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Preface





Now and again during the twenty or so years of work on Stones of Aran and my maps, I was invited to give a talk or write an essay on some particular topic, and accepted if the occasion could be turned into one for me to step back and think about what I was chiefly at, or think at a slight angle to my main heading. The book and maps now being finished, it is time to sort through the pile of shorter works, edit out a few overlaps, and offer them as a collection. I thank the various publications mentioned in the sources, and the BBC, for permission to reprint.


Most of these writings relate to the ABC of earth-wonders – Aran, the Burren, Connemara – that I have been spelling out in the maps; some go farther into holes and corners, others fly off into wider spaces. ‘Landscape’ has during the past decade become a key term in several disciplines; but I would prefer this body of work to be read in the light of ‘Space’. Since as an artist and a student of mathematics I was a votary of abstract and imaginary spaces long before I engrained myself in landscape, I can only wonder at the amplitude of actual Space, in which one can without real contradiction build deep-eaved Heideggerian dwellings and revel in the latest scientific speculations about its twenty-six dimensions of which all but the three everyday spatial ones and that of time are so tightly rolled up no perception of ours can ever enter them! However revelatory the current theorizing of somatic space, perceptual space, existential space and so on, ultimately there is no space but Space, ‘nor am I out of it’, to quote Marlowe’s Mephistopheles, for it is, among everything else, the interlocking of all our mental and physical trajectories, good or ill, through all the subspaces of experience up to the cosmic.


Tim Robinson


Roundstone, June 1996
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Islands and Images





The geography of Aran was explained to us on our first visit by an old man: ‘The ocean’, he said, ‘goes all around the island.’ A few days’ rambles confirmed that fact, and revealed another: that to explore an island is to court obsession. We returned to live in Aran as soon as we could leave the city.


There is something compulsive in one’s relationship to an island. A mainland area with its ambiguous or arbitrary boundaries doesn’t constrain the attention in the same way. With an island, it is as if the surrounding ocean like a magnifying glass directs an intensified vision onto the narrow field of view. A little piece is cut out of the world, marked off in fact by its richness in significances. So an island appears to be mappable. Already a little abstracted from reality, already half-concept, it holds out the delusion of a comprehensible totality.


The island is held by the ocean as a well-formed concept is grasped by the mind. But the analogy breaks down, or is diversified; the ocean has broken down Aran into three islands, each in its own relationship to the other, to the mainland and to the ocean itself. These three islands of Aran (Oileáin Árann in Irish) are called Árainn, Inis Meáin and Inis Oírr. I give them their proper names rather than the anglicized ones of Inishmore, Inishmaan and Inisheer, because they are of the Irish-speaking region of western Ireland. The three islands sail in line-astern across the mouth of Galway Bay. First the biggest, Árainn, with a population of about nine hundred and the islands’ chief village, the fishing port of Cill Rónáin. The landfall for its trawlers is Ros a’ Mhíl on the Connemara coast, but the steamer brings in bread and tourists from Galway near the head of the bay, a three-hour sail if the weather favours. The next is Inis Meáin, the loneliest one, and the last is the smallest, Inis Oírr. About three hundred and twenty people live on each of these two, which have more to do with the Clare coast than with Connemara.


The three islands are the divided remains of a single limestone escarpment extending in a north-westerly direction from Clare. The ridge-line running from end to end of the group forms another division, transverse to the sea-straits, and is a natural axis for thought about the islands. North-east of this line: terraces bearing a mosaic of crops and pastures, villages, roads (and even too many cars, on the big island), and views across the sound into the multi-coloured depths of Ireland. South-west of the line: bare stone acres, cliffs and surge, the Atlantic horizon. This parallelism of community and solitude is most marked on the big island, where one can walk all day (making a map, perhaps), meeting nobody, getting lonely, and knowing that only twenty minutes away over the hill is a different world where every walk is a linear social occasion.


It was no doubt the common knowledge that I spent so much time exploring the unfrequented parts of the island that prompted Máire Bn. Uí Chonghaile, the postmistress of Cill Mhuirbhigh in Árainn, to suggest I make a map of it: tourists were always asking her for a map, and it was an embarrassment that the island could not provide one. In fact, the only maps covering Aran were the six-inch Ordnance Survey sheets, which broke the islands up into five awkward bits and were no less than seventy-five years out of date, and the skimpy half-inch map of the whole of Galway Bay. I produced a rough design for the map that same evening, the project appealed to me with such urgency. First, it would involve all the things I liked doing: walking, drawing, asking questions. Secondly, it fitted in with ideas I had been hatching about the effects of tourism on such communities. Aran has suffered a loss of confidence over the last few decades; the reasons for this go deep, and the summer invasion of visitors often critical of the islands’ ways and uninformed of their excellencies is a mere aggravating factor; yet it did not seem useless to commend the islands’ fragile uniqueness to the protection of the greater world, and this was a task a map could begin, if it could be made expressive of as well as informative about that uniqueness. Finally, a vague cloud of ideas about maps and their relationship to the place mapped, some of which I had half-realized in artworks before now, could perhaps be worked out in practice; thus the project appeared as a step in an interior evolution, and its execution as what I think of as a private work of art.


The making of a map, I soon found out, is many things as well as a work of art, and among others it is a political, or more exactly an ideological, act. The old Ordnance Survey shows this clearly. Whereas the nineteenth-century surveyors meticulously recorded every crooked wall on the islands, they handled the placenames with a carelessness that reveals contempt, often mishearing them and even misplacing them on the map, and crudely transliterating them in English phonetics. To the colonial administration of that time rents and rates came before any other aspect of life, and the language of the peasant was nothing more than a subversive muttering behind the landlord’s back. This historical insult stings the sharper in Aran because Irish is its first language, and although with each generation some of the placenames are forgotten or become incomprehensible, thousands of them still bring their poetry into everyday life. This made it intolerable that the barbarisms of the OS be perpetuated. Was it possible to make amends? For me, a beginner in Irish, it was a considerable challenge, but fortunately I didn’t realize that until I had become fascinated by the problem. A thesaurus of local history, anecdote and myth was to be deciphered among these stones; each farmer driving his cows from a field to a well, each fisherman setting his lobster-pots off a rocky shore, held the key to part of it – but I was soon to discover that persuading him to turn out his mental pockets and produce that key, however rusty, bent or broken, had to be a work of patience and cunning.


I was anxious to get on with the actual mapping as soon as possible, though I had little idea of how to go about it. It was to be a summer of unprecedented rains. Between showers I set off for the remotest village, Bun Gabhla, a group of ten dwellings in a hollow of the north-western shoulder of Árainn. One cottage-length seemed a unit good enough to let me sketch the layout of the village without obtrusive peering-about; back at home I could then identify the older cottages on the OS, and by a little deduction pinpoint the more recent ones. I sat on a wall and opened my notebook; a few drops of rain soon added their blurring commentary. On my way back up the hill I turned to look down on Bun Gabhla and check my work. A sea-mist had silently encircled the village, leaving it in a pool of light. A woman running out to the clothes-line behind her cottage, two children playing in the street, a goose stretching its neck in a little meadow, were all living in a world so small and detached I could almost pick it up and examine it; yet as I stood wrapped in semi-invisibility on the hillside I felt that my task was impossible, that no scale of miles could express the remoteness of this place. Often during that summer, struggling along briary paths in the rain, or on the cliffs trying to sketch the headlands with the wind ripping my notebook apart in my hands, I felt that this obstinate isle was not returning my love. It was only after my return the following spring with the completed and printed map that Aran rewarded me with a period of golden calm.


Most days of the mapping took me to and fro between the two aspects of the island, the convivial and the solitary, corresponding to the sheltered terraces of the scarp slope, and the dip slope inclining towards the afternoon sun and the Atlantic storms. Working along the main road that links the villages was my opportunity to talk to everyone, the women who run the little shops or who put up summer visitors (for I aimed to make the map a sort of gazetteer as well), and the farmer, fisherman, publican and priest I had to consult about placenames. All along the way men were at work, erecting the first factory of the islands, digging the trenches for an extension of the water supply, building houses, preparing a site for the generator which would give us electricity for the first time. The transformation of this face of the island was going ahead at an exhilarating and alarming pace; I saw that my map, recording a moment in a time of unprecedented changes, would quickly date.


From the main road the rough grassy side-roads or boreens lead across the terraces of little fields down to the northern coast or up on to the creigs (craga) as the bare rocky areas are called. The scale of these terraces is domestic; the tiny fields succeed each other like wry and tilted suites of rooms, and the boreens and ‘roadeens’ (róidíní) just wide enough for a cow that branch off from them, are more like hallways and staircases than public thoroughfares. Almost the entire area of the island is divided up by drystone walls into a maze of fields reached by a bewilderment of paths. Each field can feed two or three cows for a certain number of days, and this network of paths is mainly for driving cattle from one field to another, or to and from a spring, a job I was sometimes called upon to assist in as I came by. Because the paths branch so frequently, the number of ways a few bullocks can go astray when driven from behind by one child rapidly approaches infinity, and the task is complicated by the fact that the field entrances are closed not by gates but by short stretches of specially loosely-built wall, to be knocked down and then rebuilt when the cattle have passed through. After an hour of running and shouting, and piling and unpiling of stones, the outsider is tempted to think that there must be an easier way. But Aran is virtually treeless; stone is the only material to hand, and that in disheartening abundance. This dizzy multiplication of walls has come into being through the centuries as the solution to various problems: clearing the ground of loose stone, protecting stock and crops from gales, the control of grazing, the marking of new boundaries when land was subdivided. There are said to be two thousand miles of wall on the islands! Sometimes as I forced my way along an ancient overgrown róidín now bypassed by a wider and more convenient way, I felt moved to record it as an act of piety to the disregarded generations that created this system of fields and paths, an image of human labour in all its wearisome repetitiousness and tireless spontaneity.


Here and there in sheltered hollows among these fields are the roofless ruins of tiny mediaeval churches, reminders of the time of ‘Aran of the Saints’, when these islands played a role comparable with that of Iona in the advance of Christendom. These churches must always have been humble places, and now, reduced to the few and spare gestures of their simple architecture – pointed door-arch of two curved stones leaned together, deep-set slit window, blocklike altar – they serve to focus vision on what is most delicate in this introspective landscape, the violets in spring and harebells in summer growing in and around the ruins, the wren scuttling like a mouse in the chinks of the field-walls.


The wren may be king of the birds north of the ridge-line, but south of it the raven rules. Often when I was crossing the bare grey plateau that slopes almost imperceptibly down to the cliff edge, the only sound apart from a loose stone rattled by the wind would be the croak of a raven circling high above. The thin pasture of these crags is used for winter grazing and in that season one sometimes sees a man carrying a sack of turnips to his cattle or a child with a milkcan, but in summer this can be an unnervingly desolate region. There are acres of bare limestone scattered with strangely perched boulders of Connemara granite brought over by the last Ice Age. Glaciation has polished some areas into natural dance-floors and moulded others into successions of whale-backed ridges. In places the limestone is so closely divided by long parallel fissures it is like a series of knife-blades underfoot. Where the joints are wider and deeper they are filled exactly to the brim with vegetation, for wherever there is shelter from the wind the moist Atlantic climate encourages a vigorous growth, and the flora of these barren regions is paradoxically rich and various. Southwards the creigs stop in mid-air, and breakers crash on the rocks two or three hundred feet below. Corresponding to the little Christian ruins in the sheltered hollows of the terraces, a series of great pagan forts dominate these windy spaces. Two of these drystone ‘dúns’ are actually on the cliff edge; the largest, Dún Aonghasa, lording it over a stormy sea from the brink of a three-hundred-foot sheer drop, stands out against the sky like a diagram of ‘the sublime’; its appearance is entirely adequate to the romance of the theory that it was the stronghold of a defeated people driven to a glorious last stand on the outermost rim of Europe. In fact these so-called forts, that crown the heights of Aran like vast reservoirs of legend, were the combined stockyards, follies, citadels, temples and places of assembly of long-settled and prosperous Iron-Age or Early Christian farming communities.


I spent much time perched on promontories drawing the cliffs, as I intended to show them in perspective on my map. The strata of shale interleaved with the limestone, which have led to the formation of wide terraces on the more sheltered side of the island, show up on the cliff face as deeply cut ledges, in which during the nesting season rows of guillemots, razorbills, kittiwakes and fulmars are shelved like books. I had heard many stories of the men who used to be let down on ropes to kill the seabirds as they came in to roost, and be hauled up again rigid with cold in the dawn. While a few men still catch rockfish with long lines from the clifftop, nowadays most islanders shun the cliffs and quite rightly regard them as treacherous. They are, in fact, deeply undercut and collapses are not rare. In one place a pillar of rock has become detached and leans out over the sea bearing a little green field on its head as if caught in the act of filching a bit of someone’s farm; when it falls, I shall have to revise the map. I met nobody during the days I spent working along the cliffs, peering over the edge and trying to work out how the strata run. After a spell of this it was often a relief to turn away from the wind and the aboriginal clamour of the gulls, and recross the creigs to the other side of the island, the cherishing side, of cups of tea in friendly kitchens, Guinness in pubs the colour of Guinness, and lifts home by pony-car or minibus.


After a few weeks I got into my cartographer’s stride, and often finished off the day’s work by walking part of the northern coast, where the fields come down to a varied shoreline of sandy bays, shingle banks and rocky promontories. This shore is more frequented than the other, and here and there I would meet a man pulling rye for thatch or spraying potatoes against the blight, who would be ready to talk. Most farms here are of twenty or thirty difficult acres and only support perhaps an old couple whose children have gone away to America or are off with the trawlers, or one of the many bachelors too old to marry now, and for these people farming is a life of solitary days. One evening I met an elderly man who showed me where the sea-kale, almost extinct in the wild in Ireland, still grows. After viewing this prehistoric-looking cabbage thrusting up through the heavy shingle, we stepped over a little wall into a field where he had a few heaps of carraigín, a seaweed gathered between the tides which makes a sort of blancmange when boiled with milk. It has to be left out to bleach for a few days before being packed and sent off to the buyer, and ‘I’d leave it out for another night if only I knew it wouldn’t rain,’ he said. Rain, it seemed, would rot it, and the trouble of picking out the bad bits would be added to that of picking out the winkles, and at the price it fetched it was hardly worth it. He fingered his chin and peered at the gathering clouds; I felt equally forlorn in this ancient dilemma. Eventually we propped the sticky half-dried masses against a wall so that the wind could blow through them, and left it to fate.


Apart from the trawlers there are a number of small half-deckers working out of Cill Rónáin, drift-net fishing for salmon in June and July, and lobster-potting until the weather breaks up in autumn. I often watched them throwing out the pots as I walked along the shore. One day I saw one of these boats coming into the bay at Cill Mhuirbhigh at an unusual pace, towing something big and heavy. By the time I had hurried round the bay the crew had hauled some sort of a monster out of the water and were hacking it open. It was a basking shark that had become entangled in their nets and which they told me they had ‘drowned’ by towing it behind the boat. This fish, a harmless plankton-eater that can grow up to thirty-five feet long, used to be harpooned by the islanders for the oil of its liver; Robert Flaherty had reconstructed the hunt for his film Man of Aran. There is still a basking shark fishery off Achill Island, and the oil, which has some engineering uses, fetches a high price, while the fins, we hear, go to Chinese restaurants. Recently a Norwegian trawler had been seen poaching for basking sharks around Aran, and our fishermen had decided to take a closer look at one. They spilled out the liver, which would have filled a couple of suitcases, and stuck their fingers in its eye-sockets and twiddled its huge eyeballs; then they tumbled the corpse back into the water before I had a chance to take a bit of fin home for our dinner. This incident led to a brief revival of the fishery in the following year, but fortunately the catch was not even sufficient to cover the cost of the diesel expended in scouring the seas for the elusive prey, and the project was abandoned.


As well as its fishing fleet the village of Cill Rónáin turned out to have more points of interest than I had expected, though I recorded them with mixed feelings as they were mainly relics of the bad old days – barracks, courtroom, coastguard station, pound – all now adapted to better purposes. The contrast between this weighty apparatus of extortion and the resources of the community to which it was applied reminded me of the accounts of armed constabulary being landed on the islands to carry out the eviction of an old woman or the sequestration of a cow, within the memory of some still living. Nowadays two gardaí, seldom in uniform, work from a small room in the huge empty coastguard station, the courtroom is a café and the barracks a pub.


By the end of the summer I had covered Árainn and was ready to leave for Inis Meáin. The Gal way steamer calls at the two smaller islands two or three times a week on its way to or from Cill Rónáin. It cannot dock at either island but drifts offshore while goods and passengers are ferried ashore in the famous Aran currachs – keelless canoes of lath and tarred canvas, nimble as a seal among waves and rocks but alarmingly fragile-looking to the tourist who has to jump into one as it lurches up and down outside the steel door in the steamer’s hold. On this occasion I was the only stranger going ashore, and the boatmen extorted a pound from me, saying that it was so rough I wouldn’t have got ashore at all but for the fine crew I had.


The landing-place in Inis Meáin is exposed, and the island is more frequently cut off in winter than is Árainn. It is the least visited and least changed of the islands, and here the harshness of Aran triumphs over its milder aspects. It is unbelievably stony; I think of Inis Meáin as the Delos of the Rain God. The north-facing terraces, which in the big island are largely cultivated, here extend below the line of villages in successive rims of bare rock several hundred yards wide, and the ‘back of the island’ behind the ridge-line is made oppressive by countless field-walls too high to see over. In many of the fields superfluous stone has been built into big rectangular stacks, to clear the sparse grass. All around the south and south-west coast, storms have moved massive blocks of stone, many of them the size of cars or cottages, up the shelving shore, and assembled them into a huge dyke; one can walk outside this ‘storm beach’ on utterly barren sheets of rock swept bare of loose stone, which towards the very exposed south-western headland are two or three hundred yards wide. Out on the rim of this lugubrious grey-green desert, a glittering plume of foam leaps up again and again as waves rush into a cavern below. There are cliffs along the west-facing coast, increasing in height as one goes northwards; here the storm beach is actually on the clifftop, and only fades out where the cliffs are over a hundred feet high and the waves cannot scale them. At this point there is a ruinous structure of rough stone blocks, perhaps once a lookout’s hut, called Synge’s Chair. Here the writer J.M. Synge used to sit and watch the seabirds circling and screaming below; I often came to rest in the same spot, envying him his stormy creative height.


Synge’s coming to this desolation, just before the end of the last century, to find the stories and the language of the plays he was to write in later years, symbolizes the return of Ireland to its origins, for this stony island nourished one of the roots of nationhood. The Irish language, suppressed, starved and despised, nearly died in the last century; its revival was a necessary step in the fight for independence, and Inis Meáin was one of the places to which the cultural nationalists turned in search of the language through which the nation could rediscover its identity. At that period so many scholars and writers lodged in the one cottage that put up visitors that it became known as Ollscoil na Gaeilge, the University of Irish. One young man who stayed there was Pádraic Pearse, who was to proclaim the Republic in the rising of Easter 1916. How, then, does modern Ireland repay its debt to such places? In the pub, weather-darkened faces are illuminated by the flicker of TV; images of speed and sexuality are received in non-committal silence. On the slip in the driving rain four children huddled together in a plastic sheet watch as the currachs are run out into the waves, taking off the last of the summer visitors. Is Inis Meáin to die? Soon these children will follow, to jobs in Galway, Birmingham, Boston – anywhere but Inis Meáin.


Having seen those last visitors off into the mists, I found myself weather-bound for a few days, and sat in the kitchen deciphering the blotches in my notebook while the woman of the house huddled in her shawl, knitted and took snuff. Sometimes a neighbouring lad would come in and sit by the range in silence, bending sideways to let his spittle drool onto the hot plate and sizzle into a little pancake. Gathering that I was a ‘scholar’, another man called in to put his problem to me, perhaps just to pass the time. The lobster season was ended and it was time to tow his wooden tank full of lobsters now moored by the slip across to the Clare coast. There one dealer was offering £1 a pound for full-sized lobsters only, and another was offering 80p a pound for all lobsters above and below the legal limit. Which was the better deal? ‘Well, how many small ones have you?’ – ‘Maybe a couple of dozen.’ – ‘And how many big ones?’– ‘By Jesus, I haven’t a clue!’ So I had to fall back from mathematical to moral argument, and as the weather didn’t clear enough for lobster-delivery during my stay I never heard the outcome. My reputation as a scholar must have survived, however, for when an unprecedented event occurred one Sunday I was urged to record it, because ‘That day should be in History!’ Every Sunday the curate from Inis Oírr is brought across by currach to celebrate mass in Inis Meáin, and the honour of this sometimes dangerous task devolves upon each of the Inis Oírr households in turn. Recently a new household had come into existence, a lay community of young Catholic enthusiasts, men and women, collectively known as ‘The Danes’ because their leader was Danish; they sang psalms at all canonical hours of day and night, fished from a catamaran, built their own currachs to a modernized design, and in everything they did were a source of endless speculation to the islanders. Then they claimed their right to bring the curate across, and the curate, who was new to the islands, accepted the offer. The men of Inis Meáin who went down to the slip as usual that day to greet him were amazed and amused to find that his crew included two girls. He himself was unaware of the sensation caused by this jolting of ancient observances and prohibitions. As the procession to the chapel passed the cottage I was staying in, a lad broke off from it to run in with the news: ‘There were women in the curate’s boat!’ – and I was told that it would be worth my while writing it down, which I now do. And as an historian should, I note the date of this event: 15 September 1974.


There is quite a lot of social interchange between the two small islands, and my hosts’ cottage, at the top of the road leading down to the slip, was well placed for observing it; the lady of the house spent much time scanning the seaways through binoculars. One misty evening – my last in Inis Meáin – we were all at the door anxiously watching the return of a currach with some lads who were banned from the Inis Meáin pub because of ‘blackguardism’ and had gone to do their drinking in Inis Oírr. Their progress was slow and irregular, but they made land at last, and came up the hill past our cottage all clinging to the cab of a tractor. Shortly afterwards they sent a child down to us to borrow a butcher’s knife, which the man of the house handed over with evident reluctance. When next we looked out into the gathering murk, they were down on one of the great creigs below the village, with a cow and a shotgun. One of them took uncertain aim at the cow’s forehead, there was a bang, the beast fell, kicking and slithering on the wet rock, and toppled off the conveniently flat place they had chosen for their butchering into a deep gully. They leaped down to finish her off with a hammer, waving at us to come and help; we shrank back into the doorway. For an hour or more they were hacking and tugging at the carcase, and later that evening on our way to the pub we passed them standing in the drizzle by the roadside, with a heap of raw meat that steamed in the cold air, drinking mugs of Guinness out of a white plastic bucket; I recognized them as the brave crew that had brought me safe to shore. The next day, as I was saying goodbye to my host, we saw a raven circling above the creig, and he observed sagely, ‘Nothing happens unknown to the raven!’


I crossed to Inis Oírr by the trawler that takes over the inter-island connection when the steamer is withdrawn for servicing at the end of the season. As at Inis Meáin, the currachs come out to ferry travellers ashore; on this occasion there were few passengers – an Icelandic geologist, an elderly man from the Folklore Commission, and myself – and only one currach was launched, which had to go to and fro several times. The landing is on a wide shelving beach, giving the island a welcoming aspect; as the currach nosed into the sand two men grasped me by the elbows and flew me ashore. When I think of boat-days on Inis Meáin’s dismal shore I remember a dog on the rocks howling at the breakers crashing in out of the fog; Inis Oírr’s boat-day, however, I see as a sort of garden-party, a talkative gathering on a brilliant expanse of smooth sand watching the trawler or the steamer beating to and fro offshore, and the currachs bounding in over a festive sea. White houses scattered in a wide arc around the foreshore, and behind them a bright craggy hill bearing a picturesque ruined castle – a gleam of sunshine on all this transports one for a moment to the Mediterranean. But beyond the skyline begins the same grey criss-cross of walls and scraggy fields, slowly declining to a storm-battered shore. A monument to the power of the sea, there is the sixty-or seventy-yard-long hulk of the Plassy, a freighter that struck a notorious rock off the east coast of the island a few years ago and eventually drifted ashore. Successive storms have lifted her higher and higher and now she stands bolt-upright on the storm beach several yards above normal high tides, and appears to be sailing across dry land. Her hull is broken open and one can step into the hold; her cargo for this motionless voyage is huge boulders.


Behind the livelier aspects of Inis Oírr as compared with Inis Meáin – the better-stocked shops and less spartan lodgings, the animation brought by children from mainland schools who spend a summer month here learning Irish – there is the same sad wasting-away of a community losing its lifeblood through emigration of the young. The girls go first; it is easier for them to get jobs in hotels and shops. Not long before my visit the socially conscious young curate had written an appeal to the authorities to do something about this desperate situation, instancing the fact that there was just one girl of marriageable age left, to twenty-six young men. I fell into conversation with an island girl soon after my arrival, and asked ‘Are you she?’ No, she was not; she was just home for a holiday from her job in Galway, and anyway, she said, ‘I couldn’t marry any of those lads; they’re all my first cousins!’ An exaggeration no doubt, but one that points up the problems facing a dwindling community. This year the curate has to report that there are no marriageable girls at all in Inis Oírr.


The islanders tend to mistrust the offices of the outside world, on the whole with good cause, and as this was my first visit to Inis Oírr I felt it more than ever necessary to explain to everyone what I was up to. Maybe I imagined an initial reserve, but in any case it dissolved as news of my activities got round, and my explorations were interspersed with hundreds of conversational encounters, from the barrel-shaped old salt directing four men stretching canvas over the framework of a currach in his boatyard on the foreshore, to the lighthouse keepers in their isolated quarters at the back of the island, from Seán an Siopa (Seán of the shop), the unofficial king of the island, sitting massively by his fireside and rolling forth grand diplomatic utterances with his eyes shut, to the blue-robed zealots, the ‘Danes’ (Mary’s Followers of the Cross, they call themselves), who questioned me closely about the times of mass in the big island.


Then it was time for me to leave the islands to their motionless voyage and stony cargoes, and go to London, where I would have space to piece together my sketches, notes and sodden OS sheets. A motorboat was to take me across to the Clare coast, but as Joe the boatman lingered in the pub watching a football match on television, and the sky darkened, I became more and more doubtful about this first step of the journey. I had seen the little fibreglass boat battering about in the waves against the quayside for some days with a fender sagging loose and the canopy hanging on by one bolt. A couple of tourists in the pub were also in two minds as to whether to leave or not, but Joe persuaded them to stay, saying that he would be back for them in the morning. Eventually we set off down to the quay, and as we looked out into rain and prancing waves Joe surprised me by saying, ‘That’s the last they’ll see of me!’ It seemed that the weather was breaking up and that if we had waited for them to make up their minds it would have been too late to cross before dark. The only other passenger was a pretty little American girl besotted with the rugged Joe. It was to be a wildly exciting crossing. Once we had left the shelter of the island nothing was visible in the mist but huge waves chasing up from behind us. I watched how Joe negotiated our way through the seas: holding to his course through the smaller waves, keeping a lookout over his shoulder for swells breaking at the top, and when one of the regular successions of three big seas came, steering away from the first, letting the second lift us stern first – they were much bigger than the boat – and pivoting on its top to head down the other side and face into the third. The only time he faltered was when the girl started to caress his knee; a mass of water exploded into the boat, and he pushed her aside with an oath. After an hour or so the Cliffs of Moher loomed up out of the gloom, and soon we were running into the little cove of Doolin through a narrow gap between a rocky peninsula and an islet smothered in breakers. We spent that evening listening to the famous local folk-musicians in the pub, and when we came out a gale was howling. Two rather drunk youngsters drove us down through lashing rain to see how the boat was faring; it was swooping to and fro agitatedly, and a violent sea was threatening to break over the quay and swamp it. Outside the feeble circle of light from my torch I could see nothing but huge white-topped swells rushing past. Joe put on a lifejacket, clambered down and sprawled on the nose of the lurching boat hanging tyres over its bows. With the lads larking about among mooring-ropes in the darkness, I was really frightened that my adventure would end in tragedy, but I pulled them back from the edge, and with much shouting and hauling and tying and untying of ropes we got the boat turned around and moored bows outwards, and nobody was drowned. I slept that night in a caravan that seemed about to take off from the foreshore, and woke to sunshine and the roar of toppling breakers. Then I hitched a lift to Shannon, and flew to the cloistral calm of London.


My task now was to make good my analogy of the ‘well-formed concept’ and to objectify it as a map. Because I knew little about normal cartographical procedures, the problems of conveying information intelligibly were not to be solved by ready-to-hand techniques; rather they appeared as opportunities for expressing my feelings about the islands. In choosing line-weights and typefaces I had in mind not so much legibility as the Aran landscape, the beauty of which lies in its crystalline delicacy of detail always on the point of dissolution into vast luminous spaces. The commercially available mechanical tints seemed inadequate symbols for beautifully shelving beaches and the ever-changing interpenetrations of rock and water, and I preferred to let my pen run on for hours in minute lyrical effusions of dots and twirls. All around the coast, a fiction, the high-water mark, posed a similar problem; rather than indicate it by a line I relived with my pen the hourly give-and-take of land and sea. Drawing the cliffs was a strange experience; as I reconstructed them from my sketches I found myself becoming dizzy over these half-inch abysses; no doubt it would have been easier to search out aerial photographs, but my instinct was to keep as close as possible to my experience of them. I had tended to think of my approach as consisting in the closest possible identification with the object, but that, I now came to believe, is not quite the case. While I was exploring the islands my dreams expressed the process in sexual metaphor; my distinctness from the object was preserved, but at a limit beyond which lay a threat of self-loss. Now in the act of drawing my aim was to achieve the same intimacy of physical contact with the emergent image as I had reached with the reality. – But all this is to formalize in retrospect a practice that was tentative and instinctual, and indeed to fill up with ideals the blanks on the resultant map.


In the basic geographic act of mapping I find three conjunctions: that of the place mapped with the one who maps it; that of the mapper with the map itself; and finally that of the map with the mapped – this last a confrontation that tests the worth of the first and second. I returned to Aran in the spring with the first printed copies of the map, which have been on sale here since. It is too early to say much about the outcome. In a superficial way the map has been a success with tourists; in fact I sometimes wonder if in many minds I have merely substituted concept for reality. Last year when I met visitors they were usually lost and making a difficult acquaintance with the island, whereas this year I pass group after group huddled over the map with their backs to the view. As for myself, I have become a minor object of touristic interest, perhaps the only one not marked on the map. As I sit at my desk writing this, I hear the driver of a passing jaunting-car pointing out our house to his ‘load’ of tourists: ‘The man who made them maps lives there!’ Individual visitors have told me the map has enhanced their appreciation of the islands, which is gratifying, but more important to me is the generous response of the islanders, who have examined it minutely and with no trace of a wish to find fault. I know that the map has been ‘read’ to old men by their sons or grandsons, and I am always relieved to hear that one or other of the fishermen has confirmed my naming of rocks and inlets he has known all his life. Finally, I know that many copies have been sent off to ‘the exiles’ in Britain, Australia and the USA, and this makes me both proud and sad.
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Setting Foot on the Shores of Connemara





THE TANGLED TIGHTROPE


For some years I have spent a few weeks of each spring and autumn walking the southern coast of Connemara. It is a strange region. Granite, harsh-edged, glittering, shows its teeth everywhere in the heathery wastes and ridged potato fields, and even between the houses of the shapeless villages. The peaty, acidic soil is burdened with countless boulders left by glaciers that came down from the mountains immediately to the north during the last Ice Age. The land has been scrubbed raw, by the ice, by the Atlantic gales, by poverty.


South Connemara was very sparsely peopled in early times, judging by the fewness of its archaeological sites. To the merchants of mediaeval Galway it was a lair of pirates, of the ‘Ferocious O’Flaherties’. Some of those dispossessed of better lands by the Cromwellians in 1650 or hunted out of Ulster by the Orangemen in 1795 settled in this unenviable quarter. By the nineteenth century a teeming and periodically starving population was crowded into a narrow coastal strip, fishing, gathering molluscs on the shore, growing potatoes in tiny plots of black waterlogged soil which they fertilized with seaweed, and cutting turf, the only fuel this treeless land affords, from the vast bogs that made the interior almost impassable and otherwise sterile. The sea’s deeply penetrating inlets were their lanes of communication and bore the trade they depended on, the export of turf to the stony and fuelless Aran Islands, the Burren in County Clare, and to Galway city. By the beginning of this century the bogland near the coast had been stripped to bare rock.


Modern times have introduced other resources – tourism, some light industry, the teaching of Irish in summer schools, the dole – but the pattern set by that old coastal folklife, a human tidemark between the two sustaining desolations of the sea and the bog, has not been obliterated. From the little mounds of shells left by Neolithic winkle-pickers, to the newest bungalow, a daydream of California’s blessed clime, sprouting between two knolls of wet rock and already weatherstained, the dense record of life has been scribbled in the margin of the sea. Only the very shoreline itself, now that the main roads passing by half a mile or so inland have drawn habitation away from it, has been left a lonely place, a long graveyard for the black skeletons of the wooden boats that used to throng the waterways.


This shoreline is of incredible complexity. The two little fishing villages of Ros a’ Mhíl and Roundstone are only about twenty miles apart, but, even estimating from a small-scale map and ignoring the fifty or more sizeable islands in the bays and off the headlands, there are at least two hundred and fifty miles of coast between them. It was this strange geography, like a rope of closely interwoven strands flung down in twists and coils across an otherwise bare surface, that brought me to the region; I had a conception filling my head of the correspondingly strange map I could make of it, in which all the density of reference would cluster along one line between two almost blank zones, and that line so convoluted as to visit every square inch of the sheet. And having selected this particular stretch of coast because its near unmappability perversely suggested the possibility of mapping it, I had felt the idea of walking its entire length impose itself like a duty, a ritual of deep if obscure significance through which I would be made adequate to the task of creating an image of the terrain.


In the first month of days of walking I covered perhaps a quarter of the way; the going is not easy. At that stage I wrote some pages which I have now looked over, as I pause between the end of walking and the beginning of drawing, and try to recall those first steps towards the heart of Connemara.




* * *





I carry with me on this tangled tightrope of a journey the dozen sheets of the six-inch Ordnance Survey map that cover the area, on which to note my finds – a few rare plants, a number of archaeological sites, endless hundreds of tiny landing-stages, and above all the Irish placenames I collect from the people of the region. As these maps were last revised eighty years ago I also have to mark in new buildings and paths, which sometimes involves compass-work and the pacing-out of distances. But on the whole the mensurational side of cartography is not my concern; in my efforts to see a little farther into this terrain I stand, if not on the shoulders of giants, then on those of an army, for the original Survey, made in the 1830s, was carried out in the style and with the manpower of a military operation, which in various of its aspects is just what it was. This horde of men who tramped over the countryside with theodolites and chains so adequately measured its lengths, breadths and heights that I am free to concentrate on that mysterious and neglected fourth dimension of cartography which extends deep into the self of the cartographer. My task is to establish a network of lines involving this dimension, along which the landscape can enter my mind, unfragmented and undistorted, to be projected into a map that will be faithful to more than the measurable.


The principles of this subjective triangulation of the world are only now beginning to become expressible for me as I work on this, my third, map. I can throw a glancing light on them by saying that the base-triangle of the system is that formed by the three church-towers of Proust’s Martinville, and for the discovery of its other significant points I have to rely on the sort of magical illumination that produces sometimes poetry and sometimes jokes – but when I use the word ‘magical’ of my procedures it is only as a blank to hold a space open until I find some more penetrating adjective.


Magic is a tool more easily mislaid than a compass. In my anxiety to miss no tricks on the exactly scientific level, I sometimes go out overburdened with the desire to find classifiable elements of the scene, which I can post off in the form of neat lists to the helpful experts who advise me on archaeology, botany, geology, placenames and so on; and then I merely succeed in blurring for myself the location of those more elusive places, the rivetholes through which I will be able to fasten my experience of the territory to my expression of it on paper, that are only spotted through a mobile reposefulness of mind. In fact after the first week of tramping arduous miles of solitude, with a very thin file of reports to show for the effort, having forgotten the ritual element in this endless walking and come to regard it as merely a means, which was proving inefficient, of finding curiosities, I was almost ready to admit that this wearisome muddle of land and sea was unmappable by my pedestrian methods. Worse still, the inner recesses of these bays, which from the various hilltops I climbed to get a conspectus of the country looked like the roots of a marvellous silver tree winding far into the rich darkness of the hinterland, had, when investigated in detail, slimy shores of black mud tidemarked by gigantic heaps of khaki seaweed, which seemed to multiply the miles by the accusation of insanity.


But by degrees, under the hypnosis of repetitive days, my perceptions changed, and all that had seemed to stand between me and my object – the steep rocky promontories, the ankle-turning shinglebanks, the slithery penetralia of the inlets – became instead part of what I was there for, the shore itself. Then the various incidental difficulties such as the field-walls and drainage ditches that came right down to the water’s edge, and even the banks of seaweed, no longer impeded me psychologically, and my body ceased to notice them as physical obstacles. I saw with interest how the walls were continued onto the foreshore by little ramparts of piled boulders linking outcrops of rock, to stop the cattle wandering at low tide. I heard the drainage channels beginning to murmur as an exceptional tide of the autumn equinox, silently brimming and gleaming along the land’s edge like the rim of water about an over-filled glass, reached into them and perturbed their stagnation. And the incredible bulk of seaweed itself took on an explanatory role as I realized the influence it has had on the fine structure of the coastline – for in the old days it was the only fertilizer used on this sour land, and there is a spot corresponding to each cottage and in places to each field where boatloads of it used to be landed, so that long stretches of the coast have been remodelled in ways so slight they eluded my eye at first, by the removal of a few stones here to make a navigable passage to high-water mark and the piling up of a few stones there to make a tiny quay.


Thus, in this region commonly said to be bare of archaeological interest, the shore revealed itself as a human construct, the work of numberless generations, in which it was tempting to discern the superimposition and entanglement of evolutionary sequences. There are landing-places even more primaeval-looking than those little hummocks of boulders at the field’s edge, for where the thick blanket-bog of the interior comes down to sea level it ends in strange soft black cliffs which collapse here and there to form little muddy harbours, out of the walls of which the gnarled roots of long-buried forests protrude as weird but handy bollards. Farther up the scale are more substantial dry-stone jetties built by energetic families, and the handsome masonry piers, famine-relief work of the last century, some of which have been given a twentieth-century topping or cladding, and finally the huge and precisely geometrical concrete acreage of the new EEC-grant-aided harbour works at Ros a’ Mhíl, which has probably come into existence over the centuries by progressive improvement of some little alignment of boulders or a twisted bog-oak root now reburied deep in its foundations.


But beyond all these fascinating explanations of itself, the shore drew me on by the mesmeric glittering of its waters; the days of walking became a drug, until I felt I was abandoning myself to the pursuit of this glittering for its own sake, that I welcomed every conceivable complexity of interplay between land and sea. I devoured distances, although I was working in finer and finer detail. Such a labour of mind and body is at first crushingly exhausting, rises to bliss as the activity fuels its own source of vigour, and then a point of satiety is reached rather suddenly, it is time to break off, go home, and lie for a spell under waves of tiredness.


WALKING OUT TO ISLANDS


‘Interdigitation’ is the fine term I overhear the scientists using for the way in which one natural zone meets another along a complex boundary of salients and re-entrants; the close-set come-and-go of its syllables is almost enough to convey the word’s meaning, but etymologically it is a little inadequate to such cases as this Connemara coastline where land and sea not only entwine their crooked fingers but each element abandons particles of itself temporarily or permanently to the clutch of the other.


An outline map of this area showing nothing but the boundary between land and water might well be misread unless it indicated which was which. To the bays that ramify into inlets and creeks correspond the peninsulas with their subsidiary headlands and spits; the lakes of the bogland are sometimes linked into archipelago-like sequences, as the major islands are joined by causeways; there are matching ambiguities too, lakes that become inlets at high tide, and islands that can be reached on foot when the tide is out. This last category appealed to me even more than the true islands I had to hire a boatman to reach.


When a few years ago I was mapping the Burren uplands on the south of Galway Bay, and even earlier during a time of walking in Provence that found expression in a series of geometrical abstract works rather than a map, I had become aware of certain experiences of the traveller that do not depend on anything in the nature of the terrain apart from its topography. The most easily conveyed of these is that high point of awareness one reaches in crossing a pass, where the line of the knowable, leading over from the lowland already traversed to that just being revealed, is intersected by the axis of the heights on either side which are left unvisited and unknowable by this journey. The completing of a circuit of an island is another of these purely topographical sensations, the promises and illusions of which I am exploring at length on the Aran Isles. In Connemara I identified a third, this visiting of quasi-islands by foot.


A little anxiety sharpens the business. Such a visit is an island in time too, a narrow space allotted by the tides; will the slight pressure one is under help to crystallize one’s impressions or merely crumple them? Sometimes one has to wait for the parting of the waters as for the curtain-up of a play, which wakes high expectations. Some of these intermittent islands of Connemara are still inhabited, but only by one or two people, and so to visit them is to visit a person, and the topography of ‘walking out to islands’ becomes an image of personal contact, a metaphor one lives out in concrete reality. I remember vividly two such intertidal episodes, one played out in a suite of green fields beached on wide sands, the other on a rocky pyramid among plunging, folding, silvery rivers of ebb and flow.


I had chosen a day of spring tide for the first of these occasions, and although I suppose this made little difference to my ration of time to be spent on the island, it certainly heightened the stealthy drama of the unsheeting of the sea’s bed. I loitered about the deserted strand wondering where was the best point from which to strike out for what was still an island half a mile offshore. The seaweedy rocks I picked my way along did not link up into a route, the sandy-bottomed pools between them were too deep to wade, and nothing seemed to be changing. Then far away on shining levels near the horizon, I saw a pair of little figures trudging outwards – women going to gather winkles round the island. I had been aiming off at entirely the wrong angle; I went back along the shore and followed in their steps over freshly rippled sand and fleeting shallows. The island put out a gangplank of damp gold towards me, but as I approached it seemed to retire behind the pale sand-cliffs of its dunes.


I had already heard of old Tomás, the last of his family, who still spent most of his time on the island although he often slept in the houses of various mainland relatives and would probably soon settle down in Ros a’ Mhíl. As I crested the dunes I saw him in the distance on a slight rise, looking about his empty fields, and it was immediately clear that this was how he passed most of his island hours. He was the only moving object in my field of vision, and I in his, though his movements as he watched me approach were merely a scarecrow’s slight turnings and leanings with the wind.


He greeted me courteously when I spoke to him in Irish, and invited me into his house which stood nearby, a little apart from the line of roofless cottages that marked the long axis of the island like the vertebrae of a beached carcass. It was a stone-built cottage of the traditional type, its thatch replaced by roofing-felt, with a loft above each end-room and a central kitchen open to the gaunt roof-space. I sat on the only chair by an empty hearth while he boiled a kettle for tea on a ring set on the nozzle of a gas cylinder. There was nothing in the room except the frayed and bleached wares of the strandline, of which he showed me from a collection of little things on the windowsill a wave-worn cigarette lighter and a small disc of mica. I would be welcome to stay the night, he told me, but when I explained that I had to return ‘by this ebb’ he stood up immediately to show me round the island. As we went out he showed me the trophies he still wins every year for dancing jigs at the local festivals. He moved lightly before me over the low and broken stone walls of the pallid autumnal fields, in which the twisted rootstocks of wild iris showed everywhere among the scant grass. We looked at the unfenced burial-ground with its graves marked only by little boulders and unnamed except in the oral record which would soon leave the island to fade away with this old man, and of which I jotted down a mere scrap: that the grave in the north-west corner is of a woman, said to have been the first settler here, who was drowned when coming into the island on horseback, three hundred years ago.


We crossed the grassy street of the skeletal village and took a barely discernible path, once called The Scholars’ Road, down to Schoolhouse Beach. Rabbits, flourishing unhunted, had undermined the walls of the deserted schoolhouse and it had totally collapsed. To the south, the ocean-face, a third of the island was smothering in sand as the rabbits tunnelled the dunes and then ate them bare until the winter gales broke them up and set the sand marching. Tomás showed me where the lads used to play football on green fields when he was young; but the fields had fled since then, revealing low foundations of ancient habitations and the heaps of limpet, mussel and winkle shells left by some shore-folk of the island’s dateless past. On the way back to the house we lingered along the strand and examined the offerings of the last high tide. The writing on a plastic bottle we decided was Hungarian. A lavatory-brush puzzled Tomás until I explained its use, which however did not much interest him, and it was for its appearance that he carried it home.


When we reached his house he suddenly dodged inside before me and ran to rap on the bedroom door, shouting, ‘Get up! Get up! Are you all in bed yet?’ – and then turning to me with a laughing face flung open the door to show me the room empty save for a blanket or two on the floor. The only adequate response to his joke would have been to promise to stay with him there for the rest of his life, indeed to have settled down, repelled the sands and repopulated the island. But the tide of my life was set in another direction, and it was already time to walk out of his world.




* * *





The second of these little domains with their lunar schedules of opening and closing hours was named after a saint of ancient times who sailed there from Aran of the Saints itself, and I hoped for miracles from it. It stands in the mouth of a bay near An Caiseal and is reached by the Road of the Islands, a sequence of fords improved into causeways of piled boulders, which links three islets into a mile of tortuous path. Only three people still lived on the saint’s rocky steeps, an old couple too infirm to leave home and a man who preferred to row across to a farther shore of the bay to do his shopping; thus through disuse the Road of the Islands had become – as the woman of the house I was lodging in at the time had told me in her horribly corrupted Irish – ‘cineál rougháilte’, kind of rough. So I had allowed myself plenty of time for it, and came down to the shore to find no sign of it beyond a little jetty of black stones slanting down into the broad and steady outflow from the bay. I sat down to wait for the way to open, which it did, not mechanically like a toll-barrier or park gate, but as a flower does, by change so slow that it lulls, entrances and eludes the attention and thus appears as a number of separate instantaneous and miraculous leaps from stepping-stone to stepping-stone across the flow of daydream. The river-like shifting of water into which the way descended between the shore on which I lay and the islet a hundred yards away was every time I remeasured it with my eye narrower than I had remembered, but its present state seemed so unchanging as to throw doubt on the memory.


Eventually the flood looked as if it might be fordable, so I walked out over the roughly piled and seaweed-covered boulders of the causeway and planted my foot in the current, which pressed against my Wellington boot and rose in a silvery bow-wave that warned me to withdraw, to be patient. And over the next ten minutes stones added themselves onto the length of the causeway, appearing like dark mushrooms growing up through the water. When one or two more had made themselves available in the middle of the dwindling gap I made a few splashy bounds, and the farther part of the causeway took me safely to the shore of the first islet. There was no obvious path across it and I had some tussles with thickets; a few cattle in a marshy hollow looked up but did not finish formulating a reaction to my presence before I was making my way over the ford between their islet and the next. That and the third crossing were no obstacle, but on the outermost islet I got into almost impassable complications of sloughs and thorns and reefs of rock, and the ultimate causeway was a long penance of round boulders wrapped in wet seaweed. I was hot and tired as I climbed the grassy lane that ran straight up from the end of the causeway to the cluster of gables near the top of the saint’s island.


Life has so far withdrawn from these marginal places, leaving few except the old, that I had not expected to find a man entering upon his prime here and still less one who appeared to embody the ideals of those visionary revolutionaries of the turn of the century who dreamed of and fought for a Gaelic nation, alive to its ancient traditions and fiercely independent of the corruptions of modern Europe. This man, another Tomás, thoughtful-looking but open-faced, just returned in his boat from Sunday mass, was sitting in his neat sunny cottage smoking his pipe and contemplating the sally-rod baskets he had been making during the week. Before the door was the framework of a currach he was building for the Pattern Day boat-races on another island. We fell into easy conversation, as if it had been my daily habit to drop in on him. I was a little disappointed to hear that the baskets were merely to decorate a pub. However, his contentment with the island life that gave him space for his crafts, and his ready response to my inquiries about old burial grounds, holy wells and such matters were genuine enough. He led me with the leaping strides of one of Synge’s Aran men down the rough flank of the island, while his dog flitted and circled, not so much the man’s shadow as the shadow of his attention as he cast the automatic glance of a farmer about his fields. In a hidden hollow he showed me a little burial-ground, long disused and very overgrown, unrecorded on the map, nameless, its graves marked by mere boulders we found with our feet in the long grass, with a pine-tree he had transplanted there flourishing over it and a bit of thornbush in the gap in the wall to keep the cattle out. He thought that most of the graves were of children but that there were some adults buried there too from the drochshaol, the ‘bad time’ of the Famine. He asked me, as the Connemara man of Patrick Pearse’s unearthly paradise would not have done, whether I thought the Council would give him a grant for looking after the place, and I told him I imagined they would not, knowing as I do into what extremely small pieces his executors have torn Pearse’s will.
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