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THE LIFE STORIES OF NESSAN AND MAUREEN DANAHER: A
SECOND-GENERATION IRISH COUPLE LIVING IN LEICESTER

Kiyotaka Sato

Research Centre for the History of the Religious and Cultural Diversity, Meiji
University, Tokyo, 2020, 292pp, illus.

This is the eleventh and penultimate volume in Professor

Sy st S Sato’s ‘Memory and Narrative Series One’, based on hundreds
The Life Stories of Nessan and Maureen Danaher . . . X , .

S Genrsion i Cople iioginLeser of interviews conducted by him among Leicester’s diverse
ethnic and faith communities. Its subjects, Nessan and
Maureen Danaher, were both born in England, but have

retained close links to their families in Ireland, and have made

major contributions to preserving and promoting Irish culture
RS b ool e in Leicester and beyond. Appropriately enough, they met
through an Irish dancing event, and dance and traditional

music have retained a particular place in their lives.



In the early sections of each life story, we get to know their family backgrounds,
including that of Nessan’s mother Kate, who abandoned her hopes of becoming a
teacher after her parents died, and moved to London in 1931 to join a friend and find
work. Her experiences there, partly related in her own words, shed much light on the
networks through which people acquired a social life as well as jobs, often meeting their
future spouses through specifically Irish networks. Like those of Maureen’s parents,
who also moved to England for work, they emphasise the centrality of the Roman
Catholic church in both respects, and the extent to which the life of many Irish migrant
communities ‘revolved around attending Mass, around rites of passage such as birth,
marriage and funerals, and also around the church calendar... on Catholic primary and
middle schools, on convent schools, on music, dance and sports clubs and on cultural

facilities’.

Their religion remains central to the Danahers’ lives, not least in terms of their Irish
identity. As Maureen puts it: ‘The church is a very important part of my life. I am like
an onion; no matter which layer you peel off it is still all onion. It is the core for me — the
faith of my family is my whole life’. As former teachers, their reflections on
multicultural education are particularly interesting, both in terms of their own careers
and the Irish Studies programme that Nessan established at Soar Valley College in
1983, along with the series of international conferences that he organised up to 1995.
Both also speak frankly of Anglo-Irish relations and the extent to which English rule
over Ireland has impacted on their lives and those of their families. Along with
documents and newspaper extracts, the book is lavishly illustrated with family
photographs, whose expansive captions add still more interest to these engaging and

informative life stories.

Cynthia Brown
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LIFE STORIES OF PETER AND MARGARET ADAMSON: AN ANGLICAN ENGLISH
COUPLE LIVING IN LEICESTER

Kiyotaka Sato

Research Centre for the History of Religious and Cultural Diversity, Meiji University,
Tokyo, 2020, 180pp, illus.

ekt This is the last book in the illuminating ‘Memory and

emetrl<tebinlle Narrative’ series, created and curated by Professor Sato,

The Life Stories of Peter and Margaret Adamson
An Anglican English Couple Living in Leicester

produced over a 10-year period, and dating back to an inspired
research project arising from his first visit to Leicester in 2001.
Indeed it was with some sadness that I read this book,

knowing that with it we say goodbye to these uniquely historic

snapshots of the life and times of people drawn from the richly

Edited and written by Kiyotaka Sato

diverse communities of Leicester. Professor Sato has become

g such a well-known figure to many of us over these years, it is
no exaggeration to say that he has turned himself into not just an observer,
commentator and specialist on the recent history of the city and its residents, but also
into a friend and honorary citizen of Leicester. This book more than lives up to the
standard of the previous ones in the series, including an extensive section of
photographs and copies of significant documents which put faces to the subjects of his
interviews and make it all the more personal. There is also a pertinent foreword from
Professor Werner Menski of SOAS at the University of London which helps to set the

context of this volume within the whole series and gives it due recognition in the

academic fields of oral history and identity studies.

The ‘Memory and Narrative’ series tells the stories of individuals living in a
multi-ethnic and multi-faith city, but this final instalment is different in one important
aspect — the Adamsons are not immigrants but members of the white British ‘host’
society. In writing their story, Professor Sato has answered the criticism (quoted in his
Introduction) of ‘an elderly working-class woman whom I met during ... my research.
She remarked: “I hear you are listening to the stories from the immigrants in this
multi-ethnic city. Do you think you will understand about Leicester really just by doing
that? Is it not unfair not to hear stories from us, the English, as well?” The story of the
Adamsons does just this. Margaret and Peter Adamson identify themselves as English
and working class, and this thread runs through the whole of their story. Peter was not

in good health when the interviews began, and so the balance of the narrative is in
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Margaret’s hands. Peter died in February 2019 before the book was completed, but he is
a constant presence throughout her recollections, as he was during so much of her life.
Their story begins at a time when Leicester was mainly mono-cultural and parts of the
city were still poverty-stricken slums. Although industry was booming in Leicester and
jobs were easy to get, there was a stark contrast between the haves and have-nots,
which shaped Margaret’s politics and ethical beliefs. A feisty woman, she has no
hesitation in condemning the evils of the class system and the limitations it had on
young people’s life chances. She was determined that her children would have every
possible opportunity to grow and develop, and saw the passport to this as education — a

good school and going on to university.

War dominated the early part of their lives. Peter’s home was demolished completely by
bombing and everything was lost. It is significant that for both him and Margaret, war
brought them into contact for the first time with ‘more black people’, as Peter recalled —
the American black GIs. It was also their first experience of racial tension and it was
baffling to them. ‘Ordinary Leicester people didn’t understand why an American GI
would get upset if they were in the pub and a black GI came in. What was the
difference? — a response which sums up another theme which ran through their lives.
Both of them got to know their work colleagues and neighbours as people, of whatever
background and upbringing, and to welcome the broadening of their own attitudes
which followed naturally from these encounters. They have been open to change, to
finding out more about others and listening to their stories, and they have passed on
this attitude to their children and grandchildren — teaching them to be tolerant of
others and to see what we have in common, beyond the differences. The Adamsons have
a Japanese daughter-in-law, and they are delighted at the opportunity this has given
them to travel to Japan and to get to know the culture and Japanese people as
individuals. For Peter, this helped him to get over the experiences of the Second World
War: ‘what has been said and done over the years is past ... just let us move on and get
on with life to the best of our ability’. The same openness and acceptance of others has

also coloured Margaret’s faith, of which she speaks candidly.

In this final volume of Professor Sato’s series, the Adamsons reflect on their response to
the waves of immigration into Leicester which they have lived through. For them, it is
not threatening nor is it new — it has been a constant in their lives — and they have
never found it to be a problem. Ultimately what is important to them is respect for

others. ‘T think you respect the difference but acknowledge that which is the same.’
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Professor Sato has taught us through his own research into Leicester’s diversity that
our experiences and life choices might be very different and look very different on the
outside, but by exploring, listening to and finding out more about each other’s life
stories we can come to understanding and acceptance, and more than just tolerating

difference, we can welcome it.

Margaret Bonney

(Leicestershire Historian, published by Leicestershire Archaeological and Historical

Society)

13



