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The story of a typical Irish girl? A reluctant emigrant? A deceptively simple story of departure 

and return - of where we belong? A choice between personal freedom and duty? 

Eilis Lacey, the heroine of Colm Tóibín’s new novel, lives with her widowed mother and sister in 

Enniscorthy, County Wexford - where Tóibín was born and raised. It’s the early fifties and there 

aren’t many jobs for young people in the town. Eilis’s older sister, Rose, works in a local office, 

but her three brothers have all gone to work in England. Eilis can’t find anything better than a 

Sunday shift in a grocery shop. One afternoon Rose plays a round of golf with a priest who, 

before he emigrated to America, used to know their father. He comes to tea and suggests Eilis 

could get a job very easily in the United States.  

'In the silence that had lingered, she realised, it had somehow been tacitly arranged that Eilis 

would go to America.’ 

Eilis is not naturally adventurous. She has expected to stay in Ireland and has her future mapped 

out in her mind. Like most young Irish girls at the time. 

‘Until now, Eilis had always presumed that she would live in the town all her life, as her mother 

had done, knowing everyone, having the same friends and neighbours, the same routines in the 

same streets. She had expected she would find a job in the town and then marry someone and 

give up the job and have children.’ 

At the beginning we see Eilis as an ordinary, reserved, quiet, home-loving girl who is interested 

in bookkeeping - not the stuff of exciting heroines. She seems content to be in the shadow of her 

more glamorous sister Rose. As Tóibín sets the scene in the first paragraphs, Eilis sits at a 

window watching her sister coming back from work. On Eilis`s lap is a manual about systems of 

accounting. Attractive and lively Rose could be assumed to be the heroine. She is out in the 

world while Eilis is still at home. Indeed, the opening of the novel is rather boring, in danger of 

being off-putting. One or two of us were bored. If I hadn’t known and admired Tóibín’s earlier 

novels, I might not have read on myself. 

Later we realise that this introduction to Eilis is appropriate and fits with the tone of the novel. 

Once we accept the simple, understated style in which Tóibín has chosen to write, we 

understand the necessity for a slow, gentle beginning. Eilis is a young, naive Irish girl and 

although the novel is written in the third person, it is written in a style to fit Eilis`s personality. 

Time and place seem authentic. There is a “fifties” feel to the novel. 

Our perceptions of Brooklyn and Enniscorthy are limited to those of Eilis. We see everything 

through her eyes and her small world. As a young girl, she is not interested in world affairs, and 



so we are given just a taste of social and political circumstances through her experiences. We 

learn that the department store where she works in Brooklyn is enlightened because black 

women are encouraged to shop there. Her evening class tutor is Jewish. Eilis is not aware of the 

holocaust and is shocked to learn about it. Of course Ireland was not directly involved in the 

Second World War, but it is still surprising from a 21
st

 century perspective that Eilis is so ignorant 

about what had taken place less than 10 years earlier. 

The boarding house where Eilis stays is run by an Irish landlady and has only Irish tenants. Eilis is 

nervous that her landlady will discover that her boyfriend is Italian and not Irish. Immigrants 

cluster together in their own communities and don’t usually mix socially. (Turks in Berlin in 

2010?) Tony, her Italian-American boyfriend, bravely attends an Irish dance in the parish hall. 

And is attracted to Eilis almost at first sight. At first Eilis is more excited about her bookkeeping 

classes than meeting Tony but appreciates someone taking an interest in her. She is lonely, 

homesick and needs a friend. Gradually he becomes very important to her. But we felt she is not 

really in love with him. She likes him because he is kind and loyal and makes her feel special. (A 

constant pleasure and surprise in  Toibin’s writing is his eschewal of stereotypes. Tony is the 

opposite of the stereotypically arrogant, sweet-talking Italian hero.)   

Eilis doesn’t choose Tony.  He chooses her. How many choices does Eilis make for herself? Most 

of her decisions are prompted by a sense of duty and responsibility. She is very reluctant to go to 

America and yet cannot say no to Rose and her mother. She feels it is her duty to carry out their 

decision made on her behalf. But she 

“would have given anything to be able to say plainly that she did not want to go, that Rose could 

go instead.” 

As in Tóibín’s other writing, Brooklyn shows great insight into the emotional undercurrents 

within families – Eilis’s relationship with her manipulative mother is complex. Her lack of interest 

in Eilis’s life in New York had strong resonances for group members who have moved from their 

home countries or towns. The Lacey family are unable to express their feelings. 

“they could do everything except say out loud what it was they were thinking.” 

Her agonising decision whether to return to America is made for her too. Miss Kelly, her previous 

boss, hints that she has heard on the grapevine that Eilis is married. It would be difficult for Eilis 

to stay in Enniscorthy in these circumstances. In such a Catholic small town in Ireland, Eilis would 

have been ostracised from society. Divorce would have been virtually impossible. Eilis had not 

felt ready to marry Tony before going back to Ireland on a visit; Tony had cunningly persuaded 

her into marriage to ensure she returned. Thus sealing her future with him. 

How many girls settle for the first man who shows an interest in them and then regret it later? In 

the fifties more than now, we imagined. Women had fewer opportunities then. We learnt that in 

Irish society it is the oldest daughter who is expected to stay at home and look after the parents. 

In England it tends to be the youngest daughter’s duty.  Both my grandmothers were looked 



after by their youngest daughters who didn’t marry and stayed at home. Rose has become the 

breadwinner since the death of their father and seems to be happy to adopt the role of carer for 

their mother. But at first we are unaware that Rose is seriously ill. 

If Eilis had not married Tony before going back to Ireland to visit her mother, would she have felt 

obliged but also happy to stay in Ireland? In New York, Eilis hears about a “death in the family”. 

It’s a shock to hear of Rose’s death. We assumed at first that the bad news from Ireland refers to 

her mother.  Eilis would surely have been expected to take over Rose’s role. And ironically Eilis 

would have had all the things she desired before going to America: a good job bookkeeping for a 

local firm, a possible marriage with a local boy, Jim Farrell whom she had always liked, and her 

friends and family close by. There are hints that Eilis fancies Jim more than Tony. Having to leave 

him seems sad – we discussed how some of us have had to make similar choices and often 

wonder if we made the right ones. How can we ever know?  

Father Flood, the Catholic priest who arranged for Eilis to go to Brooklyn, is a genuinely good 

man. We have become so familiar with the darker side of the Catholic church that we were all 

relieved to not be faced with an abusive priest. It was refreshing to experience with Eilis the 

more positive and helpful aspects of the work of the church - especially the heart-warming 

Christmas Day for the homeless that Father Flood organises. During confession, when Eilis 

admits to sleeping with Tony for the first time, another priest is also very kind and, once assured 

that there is love between them and that they will marry, he suggests Eilis need say only one Hail 

Mary!  

Eilis learns to be brave and resourceful. She survives the ghastly voyage from Ireland to America, 

where the sea swell has all the passengers green and reeling. The passage on the liner is very 

powerful with graphic descriptions of the horrors of seasickness.  We all sympathised with her 

then and with the wave of homesickness that eventually engulfs her in Brooklyn.  Eilis numbs 

herself against nostalgia until letters from home awaken her homesickness. Then she grieves. 

 “She was nobody here,” she thinks. “It was not just that she had no friends and family; it was 

rather that she was a ghost in this room, in the streets on the way to work, on the shop floor. . . . 

Nothing here was part of her. It was false, empty.”   

When her family calls her back to Enniscorthy, Tony seems to her like “part of a dream from 

which she had woken.” And yet, back in Ireland, Eilis knows that if she were in New York it would 

be Enniscorthy that seemed like a “strange, hazy dream.”  Those of us living away from “home” 

understood this sense of unreality, of being disconnected from our roots. Wherever we are, the 

other place seems dreamlike. We don’t fully belong in either place.  

But where is home? “I have lived in Germany for thirty years and still say I’m going home when I 

go back to England!” How important are our roots? In “Brooklyn,” Colm Tóibín quietly, modestly 

shows how place can assert itself, enfolding us, staking its claim.  Eilis has put down roots in 

America, especially with Tony.  



Over time Brooklyn will become more and more like home and Ireland will fade gradually in her 

memory.  

“She has gone to Brooklyn.” Her mother would say. ... Eilis imagined the years ahead, when these 

words would come to mean less and less to the man who heard them and would come to mean 

more and more to herself.” 

Eilis’s character develops subtly through the novel. From a shy and passive young girl she grows 

into a more confident and independent young woman. However, it seemed odd to us that she 

didn’t make friends at work or in the boarding house. She keeps herself to herself and 

understandably resists the offer of friendship from her landlady. Having a rather manipulative 

mother, she steers clear of risking a similar relationship. But we felt she would have wanted to 

have at least one girlfriend to talk to and confide in. Here is a possible flaw in the storyline. She 

does not even have to learn another language to communicate with strangers. Also one or two 

of us thought that Toibin tells us too much about Eilis without showing us. 

Minor characters add to the atmosphere and tension. In particular, Miss Fortini, Eilis’s boss at 

the department store, keeps a watchful eye on her. Perhaps too close an eye. During one scene 

Miss Fortini makes lesbian advances towards her. She hovers where she can see Eilis trying on 

swimwear and touches her too intimately by adjusting a swimming costume so that it falls down 

revealing Eilis’s  breasts. She strokes and pats  her in  rather suggestive ways too. Although this 

scene is never developed, the possibility that Eilis may lose her job if she rejects her boss, adds 

to the tension. Eilis may be naive but she recognises  that Miss Fortini is not behaving in an 

acceptable way. 

Mrs Kehoe, her Irish landlady, creates a typically Irish household. Grace is said before meals, 

strict rules are applied. No men in the rooms are allowed. After Tony has been smuggled into 

Eilis’s room and they have slept together, we wondered whether Eilis would be barred from the 

house. All the tenants are girls and most of the conversation over dinner is centred on clothes 

and shoes. Mrs Kehoe takes a keen interest in the girls - scrutinising their outfits.  Small petty 

jealousies abound. But Eilis has more on her mind than the other girls. She is keen to educate 

herself and spends lots of time in her room studying. All of this deepens her isolation.       

And our overall impression of Brooklyn in the early fifties? Eilis encounters discrimination in 

various forms -- against Italians, against blacks, against Jews, against lower-class Irish -- and finds 

Manhattan more intimidating than alluring. And what is it about Brooklyn that Eilis is most 

excited about? That the heating is left on in her room all night! Coming from a cold climate 

where she is used to shivering all the time, being warm is a real luxury. This is a simple human 

detail and revealed an interesting point in our discussion. In the direct experience of our 

members, this only applied in east Berlin during Communist times. (Where energy was hugely 

underpriced – in America in the 1950s, in Communist Russia, Poland and East Germany – it was 

“cheaper” to leave lights burning and heating on than to have someone turn them off). 



And apart from Eilis, what is Tony most excited about? Baseball.  In particular the Dodgers team. 

We go with Eilis to a baseball game. For the first time Tony is less interested in her. His whole 

focus is on the match. She begins to respect him and see him in a new light. She loves  his total 

enthusiasm. She notices how alert he is to things, how alive he is. Eilis enjoys that  he is paying 

her no attention – it releases her to note how different he is from her in every way. 

“The idea that he would never see her as she felt she saw him now came to her as an infinite 

relief, as a satisfactory solution to things.” 

 Two humorous quotes we particularly liked: 

“Mrs Kehoe (Eilis’s Brooklyn landlady) decides not to buy a TV because it might not catch on, and 

she would be left with it ... There would be no guarantee they would go on making programmes 

and she did not think she would take the risk”. 

Miss Kelly, the Irish shopkeeper gets Mary to replace a fly-paper, which had dead flies stuck to 

every part of it, on the ceiling of her shop. She explains: “No one likes flies – especially on 

Sunday.”      

Highly recommended – just get beyond the opening pages: 

Tóibín's prose is graceful and unostentatious, and his characters are convincing. As a study of the 

quest for home and the difficulty of figuring out where it really is, Brooklyn goes beyond the 

specific details of Eilis's struggle. It is an understated novel, devoid of outright passion but driven 

forward by the affection and doubt that shape any life.  

We are left to imagine Eilis’s future life and to reflect on the kinds of choices that face us, past 

and future. Poignant and moving. 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 


