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“Discovering” — and Living With — the
“Coolies” of Lower Cove

A reflection by Peter Murphy

BACKSTORY

As a child I was convinced that my parents had grown up in Eden. My mother was the eldest

in a large family, several of whom married and settled near us in the idyllic suburb we called

home in the 1960s.

And so, my brother, sister, and I were frequently lulled to sleep by the sound of my parents

and various members of the extended family revisiting the events of their youths, the doings of

their long dead grandparents, and of the endless cast of characters with whom they had shared

their beloved “South End” neighbourhood — three-hundred-acres at the southern tip of the

eastern of the two peninsulas that then constituted the grand old port city of Saint John, New

Brunswick.

From the comfort of my pillow, I could only catch half of what was being said. Thus, a

question mark was planted in my subconscious where it would only be fed by partial answers and

from where, it seems, it will never be dislodged.

My grandfather’s death, when I was twelve, added a sense of urgency to my pursuit for

answers regarding every aspect of my family history. Shortly thereafter I became a very regular

visitor to the archives and reference departments of the local museum and library. By fourteen I

was giving public lectures on various aspects of local history.

ENTER COOLEY

Everyone I met in the course of my research wanted to know where exactly their people had

come from in the old countries from whence they had emigrated. In 1978 I began to collect death

notices from nineteenth century newspapers that mentioned specific places of origin in Ireland.

Soon I would make a discovery that would, in large measure, determine the course of the next

years of my life. I would eventually gather several thousand of these Irish death notices. Every

one that included the phrase “a native of the Parish of Carlingford, County Louth” would be

followed by a home address in Lower Cove (the neighborhood known to my parents’ generation

as “the South End”). This discovery introduced hundreds of previously undreamt-of questions

about the group I would soon recognize as “my Cooley people”. Pursuing answers to these

questions would take me again and again to the breathtakingly beautiful Cooley Peninsula where

I would spend some of the happiest days of my life, where enduring friendships were formed and

from where a stream of two-way transatlantic visitation began. I have returned to Cooley again

and again (and again). Part of me will never leave Cooley. To date, more than a hundred visits
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have been made by members of my extended family in Canada and the United States to the home

place in Cooley.

AFTERWORD

Over the course of many years, I have always prided myself in adopting what might be

considered a democratic approach to my study of family history. I have never understood, for

instance, the obsessive concentration on the patrilineal line — that is the name-bearing line — to

the exclusion of other lines of one’s ancestry (which one still surprisingly encounters despite the

otherwise pervasive impact of feminism in contemporary culture). After all, the direct male line,

in the absence of DNA evidence, is arguably the least likely to be “as it appears.”

In recent years I have become increasingly conscious of the fact that this “democratic”

approach runs the risk of leaving those who come after me a picture that in no way reflects either

the reality of genetic inheritance, or, and perhaps more importantly, of lived reality. Why should

this be so? Surely, because the lived experience of “family” implies continuity.

For most individuals born into two-parent families before the sexual revolution of the 1960s,

mothers were probably the principal transmitters of knowledge relating to family history. While

fathers bestowed a surname, mothers were most often the communicators and interpreters of

knowledge relating even to father’s family and it was often through the mother’s “lens” that both

sides of the family came to be viewed by their offspring. In many cases — while mothers were

“at home” and fathers “at work” — mothers and maternal relatives also played the dominant role

in the socialization of children. As previously noted, such was certainly the case in my own

upbringing. While we saw our paternal grandparents, uncle, aunt, and cousins with predictable

regularity, and loved them deeply, hardly a day passed in our home without an impromptu visit

from one or more of our mother’s kin. And, in large measure, our father’s family was viewed

from our mother’s perspective.

From the distance of years, it is obvious that my mother and her siblings had — albeit largely

unconsciously — recreated, one might even say transplanted — the sort of environment they had

experienced during their childhood in the South End of the City of Saint John (and which had, in

turn, been transplanted from County Louth, Ireland).

A century prior to my mother’s birth, the “South End” had become home to a group of more

than two hundred intensely inter-related immigrants from the Cooley Peninsula. In the case of

my “Cooley” family, a succession of daughters would form alliances with men from outside their

community but from similar cultural backgrounds, who would — to borrow an Irish turn of

phrase — “marry in”. This pattern continued until my mother’s generation; so that, the “Cooley

Lower Cove line” of my own ancestry provided the primary source of continuity down to my

own time. Yet, this defining aspect of my ancestry could very easily be obscured through strict

adherence to a democratic approach to ancestral investigation and documentation. There is hardly

anything democratic about one’s genetic inheritance and still less democratic about the
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environmental influences that define one’s cultural world.

My family tree could be conceived of as a great oak or maple, rooted deeply in the soil of

South End Saint John, to whose trunk limbs of varying sizes and textures were grafted,

contributing to the diversity of the foliage of what remained, nonetheless, essentially a Cooley

tree.

By a delicious coincidence, the immigrant progenitors of our Cooley line were called Murphy.

But, unlike my father — an unrelated Murphy with a very tenuous claim to the name — my

mother’s ancestor James Murphy appears to have come from a long line of men who bore the

name Murphy for centuries. Of course, it was largely James Murphy’s wife, née Catherine

Creegan (of Ballynamoney Bradshaw), and her extended family who planted, and Catherine’s

daughter and granddaughters who tended, our Cooley tree in Lower Cove.

My parents left their Edenic South End in October 1962. I was born seven months later.


