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For they dwelt upon a rock in the sea and not in a


  shining metropolis


and lived off the pick of the strand, the hunt of the hill,


  the fish


in the sea, the wool off sheep, and packets full of dollars … they were full of sunlight and mist, wind and stone, rain


  and rock,


but the Atlantic Ocean would not pay them a regular salary …


Lucht an Oileáin


(People of the Islands)


David S. Quin








Prologue



There is a story about a charabanc organised back in the 1920s to take a group of working people from Cork city on a day trip through scenic west Cork. They were shown the Pass of Keimaneigh, Gougane Barra, Glengarriff and Bantry Bay before being driven back home. What did they think of the wonders they had seen? Beautiful, they all agreed, but how did anyone make a living out there in the wilderness?


‘You can’t eat scenery’ was the puzzled comment.


[image: ]


West Cork begins on the other side of the Bandon River, less than half a mile from my home in Kinsale. The reason that I do not live in west Cork is because for me it has always been an escape and a haven. West Cork is the place I go to recover from everyday life, to be somewhere different.


I am often tempted to go and live there. I still dream about finding the perfect isolated farmhouse, with a view across rolling green hills to the sea. But I stay in Kinsale. If you move to the haven, where do you run to when you need to escape?


As you cross the bridge over the river, you turn your back on the busy, cosmopolitan town that Kinsale has become and enter a rural community, where (as the promoters of tourism are continually reminding us) the pace of life is slower, the people are friendly and have time to talk, and older values prevail. There is no need to lock your car, because there is hardly any crime, and people still leave the front door on the latch.


Well, that’s what it was like 30 years ago, when I first discovered west Cork. But the fringes of rural Ireland, the most westerly settlements in Europe, have been through dramatic changes in the past 30 years. Does west Cork still exist as a place apart, or is it just a romantic dream?


Before I commit myself to writing a book about west Cork, I decide to do some informal research: I will talk it over with Peter and Fran Wolstenholme, ceramic artists, who live in Courtmacsherry. They moved from Yorkshire to County Cork in 1973 and have run a successful business from their home ever since. I could have talked to plenty of others, but it is because they work from home and have close links with the local community that I choose to discuss the project with the Wolstenholmes.


Courtmacsherry is just over half an hour’s drive from Kinsale, but it’s a totally different place, smaller and quieter, definitely a village, not a town. A straggling line of mainly terraced houses, the village is on the south bank of Courtmacsherry Bay, facing north across the road to the sea. The Courtmacsherry lifeboat, the village’s pride and joy, is housed in a shed near the pier. There are still a couple of working trawlers, but most of the deep-sea fishing is done by tourists from day boats, in the summer. At the far end of the village is a sandy beach, and beyond that a walk, partly through woodland, to Wood Point which marks the northern extreme of the inlet. Courtmac (as it is familiarly known) has three pubs and one shop, which also serves as post office, as well as a newsagent and grocer. The hotel, which was built as a summer residence by the Earl of Shannon, is now closed, and holiday homes have been built in the grounds.


For a brief time in the mid-twentieth century there was a branch railway line connecting Courtmac to the West Cork Railway. It carried sugar beet in winter and day trippers in summer. For many people the name Courtmacsherry recalls idyllic summer holidays, with beaches, friendly pubs, fresh fish, and a mildly eccentric but comfortable hotel. A popular bumper sticker sums up its continued attraction: ‘Courtmacsherry – A small drinking village with a fishing problem’.


In July and August, like most coastal villages in west Cork, Courtmacsherry can be too busy; it is heavenly in May and June, September and October. But in winter Courtmacsherry is deadly quiet, prone to dull, dark days of low sky and mist, when you are acutely aware of its north-facing character. The only compensation in this season is the presence of thousands of migrant birds, great clouds of golden plover, lapwing, black-tailed godwits, and Arctic shags, fleeing the cold of Scandinavia and Siberia to roost on the mudflats of Courtmacsherry Bay.
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Arriving at the Wolstenholmes’ small terraced house is like going aboard a well-found ship. As you enter the little gallery with its display of ceramics and fine porcelain (Peter’s work tends to feature the birds and fishes of the area, while Fran, the gardener, uses flower motifs), there is nobody to greet you, but within seconds Peter, summoned by a bell inaudible to me, has left whatever he was working on in the studio, and appears, wiping wet clay from his hands, to usher me through to the kitchen.


It is one of those dark Courtmac days, even though the calendar says it is 22 April. Through the back window of the kitchen you can see a large pink azalea blazing in a pot in the yard, and small birds cluster around peanut feeders. I had put my bird feeders away the previous weekend, as winter had ended, and comment on the Wolstenholmes’ generosity.


‘We’ve thirteen pairs of nesting birds in the garden,’ says Peter. ‘I haven’t the heart to stop feeding them. And we’ve a jackdaw with no beak: her whole face was smashed in, so we put down some bread softened in milk, and she learnt to scoop it up. We did that all winter, and now her beak is growing back, at least the top bit is there. And her mate is still with her. They nest in our chimneypot every year.’


Peter is a slightly abstracted man of medium height and stocky build, with short, dark hair and a dry sense of humour. It is hard to believe he will be 60 later this year. He exudes the air of someone well satisfied with the life he has chosen, which is maybe why he seems so much younger. Apart from ceramics, his passions are birds and fishes, both of which abound here. Peter founded the local branch of the Irish Wildbird Conservancy, which makes an annual count of the migrants in the area. He was also involved in the creation of a two-mile waterside footpath that has been laid on the old railway line from Timoleague to Courtmacsherry. It is lined at intervals by ceramic plaques with drawings and information about the various birds you can see on the walk, made by Peter and donated by him to the community project.


The Wolstenhomes’ kitchen is much as it was when I first saw it, over twenty years ago – a narrow, quarry-tiled room at the back of the house with a large pine table, simple sink and cooker, looking on to the tidy backyard, with its azalea and bird feeders. Fran is called, coffee is made, and a cake is shared, baked by Fran in a rare initiative inspired by a Spanish recipe in The Irish Times. It is a long time since I have had the luxury of taking a coffee break with friends. It reminds me of the early years when I first moved back to Ireland and how amazed I was, coming from a studio flat in central London, that people not only had kitchen tables, but also apparently limitless time to sit around them and talk. I also realise that if the book is to get written, this is the first of many kitchen tables I will sit at in the course of research.


I tell Peter and Fran that I’m working on a book about west Cork and they are my trial research project, since they’ve been here longer than most other incomers. What does west Cork mean to them, and how do they feel about it, after knowing the place since 1973, raising a family here, and running a business? These are big questions that cannot be answered directly. Instead, we discuss boundaries, agreeing, as does the Irish Wildbird Conservancy, that west Cork covers the country west of the Bandon River and south of the N22 Cork—Macroom—Ballyvourney—Killarney road.


Peter, who has kept his Yorkshire accent and speaks slowly, as if he had all the time in the world, points out that west Cork is a new term: ‘Back in the 1970s, we just said we were living in County Cork. You said you lived in County Cork, or Clonakilty, or Allihies.’


‘It’s a marketing thing,’ Fran adds. ‘West Cork Tourism, West Cork Foods, Fuchsia Branding.’


Peter recalls their arrival in Ireland with another couple, Jane and Robin Forrester: ‘When we first came over in 1973, we were just out of art school, and we’d seen an ad for a shop and a courtyard in Ballydehob. We went down to look at it, and the place was full of long-haired people living in tepees out on the hill. I had a beard at the time, and I shaved it off the next day, and I said we can’t live in Ballydehob. Then we found this old grocery shop in Courtmacsherry.’


Eventually Jane and Robin Forrester moved to Bandon and opened their own pottery, shop and gallery, while the Wolstenholmes stayed in Courtmac and converted part of their house into a holiday home. Their two children grew up and left the area, though their daughter Rachel has now come back: she lives nearby and runs her own ceramics business, making small bird and animal figures.


Put three people around a table anywhere in Ireland, and eventually the talk will turn to property prices. Peter is talking about someone he knows, a local coming back to live in Clonakilty (the nearest town to Courtmacsherry), who has just paid €200,000 for a site: ‘He thinks it’s worth every penny after London. Clonakilty’s a boom town now: everybody wants to live there. His children can walk to school, there’s a nice community around them, and he only has a short drive to work in the West Cork Technology Park.’


The West Cork Technology Park? Fuchsia Branding? It is quickly becoming apparent that the romantic in me is going to have to face up to things she would rather not know about.


I am starting to realise that there are as many versions of west Cork as there are people living there. As if to emphasise that fact, I borrow two books from the Wolstenholmes: a copy of the Cork County Development Plan, and another on the folklore traditions of Dunmanus North, both neatly stamped with Peter’s name and address and the words ‘Please Return’.


‘There’s no such place as west Cork really,’ he says as I go out the front door. ‘It’s a state of mind.’


That just makes my day. My very first research trip has revealed that I am proposing to write a book about a place that doesn’t exist.


As I drive away from Courtmacsherry, through the mist I see a man carrying a newspaper under his arm, walking home along the path beside the mudflats behind two bounding Springer spaniels.


Suddenly I decide that I too want to live in dark, wintry Courtmacsherry, and walk my Springer spaniels beside the silent sea. The dream lasts only for seconds, but I can still feel the excitement and the glow of the moment. Oddly enough, shortly after this visit, I got a call from the supplements editor at the Irish Examiner, asking if I’d be interested in working on a special supplement about the West Cork Technology Park. The assignment included an interview with the people who had invented the concept of Fuchsia Branding. The west Cork book was already under way.





Introduction



In the past 35 years west Cork has changed from a depressed, agricultural backwater with a dwindling population into an expensive, sought-after area with a growing population. Those whose parents and grandparents were born and brought up in the area have been joined by incomers from elsewhere in Ireland and from overseas – primarily England, Holland, Germany, France and the USA.


The unique character of west Cork today can only partly be explained by economic factors, such as the effect of the European Union’s policies on farming practices, its investment in infrastructure (especially roads and telecoms), and the general effects of Ireland’s economic boom. The full picture can be understood only by looking closely at the lives of those who have grown up in the area, and those who have moved from elsewhere to make their living and bring up their children in this corner of the world. Together, these people have created a multi-faceted community in which those who follow the traditional way of life, which is still the dominant mode, have been quietly accepting of other ways of living. Incomers are often motivated by respect for the values of the community they are moving to and make great efforts not to destroy the less pressured, more trusting way of life that attracted them in the first place. ‘We all have something to learn from each other’ sums up the prevailing attitude.
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Ireland is on the western maritime periphery of Europe. Cork is the country’s largest and most southerly county. While the northern and eastern parts of the county contain rich farming land, large demesnes with big houses, and towns with charters dating back to Norman and Elizabethan times, the western part of Cork has always been on the far edge of the periphery. Even today, there is no ‘town’ west of Cork city with an official population bigger than 5,000. Anything under that, in European Union terms, is classed as a village.


There are no generally agreed official boundaries to west Cork. For the administrative purposes of Cork County Council, it begins at Clonakilty, whereas the West Cork LEADER Co-operative (an EU-funded development agency) includes Kinsale, 29 km further east. I prefer the Irish Wildbird Conservancy’s definition mentioned by the Wolstenhomes. People who know their wildbirds are to be respected. Whatever definition you choose, the names alone are enough to evoke the place for those who know it: Courtmacsherry, Clonakilty, Rosscarbery, Leap, Glandore, Union Hall, Skibbereen, Lough Hyne, Baltimore, Sherkin, Cape Clear, and the Fastnet Rock, the area’s most southerly and best-known landmark, at the outer edge of Roaringwater Bay.


West Cork has three peninsulas that jut into the Atlantic, giving it a long, mainly rocky coastline, with only a few sandy beaches. The Mizen Head is at the tip of the first peninsula (travelling from east to west), with Schull, Goleen and Crookhaven on its sheltered southerly coast, Ballydehob and Durrus at its inland extremities. Dunmanus Bay divides the Mizen from the narrower Sheep’s Head Peninsula, which forms the southern extremity of Bantry Bay, leading, as you move inland, to the town of Bantry.


Glengarriff, also on Bantry Bay, due west of Bantry town, marks the landward entrance to the Beara Peninsula, the biggest, most scenically dramatic and least frequented of the three peninsulas. The scenery gets bigger and more magnificent the further west you go, and the number of creative artists per square kilometre increases drastically.


The Caha Mountains run down Beara’s spine, with Hungry Hill towering over the village of Adrigole. Castletownbere marks the magnificent anchorage in the lee of Bere Island. Allihies, Eyeries and Ardgroom are the western extremities of the region, the last two overlooking the Kenmare River with views across the water to Kerry’s Iveragh Peninsula and the Ring of Kerry.
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For most people west Cork evokes images of quiet, fuchsia-lined laneways, rambling up and down hill, past oddly shaped fields and traditional farmhouses, to quiet seaside villages lined with brightly painted cottages. In this version of west Cork, you are always on holiday, and everyone is in a good mood. Front doors are left on the latch, cars give way to each other at intersections, and drivers salute strangers. People on foot have a friendly word for visiting walkers:‘Fine day!’ they shout to you as they pass. The sun shines from a clear sky, and white sails scud across the deep blue sea. Later, you watch the sun setting on the horizon from a bench outside a whitewashed ‘local’, pint in hand, before walking around the corner to choose between steak and seafood at a pleasantly eccentric restaurant in what was once someone’s front parlour.


This is the west Cork I discovered as a teenager in the 1970s, mostly in other people’s cars, and, when I was really lucky, on other people’s boats. It was a place where time seemed to have a different value: there was definitely a lot more of it. Three days in west Cork was usually as reviving as a fortnight anywhere else. And, conversely, a three-day visit could end up lasting for ten, as the pressures of the outside world receded, evaporating in a haze of fresh air and pub fumes. During this same period, Peter Somerville-Large was cycling around the coast from Clonakilty to Ardgroom, revisiting scenes of his childhood, and recalling past inhabitants, in order to write that classic of small-scale travel, The Coast of West Cork (Victor Gollancz, 1972).


There is another, less frequented, west Cork, consisting of its inland areas: Bandon, Enniskean, Rossmore, Coppeen, Dunmanway, Drinagh, Drimoleague, Kealkil. These are names that you would recall fondly only if you had family or other connections in the area. One such was the late Pete McCarthy, author of McCarthy’s Bar (Hodder and Stoughton, 2000). He was born Peter Robinson in Warrington, and considered himself thoroughly English, but his mother, whose name he adopted professionally, came from a farm midway between Drimoleague and Dunmanway. McCarthy describes the childhood thrill of being allowed to hold the reins on the horse and cart, as he and his uncle drove from the farm to the fair day in Dunmanway or Drimoleague – he was never sure which. Both are a little bigger nowadays than the many ‘blink and you miss it’ villages in Ireland, but even so, it is sometimes hard to remember which one you have just driven through, and which one is coming up. Both straggle along the main road, either side lined by shops and houses of little or no architectural merit, enlivened, perhaps, in summer, by a few tubs planted with brightly coloured flowers.


Then there is the more hilly part of west Cork, to the north and east of the head of Bantry Bay, partly on the border with County Kerry, the wild terrain of the Shehy Mountains and the Gaeltacht area: the corrie lake at Gougane Barra where the River Lee has its source; Inchigeelagh, with the Gaeltacht to its west, running through Coolea, Ballyvourney, Ballingeary; finally, returning towards Cork city through Macroom, Kilmichael and Béal na mBláth, where Clonakilty-born Michael Collins, Commander-in-Chief of the pro-Treaty government forces, was shot dead in an ambush on 22 August 1922.


A century ago if you mentioned west Cork, people would probably associate the place first with Gougane Barra, where the legendary St Finbarr founded his monastery on an island in a black corrie lake, surrounded by tall hills, having first banished a serpent from its depths. Cronin’s Hotel at Gougane Barra and its clientele were featured in the work of writer and artist Robert Gibbings, which was enormously popular in the 1950s. People would have heard in mythology of the Pass of Keimaneigh (the Pass of the Deer), an echoing steep-sided cutting through the mountains. Or perhaps they would think of Inchigeelagh and Ballingeary, promoted by Daniel Corkery to his pupils, the writers Seán Ó Faoláin and Frank O’Connor, as places to immerse yourself in the true Irish culture.
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From the mid-nineteenth century until relatively recent times, Bantry and Glengarriff were the chief tourist destinations to the west of Cork city and Blarney. They were usually visited en route to Killarney, crossing the border into Kerry along the tunnel road in the lovely wild hills above Glengarriff. Vickery’s Inn in Bantry and the Eccles Hotel in Glengarriff (the latter still going strong) played host to many early visitors, including Virginia Woolf, ‘Everybody talks to everybody,’ she reported, sounding as pleasantly surprised at this local trait as today’s visitors.


Bandon, Clonakilty and Skibbereen grew and prospered with the arrival of the West Cork Railway, but it was not until the private car became more generally affordable in the 1970s and 1980s that the coastal areas south and west of Clonakilty and Skibbereen – Castletownshend, Baltimore, Schull, Barley Cove, Crookhaven – became popular tourist destinations. But they were always low-key places for family holidays, where accommodation was offered primarily in existing houses and cottages (bed and breakfast or self-catering) rather than in grand, purpose-built hotels. And the season was short – July and August, give or take a week or two before and after.


In the old days, country people might visit Cork city once a year (often on 8 December, the Feast of the Immaculate Conception and the traditional day for doing the Christmas shopping), or maybe twice a year, once for the Cork Show, an agricultural show held in August, and then perhaps for a GAA match. Some of the older generation have never been to the city at all, while their grandchildren now often opt to commute 30, 40 or 50 miles to work from their west Cork base.


As a reminder of how much west Cork has changed in so little time, I keep a newspaper clipping on my desk of a photograph from The Southern Star captioned ‘Main Street, Drimoleague, in the fifties’. The foreground of the photograph is occupied by the dusty, untarred main street. The photographer must therefore have been standing in the middle of the road, without the slightest worry of being run over. And no wonder: there are precisely two cars in the picture, both parked at the side of the road. There are four, possibly five, people: an old woman near a telegraph pole on the left of the road, one or two individuals beside one of the cars, and a couple of small children, who seem about to cross the deserted road. A pub-grocery, marked by hanging signs for ‘Players Please’ (cigarettes) and Guinness, is open for business; all the other shops have reverted to private use or are boarded up. The village had only recently been electrified, and probably still has no running water. The place is tidy. It is just that it is eerily empty.


The majority of the people who were born in Drimoleague are probably working in Birmingham, Cricklewood, Boston or New York, or numerous other places around the globe to which they emigrated. The population of rural Cork declined steadily from the Great Famine until the late 1980s, when a small reverse trend was established.


Unlike the bright, self-confident village of today, Drimoleague in the 1950s looks like the place you would least want to visit in the universe – let alone migrate to.
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The increased population figures in west Cork came about through a combination of factors, which are still being analysed. Incomers were certainly important – among them, young people from predominantly middle-class backgrounds, not long out of college, who decided in the late 1970s to opt out of the rat race and live a simpler life, closer to nature, in a beautiful, unspoilt part of the world, where land and housing were still affordable. These, and their older counterparts, were called affectionately ‘blow-ins’, as in ‘Who’s your man?’ ‘Ah, he’s just a blow-in.’ The implication being that there was nothing to worry about – like seeds on the wind, these strangers would blow away again as quickly as they had blown in. Some did, but others took root.


Since the 1980s, jobs have been increasing steadily, enabling many locally born people, who would otherwise have left for Dublin, London or New York, to stay in the area and raise families of their own. The number of farmers is shrinking, but jobs in tourism, the service industries, the pharmaceutical industry and information technology are steady or growing. There has even been a significant contribution to the population figures made by people who had one or more parent from the area, were born and educated abroad, but eventually decided to live where they really wanted to be, instead of staying in a city they did not want to live in while progressing pointlessly up the professional ladder. We are sometimes called ‘blow-backs’, to distinguish us from blow-ins, who have no previous connection to the area. I prefer the term ‘returnees’.


My own story is a classic ‘returnee’ case study. My mother was born in Summercove, a village on Kinsale Harbour a mile outside town. For me as a child in the 1950s and early 1960s, holidaying in Kinsale, the west of the county was an exotic, faraway destination. If a trip to, say, Clonakilty, was planned, my mother would pack a rug, a picnic basket, and a flask of tea, convinced that the car would break down on the way. All too often it did. Today I think nothing of nipping over to Clonakilty, a pleasant half-hour drive from Kinsale, to visit friends, or go to the Farmers’ Market or to walk on the beach at Inchydoney.


People did not travel for pleasure so much before the 1960s. To travel usually meant to emigrate, as my mother did in 1933. ‘There was nothing for us in Summercove’ was her way of putting it. She and her sister took the steam packet from Cork to Fishguard, to study nursing at St Mary’s Hospital, Paddington, coincidentally next door to the terminus for the Fishguard train. Her sister came home, but my mother married an English doctor, and lived outside Ireland for most of her life. My grandmother died in the early 1950s, shortly after I was born, and I cannot remember her, but we kept her house (no one else in my mother’s family had any use for it) and used it for holidays. In the early 1960s my parents were faced with the expense of installing running water (electricity had arrived in 1951) at a time when we were about to move to Dallas, Texas, and would unable to visit Ireland. This, plus complications caused by the absence of title deeds, made them decide to give up the house. Then we came back to London and visits to Summercove resumed. We stayed in rented houses until 1974, when my mother bought another house in the village. Since leaving school, I had spent most of my time travelling and living abroad, seldom visiting Ireland, but from 1976 I started spending as much time as I could in Kinsale and, in 1982, I sublet my flat in London for six months, to see if I could make it work full-time. Twenty-five years later I’m still here.


West Cork attracts well-travelled people who have seen the rest of the world and decided that this is as good as it gets. Parts of west Cork are only half an hour from Cork Airport, which has direct flights to many UK destinations and several European capitals. The first wave of outsiders to buy in west Cork was mainly holiday-home owners and retired people. There is a still a large contingent of Dublin business people and politicians, as well as London media people, with second homes in the area. In the late 1970s, the low price of land and the mild climate attracted urban people keen to experiment with self-sufficiency and alternative lifestyles, Dutch and German, Irish and English.


Today the trend is increasingly towards people in early to mid-career, successful business people, turning their back on the corporate culture in order that they and their children can enjoy a balanced and more fulfilling lifestyle in beautiful, unpolluted surroundings. For the price of a modest Dublin-semi, they can buy a prime waterside property in west Cork, and live in relative splendour. They are well organised and acutely aware of both the drawbacks and the advantages of such a radical change. They are also determined to succeed both professionally and personally in their new lives, while respecting and, in time, enhancing the community they are moving into.


But there are shadows too, like the one cast by the murder in 1996 of Sophie Toscan du Plantier, a well-connected Paris-based film-maker. The violent murder of a woman who had assumed that she was safe in her relatively remote holiday home alone, shocked and outraged people far beyond the immediate area of Schull. For the first time people living remotely, alone or in couples, felt the fear and suspicion that are commonplace in urban Europe.
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One of the first people I talked to about this book was the film producer David Puttnam, currently President of UNICEF, whose home is now near Skibbereen. He explained how his liking for beautiful but remote places began when he was making a film in western Scotland, Local Hero. ‘That’s what interested me about your project. The title is a line from that film.’ I managed to hide my surprise, and he continued. ‘It’s what someone says to the American oil man who wants to ruin this absolutely beautiful place:‘You can’t eat scenery’. Yet these days, west Cork is buzzing with activity – artisan food producers and craftspeople, writers, artists, IT personnel, even people like Jeremy Irons restoring crumbling fifteenth-century castles. You might not be able to eat scenery – but you can do just about anything else.





1


Long Ago – The Early History of West Cork



Every year on the day of the winter solstice I drive to Drombeg Stone Circle off the road between Rosscarbery and Glandore, hoping to watch the sun setting in alignment with the stone altar. Twenty years ago there would be half a dozen people there; in 2006 there were over 200.


Drombeg, locally called the Druids’Altar, is a well-preserved circle of fourteen stones, with two uprights, known as portal stones. The traditional way to enter and leave a stone circle is through this portal; otherwise, some say, you will have bad luck.


Directly opposite the portal stones at Drombeg is a recumbent stone, usually presumed to be an altar stone. Behind this stone and to its left is a view of low hills, spreading back for maybe ten miles. Drombeg is on a low plateau, peaceful and sheltered, with open views to the north and west, and, when visibility is good, distant sea views to the south. There is a natural geological V-shaped gap in the hills, and at the setting of the sun on the winter solstice (around 4.30 p.m.) the last rays are supposed to fall through this gap in alignment with the recumbent stone and the portal.


Once, just before the sun went down, a huge flock of rooks flew past, heading to the woods to roost for the night. Then there was silence. It is a strange and memorable experience to stand there, some 6,000 years after those stones were first put into place, and wait for the light to disappear behind the same low hills that our ancestors once viewed. Who were those people who used to gather here at this same time of year, waiting for sunset, looking out at the still grey hills?
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Settlers first came to west Cork around 6,000 BC. These Stone Age people lived by hunting, fishing and gathering, according to archaeological evidence. Much of the country was covered with primeval forest of oak, interspersed with holly and birch, or with ash, hazel, and yew in limestone areas. Around 3,000 BC a wave of settlers are thought to have come from Galicia. If you set sail from Galicia in a primitive boat, the tides and currents would most likely bring you to the shores of west Cork. The Galicians were part of the migration west across the Mediterranean from the Middle East in search of new lands. These migrants were farming people, who made clearings in the forest to grow crops, moving on to new lands when the productivity of the fields was waning. Pig-keeping was an important part of the economy, and herds of swine roamed among the trees. Eagles and wolves thrived in the wild until the mid-eighteenth century, when the last recorded wolf in Munster was shot.


Metalworkers and prospectors reached Ireland about 2,000 BC, and soon succeeded in their search for copper deposits. Nearly all the mines in west Cork show evidence of prehistoric mining. The Bronze Age descendants of these Stone Age settlers were the builders of Drombeg Stone Circle and west Cork’s other megalithic remains: standing stones, wedge tombs and cooking pits. West Cork’s megaliths are relatively small-scale: it is their unspoilt scenic locations – coastal plateaux, open fields, often with long views – that make them memorable.


The region’s megalithic remains began to be properly documented in the 1950s. Only in 1992 was a major survey completed by a team of archaeologists from University College, Cork (UCC), for the Department of Environmental Heritage and Local Government. This found that Drombeg was a Bronze Age ritual site, with carbon dating of 1,124–795 bc. The circle contained a burial urn at its centre, with the bones of an adolescent. Beyond these facts, all is speculation.


While there have been no great finds of Celtic metalwork in west Cork, the area is unusually rich in ogham stones. Out of a total of 358 ogham stones on record from Ireland, 252 are from Munster and 247 of those are from Cork, Kerry and Waterford. A collection of 28 of Munster’s inscribed ogham stones, dating from the mid-fifth to the late seventh century, are on display in University College, Cork.


Ring forts, or circular earthenworks (raths), which surrounded the huts of the farmers of early Christian Ireland, are extremely numerous throughout west Cork. In the Clonakilty area alone, the Cork Archaeological Survey recorded 48 circular earthworks or possible ring-fort sites. Many were left untouched for centuries because of superstition: the local people thought that they were the home of fairies and it was believed that bad luck would pursue anyone who interfered with these places. This extended to stone monuments as well as to ring forts. Even today, where small fields have been turned into vast prairies, the ring forts often still stand untouched, usually marked by rings of trees, clearly visible from the air.


Those early settlers in their stone-built or wooden huts with tightly corbelled or thatched roofs would have been damp, but never really cold. Because of the Gulf Stream and its southerly location, the coastal areas of west Cork are frost-free all the year round. Further inland, the temperature seldom falls below zero. They chose sites that had a good view of the surrounding country, were easy to defend and, if possible, were near a source of fresh water. These places, which often have the word lios (liss, fairy fort) or dún (dun, fort) in their names, have been in continuous use for hundreds, sometimes thousands, of years.
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Christianity probably arrived in Cork well before St Patrick brought it to the north and east of Ireland, traditionally in ad 432. The Old Head of Kinsale is marked on the map of the world produced by the Egyptian Ptolemy in the middle of the first century ad. This map also shows Cork Harbour, the River Shannon, and the Mizen Head, and was presumably based on information gained from sailors who had returned to the Mediterranean from Irish waters. St Ciaran of Cape Clear Island is referred to in the Annals of Innisfallen as Primogenitus Sanctorum Hiberniae – ‘the first born of the saints of Ireland’. According to the Annals, he returned from Rome to his native Cape Clear Island on 5 March 402. St Ciaran’s Day is still a holiday on the island. The origins of Cork’s more famous saint, Finbarr, do not have such strong local roots. Saint Finbarr is reputed to have banished a monster from the black waters of Gougane Barra, set up a hermitage there, and a famous school at Cork in the sixth or seventh century. Latest scholarly opinion holds that legend has been mingled with the widespread cult of Finbarr, a teacher of Colmcille, who founded a church at Movilla, County Down, and whose life was first written around 1200.


The pre-Christian inheritance is also evident in the cult of St Gobnait, patron saint of beekeepers. Her shrine and Holy Well in Ballyvourney are regular places of pilgrimage today: the bushes are still decked with rosaries and ribbons; the well’s water is still believed to have healing powers; and today’s pilgrims continue to observe the patterns, or ‘rounds’, old forms of worship that distinguished Irish Christianity from mainland continental practice. Another famous County Cork saint, St Fachtna, founded a monastery and school at Rosscarbery around AD 590. This attracted pilgrims and scholars from Ireland and Europe, until the Danes destroyed it in the ninth century.
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Prior to the Norman invasion, the region we have defined as west Cork formed part of the Kingdom of Desmond (south Munster), ruled by MacCarthys based in Cashel. There were Ó Laoghaires, Ó Céilleachairs and Ó Tuamas in the Lee valley. Fighting was endemic among the Irish chieftains. Its effect on west Cork was memorably summed up by Lee Snodgrass of the Mizen Archaeological Society in a talk dealing with the years of inter-tribal warfare: ‘The O’Mahonys were pushed south and west by the MacCarthys; the O’Mahonys, in turn, pushed the O’Driscolls south and west to Baltimore and then Cape Clear.’


The O’Mahonys built twelve castles in a ring around the Mizen Peninsula. The O’Driscolls had castles at Baltimore, Ringarogy and Cape Clear. Both families were involved in a lucrative endeavour, charging dues from herring fishers from Spain (Galicia again), Portugal, and France in return for salting facilities, landing, and mooring places. This is the reason why there are so many castles set dramatically on cliff edges along the coast, looking out to sea.


All these early inhabitants of west Cork seem to have been colonisers of one sort or another who came to the area from other parts of Europe or from other parts of Ireland. The term ‘native Irish’ is used comparatively, referring to those immigrants who had been here longer than the newer arrivals, particularly in the case of the Norman invasion. The intensity of tribal warfare glimpsed is one of the reasons traditionally given for the lack of resistance to the Anglo-Norman invasion. Dermot MacCarthy’s submission to King Henry II caused further disagreement among the MacCarthys. The Normans took advantage of this to establish their own power and territorial claims.


By about 1215 the Normans were building castles, specifically fortified tower houses, some of them on the site of old Irish forts, many of which were then unoccupied. For example, Myles de Courcey chose a place near the site of Dún Cearma, on the narrowest part of the peninsula of the Old Head of Kinsale, to build Dunmacpatrick Castle in the thirteenth century. Castles previously belonging to MacCarthy, O’Mahony, O’Neill, O’Driscoll and O’Sullivan were now held by the new Norman overlords: Barry, Carew, Roche, de Courcey, Barrett, de Cogan, Hodnett, and others. There are over 400 castles and fortified houses (dating from around 1600, after the Elizabethan wars) in County Cork, about one quarter of these, approximately 104, in the west Cork area.


The assimilation of the Anglo-Normans, who intermarried among the native chieftains, was rapid, although for generations people continued to boast of both bloodlines – Anglo-Norman and ‘native Irish’. Piaras MacÉinrí, head of the Centre for Migration Studies in the UCC Department of Geography, points out that mainstream Ireland has imagined itself in mono-ethnic, mono-cultural tribal terms since the foundation of the State, even if this has never corresponded to the realities: ‘… a counter-history is now needed, that tells the history of the country and its multiple peoples and diasporas, not in the tribal sense of a “core nation” beset by successive invasions, but in terms of an accretion of encounters and syntheses over many centuries making us the already multiethnic, non-tribal nation we are today.’ (When this conclusion from an academic paper was reported in The Irish Times, MacÉinrí received virulent hate mail.)
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The ports of Dingle and Kinsale had strong maritime links with Cornwall, France and Spain, in contrast to Dublin, which was closer to England and Wales. Once Henry VIII had broken with the papacy, fears grew amongst the English loyalists that the coast of west Cork and Kerry would be used by England’s enemy, Catholic Spain, as a back door into England. The baronies of Carbery, Bantry and Berehaven, and Muskerry (baronies which contained roughly that area that we have defined as west Cork) remained in the hands of native Irish dynasties throughout the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. A landing of Spanish and Italian forces at Smerwick on the Dingle Peninsula in 1580 strengthened the English determination to crush rebellions in Munster. The 1583 Desmond rebellion was followed by the start of ‘plantation’. Land was taken from the rebellious warlords and given to English colonists, who could be relied on to be loyal to the Crown. This process started in the north and east of the county. Small areas at Kinsale, Bandon and Bantry were ‘planted’ in the mid-sixteenth century, after the Earl of Desmond’s revolt, and further grants of land were made after the Battle of Kinsale in 1601.


By the end of the sixteenth century, Kinsale was an important naval base, a walled town that had received a royal charter in 1334. The Battle of Kinsale was a resounding defeat of the combined Irish and Spanish forces under O’Neill and O’Donnell. Six Spanish ships that had landed in error at Castlehaven were sunk or otherwise dealt with by six English warships. In the wake of the battle, the land to the west of Kinsale was sacked and laid waste.


After the defeat at Kinsale, Donal Cam O’Sullivan Beare’s mercenaries retreated to his castle at Dunboy near Castletownbere. Sir George Carew (1555–1629), provincial president of Munster at the time, had the responsibility of restoring law and order to west Carbery. As the historian Hiram Morgan succinctly puts it, ‘His mixture of brute force and skilful diplomacy quelled Munster within a year’ (Sir George Carew’ in Sean Connolly ed. The Oxford Companion to Irish History, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1998, p. 70). Carew arrived in Rosscarbery on 4 May 1602 with 4,000 men, and next day they went to inspect Castlehaven Castle and harbour. The following day he and his regiment visited Baltimore and Sherkin Island. Each soldier had a ration of two pounds of beef on flesh days and eight herrings on fish days, which had to be requisitioned as they moved on. The English troops confiscated cattle and horses and laid waste what remained. It took them until June to reach Dunboy Castle. The castle held out under siege for six months, and eventually its defenders, heavily outnumbered by the English forces, were killed when they blew it up rather than surrender. (The full story can be read in Pacata Hibernia, ed. Standish O’Grady, London, 1896.) Donal Cam escaped and, on 31 December 1602, began his long march from Glengarriff to Leitrim. Of the 1,000 people who set out, only 35 reached their destination.


In 1607, the clan chiefs left for Spain, an exodus known as the Flight of the Earls, and the old Gaelic world order was over. The emigration of Gaelic leadership continued after the victory of the William III at the Battle of the Boyne and the Siege of Limerick in 1691, when some 14,000 individuals, mainly from the minor nobility, gentry, and professional classes (known collectively as the Wild Geese), left for Europe.
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By 1641, 22,000 English Protestants had settled in Munster, most of them to the east, south and north of Cork city where the land was of better quality than in the west. In 1641 an alliance of Irish – including MacCarthys, O’Donovans, O’Driscolls and O’Mahonys – and Anglo-Normans reacted to land confiscation by massacring large numbers of Protestant settlers in both Munster and Ulster. Fighting dragged on, interrupted intermittently by temporary truces, for the next seven years. Among the houses and castles left in ruins by the rebellion were Rathbarry Castle at Castlefreke, O’Donovan’s castles at Castledonovan (Drimoleague) and Raheen (Union Hall), Cormac MacCarthy Reagh’s castle at Kilbrittain, and Coppinger’s Court, a massive fortified house between Glandore and Rosscarbery.


In order to quash these rebellions, Oliver Cromwell was sent to Ireland in 1649. Between August 1649 and May 1650 his troops marched west from Cork through Kinsale, Bandon, Dunmanway and Skibbereen to Glengarriff. From this time until the Act of Union, the presence of the law (in the form of permanent garrisons of redcoats, as the English troops were called) in the Baronies of Carbery, Bantry and Berehaven, and Muskerry, ended at Kinsale. But, in case of further rebellions, subjects loyal to the crown could take refuge in Bandon, a walled town, known as the Derry of the South.


Bandon, or Droichead na Banndan, dates its foundation from 1604 when the bridge across the Bandon was rebuilt by Henry Beecher, Richard Skipwith and William Newce. Richard Boyle, the Earl of Cork, received its formal charter from James I in 1613. Its massive walls enclosed 27 acres and had four gates which stood until 1688. One section of the wall can still be seen on the west side of the town. Bandon was intended as a safe refuge for the English settlers, or planters, who had been granted tracts of fertile land along the valley of the River Bandon, and south and west of the town down to Clonakilty, in an attempt to ‘plant’ the area with subjects who would be loyal to the Crown in times of trouble. Protestant settlers from as far away as Clonakilty took refuge in Bandon in times of trouble. At the same time, Richard Boyle founded Enniskean and Castletown Kinneigh to the west of Bandon and Clonakilty to the south.


The first Bandonians came mainly from Somerset. Their names can still be found in the town today and have also been given to local places: Becher, Bennett, Deane, Newce, Coombes, Poole, Bernard, Frost, and Reen. Bandon Grammar School, one of the oldest schools in the country was founded in 1641, and is still thriving, with over 450 pupils of all religions being educated in a strong Church of Ireland ethos. Until the relaxation of the Penal Laws in the latter part of the eighteenth century, no Catholics were permitted to live in the walled town of Bandon. When Charles Smith, author of the history and gazetteer The Ancient and Present State of the County and City of Cork, passed through in 1750, he wrote ‘In this town, there is not a popish inhabitant, nor will the townsmen suffer one to dwell in it, nor a piper to play in the place, that being the music used formerly by the Irish, in their wars.’ He also notes that Bandon could raise a militia of a thousand men. To this day, people like to quote the saying ‘Bandon, where even the pigs are Protestant’. Such sectarian attitudes are history now. In 2004, the town’s 400th anniversary was marked by an Ecumenical Service of Light, in which the town’s various religious communities took part.
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