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	Sunday Independent, 14 November 2004

 To Nell and back

by Barry Egan

"Nell", by Nell McCafferty, Penguin Ireland, €23.99

There is only one Nell, and her name is a byword for all that is provocative and contrary. But Nell Mc Cafferty's autobiography will

be read not so much for her passionate discourses on the North, but for her long and turbulent relationship with Nuala O'Faolain.

Barry Egan spent the night with Ireland's most famous lesbian.

'COME in for a minute," she scowls. I knock on the door of Nell McCafferty's house in the Dublin suburb of Ranelagh expecting a

warm, happy glow from an author eager to publicise her autobiography, Nell. However, when she sticks her face around the door, it is

like being confronted with the fiery pit of Dante's inferno. I fear she is about to cast me alone and supperless into the dark and

stormy night.

It is not an auspicious beginning to the evening. Nell had been expecting me at 7pm. It is now 7.45pm. Her PR had forgotten to relay

the message that the appointment had changed. His client is now raging, sulking around the kitchen like a ghostwith PMT.

Eventually I dial the PR's number myself and put him on to Nell. Once my alibi checks out through a third party, Nell is nice as

pie. I can stay. She invites me to pull up a chair. It is not a chair I need, but a stiff drink.

Van Gogh cut off his ear under the influence of absinthe. I don't know what part of my anatomy I'll be severing after I drink from

the bottle of the stuff Nell McCafferty produces from her fridge.

She's run out of wine. It seems she drank the bottle herself. She pops next door to ask the neighbours if they have any. The trip

is, sadly, unsuccessful. So I glug away on the deadly bluey-green Fairy Liquid lookalike.

"'Why me?' I say to God, the f***er, every morning," Nell chirrups. Recently she sat down and talked to herself for two days. She

thought that when the priest refused her absolution at 14 she had left that all behind her. She realised suddenly it wasn't as

simple as all that.

How can this be? Is it that Queen Nell, like King Lear, has ever but slenderly known herself? I don't call her Queen Nell lightly.

She was a pioneering female journalist, helping to challenge accepted notions of women's role in Irish society and Irish society in

general. And adored by the successful women, both ofher own and the following generation, who've seen her as inspirational.

At the launch party for her book, Nell, in the Shelbourne, it was obvious that there exists a Cult of Nell. Among its number that

night, everyone from Ali Hewson to Brenda Fricker to Olive Braiden to Mary O'Rourke to Adi Roche and Marian Finucane. All of whom

doubtless agreed with the dustjacket description of Nell as "a member of that stellar generation of idealists politicised by class,

war and sex".

And football. Who could forget Nell's reportage for Pat Kenny's radio show about Italia 90? Almost overnight, men who'd probably

have thought of Nell as a feminist harpy suddenly saw her as this ferociously entertaining woman who knew her Lorraine Keane from

her Roy.

Like Roy, Nell never pulled punches. She has been a dissenting voice in Ireland for decades. With Nell, you always got the

impression that whenever she popped up on the Late Late Show to give out about something, she wasn't just showboating for effect.

Maybe I'm being naive, but I got the impression that Nell's views on the hypocrisy of the country she lived in made a difference in

the end.

It is certainly a testament to how seriously Nell's philosophy was taken that the Government had four secret files on her. They

clearly viewed the lippy feminist as a threat to the security of the state. When Nell found out last year she was shocked and,

typically, demanded to see them.

"Anybody who tells you I am chief of staff of the IRA is wrong," she said. She was informed that the aforementioned four files

related to April/May 1971.

"I said, 'Jesus Christ, there goes my street cred.' I thought I was a Provo!" she laughs, explaining that she discovered that the

files were concerned solely with the Contraceptive Train from Dublin to Belfast, and back. The date was chosen because it was

International News Day.

Nell saw it as an opportunity to "draw the eyes of the world to Ireland and its punitive laws against the use of birth control". She

adds that you cannot write an informed history of this country unless you know what the Government of the time thought of the great

issue of the day, the Mother and Child Scheme etc.

It was for these reasons that I wanted to spend a night with Nell. There are not two women like her in Ireland. Or, I'd venture, the

world.

Nell was born in 1944, into a world whose religions dictated that there was something wrong with people who were born gay. They were

cursed, she says.

"In the elegant words of the Catholic church, we were 'intrinsically disordered'. I didn't realise until last week that the wound is

still in me. I was afraid, so I talked to myself for two days. I was talking rough and the wound is gone. Now I am free. Iam

untainted."

You felt tainted by the curse, as you saw it, put on you by birth? The answer is an unqualified, "Yes."

"It frightened me," she says solemnly. "I had thought I'd got over it. The curse was: I am maimed, defective, queer, a word I have

never used, intrinsically disordered."

She adds that the Catholic church has defined its position since. "It is not your fault you were born gay, but if you do anything

about it you are a sinner." She is almost evangelical about it.

Were you almost being anti-gay by not beingopen about your sexualityyears ago?

"I am admitting my homophobia," she answers with the admirable honesty and integrity we have come to love about Nell. "I didn't

realise it until last week. People define themselves as gay. A lot of the gay rights people, that is it, that is them," she says.

"I don't call you heterosexual, don't call me gay. It is like smoking - you stand on the footpath and you talk about smoking. I am

not going to stand around all day talking about being gay again."

She says her mother Lily knew her daughter's sexuality when Nell was as young as 16. Did her mother ever tell her that she was

choosing a hard path in life? "'Any sign of Nell getting married?' they would say, and all burst out laughing," she laughs.

What kind of girls did you fancy when you werea teenager?

"Intelligent girls," she smiles. "Always brains."

A compelling mixture of intelligence and bravery, Nell McCafferty has been kicking 'They split up finally in 1995. Nell was

heartbroken for years. The pain ended when she woke up and realised she had forgotten Nuala's birthday in 2002'

against the pricks for decades. She has made inroads in our patriarchal culture. She says that very few men ever said that Nell

McCafferty didn't like men, "except those who were threatened". She can understand why they felt threatened. They very quickly

realised that feminism means, 'I [the man] am going to have to go into that kitchen and wash those dishes.'

"Who is going to give up their slaves?" she asks. "You cannot love your slave. I couldn't understand that about men. If you love

her, you would do it. I love you but get into that kitchen and rattle those pots and pans."

I make a mental note to wash my own cup when I'm finished with it.

She says she has only ever belonged to three things: the Labour Party, the Women's Liberation Movement and the Irish Times. She

doesn't believe in organised religion. Although she says, intriguingly, that she "misses God". She describes the power of faith as

like "an army where you wake up in the morning and you all march off in the one direction. That's bound to be good . . . even if

they are f**king hypocrites. They believe in God, that there is a chance God will strike them and make them good. It is a wonderful

thing," she says slowly, "and I don't have it."

She appears not to have a belief in romantic love now, either. Are you in love with someone, Nell?

"No. My hormones are dead. Thank Christ."

Love is not always sex.

"I take your point. If you love someone, I am talking about romantic love, whatever the word is, the full nine yards, you make love.

If your hormones are dead it is a hell of a love affair. Nine years in the desert," she says, referring to her former sweetheart,

broadcaster and writer Nuala O'Faolain. "We held on as long as we could."

She says she and Nuala stopped making love on March 6, 1984, four years into the relationship, and "we were never intimate again. We

didn't know that was going to happen. We slept together and held each other".

She claims that the only time people talk properly about sex is when the relationship is over. "You read all the manuals and the

great unanswered question is: how often do people do it? You don't admit that to the outside world. It is shameful. Apparently you

are allowed talk about it freely when you are 70," she smiles.

The inescapable fact, however, is that Nell was not 70, but 40 - and Nuala 44. "We lived in that desert of no intimate life and no

sex. There was no physical intimacy."

Like separate rooms? "No, we slept together always, always . . . we were looking at each other and we couldn't explain. We held on

and on, but it was not working."

She adds that they were both a bit young to be doing without sex. She says that she can't explain it.

Is that why you broke up, because sex had stopped?

"No, I think the love was so powerful we couldn't leave each other. We loved each other. I adored her."

They split up finally in 1995. Nell was heartbroken for years. The pain ended when she woke up and realised she had forgotten

Nuala's birthday in 2002.

Three years earlier, Nell had felt betrayed when she read Nuala's book. Prior to writing it, Nell had said to Nuala she didn't care

what she wrote as long as she didn't use the word 'lesbian'. Nell believed that if anybody could write poetically and beautifully

about two women in love, Nuala O'Faolain could. And Nell told her former lover this, adding that she was looking forward to reading

her book. When she finally did read it, Nell was gobsmacked.

"She wrote the book in such a way that it was open to the interpretation that we were very good friends," Nell says, adding that she

met a woman at that time who said to her: "You were a great nurse to Nuala." Nell told her the truth, that they were lovers. "I

could see the poor woman backing off," she says.

The old wooden clock in the kitchen tick-tocks loudly in the background the whole time. On the back wall there is a black-and-white

drawing given to Nell by a friend. It reads: "F**k! F**k! F**k!"

Just inside the hall door, there is a large framed picture of Bernadette Devlin speaking at a rally. She points out a rather

well-known Irish luvvie in the crowd but forbids me to name him. She seems particularly taken with the cut of Devlin's jib.

In the front room, there are hundreds of books on the shelf. Gloria Steinem. Susan Faludi. I flick through Marsha Hunt's Like Venus

Fading while Nell has a good cry on the phone. She tells me later that someone close to her is seriously ill.

There's an Elvis poster in the hall next to a framed reproduction of Picasso's anti-war masterpiece Guernica. The Spanish master

said he could never paint the same after what happened at Guernica. Perhaps a little bit of Nell felt she could never write the same

after Nuala O'Faolain.

There is a nightie - a cream one that isn't exactly Anne Summers - warming itself on the rad in the hall. I presume it is Nell's.

Doubtless, when she puts it on she's transformed into an erotic vision of Gaelic non-lipstick lesbianism.

In reality, Nell McCafferty over the years has transformed herself into a class of a saint - a holy homo who no one can say a bad

word about lest their hand wither and fall off. She doesn't seem that knowledgeable, however, about her holiest of holies.

Nell, it transpires, has yet to discover her G-spot - popularised during the women's movement in the Sixties - which, if properly

stimulated, would send her into paroxysms of sexual ecstasy.

"I am not that ignorant about sex but I never heard this one," she laughs. "Where is the woman's G-spot? And where is the man's

G-spot? What is this G-spot everybody is talking about? What does G stand for? In my opinion, if somebody caresses your toe you can

have an orgasm."

She doesn't give me the feminist party line on orgasm: the clitoral orgasm is superior to the vaginal. I am waiting for her to claim

that heterosexual intercourse is the pure, formalised expression of contempt for women's bodies, but thankfully she doesn't. She is

far too witty for that.

"I'm glad you have discovered the clitoris," she smiles. "Use your imagination," she laughs. "I am not letting you into my bedroom."

Later, however, she insists I have a look around her bedroom. When she makes a phone call downstairs, I lie on the bed and ponder on

this being just the spot where Nell and Nuala lay side by side - not having sex - for years. The absinthe was playing strange tricks

on my mind.

On the bedside locker were a couple of books. On the CD player was Californication by the Red Hot Chilli Peppers. She claims it

belongs to her nephew. On the sink were Cutex and various other make-up products. And on the floor are a pair of knickers.

Downstairs again, Nell shows me her CD collection. Maria Callas. Elvis. Marlene Dietrich. Leonard Cohen. She eulogises about an

opera, set in a brothel, called Nights of Love and Nights of Splendour. She also expressed a perplexing fondness for Eminem, the

misogynist Antichrist of US rap. "I love his way with words," she says. "My nephews say to me: 'Auntie Nell, we know you don't want

to mutilate somebody and dump them dead in the trunk of a car.'"

NELL is full of surprises. Unbidden, she brings up the subject of a sex act she claims she had never heard about - "fist-f**king" -

until a female friend told Nell she had to know "exalted passion" to experience its unspecified joys. Seeking further enlightenment,

and worried that she had never known exalted passion, Nell rang two confidantes: a gay woman and a heterosexual woman - both of

whom, she explains, are, in the nicest possible way, tramps. What Nell learned from the subsequent conversations about the whys and

wherefores of fist-f**king is that, "it would appear, that: a) I am a lesbian virgin, and b) I have never known exalted passion.

"We will end this conversation now!" Nell demands, raising her fist (joke!).

Following Wilde's maxim that the best way to be rid of temptation is to yield to it, Nell and I decide to go to the Spar to buy

wine. She holds my hand as we walk through Ranelagh. It is strangely exciting to walk to the shops holding Ireland's most famous

lesbian's hand. Whatever about holding the hand of the woman who helped change Irish society.

En route, she says how in her youth there were three men who claimed to have had some kind of penetrative communion with her. She

seemed vague on what actually occurred, but added that the foreplay was profoundly lazy and the sex, such as it was, worse.

"Perhaps you told him that he could only come in for a minute," I remark as we enter the Spar. We both laugh. She remembers one

occasion, it being six o'clock in the afternoon with no drink taken. "And I am wiping this glistening stuff off my stomach - which,

I realise, is semen," she laughs. "He had practised coitus interruptus. That was my memory. How could it happen and me not know?"

Maybe like an IRA supergrass, Nell can remember things that didn't happen.

"Are you asking me is that the only time I had penetrative sex with a man? He said it happened! I said it didn't!"

Spoken like a true feminist. Or, indeed, one of the founders of the Irish Women's Movement. It was one Irish woman who moved her and

to whom all conversations have a way of returning. Nell says she thought Nuala "was gorgeous because she was in love with me".

"I am not Sophia Loren or Elizabeth Taylor, but I look at that and I think I was gorgeous."

She says she is protecting herself against heartbreak where romantic love is concerned. "If you can't do the heartbreak, don't do

the love. I've had it. I have discovered other things. I am happy."

She claims that within a year of splitting up with Nuala, she was "at the races again". She says she wasn't frightened of somebody

saying 'I love you' again. There were "just wee crushes. That is not a problem".

Lots of women fall in love with you. "Sometimes better to fall in love than have crushes."

It is now 1.30am and - far from being booted out after a minute - I have been here happily all night. She is great fun and a great

woman, by anyone's standards. She holds nothing back.

She says she had a bad drug trip with Eamonn McCann in December 1972 at a party in the Bogside. Suddenly Eamonn is snapping the

heads off the flowers in the rose garden. "He walks in and walks up to the man at the top of the stairs, starts getting frightened,

comes back to me and scares me. It tooks us six hours to come down."

She never did dope again.

With regard to her present sexual void - and her frightening indifference to it - we discuss other options, options that are

technically legal in Amsterdam. "I am a coward but I would love to get out of my tree on LSD," she says.

I mention that in the Fifties, MDMA - the illegal drug ecstasy in its purest form - was prescribed for couples experiencing marital

difficulties. "I went to a therapist but he never said do a little dope . . ." she laughs.

"I'd love to do cocaine but I'm too frightened."

More absinthe, Nell?

--

This is message #4023.

**********



	


[image: image4.png]


