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Four Irish-American Authors

Fitzgerald, Farrell, O’Hara and O’Connor on Irish-American Identity
F. Scott Fitzgerald (1896-1940), Growing up in St. Paul, Minnesota, was embarrassed by his mother, Mary (Molly) McQuillan Fitzgerald, the plain, eldest daughter of Philip McQuillan, an immigrant Irishman who became a self-made millionaire in the wholesale grocery business, whose wife (Louisa Allen) was also the daughter of an Irish immigrant who became a carpenter.  The McQuillans became a leading family in St. Paul and in the Catholic Church.  At 29, Mollie married 39-year-old Edward Fitzgerald, a St. Paul businessman in 1890.  FSF ashamed of his Irish side.  
“Straight 1850 potato/famine Irish,” FSF described himself.  “I am half black Irish, and half old American stock with the usual exaggerated ancestral pretensions.  The black Irish half of the family had the money and looked down upon the Maryland side of the family who had, and really had, that certain screen of reticence and obligations that form under the poor old shattered word `breeding' (modern form `inhibitions')."  
In 1911 FSF went to Newman, a Catholic preparatory school in Hackensack, N.J., where Father Cyril Sigourney Webster Fay took up FSF, introducing him to Shane Leslie and Washington society.  FSF underwent a religious conversion, making the Church “a dazzling golden thing, dispelling its oppressive mugginess’ religion became “the romantic glamour of an adolescent dream.”  Leslie introduced FSAF to Celtic mysticism – reflected in his first novel, This Side of Paradise (1920) -- and Irish Revival writers; Fay introduces him to Swinburne and Wilde.  At Princeton (1913), FSF wanted to replace his Pat-and-Mike background with the idealized (Protestant) image of Hoby Baker, argues William Shannon.  In A Prelude, Edmund Wilson, his classmate at Princeton, recalls that after a drunken Manhattan party in 1916, FSF prayed.  Wilson thinks FSF should have kept his Catholic faith; having lost it FSF was left with “nothing at all to sustain his moral standards or to steady him in self-discipline.”  In a review of FSF’s Letters, John Updike calls Fitzgerald and O’Hara “fellow Irishmen in a literary emergence comparable to the Jewish emergence a generation later.”  Yet, unlike the later Jewish-American writers, these Irish-American writers wanted to suppress their ethnic and religious origins.
-----

James t. Farrell (1904-1979), South-side Chicago-born author of The Studs Lonigan trilogy: Young Lonigan (1932), The Young Manhood of Studs Lonigan (1934), and Judgment Day (1935). The Danny O’Neill pentalogy: A World I Never Made (1936), No Star Is Lost (1938), Father and Son (1940), My Days of Anger (1943), and The Face of Time (1953). 

“Those who were my ancestors were Irish.  They are my people.  I am of them and from them.”  However, while in Ireland in 1938, Farrell wrote “Many people may call me Irish, but if I am Irish, I must be a really Irish foreigner.”  On other occasions he wrote, “As to the Irishness of it, I generally feel that I’m an Irishman rather than an American,” later adding: “I am a second-generation Irish-American.  The effects and scars of immigration are upon my life….For an Irish boy born in Chicago in 1904, the past was a tragedy of his people.”

-----
John O’Hara (1905-1970): Born in Pottsville, in east-central PA, between Philadelphia and Harrisburg, the son of a doctor; Irish-Catholic; attended parochial schools, but did not get into Yale, as he had hoped.  Wrote for the Pottsville Journal and many other publications; often fired for drinking.  1928: his first piece for the New Yorker.  O'Hara -- recently divorced from Helen Petit (married 1931-33) -- began Appointment in Samarra in December, 1933, when he was twenty-eight, and finished it in early April, 1934, published in August by Harcourt, Brace. Other works: The Doctor’s Son and Other Stories (1935); Butterfield 8 (1935); Hope of Heaven (1939); Files on Parade (1939); Pal Joey (1940); Pipe Nights (1945); A Rage to Live (1949); Ten North Frederick (1955); From the Terrace (1958); Ourselves to Know (1960);  Sermons and Soda Water (1960); The Cape Cod Lighter (1962); The Hat on the Bed (1963); The Horse Knows the Way (1964)

"Gatsby is a great book, but Gatsby is satirical.  Appointment in Samarra is not satirical; it is, literally, deadly serious.  It is not a sarcastic comment on the time; it is of the time."  In 1930 "the nation was stunned by the first blows of the depression, with other blows yet to come...the hope was not for a bright future; the hope was for the resumption of the immediate past."  O'Hara saw himself as a member of the post World War I "hangover generation."

In 1933 John O’Hara wrote to Scott Fitzgerald, complaining about the tendency of the American Irish to become “climbers.”  “Must the Irish always have a lot of climber in them?”  O’Hara went on to discuss his father, an Irish-American doctor, and his other, who came from Dutch ancestry. “I go through cheap shame when the O’Hara side gets too close for comfort.”  O’Hara thought Fitzgerald had overcome this shame.  “If you’ve had the same trouble, at least you’ve turned it into a gift, but I suspect that Al Smith is the only Irishman who is not a climber at heart.”

In BUtterfield 8 (1935) Jimmy Malloy, an alcoholic journalist like O’Hara, speaks to his ambivalence about being an Irish-American:
I want to tell you something about myself that will help to explain a lot of things about me.  You might as well hear it now.  First of all, I am a Mick.  I wear Brooks clothes and I don’t eat salad with a spoon and I probably could play five-goal polo in two years, but I am a Mick.  Still a Mick.  Now it’s taken me a little time to find this out…for the present purpose I only mention it to show that I’m pretty God damn American, and therefore my brothers and sisters are, and yet we’re not American.

-----
Edwin O’Connor (1918-1968), born in Woonsocket, Rhode Island: “To see it is not to love it,” EO wrote in “A Love Letter to Woonsocket.”   His father, John, a doctor; his mother, Mary, a school teacher before she had EO, the eldest, John (1923), Barbara (1928) and orphan Pat Greene, who came in 1935.  Upper middle class life in Yankee province of the North End of Woonsocket, near the Mass. line.  EO was dedicated to upward mobility, merging his Irish-American background with privileged, Protestant neighborhoods (Beacon Hill) and institutions (The Atlantic).  Despite The Last Hurrah (1956) & All in the Family (1966), EO had little concern for politics and took few political positions.  Though he made himself into one of Boston’s best literary historians, he never named Boston as a setting in any of his works and EO also does not specify the exact dates in which his novels are set; nor does he often specify settings in his descriptions.  EO’s Irish characters do not bear noticeably Irish names: Frank Skeffington, for example.  Largely a male world of dominant elder men, with a few long-suffering, saintly women.  Yet, Edmund Wilson said of The Last Hurrah: "the Irish Catholic world of Boston…had never before been exploited with this seriousness, intelligence and intimate knowledge."  
EO a man of persona easy, affable, with an Irish streak of melancholy, amusing, but also reserved, carefully dressed, intensely ambitious, prudish, determined to “pass” with Boston’s Protestant literary elite.  He neither smoked nor drank, never cursed and turned away from sexual expression.  When he graduated La Salle Academy in 1935 he was voted “Most Diplomatic Boy” in his high school class.
Notre Dame (1935-39), province of Holy Cross Fathers who imparted a strict Catholicism on their students, “a Catholic world view from beginning to end and would find in O’Connor an alert and eager respondent,” notes Charles F. Duffy, A Family of His Own: A Life of Edwin O’Connor.  EO formed a lifelong habit of daily Mass.  Duffy: EO “resembled a certain kind of recognizable Irish American male: assimilated, still a bachelor, decorous but somewhat immature at the margins, devoted to family back home, full of wit and charm, protective of his inner life.” 
EO 1953 visited Ireland – 3 months in the Shelbourne Hotel “family” --Conor Cruise O’Brien. Brian Nolan, Sean O’Faolian, Frank O’Connor, Niall & Hop Montgomery, to whom he dedicated TLH.  Duffy: “O’Connor felt comfortable in this Ireland [the “de Valera era”] because its quiet Catholic way of life appealed, at least for a time.”  “Just as O’Connor had gravitated toward Beacon Hill and Back Bay of Boston, so too the passing gentility of Dublin’s older world drew him.”  The Ireland invoked in Family was thirty years gone.  
In Boston, EO’s Marlborough St. apartment suggested to Arthur Schlesinger an “almost monastic air,” particularly with the plain bedroom with a crucifix hanging over his “pallet.” TLH,1956, reviewed in NYT by John Kelleher.  “Here, after a century of trying, is the first successful Irish-American novel….He has the whole essential Irish-American story here, every shade and facet of it.” Novel honored by many Catholic groups.  Two million sold in seven months. Edmund Wilson: O’Connor “was one of the few educated friends I have who struck me as sincerely attempting to lead the life of a Christian.” 
TLH film, 1958, angered EO for its stereotyped Irish-Americans.  Duffy speculates that EO disapproved of Spencer Tracy for his extra-marital relationship with Katherine Hepburn. 
EO covered the elevation of Richard J. Cushing to Cardinal for the Globe in 1958.  1959 talk at Paulist Center on Park St.  “Do not look for Catholic Novelists – there are none.  There are Catholics who write novels – that is all.”  O’Connor held that America’s best novel about Catholics is Willa Cather’s Death Comes to the Archbishop.
Edge, “O’Connor’s best novel” (Duffy), narrated by a lonely, alcoholic priest.  Book-of-the-Month Club selection, reader’s Digest Condensed Book, choice of several Catholic book clubs.  John Kelleher again reviews for NYT, a novel not only of Irish-American middle-class life, but about God’s grace.  In The New Yorker John Kenneth Galbraith called O’Connor the “leading prophet of the acculturation of the Irish.” Novel awarded Pulitzer Prize.
Veniette Caswell Weil (with her ten-year-old son, Stephen) & EO marry in Holy Cross Cathedral, 1962.  Chestnut St. residence.  “O’Connor swelled with the knowledge that, as late as 1962, he was one of the tiny number of Irish Americans who had made it to this part of Beacon Hill.” (276)
1968 massive stroke; dead at 49.  Cathedral funeral at which Monsignor Lally delivers eulogy: “Edwin O’Connor was more than a writer of rare gifts, he was a man of rare goodness….As he had an instinct for happiness so too he had an instinct for friends.” Buried on Cushing Knoll in Holyhood Cemetery, Brookline.
Daniel Aaron wrote of EO’s skills at portraying the acculturation of the Boston Irish, what one of his characters calls “the sheer speed of the polishing process.”  Schlesinger said EO “penetrated to the edge of sadness and beyond, but he always returned with a new and exhilarating sense of the absurdity and possibility of life.”
Duffy:  “But O’Connor’s novels certainly helped to interpret important parts of Irish America, especially its difficult family life following upon a remarkable assimilation.  At his best he wrote with great ethical integrity, with an unusual warmth toward his characters, with elegant wit.” 
