
The Irish Funeral – Bronx Style 
 
My parents moved into New Jersey from the Bronx over 50 years ago, and within one 
year, my Aunt (my mother’s sister) and her husband followed suit – moving into the 
town next door. Although no one in our family spoke with a brogue, we were raised to 
believe that the country of Ireland would not exist if it were not for our family heritage – 
this was especially true on St. Patrick’s Day!  
 
There were six kids in our family, with eighteen years between the oldest (my brother), 
and the youngest (my sister). I was the second to youngest.   

 
The second funeral I ever went to was my uncle Bro’s. Actually, we found out that very 
day that his name was John. Although my mother had four other brothers, my Uncle 
John somehow earned the distinction of “bro.” We never really did find out why.  
 
So off the family went on a trip to a funeral in the Bronx. To limit the amount of cars, we 
all packed in my brother’s family minivan. My brother (four years my senior) was 
married, and his wife was pregnant at the time. Although their minivan could 
comfortably seat 6 people, we packed eight into the van: my parents, my aunt and 
uncle, my brother and his wife, my younger sister (a junior in high school), and me. At 
that time, I was home on break from my freshman year of college. 
 
Other than my mother’s constant jabbering (she was always very nervous in the car and 
talking made her feel better) and the fifteen stops that we had to make for my pregnant 
sister-in-law to use the bathroom, the trip into the Bronx was rather uneventful. My 
father and uncle directed my brother how to get to the funeral home from the second 
row seats in the van. As we neared the funeral home, my uncle directed, ”make a right 
onto Tremont Street.” Cramped with me in the rear of the van, my sister chimes in, “did 
you mean Threemont because you can’t pronounce it, or Tremont? My father retorts 
with a smirk on his face, “keep the wise-ass comments to yourself little girl!”  In short 
time, we were relieved to find the funeral home. Curiously, my cousin was saving the 
last available parking spot for us. My brother backed into the spot with my cousins 
waving him in, and we all piled out of the cramped van. 
 
As we entered the funeral home, we were immediately greeted by our great aunt (a 
bundle of energy who stands four feet tall with two-inch heels). With great fanfare she 
retorted, “if you hear any action, hit the deck! The mafia’s next daw (New Jersey 
translation, “door”). She added, “don’t do anything I wouldn’t do, “they’ve got 
surveillance cameras all over the joint!” 
 
As we were gathering the details from our great aunt about the member of the mafia 
being waked next door, my cousins asked my brother for the keys to his van. Thinking 
they needed the keys for the funeral procession, he handed over the keys without 
pause. 
 



My aunt great aunt then shuffled us into the room for my uncle’s wake and we were 
surprised to find it virtually empty. My mother and aunt immediately went to the front go 
to pay proper respects to their brother with my father and uncle dutifully in tow. My sister 
blurts out, “where is everyone?” My aunt quickly retorts, “you’ve got to go next door and 
see this. The coffin is pure gold!” 
 
Never wanting to disobey our great aunt, we followed her into the wake next door, 
where she pointed out and priced out each and every extravagant item. When we 
looked around, we saw the better part of our relatives walking around the room, eying 
up the gold coffin and reading the cards on the flower arrangements. Pointing in the 
direction of the closed casket, I then asked, “Do we know him?” My aunt said, “of course 
not, he was in the mafia.”  
 
As my sister and I slowly tried to exit the room without bringing attention to ourselves, I 
noticed out of the corner of my eye my brother furiously waving me down from the 
hallway. In that it was a rather cool day in November, I was curious to see that his face 
was beet red. Well, I soon found out that my usually calm-mannered brother was red in 
the face because he was furious.  It seems that my cousins took the liberty to put a keg 
of beer in the back of his mini-van. So the remaining relatives that were not checking 
out the gold coffin were lining up with plastic cups at my brother’s minivan as if they 
were at a keg party at a college frat party! My brother wanted me to get the keg out of 
his van. Although I was the vocal one in the family, I wasn’t about to break this keg party 
up, especially because my father (who somehow escaped my mother) was pumping the 
keg because there was too much foam in the beer, and my aunt was the first one in line! 
 
So I told my brother to chill and just go with the flow. He quickly retorted, “easy for you 
to say. It’s not your van that is being watched by the FBI!. “You do know,” he added, 
that they have equipment that can read the license plates from miles away!”  And I 
responded, “They are here for the mafia, I hardly think they are concerned about people 
having a few beers.” He walked away from me – pissed off at the whole bunch of us. 
His wife, I noticed, ran to the bushes to vomit – morning sickness was getting the best 
of her. So now my brother had to cut the beer line to get baby paper towels from the van 
– If looks could kill, he would have been laying in the coffin next to uncle bro! 
 
As my sister and I were outside in the parking lot observing the surveillance cameras 
and family festivities, I noticed that three of my cousins, all with a red cup in hand 
topped with beer, seemed to be deep in conversation. The three of them formed a 
triangle or a tee-pee, with their heads touching in the middle. Curious, my sister and I 
moved closer to see what was up. Well, it seems as though they were not talking at all, 
but singing an old Irish song “Oh Danny Boy.” As much as I hate to admit it, they sang 
in perfect harmony and were very good!  
 
Halfway through the second chorus, we were beckoned into the funeral home for the 
formal funeral services. It took us a while to herd everyone in. I worked on the gang 
outside by the minivan. This was no easy task because no one could leave a drop of 
beer in their cups. This is when my bartending experience paid off -  it was the last call 



at the minivan! At the same time, my sister bravely went into the mafia room to gather 
the remaining stragglers.  
 
Finally, after what seemed an eternity, the funeral services began. Everyone tried to 
ignore the fact that the room smelled like beer and cigarettes. The priest spoke 
eloquently about our uncle. All the while, my brother kept whispering in my ear, “I can’t 
believe they put a keg in my van.” I tried to ignore him.  The eulogies were sad and 
funny. In the middle of my aunt’s touching remarks about my uncle, we heard a loud 
and disturbing grumbling noise. We all turned around, in fear that the noise might have 
something to do with the mafia. It winds up that it was my sister-in-law was vomiting in 
one of the decorative planters in the entrance way. My brother rushed out to assist her.  
 
Now I was sitting next to my dad, and my sister was sitting on his other side. The room 
was starting to get hot and stuffy, and we were getting fidgety. We were relieved when 
the final prayers began. But to our dismay, the Rosary Prayer seemed to have no end. 
Although we went to church and received the appropriate religious education, my sister 
and I had no idea why this prayer was so long! My sister and I started making faces at 
each other. My father, sensing our angst, tried to count down for us with his fingers how 
many prayers were left. According to the number of fingers he was holding up, there 
were nine more rounds of prayers to go! That is when we lost it! My sister and I had the 
worst “most inappropriate” laughing fit that we ever had. Our bodies were shaking and 
tears were flowing from our eyes. Thankfully, most of the family was ossified and 
thought that we were crying about uncle Bro (or John). 
 
During the services, my brother removed the keg from his van and prepared the van for 
the procession and for the ride home. Of course, we could not leave immediately, my 
parents “were obliged to meet the family and pay respects at the get together at the 
local gin mill.” My once mild-mannered brother then put his foot down, and barked “one 
bear each and then we are going.” Although they nodded with agreement, six beers a 
piece later, we all cramped back into the van for the trek back to New Jersey.  
 
The ride back was considerably louder. Everyone was talking at once, and no one was 
listening to anyone. We had many more bathroom breaks, not only for my pregnant 
sister-in-law, but also for my parents, my aunt, and uncle, who cursed each time about 
“how beer goes right through you.” My brother did not say a word during the entire trip 
home. Steam was practically coming out of his ears. When we dropped of my Aunt and 
Uncle, my aunt exited the van saying, “family is important. I enjoyed.”  
 
Driving the car down the street my brother retorted, “does anyone want to recognize the 
fact that that this was a funeral?” My mother retorted, of course son, “ this is how bro 
would have wanted it.”  
 
  
 
 
 



 
 
  

 

 


