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On July 31, 1936, a priest, the Rev.
Thomas Patrick Lynch, died in
Taos, N.M. 

A reporter from Santa Fe wrote:
“Two years ago, the young
Irishman from Detroit had made
the journey up to Taos for the first
time. Full of hope he was starting
his life’s work in the missionary
parish.”

Katharine Darst described the
sad funeral procession down the
mountainside, and what she saw
on the way to the Cathedral of St.
Francis of Assisi in Santa Fe.

“But nowhere was there a Willa
Cather to mark the passing of this
boy. She who had felt so
poignantly the death of an old
archbishop with his life work
accomplished, was not here to
witness the infinitely more
pathetic exit of this boy whose life
had been shut off  ‘ere half his
days were done.’ Here was a
sorrow which needed her pen,
and alas, only I was there.”

Darst sent a copy of the article
to the priest’s brother, Edward, in
Detroit.

If the death of a young priest
was noteworthy enough for his
Irish family, it would take on
added significance. For Edward
Jr., who at age 10 was the only
child pictured in a large group at
Fr. Lynch’s ordination in Detroit,
would at 12 wander into the
basement of a funeral home to see
his dead uncle being dressed in a
fresh white alb and green
chasuble in preparation for the
wake that night and 10 o’clock
Mass at St. John’s the next
morning, Thursday, Aug. 6, 1936.

“That vision — a young boy’s
witness of a dead priest and living
men lifting him into the casket —
shaped his life and my life and my
family’s life for going on seven
decades now,” according to his
second son writing in the early
years of the 21st century.

Instead of becoming a priest
himself, Edward Lynch Jr.
followed his true vocation, and
most of his nine children followed
him into the business he founded. 

Thomas Lynch, the son named
for the priest, has been a funeral
director in Milford, Mich., since
1974. He is also in the “poetry

business,” as his cousin Nora
Lynch, of Moveen West, Kilkee,
Co. Clare, used to say. He happily
embraced the two vocational
identities, and also took easily to
being Irish as well as American. 

In the first case, having an
interesting day job only raised his
profile, especially in the early 21st
century when the HBO drama
“Six Feet Under,” set in a family-
run funeral home, was a hit with
viewers and critics alike. He’d
written two books — “The
Undertaking: Life Studies from
the Dismal Trade” and “Bodies in
Motion and at Rest: On Metaphor
and Mortality” — that the show’s
creator Alan Ball admired.

“These two collections of essays
about life as an undertaker gave
me a sense of the tone I wanted
the show to have,” he said, calling
Lynch a “brilliant, soulful writer.”

“You funeral types have always
understood,” Ball told him in an

email. “Once you put a dead guy
in the room you can talk about
anything.”

Lynch also understands that his
own tribe have a particular
affinity for the process:  “For the
Irish and Irish-Americans, the
only spectacle more likely to bring
out a crowd than a blushing
couple at the brink of their
wedding is a fresh corpse at the
edge of its grave.”

‘Sentence commuted’

As for that second coupling of
identities, by the time he wrote
“Booking Passage, We Irish and
Americans” (2005), he had more
than paid his dues in his ancestral
land, having been coming and
going for 35 years.

“In the late 1960s, my life was,
like many American men my age,
up for grabs,” Lynch writes. A
draft lottery was held on the first
day of the last month of the
decade. Sept. 14 was the first date
drawn. “Men born on that day
were going to war,” he says. His
birthday, Oct. 16, wasn’t pulled
out at 254. “It was like a sentence
commuted,” he recalls. “I was free
to go.”.

He would not be sent off to an
unwinnable war. Instead, the 21-
year-old asked his widowed
grandmother for the address of
her husband’s relatives in Ireland,
folks she’d dutifully sent
Christmas and Easter greetings to
every year. They were the “distant
old-country cousins,” who were
mentioned in their prayers:

“Tommy and Nora Lynch on the
banks of the River Shannon. Don’t
forget.” 

The brother and sister were
both unmarried and the end of the
line.Tommy was to die in 1971, the
year after he met his American
namesake in person. Nora lived
on another 21 years, during which
time Lynch was witness to a
radical transformation within the
cottage’s walls, though the
landscape would largely stay the
same. 

In time, Thomas Lynch became
next of kin to Nora, his first
cousin, twice removed.

Circumstances can make that
connection a close one, because,
first of all, it involves two siblings.
In this case, Nora’s father was
Sinon, and the brother who left
and settled in Michigan was Tom,
father to the priest, and great-
grandfather to the poet. 

I can relate. Mary, my great--
grandmother, raised her eight
children in Dublin, my mother’s
father among them. John, Mary’s
brother, was father to eight
children on the farm in West
Clare. Their first-born daughters
were educated and accomplished
— Mary’s Kate had an important
clerical job and John’s Mai was a
nurse. These cousins, both single,
could be trusted one summer
during World War II to bring
safely an extroverted 7-year-old
Dubliner down to the farm in
West Clare. The child, my mother,
was enraptured by her three
weeks there, and talked about that
vacation and all subsequent
vacations and trips until the day
she died in 2019. 

Mai would become godmother
to my sister, her little first cousin,
twice removed. Mai’s brother,
Michael, was my only relative in
New York when I arrived in 1993.
And a welcoming one he was, too,

Part of my West Clare family’s
story involves Loop Head. John
and Mary’s grandmother was
from a house just beside the
lighthouse and she walked
barefoot the 12 or 14 miles inland
on her wedding day. Her elderly
descendants referred to her in the
late 20th century as the "woman
from the west.”

Lynch mentions Loop Head, of
course, and the Victorian resort
Kilkee and the old market town of
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From Michigan to Moveen West

Thomas Lynch.


