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!ƴȅƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ Ƙŀǎ ŜǾŜǊ ǎǇŜƴǘ ŀ {ǘ tŀǘǊƛŎƪΩǎ 5ŀȅ ƛƴ bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪ ǿƛƭƭ ƪƴƻǿ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƻƻ ǿŜƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŀƭƭŜƎƛŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

Irish-Americans have to the country of their ancestors, and how exuberantly that loyalty is put on 

display. Witnesses to such behaviour will open memoirs of the Irish-American with caution; will the 

country within be observed through green-tinted spectacles as the grassy land of Hollywood movies, of 

horses and carts, of pigs in the parlour and milch cows in the bed, or will it be something less familiar 

but more realistic, less cinematic but a little more truthful, a chronicle more faithful to the original text? 

 

Previous readers of Thomas Lynch, a funeral director from Milford, Michigan, know better than to worry 

about such liberties being taken in his recollections of life as an Irish-American; in his previous books of 

essays, he has written about the business of death with honesty and humour and taken us into this 

morbid world with neither sentimentality nor the cold distance of one who has seen it all and then some 

ŀƴŘ ƘŜΩǎ ŘƻƴŜ ƛǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎƪƛƭƭ ƻŦ ŀ ōƻǊƴ ǿǊƛǘŜǊΣ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŘΥ ƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǎ ƛǘ ŀǎ 

he sees it. 

 

[ȅƴŎƘΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ aƻǾŜŜƴΣ ŀ ǘƻǿƴ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ²Ŝǎǘ /ƭŀǊŜΣ 

extends through his ancestry but came alive for him in 1970, when he visited a distant cousin, Nora 

Lynch, in the cottage of his great-grandfather ς then hers, and soon to be his ς and has grown in the 

decades since when he and his family have divided their time between Michigan and Ireland. Booking 

Passage, a series of essays exploring the relationship of Irish-Americans to their home country, and his 

own relationship in particular, opens with the death of Nora, an occasion which brings the author back 

to the cottage for the funeraƭ ŀƴŘ ǿŀƪŜΣ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ΨǘƘŜ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΩ ǿƘƻΣ ƛƴ ŀ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ǎŎŜƴŜΣ ǳƴŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘƭȅ 

finds the occasion to be an almost overwhelming one. Indeed, so strong are the aches of loneliness he 

feels when separated from the land he loves by an impediment as large and wide and wet as the 

Atlantic Ocean that he briefly considers amputating a finger and planting it in the soil of Clare. 

 

! ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ ǎŎŜƴŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ [ȅƴŎƘΩǎ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ LǊŜƭŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ς ΨǘƘŜ ŜǾŜǊȅ-so-often Yank who writes and 

walks and is related to the old woman, ŘŜŀŘ ǿƛǘƘ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƴƻǿΣ ǿƘƻ ƭƛǾŜŘ ƘŜǊŜ ǘƻƻΩ ς from his earliest days 

as a hotel porter in Killarney to his many trips back over the course of a lifetime. While his head may be 

in Michigan, his heart is in Moveen, and he is not afraid to draw out the hypocrisies of the country, 

considering how we as a nation both invite them and react against them. Two sections in particular find 

the reader cheering Lynch on; the first relates to a land dispute, recounted in a long letter to Sile 

DeValera where he tells of how ŀ ǊƛƎƘǘŦǳƭ ƻǿƴŜǊ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŘƛǎƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŜŘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ƭŀƴŘ Ψōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊƻƪŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŜƴΣ 

in a folio in Dublin thirty-ǘƘǊŜŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻΩΣ while the second concerns a chance encounter with a young 

ǇǊƛŜǎǘ ǿƘƻΣ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ǉǳƛŎƪ ƛƎƴƻǊŀƴŎŜΣ Ŏŀƭƭǎ [ȅƴŎƘΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ όŀƴŘ ƘŀǇǇȅύ ƳŀǊǊƛage into question as his first 



came to an end through a divorce rather than an annulment. (This scene, which builds slowly but surely 

towards what can only be called a frank exchange of opinions, holds wonderful suspense and there will 

be few readers who wƻƴΩǘ ǎȅƳǇŀǘƘƛǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ǘƻ ƭŀƴŘ ŀ ōƭƻǿ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊ ƳŀƴΩǎ 

insolent face). 

 

Early on in this memoir, Lynch recalls a pair of in-ƭŀǿǎΣ ƻŦ ǿƘƻƳ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǎŀƛŘ ΨǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƳǳǎƛŎ ōǳǘ 

ƴŜǾŜǊ ǉǳƛǘŜ Ǝƻǘ ǊƘȅǘƘƳΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ǎŀƛŘ ƻŦ Ƙis prose, which contains the melody of one and 

ǘƘŜ ŘȅƴŀƳƛǎƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊΦ ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ [ȅƴŎƘΩǎ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘǊŀǿǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊ ƛƴΦ IŜ 

has no need for the modern trickeries of nostalgic or commercial memoir, nor is he interested in 

appealing to a certain type of American or Irish person who longs for a re-imagined Ireland that perhaps 

never existed in the first place; rather his is a purely honest and thoughtful voice which recalls the 

ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǎŜŀƴŀŎƘaoƛΩΣ ǎŀǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊŜΣ ǊŜƳƛƴƛǎŎing not from the head but from the heart, with 

prose that trips from the tongue and makes us, his audience, so engrossed that we fail to notice when 

the coal fizzles out and the candles burn low. 


