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“But what else




can a mother give her daughter but such




beautiful rifts in time?




If I defer the grief I will diminish the gift.”






-from “The Pomegranate” by Eavan Boland


I read this poem in college as a 20-year-old. I loved it. I am not sure I understood it. But the phrase and the idea of a “gift of time” returned to me twelve years later when I opted to enroll my daughter in a year of pre-kindergarten, giving her and me an extra period to prepare for kindergarten. As a student returning to academia for the first time since graduating from UC Irvine in 1998 with a BA in History, a minor in English and a concentration in Medieval Studies, I experienced a new similar gift of time and chance to reflect on the years that separated my university experiences. 

Time is a strange thing. We receive it as a gift and spend it often without reflection. After graduating from college I spent a portion of this gift as a high school English teacher, but when my first child was born over 16 years ago, I was gifted time to stay home. As time progressed and we added to our family, I filled my time with volunteering in schools and charity organizations, researching digital and archival genealogical sources for answers to mysteries within my family, creating an online publishing platform for music interviews and articles and working with a non-profit in the impoverished communities living and working in the trash dumps of Managua, Nicaragua.

As I consider my time between formal education institutions, I understand my life choices have extensively contributed to what I take away from my master’s degree in English as I ultimately experience my own personal and academic revival. This idea started to take shape for me when I first read the late nineteenth century Irish author and historian, Standish O’ Grady and his arguments that a Celtic Revival would not just move Ireland’s past into the future, but create a space for them to coexist. The Irish literary revival he influenced, presented an Irish past that revitalized the present and pointed to a new and better future. I think the same is true for me.

As a teenager and young adult, the trajectory of my academic career was typical for the place I held within the world as a privileged, upper middle-class, white female with two college educated, professional parents. I loved high school, attended college on a Division I soccer scholarship and always planned to teach. I married my college sweetheart, moved to UCLA after graduation while he attended law school, moved to Ireland for a summer and then began teaching high school English and coaching varsity soccer to lower income students in the valley of Los Angeles. Along the way I earned my teaching credential and when we moved to the Silicon Valley after law school, I began teaching at an exclusive Catholic high school and coaching soccer among an affluent student body. I loved what I was doing, but never considered graduate school. 

When my daughter Maeve was born in 2003, we moved to San Diego to be closer to family and my husband’s career afforded me the luxury to become a stay at home Mom. My son was born in 2007 and it did not take long for me to fill the role as room-Mom, soccer-Mom, baseball-Mom, museum-Mom, and volunteer-Mom. I became the head advisor for my sorority at UCSD, I returned to Irish dancing, performed semi-professionally across San Diego, assisted my husband as he wrote and published a book and exhaustively researched the family genealogy I began unpacking while living in Dublin. But as time passed by, I felt less connected to it and more connected to the restless feeling of an empty space, yet to be gifted with some of my time.

So in 2014 I started writing and thinking and dreaming. I posted my first article on Medium and by 2015, I had begun my own website focusing on folk, Americana and independent music. I interviewed bands and wrote about the emergence of streaming services and the concerts I attended. One of the musicians my husband and I befriended founded a non-profit that brought music, education and sports to an extremely impoverished community living and working in the trash dumps of Managua, Nicaragua. The gift of time I was exploring in restlessness afforded me the opportunity to travel to Nicaragua. Somewhere in the middle of a trash dump, ankle deep in slimy grime and muck, while painting the smiling faces of laughing children, I rediscovered myself. At 40 years old, I began to remember what is was like to only be known as “Bridget” and not just Christian’s wife, or Maeve and Brendan’s Mom. I processed my transformation through publishing a travel memoir on my website, but it was not enough. My trip made me realize I needed more. It was time to use my past and educate myself so I could give more to my future. 

As a high school English teacher, my biggest weakness was the lack of exposure to a breath of English literature while at UCI. I thought a master’s program in a specific subject area would expose me to more content to pull from in the future. I thought I would learn more about a subject during my master’s program and that learning would drive my next decision. As predicted, I have encountered more literature in graduate school, but what I did not expect was to fall in love with method and theory. At UCI, I was exposed to some limited feminist criticism within the medieval period, but so much has changed since 1998. Criticism in post-colonial studies, materialism, sexuality and intersectionality have flourished so much since then that some of what I learned has become outdated. Throughout this program I have been given the gift of time to question my past and apply new methods and theories to old and new content. 

Dr. Gregory Castle’s Irish Literature class heavily factored in my decision to apply to the ASU program. Although I had taken only one Irish literature class as an undergraduate, I was raised in an Irish American family where Irish cultural influences were prevalent in everyday life. Catholicism and Irish culture were interconnected, and this thinking was reinforced in my undergraduate Irish literature class. I recall my professor at UCI telling the class we would not read any William Butler Yeats because, as an Anglo-Irish writer who had ultimately left the country, he was an elite, inaccurate and unreliable Irish voice. Dr. Castle’s entire class argued the opposite and claimed the Anglo-Irish Literary Revival was the most revolutionary achievement contributing to the independence of Ireland and focused heavily on Yeats. The differences between these two scholarly approaches made me look at the literature through different lenses. It allowed me not just to question the way literature is chosen and the bias we bring to scholarship, but also forced me to acknowledge my own learned biases passed down from my family cultural experience as Irish Americans. 
When I questioned Dr. Castle about the change, he explained that late 1990’s Irish literature scholarship had defined an exclusive idea of “Irish writers” and he and others spent their careers arguing for the broader inclusion of all Irish literary voices. The changing scholarship within Irish literature that occurred during the twenty-year gap in my education helped form a more complete education in Irish literature for me. I will be able to take this knowledge and share it with others. It led me to gain permission to conduct research at the New York Public Library’s archive in the Henry W. and Albert Berg Collection of English and American Literature to read the personal letters of Irish author James Stephens. His poems, novels and first-person account of the 1916 Irish Uprising contributed to the later portion of the Irish literary revival but much of his other work has been dismissed for the most part, a fact that I would like to correct as my scholarship continues.   

I also learned at ASU that there has been a large push within medieval studies to acknowledge white bias. I wrote my senior thesis on the relationship between the accusation of ritualistic murder of Christians and anti-Semitism, but was never exposed to any other marginalized group living within the period. Renaissance and Shakespeare scholarship too has pushed towards a more inclusive scholarship that considers the intersection of topics like gender and race. Published in 2013, Ian Smith’s paper, “Othello’s Black Handkerchief,” was one of the most impactful pieces of scholarship I read while at ASU. I always understood Desdemona’s handkerchief to be white. The feminist criticism I knew argued the connection between the red embroidered strawberries and Desdemona’s purity and femininity. Yet, in one meticulously researched paper, Smith blew open the door to hundreds of years of biased assumptions and scholarship. I was inspired by his historical, performance and linguistic based research that proved the handkerchief was black. The notion that with intensive research and scholarship, new discoveries are still possible even about well-trodden topics has inspired me. 

When I started at ASU I was concerned that I would miss out on the traditional graduate experience because of the online non-traditional setting. In my mind, after graduation, I would be competing for jobs with other candidates who had the opportunity to TA undergraduate classes, attend club meetings and create personal relationships with faculty members. As a result, I gladly volunteered to be a reader for the 2019 ASU Southwest English Symposium “Boarders and Cross-cultural Encounters.” I submitted my work from Nicaragua and after being accepted to the conference, I presented my paper and moderated one of the panels. That weekend was one of the most memorable experiences of my graduate program because it gave me exposure to other graduate students who were enthusiastically researching in their own fields and presenting on a wide range of topics. I re-worked a few sections of my memoir and presented it through digital photo and written essay. Additionally, the weekend gave me the opportunity to do something I was missing from the online program, meet two of my professors, Dr. Ryan Naughton and Dr. Keith Miller. 

Dr. Naughton was my professor for “The History of the English Language” and his knowledge of Old and Middle English pushed me outside of my comfort zone. He was one of the only professors I encountered that accepted full rough drafts essays submitted early and responded with detailed comments, including the many ways I butchered MLA formatting. I had skirted around undergraduate linguistics and medieval texts in the original Old and Middle English, so taking his class as my second selection was daunting. The work the class completed within the Oxford English Dictionary became a pivotal point in my graduate education. I spent hours looking through the online dictionary mesmerized by the etymology of words. It became a big enough joke in my family that my teenage daughter coined the snarky phrase “Don’t OED and Drive.”  I joyfully turned the sarcasm into a social media account complete with thematic stickers. 
Meeting with Dr. Naughton also gave me the opportunity to discuss his recently published paper on the medieval theory of “natural nobility.” Our talk inspired me to use it as the basis of my final paper in my Shakespeare class. My newfound love for the OED also influenced the way I read a play I had read numerous times before. In Henry IV Part 1,  Prince Hal finds food receipts in Falstaff’s pockets and through research, I discovered anchovies were considered a new and expensive food item in the renaissance that only arrived in England because of the improved import of Spanish goods. According the OED, the first time the word appeared in the English language was on Falstaff’s receipt in the play. I used this as part of my argument in my paper and then posted the discovery as part of my social media “Don’t OED and Drive” campaign. My post garnered the attention of the current editor of the OED himself.  

The day before the SWES conference at ASU, Dr. Keith Miller gave me the gift of his time and met with me to talk about his class “African American Rhetoric” and the book he was about to publish with the daughter of civil rights leader Charles Billups. The connection cemented my desire to take his class “Rock & Roll and Martin Luther King Jr.” As part of the class, Dr. Miller asked us to consider the contribution of the song “If I Can Help Somebody” to Dr. King’s famous sermon “Drum Major Instinct.” At first, it seemed odd that I would spend the end of my graduate program researching the song’s lyricist and composer Alma B. Androzzo. But upon reflection, I think it makes perfect sense. 
The gift of time beginning in my early twenties allowed me to explore genealogical research techniques. I could travel down historical paths and test them against primary documents. I learned to question the reliability of oral history while reaching out to community sourcing. My thirties gave me the time to write about my love of music and the emergence of a folk revival. I learned to interview bands and step outside my writing comfort zone. So, while searching for the obscure Alma B. Androzzo, I began with genealogical research and used census records to start sketching her migration from Tennessee to Chicago and on to Phoenix, Arizona. I then contacted a person I believed was related to Androzzo and she put me in touch with Androzzo’s youngest daughter. Before Dr. Miller’s class was finished, I had conducted a phone interview with Androzzo’s eldest son and thanks to Dr. Miller’s encouragement, I ultimately published a story about Alma Androzzo’s contribution to King’s sermon in the Arizona Central newspaper. I have since continued my research and am determined to publish more on her involvement in the history of gospel music.
 

As I think about the gift of time I now have, I see a future for myself within academia. I want to teach. I want to write. I want to research. I want to use my time and give it to others through academic work. I want to highlight the marginalized and forgotten voices of African American Rhetoric and Irish literature. As the Irish literary voices before me, I want to use my past experience to form my present and alter the way I think about my future and hopefully encourage other to do the same.
