a policeman.  

 I emptied the other files and tried to arrange their contents in date order. This proved 

challenging. Although the certificates were on printed forms, the entries were handwritten. The 

ink had faded over the years, and in some places the folds of the documents obscured the 

writing. I found the slanting Victorian script difficult to read. 

 Starting again near the top of the paper I inscribed the information from the oldest 

record: George Whitfield, a schoolteacher, married Margaret Mason in 1846. George’s father is 

stated to be a laborer, and Margaret’s father a farrier. The next oldest record was their 

daughter Mary Alice Whitfield’s birth certificate, date of birth a scant three months after her 

parents’ marriage. I wondered how this titillating piece of knowledge was received in Victorian 

Lancashire. Had the schoolmaster seduced a student? I had no dates of birth for George and 

Margaret to support my speculation. Fodder for another piece of short fiction, perhaps.  

 I found Mary Alice’s certificate of marriage to John Eakins in 1869, and their daughter 

Eliza Mary’s 1879 birth certificate. Now I was on firmer ground: Eliza Mary was my 

grandmother; I remember her! She didn’t die until 1966 when I was sixteen.  

 After a detour into a cemetery plot deed (why was my grandmother buried alongside 

her mother, together with—as far as I knew–a complete stranger?) I unearthed Eliza Mary’s 

1899 certificate of marriage to Charles Adams, my grandfather. His occupation is listed as 

wheelwright, not too distant from the coachbuilder my mother claimed. No place or date of 

birth. We would need his birth certificate to substantiate any application for Irish citizenship.  

 Five documents remained in my diminishing pile. Three of these appeared to be “to 

whom it may concern” job references for Charles. One of these references, interestingly, 

averred that Mr. Adams was “clean and sober” (underlined three times.) 

 Charles Adams was not born in Ireland. His 1878 birth certificate unequivocally states his 

place of birth as Heaton Moor, now part of the Manchester conurbation, then undoubtedly a 

village. I called Ann in from the kitchen, and showed her what I had found. We stared at each 

other in bemusement. An Irish grandfather had been part of family lore all our lives. 



 “Perhaps . . . Mum meant her grandfather.” Ann attempted to redeem our mother’s 

story telling. 

 I showed her the last of the ragged records: Charles’ parents married in 1874. His father, 

James Adams, was 24 years old at the time, a coachbuilder, like his son. The marriage certificate 

shows his father, George Adams, as a “woolsorter.” No place of birth is given for either but, 

given the thriving textile industry in the Manchester area in the mid-nineteenth century, it 

seems very likely that George was a native Lancastrian and James the same. No Irish 

connection. 

 My mother died in 1995. Ann and I remember her with great affection. She was a good 

cook, a fighter for social causes, and an adventurer who loved travel. She was also a chain 

smoker, an indifferent housekeeper, and sometimes a bit of a drama queen. Above all, she told 

wonderful stories. Why did she fabricate her father’s birthplace and heritage? And what about 

the rest: the plan to emigrate, the leap from the tram, the lord mayor’s carriage? There is no 

one left of that generation to ask. 

 And does it matter? Not to me. I have inherited my mother’s love of stories. On a good 

writing day, I lose myself in the time and place I’m describing.  The characters do not feel like 

my creations, but independent beings whose actions and feelings flow onto the page almost 

spontaneously. It is too fanciful to think that my mother’s spirit guides me, but perhaps her 

genes have influenced my enthusiasm for fiction. However, I am always careful to include the 

standard warning: “Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events or 

locales is purely coincidental.”  

 


