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    INTRODUCTION


    
      

    


    Black Dan, a wild unruly travelling man from rich pasture lands far from the sea, was taken by surprise when I told him I was going to sail alone the full length of the West Cork coast, almost one hundred miles of water, in a small wooden boat not much longer than his own caravan. ‘Was there no passenger ship going that way,’ he wanted to know, ‘or why for couldn’t I get the bus?’ Dan had only seen the sea twice in his life and what he saw did not appeal to him. As luck would have it I was with him both times. The first was at Tramore on a wild blustery day in early June when the great waves were pounding on the golden strand and the wind sending cascades of sparkling spray high into the clear summer air. Dan gazed hard and long at what must have been to him a most bewildering and confusing sight, something he had never seen before, and then he turned to me and said:


    ‘By Christ, no matter what the Russians say, there’s’ a God.’ He had learned more theology in those few moments than many another in a lifetime at a seminary.


    The next time, and the last by his express wish, was at Dungarvan. I had hired a small rowing boat and he nervously sat in the stern trying his best to hide his anxiety and fear. When we passed the calm water sheltered by the pier we met a very slight swell. His face began to turn a kind of grey as if the blood was draining out of it, and I asked him if he was alright but he seemed unable to give a coherent answer. There was no point in causing him further distress so I turned the boat around and rowed back to the pier. We were less than five minutes out and his relief was unbounded. He stepped unsteadily ashore and when I had tied up we made our way along the cobbled quays towards the nearest hostelry. As we were about to enter he turned around and looked at the harbour, the boats, and the slight swell outside. ‘By God ‘tis great to be back in Ireland again,’ he said with a broad grin on his rugged face.


    The reaction of Dan to the sea was predictable. It was nothing more than the reaction of thousands of landsmen all over the country; a reaction of fear and mistrust of something they did not know or understand. The men of the land find it hard to understand the men who sail the seas in small boats; but for those of us who want to do this alone we must appear as stark, raving lunatics!


    I opted to make this passage from Cork to Crookhaven alone in a small wooden sailing boat. Let me introduce her to you. First of all her name is Dualla, called after a little country graveyard in County Tipperary where all that is left of the woman who loved me and shared my life awaits the final hour of the Resurrection. Dualla is Bermudian rigged, has a large main sail and a series of smaller foresails. She is thirty-one feet long, eight feet across and draws five feet six inches of water. She can sleep four in reasonable comfort and has all the usual accessories such as toilet, gas cooker, wash up, etc. To push her along when there is no wind or when a strong tide goes contrary at the mouth of a harbour she has a 25 h.p. Volvo diesel engine. A nine foot collapsible rubber punt ferries me backwards and forwards, from wherever she is anchored, to a landing slip or pier. Those are her vital statistics.


    Now let me introduce myself. I am a publisher by profession, a writer by inclination, a soldier by training and a man of the sea in the deepest recess of my heart. I am no longer young, indeed I am well beyond the canonical age. I make a special point of this fact for the benefit of the many undoubtedly sincere and well-meaning women who read my last book, Tomorrow To Be Brave, and who wrote to me saying that they cried so much when reading it, that I must be a very kind and understanding man, and that it is quite wrong of me to continue to go through life alone without the joys of female companionship. I do not apologise for causing their tears. Tears become a woman very much and are indeed an essential part of her whole personality; besides which I know that to cry bears witness to the greatest courage of all — the courage to understand suffering. I must however disappoint them in the little matter of their other assumption. ‘Far off cows have long horns,’ says the old Irish proverb, and I can assure them that I am not nearly as nice as they think. If they want evidence of this I refer them to John B. Keane who, in his role as matchmaker, has tried hard over the past six years to remedy this situation only to meet with failure time and time again. In the end he washed his hands completely of me and told me angrily to get to hell back to my cottage on the remote cliffs of Cork harbour, and stay there forever with my dogs, sea-gulls, kittiwakes and corncrakes since they were more fitting company for me than decent human beings. So there you are. You can’t win all the time, can you?


    The coast of West Cork I know very well. I have sailed every summer for at least fifteen years and at one time or another called at each of the many captivating harbours, great and small, which abound on that picturesque and enchanting stretch of shoreline. In those days I always had one or two friends with me to lend a hand; friends with whom I shared the joys of the open sea, the comfort of a snug harbour and warm friendly tavern at the end of a hard days run, friends to whom I have dedicated this book. But now it was going to be different. I was going to sail alone without help or companions. I do not wish to give the impression that I am an anti-social crank with my hand raised against every man, or a snob who thinks his own company more pleasant than that of anybody else. Indeed no. I have a deep affection for all human beings; an affection, I fear, far greater than most of them have for me. But like all others I have my favourites and my prejudices. I cannot say that I have ever been particularly attracted by the high, the mighty or the very rich. I have known quite a lot of them during the run of my life and, behind the veneer of importance which they like to assume, most of them are extraordinarily empty and shallow. Bismark said that during the course of his life he saw three Emperors naked and the sight did not impress him.


    I have mostly found that I have a great rapport with those human beings who are just themselves and nothing more, and who do not try by vulgar ostentation or loud talk to be that which they are not. One day, so an old Irish folk-tale goes, the Lord was walking in the Garden of Paradise and he came by a little forget-me-not growing at the foot of a massive oak tree. The little flower spoke to the Lord and said:


    ‘I wish I were like the oak tree here, strong, powerful and majestic. Then I could be of some use to the world.’ And the Lord answered: ‘If you tried to be an oak you would end up revolting and ugly. Your beauty lies in being what you are — a simple, lovely flower that has brought so much more happiness to the hearts of young lovers than any oak tree. Your simplicity and your loveliness is yourself.’ Thus spoke the Lord words of wisdom that have a message for us all whether we sail the seas, or climb the mountains or walk the leafy woodland paths. The most wonderful friends in life are those people who are just themselves; believe me, I know it, I’ve met hundreds of them and those who came closest were those who shared the perils of the sea.


    My decision to make this passage alone was not based on my likes or dislikes of various human beings but it was connected in a very intimate way with the death of the one human being who was supreme in my life. When my wife Mary died I wrote a book called Tomorrow To Be Brave which had a twofold purpose; to tell the story of a remarkable and wonderful woman who knew she was going to die but who faced up to it with unbelievable courage and fortitude, and who turned her last terrible years on this earth into the greatest years of her life; and secondly to try to explain what happens to a man when he loses the woman he loves — the insanity that possesses him, the cowardice that besets him, the total darkness that engulfs every corner of his soul. I believe I succeeded in the first purpose and failed in the second. I was too close to it all — the raw gaping wounds of pain and sorrow had not nearly healed. Only now, six years later, can I look upon it with some calmness and common sense, and try to conceive a workable plan to rebuild my life, particularly my inner life, from the ashes and rubble of the past. ‘Life is a series of agonies which we can only climb on bruised and aching knees,’ cried Amiel. We all experience moments of great richness, moments of deep rewarding intensity, moments of supreme happiness; but they have no permanence.“Stay 0 happy moment, stay!’ was the agonising cry of Faust. The moment of happiness paves the way for suffering, the moment of suffering paves the way for hope, and the moment of hope prepares us for happiness again, and so round and round it goes in a vicious circle like the endless spinning of a roulette wheel. To help me to bring the threads of my life together again, in some meaningful pattern, was the reason I undertook this cruise alone. I hoped that the long hours at sea without telephone, without letters, without the necessity of having to make conversation would give me ample time to think, to face the enigma of my own self and perhaps to see some path of meaning, not only in the sad happenings of the past, but in the probabilities of the unknown future. When I started out on this cruise I believed that before it ended the silence of the sea would have given me some magic formula that would banish for ever the turmoil which had been my lot for six years. I know that all this will be hard for the ordinary person to understand, but we each have to go our own way, and this was my road in search of myself. ‘The heart has its reasons that are unknown to reason,’ said Pascal. For those who have suffered the pain of separation through death no explanation is necessary; they will understand every word I write. For those who have not, no explanation may be possible; but I will honestly try my best. No man can do more and with that we must all be satisfied.


    


    
      J. M. F.

    


    
      January 1978
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    After a quick lunch at the Yacht Club I left the moorings in Crosshaven one beautiful summer’s day very early in July. My first destination was Kinsale which, with the moderate North-West wind then blowing, should not take more than three to four hours. I had spent the forenoon stowing Dualla with food, water, diesel, bedding and various other commodities required for a cruise and had listened to the shipping forecast at two o’clock which gave North-Westerly, force three to four, a fair wind which would fill all sails, and blowing off the land ensure that the seas would be calm. This is the yachtsman’s dream, but it doesn’t often come about and more frequently it blows strong from the South-West, bringing in big surging seas, and then the trip to Kinsale becomes a hard tough beat lasting six or maybe seven hours.


    When I turned the corner at Fort Davis and faced the Atlantic the enormity of what I was about to do came suddenly upon me, and I was so filled with fear and depression that I seriously thought of turning back. You can plan something carefully, think about it, yearn and long to do it, but only when you are about to put it into effect does its magnitude strike you. But in the midst of this mood of dejection a gust of wind caught the sails and Dualla sprung gallantly to life. Lifting her head like a thoroughbred at the starting line, she tore through the seas, on and on and on, past the coves and strands and heathered rocks, on to the mouth of the harbour and out into the open sea. That little puff of wind banished my depression and it felt great to be alive. By such trifles are we ruled.


    The stretch of coastline between Fort Davis and Ringa-bella Bay, which now seemed to be charging past me, like a landscape from the windows of a train, has a strange assortment of bungalows, cottages, shacks and converted railway carriages with such highly original names as Sea View, Wave Crest, Sunset, Tall Timbers, The Nook, The Haven etc., each with its own little flower garden, lovingly tended if a retired couple happen to be living there, but overgrown and wild if it was only the week-end retreat of someone who lived in Cork or further away. There is a story told of a very devout woman, albeit a bit of a snob, who built a distinguished and unusual bungalow in these parts. She wanted her bungalow to have an exotic name with a Continental flavour, perhaps French, and some local wag suggested Le Bordel. She was delighted. She thought it had an enchanting musical sound and was quite exotic. So she had a renowned stone-cutter etch the name in marble and it was set into the front balustrade. As was the custom Mass was said in the new house and it was blessed by the curate who also thought the name very novel and unique. A few months later a couple of drunken French fishermen whose trawler was sheltering from a storm, hammered noisily on the door and demanded service. Luckily one of them spoke a little English and it was only then the good woman found out that Le Bordel in French meant ‘whore house’ in English. She promptly put the run on the fishermen, renamed the house after a saint and had another Mass said there — this time by the parish priest who used the Latin rite, just to make absolutely certain.


    Quite soon I was crossing Ringabella Bay itself and the North-West wind swept down over Fountainstown, struck Dualla’s already full-blown sails, heeled her over ’til her rails were awash. She was now charging at top speed through the water scattering cascades of silver spray high into the clear air. As I sat there in the cockpit I found the whole scene exciting and almost intoxicating. There was the fresh pure wind whistling all around me, the beautiful soft sound of the waves as they lashed the decks and dissolved into a mass of soothing foam. It was like as if I had woken up in another world and had shaken off the tense life of the city with all its jaded compensations. And there in this exhilarating atmosphere I began to think, rather smugly I fear, of what it would be like in the city as I sailed gaily along on the high seas. In a few hours the surging masses would leave their shops and offices and stream homewards, scurrying almost like frightened beetles from under a stone that you’d turn upside down. There was a fair chance that there would be a greasy supper of tinned beans and chips, accompanied by a white pasty thing called bread; then an hour or so snoring by the fire, sourly waking up to look at T.V. and then ending the last hours of the day in some suffocating chromium-plated pub with a jukebox and pool table. Great God! How terrible for me, but how happy for those who want that, and who have indeed a right to it. All our values are relative as I once learned long years ago not far inland from where I was now sailing. A friend of mine, who was a labouring man, became invalided and could work no more. He lived in a small cottage by the side of the road with no running water or electric light. Worse still the wife he loved ran away to England with a local carpenter and left him to support their two children, Mick aged twelve and Joe aged nine, on a miserable weekly pittance being paid in Home Assistance. I believe they were, like so many of the sick poor, virtually on the starvation line. One day many summers ago I brought the two young boys, neither of whom had ever seen the sea, for an outing to beautiful Garrettstown strand. We sat together on the rocks enjoying the breathtaking scene before us. It was one of those perfect days when everything was right. A soft gentle wind was blowing inwards from the Atlantic; the birds were gliding with grace and beauty through the air; the sea was a Mediterranean blue. Everything was radiant and the world was mine. I gazed out to the horizon and partly in a reverie I spoke out loud:


    ‘My God! This is like Heaven.’


    There was no reply. Then a strange impulse got hold of me and I turned to Mick, the twelve-year-old, and said:


    ‘Mick. What’s your idea of Heaven?’


    The answer came without hesitation.


    ‘Heaven,’ he said in a quiet voice, ‘is a place where you’d never be hungry.’ We all have our priorities; for some it is caviar and champagne; others must be satisfied with less.


    I now set Dualla on to self-steering and went down below to brew a decent mug of tea — a reflex action from my army days. I had first of all scanned the surface in a wide circle with the field glasses in case there were any salmon nets on my course but I could pick out no buoys and it looked as if everything were clear. These salmon nets can be a nuisance, especially if they get entangled in the propeller, and I’ve cursed them many times, but then again the salmon men have to live as well as the rest of us and we can’t be too hard on them. I came back on deck again with a steaming mug in my hands and sat down at my ease in the cockpit to enjoy it all. Those little electronic steering devices are a marvellous help and they can keep the boat on course in all but the most violent conditions. Cork by any standards is a very beautiful county but Cork from the sea is really awe-inspiring. The sailor sees the cliffs and the coast from the opposite side to the landsman who looks down and out, while the sailor looks in and up and he views those lofty sublime precipices, deeply indented with caves where the seals make their homes and where the restless Atlantic waves lash back and forth and in and out from day to day, week to week, year to year and century to century. The face of Ireland has changed a lot down the centuries but the coastline has remained the same. What I was now looking at and admiring was exactly what our ancestors, those tall, fair and warlike figures, saw when they came from the east, through France and Spain, and northern Europe to land in their small, frail boats on our desolate shores more than five thousand years ago. They were in the main farmers and hunters and they came to this strange uninhabited island to make a new life, to plough and sow, to reap and bind, to hunt and chase, to love and marry and to father a race of proud people, later to be known as Irishmen. And I was looking at the same cliffs, the same unpretentious hills they saw when they sailed over the horizon in that far away and distant past.


    One by one I passed the little bays and the tall headlands whose names always arouse my curiosity. How did Man-of-War Cove get its name? Was this where a man-of-war was wrecked or was it a smugglers’ look-out? How did Newfoundland Bay get its name? Which came first — it or its namesake across the Atlantic? Whom does Jordan Bay commemorate? Was there once a family of landlords powerful enough to have a bay called after them? Cork Head, Roberts Head, Reanies Head, Flat Head, Barrys Head, one by one I left them all behind me. Not far off from my port side I passed the dangerous submerged Daunt’s Rock called after Achilles Daunt, High Sheriff of Cork, who arrested a dispossessed Irish farmer turned bucaneer called Philip Og Barry at Roberts Cove. But the farmer was one step ahead of the King’s messenger and he turned the tables on Daunt, weighed him with irons and sank him to the bottom of the rock. The rock was called after Daunt and one of the headlands after Barry, who was never again apprehended and died in his bed at a ripe old age.


    I soon found myself sailing between the two majestic Sovereign Rocks at the entrance to Oyster Haven harbour. No matter what happens now, I thought, I’m safe. Even if it blew a hurricane I could always slip into Oyster Haven which is one of the loveliest and most delightful anchorages on the south coast. I remember once in a pub in Kinsale an old fisherman telling me the story of a famous rescue that took place just off the Sovereigns which I was passing. In November 1818 a ship called The Sylvan struck the big Sovereign Rock in a gale of particularly violent force, and with the exception of one young child, who managed to scramble onto the rock, everyone else was lost. For two days and two nights the young child clung on, crying helplessly, while coastguards and English naval vessels circled around afraid to make any attempt at rescue. This was left to the heroism of a simple Irish fisherman, Jack Carty, who tied a rope around his body, and with one end made fast to his boat, swam through the mountainous seas and brought the half-dead child to safety, while all the power of the English navy looked stupidly on.


    ‘Jack-the-Rock, as he was afterwards called, was a near kinsman of my own,’ the fisherman told me. ‘He got no medal or piece of paper, but there are old men living still in Oyster Haven, who will tell you that story as they heard it from their grandfathers. But sure I suppose ’tis better to be talked of around the Irish firesides for a hundred years than any medal.’


    I was now beginning to feel quite cocky because I had almost reached my first day’s destination on my first sail alone, and although it was only a matter of a few hours, for me, it was a fulfilling achievement. I had been sailing for twenty years but I had never sailed alone. I suppose it was this thought that put me in mind of the man who aroused my interest in the sea and planted in my soul a curiosity as restless as the waves themselves, and also the fact that a few miles due south from where I was, a drama was enacted with this man that would be hard to equal even in the annals of the most imaginative fiction. Let me tell you this story.


    He was known to all as Captain Albert (out of my love for him I will withhold his real name). He came from England to retire, as he said, from a lifetime of the captaincy of ships, and he took house with an attractive and much younger woman on a beautiful site overlooking Cork harbour. It would not have been easy to find two people more contrasting in every way. She, whose name was Betsy, was at least twenty years younger, quiet, gentle, dignified and almost regal in her tall and lithesome body. He was short, boisterous, wild, with a vocabulary of Rabelaisian language, that would have put any drunken British Tommy to shame. Many long winter nights I sat with him before a blazing log fire and listened to his captivating stories of the sea. He was trained in the days of sail on one of those great three-masters that circumnavigated the world in hurricanes, storms and calms. He was twice wrecked off Cape Horn and managed to survive. Later during Prohibition days he illegally ran liquor down the St Lawrence river in Canada into the ports on the east coast of the United States. Here he was attacked by real present-day pirates who machine-gunned his ship and fought a life and death struggle for the valuable alcoholic prizes on board. He had an encyclopaedic knowledge of all the principal harbours of the world, and without pausing he could describe in detail the leading lights, the buoys, the water-depths in any major harbour you might care to ask him about. He knew the haunts of sailing men in these harbours; where every little item of personal requirement could be bought and its price. He had a special knowledge of whores and whore houses but since I am writing this book for pure joy and not as a contribution to modern English literature, I will omit the details which he described with gusto and relish. His study was a museum in miniature. Along one wall was an extensive and valuable library of books on shipping, navigation, stowage, sailing directions and many other aspects of sea-faring life. The other walls were decorated with mementos from every ship he had sailed on; ship-lamps, lifebelts, a compass, a sextant, a sea log, a wheel, the flags of all his ships and several other items that go with the ways of the sea. Dominating the entire room, like a Father-God figure, was a large portrait in oils of himself in the uniform of a Merchant Navy Captain, and printed in old English script on the golden frame was Masefield’s beautiful couplet:


    I must go down to the sea again,

    To the lonely sea and the sky…


    Here he passed his days in quiet retirement, sometimes gazing longingly out to sea, surrounded by the memories of the world of the past and the men he loved. And it was in this very atmosphere, and under his charismatic spell that I too, longingly awaited the day when I could become, like him, one of the men who go down to the sea. He planned that when summer came, he would take me in hand, and teach me the art of handling a small boat. But no man can be certain of anything in this world — except his own death, and one cold winter evening when I called to his house after a long absence I found Betsy in tears. Albert had been taken ill suddenly and removed to hospital and at this very moment when I wanted to see him most I was called away on one of those cursed business trips that are the plague of this demanding world, and it was not until three days later that I returned home. When I got to the hospital he was fading rapidly. The end was almost at hand. Betsy and a nun were at his bedside, Betsy crying and the nun standing in an attitude of reverence and awe. He was sleeping uneasily. For a short while no one spoke. Then he opened his eyes slowly and looked first at Betsy and then, rather in bewilderment at me. In a weak faltering voice he said: ‘The sea has been my life. I could not bear to be buried in the earth. Promise to bury me at sea… promise…’ His eyes closed and his voice trailed away to an inaudible whisper. His face contorted a little as if he wanted to speak again but nothing came except a strange gurgling sound from his throat. For a while he waved his hands wildly but in a few seconds all was quiet. The breathing had stopped and the nun gently pulled the bedclothes over his head.


    It was my first sea burial and I shall never attend one again. The coffin was rested on the stern of a fishing trawler and it was decorated with the flags of all his ships taken from his study. A few wreaths of laurels and lily-of-the-valley lay on the top, fluttering in the breeze. It was a calm, still morning; the sun glistened on the sea as we steamed out to his last resting place beyond the three mile limit. Apart from the crew — three fishermen — there were six or seven people on board, all near friends, and a clergyman. Betsy was dressed in black, her red bloodshot eyes temporarily marring her beauty. We made the sad journey in silence, talking only when necessary and in subdued tones. When we arrived at the burial spot the trawler stopped and the fishermen removed their headgear and respectfully crossed themselves. In a moving homily the clergyman said that God in his infinite love and wisdom had seen fit to bring this life, so full of adventure and valour, to a close. Captain Albert’s life shone as an example, he said, of that supreme courage and bravery of all mortals whose task it is to go down to the sea in ships. He had traversed the oceans of the world in storm and calm and had faced death with Christian fortitude many times. It was now fitting that he should have died amongst those he loved and that the sea to which he had given the best years of his life should finally receive his mortal remains for all eternity. He ended by quoting Walt Whitman’s beautiful poem:


    Joy, shipmate, joy;

    Pleased to my soul at death I cry

    My life is closed, my life begins,

    The long, long anchorage I leave,

    My ship is clear at last, she leaps!


    As the fishermen gently lowered the weighted coffin into the sea the clergyman opened his book and recited that inspiring psalm Go forth in peace, O Christian Soul. The coffin floated a little while and then slowly sank. Only the wreaths remained on the surface, buffeting the waves as if possessed by a living spirit. When the prayers were ended the fishermen crossed themselves again, started the engines and headed in for port. I stood alone on the stern watching the wreaths slowly fade out of sight, my mind occupied with awesome thoughts on the savagery of death. It was then Betsy came up to me and spoke quietly. ‘I am glad you are here at this moment,’ she said. ‘You were his best friend in Ireland. He loved you as a son. I think I would be failing in my duty to Albert and to you if I were not to tell you the whole truth, for only now can it be told.’ She paused for a moment and looked wistfully back out to sea. ‘Poor Albert was certified insane when he lived in London in the early twenties. He was never a sea captain and was never at sea in his life. All his vast knowledge of the sea he learned from a lifetime studying books. The mementos and flags which decorated his room, and just now his coffin, were bought at auctions. He had his portrait painted in a sea-captain’s uniform hired from a theatrical agency. The only time he was ever -at sea was when, a few years ago, we crossed from England to live over here. When the ship left Fishguard his eyes rolled wildly, his body contorted and he fell into a coma out of which he did not emerge until we were securely tied up twelve hours later at Cork jetties. He had an excellent income from family investments and we lived comfortably. I know you will understand all I say to you and that you will not think any the worse of poor Albert. He was insane, harmlessly insane, and he could not help it. Schizophrenia the doctors called it. That was why we never got married. Isn’t it strange that only in death could he come to terms with the sea he loved, and which terrorised him so much in life.’


    She sat down on an upturned fish-barrel, the tears falling slowly from her eyes. I put my arm around her and rested her head on my shoulder. I did not know whether to laugh or to cry. I tried to pray but the words stuck in my throat. In the distance, over the tops of the waves, I could still faintly see the lily-of-the-valley bobbing up and down. For a brief moment I felt I could hear Albert’s boisterous laughter coming from the depths. Indeed I was not far from laughing myself at the incredible farce we had just enacted. God, in his infinite sense of humour, could hardly have looked too seriously at the whole performance either, for did he not put into the mouth of his psalmist, in the Old Testament, the inspired words: ‘I said in my haste: all men are liars.’(Psalm 116:11).


    Or was it a farce? Albert lived a joyful, contented and fulfilled life with the woman he loved. His memories were magnificent might-have-beens. He hurt nobody, did injury to nobody. On the contrary, he brought quite a degree of happiness to those he came in contact with, and human beings felt all the better for having known him. In the end he was most mercifully united to that element in nature he feared most, absorbed, at his own request, in a final act of identity with the only enemy he had ever known — the sea. What more can any man reasonably search for — in life or in death?


    I could now hear in the distance the whistling buoy which marks the dangerous Bulman Rock at the entrance to Kinsale Harbour. I do not know why this is called a whistling buoy since the sound it emits is more like the wail of a banshee on a winter’s night, eerie and spine-chilling, a sound muffled and sad that spoke of wrecks and sea disasters. I took the passage inside the rock and as I passed between Strookaun and Prehaun points I started the engine, set the self steering again, busied myself taking down the sails and making ready the anchor as Dualla made her own way towards the town of Kinsale. The water in the harbour itself is too deep and requires too much chain, besides it is uncomfortable from the wash of all the motor boats constantly coming and going, so I continued on past the pier and up into the Bandon river. There in two fathoms of water I dropped the anchor in a safe and comfortable berth. I had completed my first passage alone. I felt as if I were an Irish Chichester!


    Later that evening I rowed ashore in the rubber punt feeling happy and at peace with the world mainly, I would say, the result of a satisfying dinner and a delightful Rhine wine. Kinsale is not one of those places I have fallen in love with. It reminds me of a worn-out old whore trying to regain her lost glory and passion. The new rich have moved in because somebody equally as empty as themselves told them that it was the ‘thing’ to own a Kinsale property. I avoided the fashionable places where they congregate and went to a good Irish pub, crowded I am glad to say with hardy West Cork men, whose conversation was intelligent and whose delightful lilting accents added a note of appropriate background music to the whole scene. When I lied to Mine Host that I was a tourist from the county Leitrim and was never before in Kinsale he dropped his defences and expanded at length about the jet age that had hit his little seaside port.


    ‘Kinsale he confided with a knowing wink, ‘is the devil’s own town. Do you know what they say about us in other parts of the county? They say, “Are you happily married or do you live in Kinsale?” Isn’t that a good one? And I’ll tell you one better. There was a poet, a class of a Yeats, who came here one summer and wrote a verse of poetry about us:


    The historic old town of Kinsale

    Where they sing as they wash down their ale

    Where each man despite strife

    Lives with his own wife

    If you’ve heard something else ’tis a tale!


    Isn’t that a good one for you? There’s plenty of randy heifers in Kinsale,’ he continued, ‘and no shortage of bulls either, young or old as you want them. Would you believe it,’ he dropped to a whisper, ‘I was out snaring rabbits at six o’clock one morning about a week ago and what do you think I saw but an ould fellow with a pot-belly hanging down to his knees rolling around in the dewy grass with a young one hardly seventeen and not a stitch of clothes on either of them — there’s for you now — and we having two chapels, a convent and ten priests in the town!’


    ‘A bloody disgrace,’ I answered with my tongue in my cheek. ‘A Mass should have been read in the field.’


    ‘Excuse me a minute,’ he said as he moved to the other end of the counter to settle some argument between two drunken farmers who looked as if they were going to come to blows.


    ‘Every word of that is true,’ said a voice from beside me — a well dressed-man in his mid-forties, slightly tipsy who had obviously been eves dropping on our conversation. ‘I know all about that side of life and a lot more,’ he said. ‘I have a very good job in Dublin — I’m a commercial traveller — and have three week’s holidays every year. I spend two of them in West Cork going from caravan site to caravan site pretending I’m from the Tourist Board. Whenever I see a likely looking bit, or two, on their own in a caravan I introduce myself and welcome them on behalf of the Irish Government. This breaks the ice and before the night is out I have one or the other of them, and if my luck is in I might have the two. Kinsale never failed me yet.’ He finished his drink. ‘I must be on my way over to the site,’ he said. ‘I have to go home tomorrow. You see on the last week of my holidays I bring the wife and kids on a bit of a pilgrimage. We’re off to Lourdes the day after tomorrow and they’ll love it.’


    We parted company at the door — he to his last little flutter before experiencing the spiritual joys of Lourdes — I to the aloneness of Dualla. As I rowed across the harbour I could see the lights of the caravan site in the distance. I must confess I was tempted, but I realised that dressed as I was in dirty jeans and a torn sweater, no woman, however lonely, would believe I was a senior Government official on a good-will tour of caravan sites.


    I made a final check of everything on deck, and went down below to a comfortable bunk to sleep soundly ’til morning.


    I stayed four days in Kinsale. The wind swung fiercely into the South-West and I had no mind to spend eight or ten long hours belting into high seas before I reached Glandore or Castlehaven. Far better to stay put in a snug harbour and wait for a fine day and a fair wind. I had plenty to occupy my time in Kinsale. With Michael Mulcahy’s A Short History of Kinsale I explored the ground of the Battle of Kinsale which is one of those great enigmas of Irish history and which, even to this day, holds the imagination of the public.


    The Battle of Kinsale was the Culloden, the Waterloo of Ireland. To every Irishman the word ‘Kinsale’ means one thing — defeat and disaster, for it was here in 1601 that the old Irish world was broken in its last stand against the foreign invader. The Battle of Kinsale confirmed for three centuries the mighty power of England in Ireland — a power which almost turned us into animals and slaves and which was to send millions of our people to death and destruction before it was finally routed.


    Kinsale is a completely puzzling affair and I have never yet come across a satisfactory explanation of the Irish defeat. Why did O’Neill fail to display those brilliant military traits which everyone had come to expect from him? Why after the skirmish — it was not a battle — did he not rally his men and make a second attempt instead of retreating home to the far north of Ireland with his army virtually intact? This is one of the great ‘why’s’ of Irish history. Sean O’Faolain in his book The Great O’Neill aptly remarks, ‘Mountjoy did not win the battle of Kinsale — O’Neill lost it’. In 1601 O’Neill and his colleague O’Donnell were virtual masters in the north and in the west and in a series of battles, The Yellow Ford, Clontibret, The Curlew Mountains, they had outwitted and defeated the cream of the English generalship, and had raised the hopes of the faltering Irish that a free and united Ireland was at last in sight. O’Neill was a wise and experienced general, and expert strategist, cautious and careful, and never gave battle unless it was absolutely unavoidable. O’Donnell on the other hand was fiery and impulsive, a fine tactician, unquestionably brave, with plenty of imagination and resourcefulness. Despite O’Neill’s victories it was clear to him that he could not, alone, banish the English from Ireland. He needed the help of the other Irish chieftains whose loyalty was at best questionable for so long as he could produce victories they were with him, but in the absence of a final rout of the English they kept waiting and watching, fortified by promises of rich lands and honours if they sided against O’Neill. He had no illusion about his fellow countrymen and it was this clear grasp of the realities of the situation that led him to seek the help of England’s mortal enemy, Philip of Spain. Philip saw the advantages of helping O’Neill. A united and friendly Ireland would give him an excellent base from which to commence operations against England and ultimately invade, and with this in mind he prepared an Expeditionary Force for Ireland. All this plan was couched in the most high sounding phrases. It was all to be done to preserve the most glorious Catholic religion from the clutches of English Protestantism, but in reality neither Philip nor O’Neill worried too much about religion. Spain’s advantage was uppermost in Philip’s mind, and Ireland’s freedom in O’Neill’s.


    The English commander in the field was Lord Mountjoy, an able, ruthless general who in the field was no match for O’Neill, but he had behind him the power of a growing empire which O’Neill lacked. He, too, knew of the negotiations with Spain and he also realised that the moment a Spanish army landed in the north all the wavering Irish chieftains would rally to O’Neill and only a miracle could save the English power in Ireland. But that miracle happened. Instead of landing in friendly territory in the north where they could have joined forces with O’Neill’s army and presented an almost unconquerable front to the English they foolishly landed in the hostile territory at the farthest point they could from O’Neill, namely Kinsale. Mountjoy was delighted and it is reported that he actually danced. Gloom and depression now spread over O’Neill and his followers. His one ray of hope, that the Spaniards would sally out into the countryside, rally the southern Irish chieftains, and give battle to Mountjoy, faded as day by day passed and the Spaniards fortified themselves in Kinsale, built walls, settled down for a long siege and sent word to O’Neill to come and help them. What was O’Neill to do? Was he to stay put and let the Spaniards fend for themselves? This would have incurred the wrath of Philip of Spain and might turn his friendship into enmity. Was he to undertake the terrible three hundred mile march in the depth of winter to Kinsale, his men weary, exhausted, famished and unfit for battle? He decided to try a feint and he marched on the Pale, that part of Leinster around Dublin, Louth and Meath which was colonised and inhabited by the English, sacked towns and villages, plundered the livestock, burned the corn and terrorised the inhabitants. He hoped by this manoeuvre to draw off Mountjoy’s army from Kinsale, but Mountjoy did not react. However much personal sympathy he felt for his fellow countrymen in the Pale he knew that Kinsale was his place and that O’Neill would eventually have to come there. In this he was right. He consolidated his positions around Kinsale, fortified and dug in his men, and waited to see what O’Neill would do. His anxiety was soon to be relieved. O’Neill decided to march on Kinsale with all possible speed, despite the terrible winter of incessant rain which turned every river into a swollen torrent and turned the few roads that there were into slushy, mucky tracks. It is a mark of his sense of foreboding that before he left he made his will. But wily as ever, he split his forces in two and sent O’Donnell at the head of one half before him. Mountjoy got wind of this and at once dispatched a force under Carew to intercept him. Carew waited at Holycross on the River Suir where the river was fordable, and where O’Donnell was certain to pass because he could not cross the mountain — it being a mass of sodden, quaking earth from the rains. There on the evening of 21 November Carew waited for what was to him certain victory. But luck favoured O’Donnell for with nightfall came a terrible frost which hardened the ground and he swerved to the west and marched all night on the frozen terrain. When Carew realised he had been tricked he gave chase to O’Donnell but nowhere could he find him. O’Donnell had not rested. He kept marching non-stop the following day and night. Carew gave up all hope of catching him and manfully acknowledged O’Donnell’s march as ‘the greatest march that had ever been heard of. Now O’Donnell was a good tactician but a poor strategist and had he been a military leader of high calibre he would have immediately swerved to the east and cut off Carew’s retreat to Kinsale and trapped the English army between himself and O’Neill’s oncoming forces. Between them they could have obliterated Carew’s army, leaving Mountjoy with his skeleton forces at Kinsale, an easy prey. But instead he marched gaily due south towards Castlehaven, and Carew delightedly turned back to Kinsale. Mountjoy now began to have second thoughts about his position. He calculated that O’Neill and O’Donnell, moving rapidly on Kinsale, would soon surround him and cut off all his lines of supply and while he was pondering this situation the reality came upon him. O’Neill and O’Donnell joined forces at Innishannon and threw a net of troops around the English army. Mountjoy was trapped. The Spaniards were well housed inside the town with enough supplies to last two months. Mountjoy and his army were in the middle with only a few weeks victuals. Outside him were the Irish with access to unlimited supplies. O’Neill may well have smiled — all he had to do was wait until Mountjoy’s army starved or surrendered. But at that moment the traditional curse of Ireland struck, the curse of dissention and disunity. O’Donnell, acting under the influence of the Spaniards, insisted on attacking and all the old Irish tribal pride and passion flared up. Tempers flashed, harsh words were spoken, O’Donnell with his fiery and passionate appeals swayed the majority of commanders and in the end O’Neill gave way. The disunity of the conference had its aftermath. O’Neill’s heart was not in the fight. Briefly the plan was that the Irish and the Spaniards should attack simultaneously by night, but it was a scrappy plan, hastily conceived, and all the while at the conference there sat Brian Mac Hugh Oge Mahon, one of the Irish commanders silently listening to what passed, noting carefully the Irish plan, like so many of his countrymen before him this traitor sold the plans to Mountjoy for the promise of a title and lands, so that, when the Irish did half-heartedly attack, the English army were in readiness and the result was a rout. Through a stupid misunderstanding the Spaniards failed to keep their part of the bargain and instead of simultaneously attacking they stayed quietly within their wills. The Irish losses were given as one thousand and the English as six men. Now the great question is why did O’Neill not pull himself together, regroup his forces and continue the siege? To this there is no satisfactory answer and we can only conjecture that he may have thought Fate was against him; not alone was he fighting the English, but he was also fighting O’Donnell, the Spaniards, the weather, everything. He collected the remnants of his army and marched home, defeated and disillusioned. Everything he had fought and lived for was lost. It is in a situation like this that one can fully grasp the truth of Napoleon’s great dictum — ‘In war the morale is to the physical as three is to one.’ O’Donnell fled to Spain to get more help and Mountjoy at once sent his professional poisoner, Blake, after him, who in a few months caught up with O’Donnell and administered the deadly dose. The Spanish commander made friends with Mountjoy who let him return to Spain with his troops, arms and supplies. All O’Neill’s lands and castles were confiscated and he fled to Rome where he died years later, a lonely, broken old man. Thus the Battle of Kinsale. Thus was established here the power of England. Three hundred years were to pass before another Irishman of O’Neill’s calibre arose to eventually shake off the English yoke. Strangely enough this man, of whom I will speak again, was born but a very short distance from the scene of the Kinsale disaster. His birth-place was near the little village of Rosscarbery in a wild, picturesque, isolated part of West Cork.
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