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FOREWORD


I took my seat on the plane at Knock airport on a cold, wet and windy day in the late 1980s. My fellow passengers slowly made their way to their seats and settled in. As I fastened my seatbelt I noticed that the young woman seated beside me was in some distress. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she tried to peer out through the steamed-up window of the aeroplane. When I enquired as to the cause of her misery she made the tearful reply, ‘It’s my first time leaving home’, as she wiped the condensation from the windowpane.


I glanced through the window to get a clearer picture of this place that the young woman called home. The wind blew, and the rain, horizontal at times, whistled round the hillocks of Barrnacúige. Even the sheep turned their backsides towards the wind, as did a lone mountain ash that still clung to the outer edge of the airport runway. And beyond that, a broad expanse of wet, brown bog led my gaze towards Charlestown and farther afield, while the distant houses appeared as white specks on this rain-drenched landscape.


What was it about this place, I wondered, that would cause this young woman to shed such tears. Certainly not the calm days and scorching sunshine, I mused. What could it be? Was it the breaking of ties, with family and friends and familiar places, or the memories of youth and happy times, which might now be lost, or was it something more than that? Could it be the histories of previous generations who had hewn a living from the sides of the mountain, smallholdings marked with their sweat, and called it home? Or, was it all of these?


Whatever it was, it was a potent mix, I reckoned. Perhaps it could be bottled and labelled ‘Essence of Mayo’.


These heartfelt ties that Mayo people have to their native county are complex and raw and do not always lend themselves to easy analysis. In the Little Book of Mayo, however, Eamonn Henry endeavours to tease out the historical and emotional ties that bind us to this small piece of earth that we call home. His chapter on the quest for the Sam Maguire Cup best exemplifies this pride in place that Mayo people display to an almost obsessive degree. If you want to see thousands of grown men cry, then come to Croke Park on the third Sunday in September where Mayo are six points ahead with only minutes of the All-Ireland Football Final left to play. It is also the case, sadly, that the tears are even more heartfelt at the final whistle! Undoubtedly, the ‘Quest for Sam’ is among the strongest ties that bind Mayo people throughout the world to their home place.


Reading through this book, it is quite apparent that Mayo is the place to visit. St Patrick spent some time here in the fifth century, from his youthful escapade in Killala to his later sojourn in Ballintubber on his way to the Reek. Centuries later we even had a visit from Mary, the mother of God, who appeared to a small group in the little village of Knock in 1879. But that wasn’t enough! In order to balance things up, the Devil himself put in an appearance at the dance hall in Tooreen, in the late 1950s. In the chapter ‘The Night the Devil Appeared in Tooreen’, Eamonn Henry paints an intriguing picture of the social mores of the time and the influence of the Catholic Church on the everyday lives of the people.


The story of Mayo is a story of emigration, and that emigrant story features in many chapters of this book. From the earliest times through the famine years, throughout the twentieth century, hundreds of thousands have left this place, many driven out by poverty or landlords, leaving their smouldering hovels behind them. In later years they had their American wakes, bid their families farewell, often for the last time, and made new lives in the land of dreams. Today 34 million Americans claim Irish ancestry, among whom are many with roots in County Mayo.


In post-war Britain many seasonal workers from Mayo found employment, whether ‘tatie-hoking’ in Scotland, haymaking in Yorkshire or beet-pulling in Lincolnshire. Many others moved to Britain more permanently to work in the construction industry or the National Health Service. Their remittances, ‘wired home’ at the end of the week, helped to sustain their families through tough economic times. The children and grandchildren of those men and women from Mayo, who landed at Holyhead in the 1950s and ’60s, are now found in positions of power and influence in British society, such as in politics, in business or playing soccer in the Premier League.


There is so much more in this Little Book of Mayo that the reader will wish to explore. The author provides a comprehensive description of landscape, geology and those natural features best known to the seasoned traveller as well as those lesser-known havens off the tourist trail. He presents interesting background information on Mayo men and women, many of whom have played prominent and public roles, including Granuaile, who, barefooted, held a meeting with Queen Elizabeth I in London, our current Taoiseach Enda Kenny from Castlebar, and former President Mary Robinson from Ballina, who continues to influence international affairs.


By the end of the book, Eamonn Henry leads us to the present time to provide a view of life in County Mayo today. Industry and commerce are developing steadily while tourism increases exponentially. Today’s visitors are drawn to Westport House, the number one attraction in the county and, ironically, a striking legacy of colonial times. The other main attractions include Croagh Patrick, Knock Shrine and the Céide Fields. A more recent tourist destination to gain international recognition is the Wild Atlantic Way. It was always there, of course, stretching from Cork to Donegal, but the new brand provides a signpost for the traveller who wishes to experience the raw and rugged coastline of Mayo.


This book has something for everybody, especially for those with an interest in the county or who may wish to visit. I commend it wholeheartedly to the reader.


Tom McAndrew
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THE GEOGRAPHY OF COUNTY MAYO


Mayo is a maritime county in the north-west of Ireland, in the province of Connacht. It is bounded to the north and west by the Atlantic Ocean and it borders Sligo, Roscommon and Galway to the south and east.


It is the third largest of Ireland’s thirty-two counties in area but only 15th in terms of population. It is the second largest of Connacht’s five counties in both size and population. Mayo, including the islands, has the longest coastline of all the Irish maritime counties, at 725 miles (1,168km).


TOWNS OF MAYO


The largest towns of Mayo in order of population size are:






	Castlebar


	10,835







	Ballina


	10,354







	Westport


	5,543







	Claremorris


	3,979







	Ballinrobe


	3,682







	Ballyhaunis


	3,008







	Swinford


	2,607







	Kiltimagh


	1,507







	Foxford


	1,326







	Belmullet


	1,089








(Figures based on 2011 Census Returns)


GEOLOGY OF MAYO


Rock Types


The Mayo landscape is varied and this is no surprise, given the complicated geological foundation that lies beneath. (The geology of a region largely determines the nature of the soil and the principal features of the landscape, such as the mountains, rivers and lakes.)


Luckily for the country as a whole, the mountains along the western coastline of the county are amongst the oldest and most weather-resistant rocks to be found anywhere in the country. Were this not so, the softer, low-lying limestone plains to the east of this mountain barrier of igneous and metamorphic structures would prove no match for the ceaseless pounding of the Atlantic waves.


To the south of Clew Bay, the geological makeup is very complex with a series of rock folds and extrusions of metamorphic rock, signs of the massive magma movements millions of years ago. Here, a fault runs between Croagh Patrick and the southern shore of Clew Bay. This is the main branch of the Highland Boundary Zone, which, beginning at Clew Bay and extending across the country in a north-eastern direction, extends as far as Scotland.


Annagh Head on the Mullet Peninsula and the Broadhaven Stags are folded gneiss and are virtually erosion-resistant. They are over 1,750 million years old.


To the north of Clew Bay, metamorphic rocks predominate. Schist is the most common form. A broad strip of fertile limestone plains extends from Killala in north Mayo south to Cong on the Mayo-Galway border. The limestone region extends eastwards into the Midland Plains with the Ox Mountains bordering it to the north-east of the county. This mountain range is composed mainly of granite with gneiss and schist outcrops in places.


Climate


Ice has played a large part in the formation of the Mayo landscape and so have the combined forces of wind and water. Glaciers carved out great mountain valleys, known as glaciated troughs, with steep, straight sides and a flat bottom.


In the region north-east of Swinford in east Mayo, the geological rock type is limestone but it has been overgrown with peat. This area of raised bog extends into County Sligo.


The quality of the soils in this part of the county is also adversely affected by the belt of drumlins and eskers deposited there by retreating glaciers during the last Ice Age. Those mounds of sand and gravel deposits, left behind as the ice melted, stretch west to Clew Bay. The myriad of tiny islands in the bay is sunken drumlins, partly submerged as sea levels rose.


Since the Ice Age ended, the landscape has undergone continuous change, caused by the weather systems of the Atlantic and also by water. Rivers have created valleys and lakes and the sea is continually reworking the coast, eroding the coastline in places and building beaches in others.


OTHER PHYSICAL FEATURES


Principal Rivers


The Moy is the longest river in the county and from source to sea is roughly 62 miles (100km) long. It rises in the Ox Mountains in Sligo and flows into Killala Bay, north of Ballina. It is undeniably the best salmon-fishing river in the country.


The Deel rises in the Nephin Beg Mountains and is 28 miles (45km) long. It flows through the town of Crossmolina, before entering the northern end of Lough Conn. It is the largest of the Moy tributaries and offers a wide variety of angling experiences, ranging from dry fly fishing for trout to spring salmon fishing.


The Robe rises in Bekan, near Ballyhaunis, and empties into Lough Mask. It is over 37 miles (60km) long and is a noted brown-trout river.


The Clare also rises near Ballyhaunis and flows southwards for 58 miles (93km) before flowing into Lough Corrib in County Galway. It is popular with salmon and trout anglers.
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Bays


Killala Bay lies between County Mayo and County Sligo. It is the estuary of the River Moy. The village of Killala is situated on its western shore. It is an excellent fishing location. Bartragh Island is situated in the centre of the bay.


Broadhaven Bay is a natural bay of the Atlantic Ocean situated on the north-western coast of Mayo. The bay faces northwards, stretching 5 miles (8.6km) between Erris Head in the west and Kid Island in the east. The landscape largely consists of Atlantic blanket bog interspersed with some areas of sandy grassland habitats and white sandy beaches.


Blacksod Bay in Erris, north Mayo, is 10 miles (16km) long and 5 miles (8km) wide and is bounded on its western side by the Mullet Peninsula. Its eastern side includes Kiltane parish, which extends southwards from Belmullet towards Geesala and Doohoma.


Keem Bay is located past Dooagh village in the west of Achill Island. It contains a Blue Flag beach. The bay was formerly the site of a basking shark fishery. To the west is an old booley village at Bunown. To the north stands Croaghaun, with Europe’s highest cliffs. The beach is sheltered and offers opportunities for snorkelling.


Clew Bay is an ocean bay on the west coast of the county. It contains Ireland’s best example of sunken drumlins. The bay is overlooked by Croagh Patrick to the south and the Nephin Range Mountains in north Mayo. Clare Island straddles the entrance to the bay. From the south-west part of the bay eastwards are Louisburgh, Lecanvey, Murrisk and Westport; north of Westport is Newport, and westwards from there lies Mulranny, the gateway to Achill.


Killary Harbour is a fjord located in the heart of Connemara. It forms a natural border between counties Galway and Mayo. It is 10 miles (16km) long and at its centre over 147 feet (45m) deep. It is the only natural glacial fjord in Ireland.


Headlands of County Mayo


Benwee Head, with its cliffs, arches, stacks and islands, offers some of the most dramatic coastal scenery in Ireland. These cliffs tower over Broadhaven Bay. To appreciate the cliffs fully, one needs to see them from the sea. Benwee Head is in the townland of Kilgalligan in the parish of Kilcommon. An Bhinn Bhuí is the most northerly summit in the north Mayo area.


Erris Head is a promontory at the northernmost tip of the Mullet Peninsula. It is a well-known and recognised landmark used by mariners and weather forecasters. It is also a very scenic viewpoint, with an unspoilt view of the Atlantic Ocean and steep rocky cliffs.


Downpatrick Head is located between the town of Ballycastle and the Céide Fields, further west. It lies in an area of outstanding natural beauty, including the spectacular sea stack of Dún Briste.


Islands of County Mayo


Achill Island is the largest island off the coast of Ireland and is situated off the Mayo coast. It has a population of 2,700. Its area is 57 miles2 (148km2). The island is 87 per cent peat bog. Achill is attached to the mainland by the Michael Davitt Bridge, between the villages of Achill Sound and Polranny. A bridge was first built here in 1887, replaced by another structure in 1949 and subsequently replaced with the current bridge, which was completed in 2008.


Other centres of population include the villages of Keel, Dooagh, Dooega, and Dugort. The parish’s main Gaelic football pitch and two secondary schools are on the mainland at Polranny.


Early human settlements are believed to have been established on Achill around 3000 BC. A paddle dating from this period was found at the crannóg near Dookinella. The parish of Achill also includes the Corraun Peninsula. There are between 500 and 600 native Irish speakers in Achill parish.


Achill Beg is a small island just off the southern tip of Achill Island. It was evacuated in 1965 and the inhabitants were settled on the main (Achill) island and nearby mainland.


Clare Island is a mountainous island guarding the entrance to Clew Bay in County Mayo. It is famous as the home of the pirate queen, Granuaile. Approximately 145 people live there today.


The Inishkea Islands are situated off the coast of the Mullet Peninsula. There are two main islands – Inishkea North and Inishkea South. The islands lie between Inishglora to their north and Duvillaun to their south, off the Mullet’s west coast, and offer some protection to the mainland coast from the power of the Atlantic Ocean. The underlying rocks of the Inishkea Islands are gneiss and schist, the same as that on the Mullet. The islands are relatively low-lying. Fine white sand is to be found everywhere, often blown into drifts by the strong winds, especially along the beach beside the harbour, where it fills the houses of the abandoned village. The inhabitants of both Inishkea North and South left the islands in the 1930s after most of their young men died at sea in a storm.
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The islands lie about 9 miles (15km) off the mainland; their highest point reaches 189.3m above sea level. Between Inishturk and Clare Island lies Caher Island. It has a population of fifty-eight people. There are two main settlements, both on the more sheltered eastern end of the island, Ballyheer and Garranty.


Lakes of County Mayo


Lough Conn, along with Lough Cullin, covers about 14,000 acres (5,665 hectares). It is connected to Lough Cullin, to the south by a narrow waterway. Lough Cullin, in turn, drains into the River Moy and thence to the Atlantic. Lough Conn is noted for its trout and salmon fishing. World Fly Fishing Tournaments have been held on this lake on several occasions.


Lough Mask is a lake of approximately 20,500 acres (8,296 hectares) in south Mayo, due north of Lough Corrib. It is the middle one of three lakes, all of which empty into the Corrib River, flowing through Galway and into Galway Bay. Lough Mask is the sixth largest lake, by area, in Ireland. The eastern half of Lough Mask is shallow and contains many islands. The other half is much deeper, sinking to a long trench with depths in excess of 164ft (50m). It is the largest lake, by water volume, in the Republic of Ireland.


Lough Carra flows into Lough Mask, which in turn feeds into Lough Corrib through an underground stream that emerges in Cong village and becomes the River Cong.


Mountains and Hills of Mayo


Croagh Patrick, nicknamed ‘The Reek’, is a 2,500ft (764m) high mountain and an important site of pilgrimage in County Mayo. It is 5 miles (8km) from Westport and towers above the villages of Murrisk and Lecanvey. Every year, it is climbed by pilgrims on Reek Sunday, which is the last Sunday in July. It forms the southern part of a U-shaped valley created by a glacier flowing into Clew Bay in the last Ice Age.


Croaghaun is a mountain on Achill Island. At +2,257ft (+688m), it has the highest sea cliffs in Ireland and Great Britain. Its cliffs are on the northern slope of the mountain. The cliffs can only be seen by climbing to the summit of the mountain or from the sea. They are part of a sequence of sheer rock faces which start south of Keem Bay and loop around the uninhabited north-west of the island, by Achill Head and Saddle Head, and east to Slievemore, occasionally dropping vertically into the waters of the Atlantic.


Knockmore is a mountain on Clare Island, off the coast of Mayo. The mountain is the highest peak on Clare Island at 1,516ft (462m). It is a popular walking destination and is famous for its view of Clew Bay and the west coast.


Maamtrasma is a mountain among the Partry Hills. With an elevation of 2,237ft (682m), it is famous for its breath-taking scenery.


Mweelrea is the highest mountain in Connacht and lies to the north of Killary Harbour.


Nephin, at 2,646ft (806m), is the second-highest peak in Connacht. It is to the west of Lough Conn.


Nephin Beg is a mountain in the Nephin Beg Range, which lies west of Lough Conn and north-west of Newport. While it takes its name from Nephin, that mountain is some distance away and there are intervening mountains between them. Its highest point is 2,057ft (627m).


Peninsulas of County Mayo


The Corraun Peninsula is on the west coast of the county. It is located between the mainland and the island of Achill. There are great views from there of Clew Bay and the Mullet Peninsula to the north.


HUMAN IMPACT ON THE LANDSCAPE


In relatively recent times, man has made dramatic changes to the landscape. By clearing trees, early farmers facilitated the growth of peat land. The bogs created in this fashion were altered in turn by the removal of turf for fuel and, in places, by the planting of coniferous trees.


Canals have been dug and bridges and roads have been built across bog and mountain, as well as through fertile plains, bringing change in their wake as people used the changes to their own advantage.


TRANSPORT


Rail


The Midland and Great Western Railway laid the first railway line in Mayo in 1861. It connected Castlerea in County Roscommon to Ballyhaunis in south Mayo.
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Some 2,000 people were employed to bring the railway to Ballyhaunis. In May 1862, the line reached Claremorris and in December 1862 it was extended to Castlebar. Four years later, this line was extended to Westport, with an extension to Westport Quay opened in 1874.


The northern extension from Manulla was begun with the opening of the line to Foxford in 1868. Ballina was reached in 1873 and an extension to Killala was opened in 1893.


The railway was extended from Westport to Achill Sound in the 1890s. This latter was a narrow-gauge line and was one of the so-called ‘Balfour Lines’, named after Arthur J. Balfour, Chief Secretary for Ireland during the years 1887–91 and designed to provide employment in disadvantaged areas. The line to Achill was completed in May 1895.


The first station on this extension was Newport, which opened in February 1894 upon the completion of a nearby tunnel at the end of Newport station. It was closed in September 1937. While most of the line has been converted to Greenway, the tunnel remains closed.


There is a rather tragic twist to the story of the Westport-Achill railway line. Local legend has it that a seventeenth-century poet and mystic, Brian Rua Ó Cearbháin, predicted that, ‘D’tiocfad an lá nuair a bead rota iarainn ar coirti teinaead o dear agus o tuadh’ (‘The day will come when there will be iron wheels on fire carriages from the south and the north’).


He also predicted that the first and last train between Westport and Achill would carry dead bodies. The first train that came had the bodies of people who were drowned while transferring from a hooker to board a steamer in Westport.


The last train to run on this line, in 1937, brought the bodies of ten young people who had been burnt to death in Kirkintollach in Scotland. The victims were ‘tatie hookers’, potato pickers, who had been sleeping in a ‘bothy’, a ramshackle shed, when the place went on fire. The door of the bothy had been locked and the young victims were trapped inside the burning building.


A New Prosperity


Individual towns prospered with the arrival of the railways in Mayo. When Irish railway companies became involved in the hotel business, the luxury Mulranny Hotel opened in 1897. Thousands of employees worked on the construction of the Mayo rail network and it brought prosperity to towns connected to the system.


The railways facilitated the development of trade and commerce, transporting cattle and dry farm produce to centres outside the county and bringing in materials from other places.


Air


Ireland West Airport Knock is an international airport located in the county. The name is derived from the nearby village of Knock. Recent years have seen the airport’s passenger numbers grow to over 750,000 yearly and it has a number of UK and European destinations. August 2014 was its busiest month on record, with 102,774 passengers using the airport.


Belmullet Airstrip


In November 1978, the first small plane landed on the 700-yard (640m) airstrip at Belmullet. Udarás na Gaeltachta, which had been supportive of the project from the start, took over this community-sponsored airstrip in the early 1980s. The local community had worked with Udarás to purchase 12 acres (5 hectares) of land for the airport, which was initially intended as a means of attracting industrial investors to the area. In recent years, it has contributed to the development of a growing tourist trade.
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