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Language  c rea tes  the  sound t rack  o f  my  l i fe .  When  I  am sca red ,  when  I
am exc i ted ,  when  I  am in t im ida ted  o r  ne r vous ,  when  I  am joy fu l ,
t h rough  a l l  t he  emot iona l  seasons  o f  l i fe ,  l e t te r s  and  sounds  bu i ld  my
sa fe t y  ne t .  When  words  themse l ves  th rea ten  ha rd -won  peace ,  I ’ ve
d i scove red  comfo r t ,  l i ke  tha t  o f  a  soo th ing  l u l l aby ,  i n  uncove r ing
anc ient  mean ing .  

A  cen t ra l  t heme o f  the  nove l  i s  the  concep t  o f  f ami l y .  B réaca ’ s  wo rd
fo r  th i s  i s  “ c l an . ”  I ’ ve  been  ve r y  i n ten t iona l  abou t  choos ing  words
whose  mean ings  go  beyond  the  su r face  de f in i t i on  to  say  someth ing
more  abou t  B réaca ’ s  s to r y  and  how  i t  can  app l y  to  ou r  l i ves  today .
Because  o f  th i s ,  I  cons ide red  mu l t ip le  wo rds  tha t  he r  peop le  cou ld  use
when  re fe r r i ng  to  f ami l y :  t r i be ,  c l an ,  un i t  -  t he  modern  word  f ami l y .  I
resea rched  each  one ’ s  e t ymo logy  and  con tex tua l  use  th roughou t
h i s to r y  and  then  l a ye red  those  f i nd ings  w i th  B réaca ’ s  s to r y  and  the
la rge r  themes  i t  ca r r i es .  

C lan  g r ipped  me ,  fo r  more  reasons  than  one :  w i th in  i t  h ides
conve rsa t ions  abou t  communi t y ,  i dent i t y ,  g rowth  and  sac r i f i ce .  

Eons  ago ,  t he  word  came f rom Gae l i c  c l ann ,  “ fami l y ,  o f f sp r ing ,
descendants . ”  Tha t  pa r t  wasn ’ t  s ta r t l i ng .   Wha t  was  s ta r t l i ng  was  wha t
I  found  when  I  dug  a  l a ye r  deeper  and  t raced  i t  e ven  fa r the r  back .  It
can  be  t raced  back  to  La t in ’s  p lanta .  In  o the r  wo rds ,  c lan  and  p lant
a re  d i s tant  ve rs ions  o f  the  same word .  

CLAN CLAN 

A c h i l d  i s  a n  o f f s p r i n g ;  a  f a m i l y
i s  s o m e t h i n g  t h a t  b r a n c h e s

When  I  th ink  o f  p lants ,  I  immed ia te l y  th ink  o f  someth ing  tha t  g i ves
l i ve  because  p lants  l eave  seeds .  I  canno t  ea t  a  wa te rme lon ,  fo r
ins tance ,  w i thou t  i ns t inc t i ve l y  want ing  to  p lant  the  seeds  to  g row  new
wate rme lons .  I ’ ve  had  sma l l  ga rdens  and  g rown  eve r y th ing  peach  t rees
to  g rapes .  
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P lants  l eave  someth ing  -  seeds  -  beh ind  tha t  the  g round  then  cove rs ,
soaks  in ,  and  nou r i shes  in to  someth ing  new .  Th i s  t ra in  o f  thought
s topped  me  in  the  midd le  o f  resea rch  and  then  made  bubb les  s ta r t
bu rs t ing  in  my  be l l y  because  o f  how  ee r i l y  c lose  to  the  s to r y  th i s  fe l t .  

You  see . . .  

B réaca  l oves  co l l ec t ing  seeds ;  she  b reaks  ru les  to  ga the r  bog  co t ton
and ,  l a te r ,  she  s tashes  seeds  o f  a l l  k ind  in to  a  f ibe r -woven  bag  tha t
she  w i l l  a lway s  ca r r y  w i th  he r .  Bu t  i t ’s  deeper  than  he r  s imp l y
co l l ec t ing  seeds .  He r  husband ,  Éogan ,  becomes  v io lent ,  i n  pa r t ,
because  she  canno t  conce i ve  a  son .  So ,  t he  idea  o f  c l an  ac t ing  as  the
word  fo r  “ fami l y ”  fe l t  t r ue  because  a  p r imar y  tens ion  be tween  the
cha rac te rs  i s  the  idea  o f  p ropaga t ing ,  o f  add ing  to  the i r  l i ne ,  o f
c rea t ing  someth ing  new  f rom the  two  o f  them .  And she  cannot  do  i t .   

I  was  th i r t y - th ree  yea rs  o ld  when  I  had  a  hy s te rec tomy .  I  had  been
b leed ing ,  w i thou t  s topp ing ,  s ince  the  b i r th  o f  my  second  daughte r  

seven  yea rs  p r io r .  I  had  t r i ed  eve r y th ing  doc to rs  recommended ,
inc lud ing  two  u te r ine  su rg ica l  p rocedures ,  va r ious  t ypes  o f  b i r th
cont ro l ,  l o t s  o f  na tu ra l  r emed ies ,  p raye r .  Somet imes  the  t rea tments
wou ld  s low  i t  t o  where  i t  was  “manageab le ”  bu t  i t  neve r  s topped  i t .
S imu l taneous l y ,  I  r ece i ved  in t ravenous  i ron  t rea tments  fo r  ch ron ic
anemia  tha t  the  doc to rs  to ld  me  was  exace rba ted  by  the  b leed ing .  

One  day  I  was  ( thank fu l l y )  a t  t r ea tment  cente r ,  ge t t i ng  the  i ron ,  when  I
had  an  anaphy lac t i c  reac t ion  to  a  new  t ype  o f  i ron .  They  ca l l ed  Code
B lue  on  me  and  I  ended  up  ge t t i ng  an  ove rn ight  s tay .   I t  sca red  me
and ,  i f  s topp ing  the  b leed ing  cou ld  mean  an  end  to  the  anemia ,  t hen  I
needed  to  s top  the  b leed ing .  

CLAN CLAN 

O u r  d e e p e s t  s e n s e  o f  i d e n t i t y  i s  s y n o y m o u s
w i t h  o u r  d e e p e s t  s e n s e  o f  w o r t h
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Docto rs  had  sugges ted  a  hy s te rec tomy  be fo re  and  I  had  vehement l y
re fused  to  even  d i scuss  i t .  Because my cent ra l  sense  o f  be ing  is
t ied  to  motherhood .  Vo lunta r i l y  g i v ing  away  any  chance  o f  hav ing
ano the r  ch i ld  devas ta ted  me  and  i t  t ook  me  a  ve r y  l ong  t ime  to
recove r .  I  fe l t  as  though  someth ing  were  miss ing ;  I  fe l t  less  than .  My
ver y  femin in i t y  and  womanhood  fe l t  t h rea tened  i f  I  gave  up  the
po tent ia l  o f  ca r r y ing  l i fe  even  though  I  had  been  s ing le  w i th  ze ro
chance  o f  p regnancy  fo r  a t  l eas t  4  yea rs  by  tha t  po int .  

Now  imag ine  i f  ever y  month  I  d idn ’ t  get  pregnant  was  ev idence  fo r
a  man  I  l o ved ,  and was bound to  fo r  l i fe ,  t ha t  I  was  a  fa i l u re .  Wha t
wou ld  tha t  do  to  my  sense  o f  i dent i t y  and  wor th ,  and  how  long  wou ld
i t  t ake  fo r  bo th  o f  those  th ings  to  p lummet?

So  the  idea  o f  c lan  be ing  t i ed  to  p roc rea t ion ,  bu i ld ing  communi t y  and
ident i t y  was  s t r i k ing .  A  c l an  wasn ’ t  j us t  someth ing  tha t  s tood  bes ide
you .  It  was  someth ing  tha t  s tood  a f te r  you .  A  c l an  depends  on  g rowth :
pa rent  >  ch i ld  >  ch i ld  and  so  fo r th .  Wh ich  took  my  b ra in  i n to  deeper ,
and  da rke r ,  p l aces .  

Fami l i es  o f ten  ta l k  abou t  “ roo ts ”  bu t  “ c l an”  doesn ’ t  g i ve  us  “ roo ts . ”  It
g i ves  us  shoot .  Roo ts  bu r row  deeper  i n  p lace ;  t hey  s tay  a t tached .
Shoo ts  g row ;  occupy  new  g round .  They  become someth ing  beyond
what  b i r thed  them.  And  th i s  sent  c racks  r ight  down  the  midd le  o f  my
hea r t .  

Because  wha t  does  a  fami l y  rea l l y  want  fo r  i t s  ch i ld ren?  To  be  a  roo t?
A  b ranch?  A  seed?  Her  v i l l age  fee l s  tha t ,  i n  o rde r  fo r  the  who le
s t ruc tu re  to  cont inue ,  i t  mus t  s tay  the  same .  Bu t ,  b io log ica l l y ,  a  ch i ld
i s  no t  he r  pa rent .  An  o f f shoo t  i s  a  new  g rowth .  It  comes  f rom the
p lant ,  bu t  i s  no t  ident i ca l  to  i t .  And this  makes me wonder  things
like :  so  what  happens i f  the  shoot  th reatens  the  ident i ty  o f  the
pl ant?

CLAN CLAN 

R o o t s  b u r r o w  d e e p ;  
s h o o t s  g r o w
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I ’ ve  expe r ienced  c i r cumstances  where  fami l y  expec ted  o r  needed  me
to  behave  in  such  a  way  tha t  I  cou ldn ’ t .  Many  peop le  fee l  t he  tens ion
be tween  expec ta t ions  o f  the i r  fami l i es  and  wha t  they  t ru l y  want  o r
need  in  l i fe .  Somet imes  p ro tec t ing  a  way  o f  l i fe  o r  ma inta in ing  deep l y
roo ted  behav io rs  th rea tens  g rowth  and  the re ’s  a  pu l l  be tween  wha t
cou ld  be  and  wha t  used  to  be .  

Some fami l i es  b r idge  the  gap .  

And  somet imes  they  don ’ t .  

A  p lant  can  su r v i ve  i f  a  shoo t  i s  b roken  o r  sac r i f i ced .  

The  s to r y  fea tu res  a  common v i l l age .  He r  pa rents  l o ve  he r ;  t hey  a re
no t  c rue l .  They  a re  rea l i s t i c  abou t  the  expec ta t ions  o f  l i fe  i n  I ron  Age
I re land .  Ano the r  sees ,  bu t  chooses  no t  to  i n te r vene .  No t  ou t  o f  ma l i ce
bu t  because  somet imes  t h ings  need  to  be  cont ro l l ed  fo r  the  sake  o f
us  a l l .   When  does  the  we l fa re  o f  the  communi t y ,  o r  the  fami l y  a t
l a rge ,  become th rea tened  by  an  o f f shoo t  and  wha t  a re  way s  fami l i es
con f ront  tha t  change?  

It ’s  i ron ic  because  sc ient i s t s  who  found  and  ana l y zed  the
Ba l l ymacomb More  Woman ’s  rema ins  theo r i ze  he r  dea th  was
sac r i f i c i a l  o r  r i t ua l i s t i c .  B réaca ’s  s to r y  doesn ’ t  go  in to  tha t  t ype  o f
murde r . . .  o r  does  i t ?  

“C lan”  then  fe l t  c loses t  to  the  s to r y  because  i t  can  insp i re
conve rsa t ions  abou t  communi t y ,  i dent i t y ,  change ,  g rowth ,  sac r i f i ce
and- -mos t l y ,  wha t  i t  means  to  be  pa r t  o f  someth ing ,  wha t  i t  means  to
have  a  fami l y .  Though  th i s  l e t te r  has  focused  on  heav ie r  themes
wi th in  tha t ,  a  c l an  can  a l so  teach  you  how  to  know  where  the  r i ve r  i s ,
how  to  c l imb  fo r  b i rds ’  eggs ,  wh ich  seeds  to  save . . .  and  how  to  f i ght
back .  

CLAN CLAN 

A c l a n  i s  a  g r o u p  o f  p e o p l e
w h o  s h a p e  e a c h  o t h e r.



We’ve  neve r  b rea thed  a i r ,  bu t  we  have  fe l t  t he  w ind
ac ross  ou r  su r face .  Mos t l y ,  i t  t i ck les  and  we  l augh ;  we
l i ke  to  p re tend  we  move  a t  ou r  own  speed  and  a ren ’ t
d i rec ted  by  any th ing  e l se .  When  i t  ba re l y  sk ims  ac ross
our  tu rquo ise  body ,  we  fee l  a  l i t t l e  p la y fu l ;  one  o f  ou r
f i sh  may  even  l eap  ou t  and  t r y  to  ca tch  one  o f  i t s  many
faces .  Somet imes ,  a i r  i s  j us t  a  wh ispe r  we  answer  and
eve r y  r i pp le  we  make  i s  a  thought  ca r r i ed  to  the  wor ld .

Bu t  i t ’s  no t  a lway s  p lay fu l  o r  se rene .  

Somet imes  w ind  i s  a  scu l p to r ,  ca r v ing  r i ve r  bends  we
mus t  fo l l ow .  Somet imes  the  w ind  ceases  bu t  even  then
i t  l eaves  i t s  mark  on  us  because  the  sun ’s  b rea th  can
s t i r  us  i n to  s team.  And  then . . .  somet imes  i t ’s  as  i f  t he
ve r y  a i r  ge ts  v io lent ,  whoosh ing  eve r y  wh ich  way ,
snapp ing  heavy  b ranches  o f f  t he  sa l l i es  i n to  us ,  unt i l
we ’ re  sw i r l i ng  and  chu rn ing .  

Mos t  a re  a f ra id  o f  us .  “ It ’s  mov ing  too  fas t , ”  t hey  say  o r ,
“ i t ’s  too  deep , ”  and  they  pu l l  t he  b rave  adventu re rs
fu r the r  onto  the  banks .  Bu t  the  w ind  has  taught  us
someth ing .  B rave  fee t  a re  no t  a lway s  reck less  and  su re
fee t  a re  no t  a lway s  sa fe .
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T H E  L AW T H AT L E F T N O  PA P E R  

I n  I r o n  A g e  I r e l a n d ,  t h e  l a w  w a s  n o t  w r i t t e n  i n  b o o k s .
I t  l i v e d  i n  p e o p l e .

UNEARTHED UNEARTHED 

T h e re  w e re  n o  c o u r t ro o m s ,  n o  p r i s o n  w a l l s ,
n o  w r i t t e n  l a w  b o o k s .  T h e re  w a s  l a w  b e c a u s e  

p e o p l e  c a r r i e d  i t .  

T h e  p a s t  l e a v e s  t r a c e s  i n
s o i l  a n d  b o n e .

B u t  s o m e  t r u t h s  
l i v e d  o n l y  i n

m e m o r y



O n e  n i g h t ,  n o t  l o n g
a g o ,  I  d r e a m e d  o f

B r é a c a  ( w h i c h  t e l l s
y o u  h o w  m u c h  s h e ’s
i n  e v e r y  t h o u g h t  o f
t h e  d a y ) .  S h e  w a s
s p l a s h i n g  h e r  f e e t
i n  t h e  r i v e r. .  b u t

s h e  a l s o  w a s  d o i n g
s o m e t h i n g  n o t  i n  t h e

b o o k :  r u b b i n g  h e r
w r i s t s .

I  r u b  m i n e  a s  a  w a y
o f  g r o u n d i n g

m y s e l f .

F a v o r i t e  Q u o t e s :

T h e  m o r n i n g  w a k e s  s l o w l y.  P u r p l e
a n d  p i n k  s t re a k  a c ro s s  t h e  p a l e

b l u e  s k y  b e f o re  t h e  s u n  w a s h e s  t h e
c o l o r s  a w a y.  A  ro b i n  f l i e s  p a s t ;  I

r u n  a f t e r  i t ,  s p re a d i n g  m y  a r m s  a s
i f  t h e y  w e re  w i n g s .

T h e  S t o r y  M a p  h a s  b e e n  f l e s h e d  o u t ,  a n d  I ’ m
n e a r l y  m o r e  t h a n  h a l f w a y  t h r o u g h  t h e

c o m p l e t i o n  o f  s e c t i o n  o n e ,  b u t  a m  w o r k i n g  o n
e d i t i n g  a n d  p r o o f r e a d i n g  e a c h  c h a p t e r  a s  I  g o .  
T h e  b i g g e s t  f i n d i n g  i s  t h a t  t h e  r e s e a r c h  n e v e r

s e e m s  t o  e n d  w i t h  t h i s  o n e !  

SURFACING SURFACING 
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I f  a  c l a n  i s  m a d e  o f  i t s
o f f s h o o t s ,  h o w  m u c h

d i f f e re n c e  c a n  a n  o f f s h o o t
c o n t a i n  b e f o re  t h e  c l a n  s t o p s

a c c e p t i n g  i t  a s  i t s  o w n ?

W h e n  h a v e  y o u  f e l t  t h e  p u l l
b e t w e e n  t r a d i t i o n ,

e x p e c t a t i o n s  o r  t h e  p a s t  a n d
w h a t  y o u  t r u l y  f e l t  w a s  r i g h t
f o r  y o u ?  W h i c h  p a t h  d i d  y o u

c h o o s e  a n d  w h y ?

W h e n  d o e s  t e n d i n g  t o  t h e
w h o l e  b e c o m e  p e r m i s s i o n  t o

s a c r i f i c e  a n  o f f s h o o t ?
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