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May those who are gone from us be safe in the arms of God in His Heavenly Port

Go raibh ár muintir go léir atá imithe uainn slán faoi lúchair i mbachlainn Dé i bPort na Síoraíochta

(Words written on the memorial at Dingle harbour)
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For Frances, John and Matthew, and also for my grandmother, Nora (Kennedy) Dillon, who passed to me the story of her parents, William and Norry.
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Legend: The voyages of HMS Melville, 1857, Devonport to Hong Kong. HMS Calcutta, twenty-fifth March 1858 to twenty-seventh July 1859, Hong Kong to Gulf of Pechili to Nagasaki to Hong Kong, 1858. Hong Kong to Devonport, March to July 1859. The map traces the route of HMS Melville beginning at Devonport in England. The route moves south through the North Atlantic Ocean, passing the Azores and Madeira Islands, then continues past the Canary Islands and along the west coast of Africa. The route curves across the South Atlantic Ocean, passes near Saint Helena, rounds the Cape of Good Hope at Cape Town, crosses the Indian Ocean, passes Seychelles, and continues eastward through the Maldives, the strait between India and Sri Lanka, across the Bay of Bengal to Calcutta, the Andaman Islands, and then winds past Sumatra to Saigon, ending at Hong Kong. The route of HMS Calcutta begins at Hong Kong and travels north through the Yellow Sea to the Gulf of Pechili, with labelled stops near Tientsin and Nagasaki back to Hong Kong. The route then continues south through the South China Sea to Singapore, passes Sumatra, crosses the Indian Ocean, rounds the Cape of Good Hope, passes Simonstown, crosses the South Atlantic Ocean, passes Saint Helena, and continues north through the Atlantic and the Canary Islands to reach Devonport. A compass rose is in the lower left corner of the map. The countries plotted on the map are Greenland, Iceland, Brazil, Ireland, England, Spain, France, Italy, Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Poland, Morocco, Algeria, Mauritania, Lybia, Egypt, Ethiopia, Somalia, Madagascar, Seychelles, Greece, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Iraq, Iran, Maldives, India, Burma, Mongolia, Chinese Empire, Thailand, Vietnam, Singapore, Indonesia, Philippines, Papua New Guinea, Australia, Solomon Islands, Russia, Korea, and Japan. Sumatra, Tasmania, and Borneo islands are also marked. Cities plotted on the map are Cape Town, Devonport, Calcutta, Shanghai, Tientsin, Nagasaki, Sydney. The Pacific Ocean, Indian Ocean, and the North and South Atlantic Oceans are labelled. Major water bodies include the Norwegian Sea, North Sea, Mediterranean Sea, Black Sea, Arabian Sea, Bay of Bengal, South China Sea, Yellow Sea, and Sea of Japan.
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Legend: Voyage of HMS Topaze, tenth October 1859 to nineteenth March 1860, Plymouth to Esquimalt, Vancouver Island. Homeward voyage, HMS Topaze, twenty-seventh July to twenty-third December 1863, Vancouver to Plymouth. The map traces the outward route of H M S Topaze beginning at Plymouth in England. The route travels south through the North Atlantic Ocean, passing the Canary Islands, Cape Verde Islands, and Fernando do Noronha, then continues along the coast of Brazil to Rio de Janeiro. The route crosses the South Atlantic Ocean, passes the Falkland Islands, rounds Cape Horn near the Straits of Magellan, and proceeds northward into the Pacific Ocean. The route passes the Juan Fernandez Islands and continues northwest across the North Pacific Ocean to the Sandwich Islands, followed by Vancouver Island, ending at Esquimalt. The homeward voyage begins at Vancouver and travels south along the Pacific coast, passing the coasts of Mexico, Central America, and the west coast of South America, and reaches Valparaiso in South America. The route passes through the Straits of Magellan, curves around Cape Horn, passes the Falkland Islands, and crosses the South Atlantic Ocean to reach Rio de Janeiro. Text at Rio de Janeiro reads, Homeward-bound, arrival on twenty-fifth October 1863 and departure on second November 1863. The route then continues north through the Canary Islands and Madeira Islands to reach Plymouth. Countries and regions labelled on the map include Canada in North America, the United States of America, Mexico, Cuba, Venezuela, Colombia, Peru, Bolivia, Chile, Argentina, Brazil, Madagascar, Ethiopia, Egypt, Lybia, Algeria, Morocco, Spain, Italy, France, England, Germany, Ireland, Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Poland, Russia, Greece, Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Saudi Arabia. Islands and regions labelled include Vancouver Island, Sandwich Islands, Kiribati, Galapagos Islands, Juan Fernandez Islands, Falkland Islands, South Georgia, and Graham Land. Cities labelled include Plymouth, Esquimalt, Valparaiso, Rio de Janeiro, Cape Horn, and Fernando do Noronha. Major water bodies labelled include the South Atlantic Ocean, North Atlantic Ocean, South Pacific Ocean, North Pacific Ocean, Gulf of Alaska, Gulf of Mexico, North Sea, Black Sea, and Mediterranean Sea.













INTRODUCTION


Back in 1964 when I was a small boy of four years of age, I was in my grandmother’s home on Green Street in Dingle one day when I took notice of a large, framed photograph that was hanging on the wall in one of the rooms. This photograph had probably been on that wall for decades, but it was only on that day that it caught my attention for the first time. As I stared at the image, my gaze was being met by a very serious-looking elderly couple. The man had a full, snow-white beard, and on his chest were pinned four shiny medals. The woman sported a turban-like headdress along with a neckerchief that was similar, I thought, to what cowboys wore in westerns.

Curious to know who these people were and why their photograph was on display in my grandmother’s home, I made my way to her bedroom, where she was having an afternoon lie-down. They were, she said, her parents, William Kennedy and Norry Grady, and this made them my great-grandparents. From that day onwards until her final illness took hold of her, Mom, as she was known to her grandchildren, regaled me with stories of the lives of the two people in that black and gold frame.

Mom’s tales of her father’s adventures on seas and oceans all over the globe ignited in me a lifelong interest in this ordinary couple who lived their lives during some extraordinary times in history. For many years, the only bits of information I had on William and Norry came from these stories and from a dusty old document containing William’s service record, which listed all of the ships he had served on and when. Searches for further discoveries about William and Norry were confined to accessing church records, which, as many researchers will attest, was needle-in-a-haystack work.

As years rolled by, interest grew worldwide in genealogical research. The digitisation of extant birth, baptism, marriage, death and census records began to unlock doors heretofore shut tight. Ships’ logbooks, and journals written by officers who served on the same ships as William, began to come online. All of these led to more and more information being revealed about the lives of William and Norry. The dusty old document recording William’s service was now able to tell me where in the world his ships had brought him, and a new perspective on my great-grandfather’s life and times began to emerge.

Even so, my great-grandparents’ genealogies had many gaps because of the frequent absence of official records. This created difficulties in putting together their stories and the stories of those who came before them. It was not possible to pinpoint definitively the identities and origins of all of their ancestors. It was also impossible, for example, to identify the precise circumstances that brought their paths to cross in 1859, the year that they married.

As a result, I took all of the factual information available to me from archival records and family sources and dramatised it as a story. I filled in the gaps in my great-grandparents’ lives by forming careful assumptions about their circumstances, based on historical and genealogical records.

Some of the language used by William might seem very old fashioned now, in light of modern discussions of race and colonialism. However, I’ve tried to keep his descriptions as historically accurate as possible, and I hope the reader will appreciate this.

Here, William and Norry, now in their old age, are the narrators; as they reminisce about their life and times, their telling of the story moves over and back between them as the events of their lives unfold.
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MY ROOTS



It’s the early days of 1913, and here I am, an old man now of nearly four score years and I’ve lived my life through good times and bad. I have no complaints – the good times that came my way have been a great blessing, and nobody’s life is without its hardships. However, for so many people of my era, hardship and sadness most certainly outweighed whatever good times came their way.

We have been living here in Dingle since my retirement from the Coastguard in 1884. Our house sits on the very edge of the town’s beautiful harbour. Its location allows me, an old sailor, to watch the comings and goings from the pier. Though I’m confined to dry dock now after my years at sea, this beautiful little house is the finest consolation and comfort to me.

I’m not a native of Dingle, and neither is Norry, but she’s been with me through thick and thin, God love her. It was my service in the Coastguard that brought us to these parts. After many years of living in different places, we were fortunate to be sent to this heavenly part of the world, and from the moment we saw it we knew it was where we would live out our days.

I was born in September 1833 to a labourer’s family in Lahard in the east of County Cork. Lahard is a townland in the parish of Aghada. It’s a coastal place due east of Roche’s Point, which marks the entrance to Cork harbour. Back in those days, most people had no idea about exact dates for anything. We knew nothing of calendars, and my own date of birth wasn’t known for sure until many years later when we were getting married, and I needed proof of baptism. Time was measured by nature, by sunrise and sunset, and the chores that needed to be done from season to season, such as the ploughing, planting, saving the hay and so on, while fishermen followed the sea and its shoals and the ever-changing weather.

My parents were James Kennedy and Mary Fitzpatrick. There were many Kennedy families living in the townlands where the parishes of Aghada and Cloyne meet. It was my brother Cornelius who told me that our grandfather, John Kennedy, had migrated north to relatives in County Limerick when he was a young man. It wasn’t a bit unusual back then for young men to head off hoping to find better opportunities elsewhere. I have no idea what exactly he ended up working at in Limerick, but I know he married my grandmother, Catherine Barry, in 1780, and the following year my father was their firstborn. The story goes that in the early 1790s they got word from home that a lot of good work in the Carrigacrump limestone quarries was becoming available, so they decided to leave Limerick after them and they headed for east Cork. They settled in Shanahee, a few miles east of Lahard.

When I was a young boy helping my father, he used to tell me stories about his childhood and youth and how his family’s arrival in Cork came during a period of turmoil and violence in Ireland. He told me about the United Irishmen, founded and led mostly by educated Protestant men, and how they had been agitating for Ireland to break free from England and form a republic like the Americans and the French had done for themselves. A rebellion broke out in 1798. The stories my father told me made a strong impression on my young mind.

Though the main events of the uprising took place elsewhere, the United Irishmen were strong in our area: people like Colonel Edward Roche of the Trabolgan estate and George Buckmaster, a Protestant landlord, and Denis Kelly from Ballyshane. There were also many local people, tenant farmers and labourers, who were members. The Cahills of Aghada were a family of blacksmiths and made pikes, swords and even musket balls for the rebels. The local branch had carried out raids here and there. There was no harm done to any living soul; the objective was the destruction of property, such as boats that carried supplies from Cork to Fort Carlisle, the military base near Whitegate. But the English authorities were determined to flush out the rebels and their supporters. The military – the Redcoats – carried out reprisals in the area and inflicted dreadful torture on those they arrested. Some poor devils were flogged mercilessly at what was called the triangle. My father told me that the parish priest in Ballymacoda and Ladysbridge, Father O’Neill, survived nearly 300 lashes before being transported to Botany Bay. Many a man died from such treatment.

Another strategy the military employed was ‘free quartering’. This forced the people to billet soldiers in their homes, providing them with sleeping quarters and food. It brought terrible suffering on families who were already stretched trying to feed their own children. And there were many instances where the soldiers took advantage of the women and young girls in these houses. This outraged the people, but they were helpless to do anything, as there was no authority that they could appeal to for justice.

The 1798 Rebellion failed. One reason was that the English managed to drive a wedge between the Catholic and Protestant populations. This resulted in shocking atrocities being carried out by the people of each religion against the other. A sectarian hatred grew from this that still exists today, especially in Ulster. I was aware of this when I was growing up, but my father always taught us to never judge a man by his religion. My time in the Navy showed me how right my father was, because there I got to see people as they really were. When shot and shell were all around me, I wasn’t bothering to ask of the man who was helping to save my life how he worshipped. Later on in the Coastguard communities, where there was a mix of Catholic and various Protestant denominations, nothing mattered other than helping and loving your neighbour.

My father never mentioned if our family had any involvement with the United Irishmen. People didn’t talk about things like that because it was too dangerous. Rewards and bounties were offered to people for information on those with links to the rebels, and many poor people were tempted. So were some with a grudge against a neighbour. That was a long time ago, but even so, my father still used to say that a loose word near the wrong ears could land a man in trouble.

Whatever involvement in politics my father’s people might or might not have had, putting food on the table and meeting the rent payments was their main priority. I knew only two of my father’s family, my aunts, Mary and Honora. Aunty Mary was the only one of them born in County Cork. She lived near us in Lahard. I only knew her as a widow; her husband had died long before I was born. She was a hardy soul, pencil thin and straight as a main mast. After her husband’s sudden death, Mary took over their holding, working hard to provide for herself and their children, my cousins, Mary, Jeremiah and Catherine. Honora was born up in County Limerick and she married Richard Barry from Cloyne and they reared a family there.

On the other side, my mother’s people, the Fitzpatricks, were in Lahard for at least a couple of generations before she was born. Her father, Cornelius Fitzpatrick, was married twice. His first wife, Catherine Manahan, was my grandmother. They had three other children, Catherine, John and Honora, who also settled in the parish raising big families, so I had no end of cousins around me.

A few years after my grandmother died, my grandfather remarried. Widows and widowers remarried quickly back then, especially if there were young children who needed a father to provide for them or a mother to look after them. His second wife was also called Catherine – Catherine Driscoll – and this marriage produced three more children, Johanna, Bridget and Daniel. These stayed local too, got married and reared families, so my army of cousins increased even more.

Every parish in the land was the same. Families were large and those of their children who didn’t emigrate married locally, and as a result many families became interrelated in different ways. My mother used to warn us not to speak ill of anyone because you never knew who was related to who.

As my own parents grew to adulthood, the thoughts of their parents would have turned to planning for their future. Parents worked hard to arrange marriages for their offspring. Couples married at a young age, many in their teens, but the economy was good and there were prospects of a decent future for young people. A plot of ground was looked for, a deal was struck with the landholder and, almost overnight, a cabin was thrown up for the newly-weds.

At some point in 1810, my grandfathers, John Kennedy and Cornelius Fitzpatrick, must have sat down and discussed the possibility of a union between their two families. These negotiations would have been straightforward, as neither man had property; all they each had was a cabin and a potato plot. If the young people liked each other, then all that needed to be done was to locate the plot of ground to be rented from a local farmer and agree a rent, an arrangement called conacre. A plot was duly found and James Kennedy and Mary Fitzpatrick, my parents, were married on 19 August in the church in Ballinrostig, the nearest one in the parish to Lahard.

*   *   *

The Briens in Lahard were our landlords, and themselves tenants of Robert Uniacke Penrose Fitzgerald, one of the biggest landlords in Cork. At the time of my parents’ marriage, the Briens’ had a holding of nearly sixty acres of good land and were subletting small plots of ground to local labourers and cottiers. These plots were just big enough for a dwelling and a potato garden. My parents fell in for a plot that had been vacant since the death of the previous tenant, an elderly widower. It was one of three being let almost within the Briens’ yard. I have no idea what the rent was in the early years of their marriage, but I think it was about 11 shillings and 8 pence a year by the time I was in my teens. As well as the dwelling and garden there was also a small shed. Mr Brien died when I was very young, and Mrs Brien took over the holding and worked hard to keep it.

Our dwelling was located along the bóithrín that ran from the village of Inch and past the back of the beach. It was part of a cluster of cabins, a sort of clachán, on the right-hand side of the laneway as it climbed towards the higher ground of Lahard. A labourer’s cabin was a very basic construction of sod and branches and other such materials, but ‘cabin’ would be the wrong word to describe our home; it was a stone-built structure with a thatched roof, so it would be more accurate to call it a cottage. It measured some thirty feet in length by about sixteen feet in breadth and had a doorway about five and a half foot in height, which meant adults had to stoop when they went in and out. When compared with the dwellings of many in the labouring class back then, ours was a comfortable and secure home.

Over time, my father collected large, flat stones, cast-offs from the quarries in Carrigacrump where he worked now and again, and put down a proper floor. This was unheard of for families of our standing, but Dadda was a resourceful man and we enjoyed a few extra comforts as a result. We were lucky too that Mrs Brien didn’t raise our rent like others did when their tenants might make an improvement to the holding. Some lessors and landlords did, which only discouraged tenants from working to improve their situations. Greed and stupidity can be close relatives.

Dadda stood at about five foot ten, fairly tall for a man of his background in those years. He had a wiry build, not a spare inch of flesh on his bones. My earliest memory of what my father looked like was when he was a man of nearly sixty years. I see him now, a man of great physical strength and energy with a head of black, wavy hair.

My mother, about ten years younger, was thin as a whippet and came to the top of his shoulder. She had a beautiful head of rusty, shoulder-length hair which contrasted in such a striking manner with her clear, blue eyes. As if this wasn’t enough of a gift from nature, she was also blessed with high cheekbones and beautiful, milky-white skin. In fact, the young men and women of those years glowed with a healthy handsomeness. The diet of potatoes and buttermilk was credited with the healthy skin and sound teeth that so many of the people had.

We had a good-sized potato plot. The potato was our main food. Only on very rare occasions would a labouring family get to eat meat – potatoes and buttermilk were our lot. We had eggs too, because we were able to house our few hens safely at night in the shed that came with the plot. The eggs also brought in a few extra pennies. The autumn harvest of blackberries was always a welcome addition to our diet. Most families kept a pig for fattening and then sold it to meet the cost of the rent and to acquire other provisions, and with money in short supply, barter was common.

As part of their agreement, my father worked on Mrs Brien’s farm. This would have been during the ploughing, planting and harvest times of the year. He also did the milking and the normal daily farm chores. The other families renting from Mrs Brien were our close neighbours, the two Kinerny families, and further along were the Kinnelys, Hegartys, Sheas, Condons and, of course, my mother’s people, the Fitzpatricks. We were all tenants at will, with no security of tenure.

The population had been growing steadily when my parents started out in married life. The farming economy was good because of the wars against Napoleon. There was a big market for corn, livestock and bloodstock, because the soldiers needed to be fed, clothed and transported. The people’s health was very good, and this was down to the potato. It was easy to grow and was very nutritious. But with the rapid rise in the population came a fierce demand for land. That, in turn, drove the price up for any bit of ground. Some landlords weren’t able to profit from this because they were tied into leases of three lives with some of their bigger tenants, who were known as middlemen. These were people who were able to rent large holdings from the landlords, maybe up to a hundred or more acres. They then leased out smaller plots to small farmers and cottiers. The middlemen were the ones making money, because all of their subtenants were at will and their rents could be raised at any time. The lives of tenants at will were filled with uncertainty from Gale Day to Gale Day, the two days in the year when the rent fell due.

With the increase in population and the shortage of available land, tenants had little choice but to divide up their smallholdings when their children came to marrying age. Many gave a marrying son or daughter a piece of ground of their own, which began to turn good holdings into less economical ones. Farms were also reduced in size when the head of the household died and the holding was shared out among the offspring. One result of all of this was that plots grew smaller and smaller and poverty began to take hold. Another result was emigration for the younger ones when it was realised that the size of holdings had to be kept viable.

Some of the middlemen were ruthless in their response to tenants falling into arrears. They could be even worse than the agents of the landlords or the very worst of the landlords themselves. But not all were like that, definitely not the Briens. Their lease from Robert Fitzgerald was one of three lives, dating back to the 1790s. Indeed, the Briens were middlemen, but how they dealt with their tenants was a long way from how others operated. They treated us fairly and decently, and no one was evicted in the manner that was so common at the time.

As a child, I was unaware of the hardships suffered by my parents and our neighbours. Though we were poor in circumstances, our family was rich in love. A beautiful affection existed between our parents. Dadda used often pick a few wildflowers for Mammy when he was out and about. He was always getting her primroses – she loved that. Primroses grew in abundance, and in springtime, in full bloom, their fragrance drifted along in the breeze, filling the air around us. We lived in a lovely part of the world, for sure, and survived from day to day with the care and the love of our parents wrapped around us like a protective shawl. But still, it was hard to eke out a living there or anywhere else.

Labourers did more than farm work, which was mostly seasonal. They were constantly on the alert for news of work, wherever it might be found. When they heard of an opportunity, they put a few potatoes and a bite of bread into a bag and off they’d go. In our area, quarrying and building were reliable for a while. Stone from the quarries at Carrigacrump was transported across the harbour and from there up to Cork city, where it was used when the government was putting up public buildings. In Whitegate and Lower Aghada, there were boats employed in raising sand from the harbour, which was used for manure. Each Tuesday during the summer, a steamboat called from Cork or Queenstown to the pier at Lower Aghada to land coal, and men got work in the unloading.

There was also some work for girls in plaiting straw – Tuscan straw, as it was called – for export, but this didn’t involve big numbers. In truth, girls had few opportunities. Mostly they tried to secure employment as domestic servants in the homes of the wealthy. Such positions provided them with a degree of respect and security, but being a domestic in some households was very often a terrible life. Marriage was what lay in store for most girls once they reached full age – and there were plenty who were wed much younger. Sadly, marriage didn’t always improve a girl’s life either. With such bleak prospects, it was little wonder that many young women opted to emigrate.

In times of want, my father and some local men, and women too, especially younger women, had to offer their labour at the hiring fairs. These were no more than a form of slave market. They were held in market towns throughout the country, a part of the regular fair days when stock and produce were bought and sold. The labourers stood together in a prominent place and waited for employers to come by and offer work. It was to the benefit of the employer when there was a large number of labourers at the fair, because, in their desperation, the labourers themselves would drive down their wages. An employer heard offering someone ten pence a day might suddenly hear another man shout that he would do the work for eight! The people hired by farmers were known as sclábhaí feirme because that is what they were in all reality – farm slaves. They were also known as spalpeens. Four of my brothers – John, Con, Martin and Mike – were hired at these fairs a few times, though not always for farm work; they got building work for several months. They had worked now and again in Carrigacrump and had picked up useful skills there working with stone. Jim and myself were somehow spared from all that, thank God.

In dire circumstances, parents sometimes brought even their younger children to be hired. That was the saddest thing of all! I witnessed such an event in Midleton one day. I was barely eight or nine years old and I was helping my father and my brothers drive cattle belonging to Mrs Brien that she wanted sold at the market. It was a cold, wet, miserable day. A biting easterly wind chilled us to the bone all the way to town.

In Midleton we happened by a hiring fair in full swing. I stopped in my tracks when I saw a boy and girl about my own age being put up on a platform. I thought that my own clothes were rags. Well, I was a prince compared to them. They were barefoot. Going barefoot was nothing new to me, either, but I was always well shod for a trek to Midleton, especially in bad weather. Yet bad and all as their clothes were, it was the look of hopelessness and fear on their faces that struck me deeply.

Their mother stood near by, barefoot also, head bowed and a tattered shawl wrapped tightly around her. A crowd gathered and the bidding started. The man conducting the fair began to call out the uses that these two children could be put to: milking cows, herding and feeding the stock, weeding vegetable gardens, general household chores. Bidding was brisk. Eventually, ‘Sold’ was called and a brute of a man elbowed his way forward through the crowd. The two children held each other tightly as this fearsome-looking individual approached them. The mother let out an anguished wail as the man caught the two children by the shoulders and half-dragged them towards his trap. Her legs gave out from under her and she fell to the ground as she watched her children being taken away. That man didn’t even allow her to hug them for one last time. It was a pitiful sight to see this wretched woman in a heap on the ground, sobbing. The hiring-fair man came over and threw her some coins, her children’s worth.

Sometimes I used to compare our life to the life being lived by the well-to-do. The difference was like night and day. Many people in our area lived a hand-to-mouth existence while a small number of people, not too far away from us, lived in the lap of luxury. There were several Big Houses around the parish belonging to people like Mr Burke-Roche, Mr Haynes and the Smyths. Then you had the castles at Rostellan and Castlemary. All of these people were landlords. Some of them were decent Christian people. More of them were the opposite.

I was going to the national school in Inch all the while, though only now and again because when there was work available we’d be off with my father to help him get through his job and be paid for it. As a result, I had no reading or writing, and little English either – when I was growing up, we spoke only Irish. It was a terrible disadvantage and embarrassment to me later on, to be a grown man not able to read or write. I have both now, thank God, but it was only when I went into the Navy and really in the Coastguard that I learned.
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FAMILY AND CHILDHOOD



Our house was well known in the area. Dadda was a fine fiddle player, so our home became a place where locals gathered on evenings. We were a sort of a rambling house, and having a floor of flagstones was also a big attraction for dancers. My father and a couple of other local musicians would belt out the tunes that had the younger generation knocking sparks off our floor in set after set. The older people used to gather near the hearth, and though their dancing years were long gone, they were still able to tap their feet in perfect time to the music. As soon as I was old enough to hold the fiddle, Dadda began teaching me. The sound of the fiddle had caught my ear at an early age and with his help I became fairly good at it.

I was the youngest of nine children. All of my siblings survived into adulthood, a rare thing in those times. Was it all just down to good fortune? I don’t know. In the Navy there was great importance put on cleanliness and hygiene. It reminded me of my mother’s determination to keep her home and her children as clean as she could. Again, having a stone floor helped. In most dwellings the floors were usually earthen, and keeping things clean in such conditions was impossible.

The eldest in our family was John, who was born in 1811. He was followed in 1814 by Cornelius, or Con, as we called him. My sister Peggy was born in 1817. Martin came in 1819, with Mary following in 1822. The last of my sisters, Nora, was born in 1826. It was boys from there on; Mike arrived in 1827, and Jim followed in 1830. My mother gave birth to her children at home. A couple of neighbouring women would have been there to help, but no doctor. When I compare that with today, I thank God for how things have improved. Look at us now, living in a town with a couple of doctors near at hand!

We all got on very well, and my brothers and sisters were mad about me, especially the elder ones, who were almost old enough to be my parents. I was the peata coinín in my family. That’s the way with being the youngest: John, Con, Peggy and Martin spoiled me, while Mary, who was about 11 when I was born, was always around me like a clocking hen, or so the others told me in later years. Nora, Mike and Jim were the closest in age to me, and those were the three that I played with during my childhood.

We roamed everywhere around Lahard and beyond. In good weather we played on the beach at Inch. We helped to gather seaweed for use as fertiliser in our potato garden and picked periwinkles, limpets and any other kind of shellfish we found. We made simple fishing lines and caught mackerel and pollock off the rocks. On summer days we swam – though we were always careful of the dangerous currents at Inch. On the clifftop, east of Power Head, was a place we knew as the Castle, and we played there a lot. The Castle was once a fort built during the reign of Elizabeth I but destroyed by Geraldine forces during the Munster Rebellion. It would remind you of Dún an Óir back west in Smerwick, the way it’s built on a promontory. We spent hours there and I don’t know how one of us didn’t fall off that cliff with our wild carry-on.

As much as we wandered, we were careful not to trespass on demesne lands or the fields of the big farmers and other important people. In some places, dogs would be set after you – and it didn’t matter to the owners what damage the dogs did to the children of labourers! My father would also have been in trouble had any of his children done mischief on those people’s land.

From an early age, we had chores to do every day. Our small shed, where we kept the pig and the hens at night, had to be cleaned out regularly. This added to the manure heap. The manure was vital for the potato crop. Feeding the couple of hens and making sure they were in at night was also very important – losing a hen through someone’s carelessness or laziness would be nearly sinful. Their eggs were an important addition to our diet as well as earning a few pennies when we sold them, and the cost of replacing a lost hen would have been a big setback for our parents.

John, Con and Jim stayed local all their lives, working small plots just like our father did and labouring at whatever work was going. When Peggy married, she went to live in Queenstown, where her husband was a boatman. They all reared families, John and Con in Lahard and Jim in Guileen. All the others took the emigrant ship. They kept up regular contact with home at first, but that began to slow after a while. Eventually it stopped altogether in the years following our mother’s death. Most of my cousins, nieces and nephews emigrated too, mainly to Massachusetts, though one or two went to California while a few more made it as far as Australia.

John and a neighbour of ours, Johanna Hegarty, had a couple of children together – and they weren’t married! Could you imagine that happening today and the scandal it would cause? Children being born out of wedlock was very common back then and nobody batted an eyelid. The children were simply kept at home and loved. Somehow, though, in the years after the Famine, there was a change. I noticed a big change in many priests when I got home in 1859 for the first time after being overseas for more than five years. Some of them seemed to be holding themselves above the people. The way they were relating to the parishioners was very different from years before. Now it was dictating more than helping. Maybe the bishops were taking their lead from Queen Victoria, because she stood for strict ways of living.

Con and his wife, Ellen Hegarty, lived a little way up the boreen from our home. They were so good to our parents and cared for them when old age began to take its toll. Their daughter, Johanna, was also a great help to them. Johanna was born while I was overseas. She got a job as a servant in a local Big House and there was a man there who took advantage of her. She had a baby boy as a result of that wrong. Of course, the man in question wanted nothing to do with the child and neither did he suffer any consequences before the law. That was the way it was; no one charged with upholding the law was going to take the word of a common servant girl over that of the gentry.

That innocent infant was well looked after and reared by Johanna with the help of Con and Ellen and, a couple of years later, Johanna’s husband, John Coleman. They were good people, and that little boy grew up a happy child. His name was Joshua. He adored his mother, his stepfather and his grandparents. When he became a young man, he enlisted in the Navy. He has gone on to make a good life for himself in British Columbia. John Coleman died in recent years, but Johanna is still alive and well in Lahard, may God bless her always.

A lasting memory from my childhood is from 1839, on the night of Nollaig na mBan. I have been through combat, but I can tell you that it was on that night, the Night of the Big Wind, that I first experienced real fear. People thought it was the end of the world, because there was an old belief in Ireland that the world would end on the Feast of the Epiphany. The people believed that God was so angry with mankind that He had decided to blow us all away. Well, He blew a good bit away that night. The roof of our house and of many neighbours’ houses went on fire because the wind, getting in through the many small gaps in the walls and doors and windows – those that had window openings – blew sparks from the turf fires onto the thatch and fanned the flames. We ran to our shed for shelter; how that remained intact was a miracle, but it saved our lives. Much of Lahard is high ground, exposed to the worst of weather, but in most storms the houses in our cluster had a degree of shelter because the rise in the ground was between us and the open sea. However, with the hurricane that blew on Oíche na Gaoithe Móire, our position made no difference.

Boats were lost, torn from their moorings and smashed onto rocks at the bottom of the cliffs. Hundreds of trees were ripped up like matchsticks, though there came a blessing with that – the felled trees provided the timber when the men of the area began building new roofs, and in fairness the landowners who owned those trees were generous enough to supply the wood without charge to the tenants. A team of men would work on the roof of one house for a day, and by evening there was enough cover for the families from nearby houses to shelter there that night. The repair work went on for weeks after the storm. It was a miserable time. Don’t mind the years I spent at sea, I don’t ever want to see another night of a big wind, I can assure you.
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SHATTERED EXPECTATIONS



One day when I was out working with my father – I think I was about 10 years old at the time – a neighbour happened along and stopped to chat. They were talking about the ‘Repeal’ and the ‘Monster Meetings’. The neighbour was enthusiastic, claiming that life would be better for us if Mr O’Connell succeeded. My father shook his head doubtfully.

‘You don’t believe we’ll be better off, James?’ said the neighbour.

I’ll never forget my father’s answer.

‘Some will be, Pat, but not the likes of us. We’ll still be where we have always been, struggling to put food into the mouths of our children.’

My father was always a man who thought for himself.

Even though I was a young boy at the beginning of the 1840s, I was aware of the excitement among all our neighbours in Lahard, Inch, Aghada and beyond, when returning labourers and tradesmen who had travelled to other parts for work brought back stories of the different places and things they had seen, and in those early years of the 1840s they all talked about one thing: repealing the Act of Union.

Mr Edward Roche of Trabolgan House in Aghada spoke out in favour of Repeal, and my parents and people around always gave an ear to what he said. He was a close ally of Daniel O’Connell, the leader of the Repeal Movement.

Mr O’Connell came from Iveragh, across the bay from us here in Dingle. He was a barrister and a landlord, but also a devout Catholic, and the Church gave him a lot of support. Since he achieved Catholic Emancipation, the people of Ireland had called him The Liberator. After that achievement he made repeal of the Act of Union his new goal. He organised huge public meetings – Monster Meetings – and those mass gatherings filled everyone with hopes of a prosperous future.

But the government grew worried because of the huge numbers of people who were being mobilised by the Repeal Campaign. The authorities feared an armed rebellion even though they knew well that Mr O’Connell was a law-abiding man. When it was announced by the government that they were going to ban the upcoming meeting planned for Clontarf in 1843, the campaign leadership met to discuss the situation. Mr O’Connell hated violence and feared that bloodshed would result if they defied the government order. When he eventually decided to cancel the meeting, I remember neighbours gathered in our house during the following days and weeks, and the sense of despair and hopelessness that hung heavy in the air.

I was just a young boy at that time, and I remember so clearly the upset and worry I felt when looking around me at all those gathered in our cottage, grown men and women, and they drooped in sadness, their hopes and expectations, built up in recent years, now lying shattered beyond repair.

*   *   *

One evening in the late summer of 1845, my brother Jim and myself arrived home from a blackberry-picking expedition. We were proud lads with our pail of juicy berries, delighted to be presenting them to our mother. She used to mash them with milk or buttermilk and a shake of sugar – when she had it.

Then our father came in the door. Dadda loved the taste of blackberries, but instead of heading straight for our treasure, he walked slowly towards the hearth and sank heavily onto his súgán chair. He just sat there, as if in a trance. My mother went and sat opposite him.

‘What’s the matter, James, what’s happened?’

Not a word from Dadda. Fear and worry mounted on my mother’s face.

‘James!’ she snapped.

This jolted him back to his senses. He fixed his gaze on her.

‘The spuds, Mary,’ he said quietly. ‘The blackness is on the spuds.’

My mother threw up her hands.

‘Yerra what’s wrong with you, man? Sure that happens a bit every year.’

Dadda shook his head.

‘Mary,’ he said slowly. ‘Not this time. ’Tis different. It’s on all of them. Everywhere.’

The blackness was a disease called the blight. My father had seen it before, but he feared the worst now – the blight hadn’t totally destroyed the crop, but there was damage done all over the country. The frightening thing was that after digging what looked like healthy plants with abundant tubers people saw the potatoes turn black right in front of their eyes. I was 12 years old that autumn, so I was well old enough to see the fear and panic that was growing in my parents and neighbours. The winter that year was a hungry one, but we lived in the hope that things would be all right the following year.

In the spring of 1846, the work of preparing the ground for the planting of the year’s crop got underway. Those precious seed potatoes that had somehow survived the disaster of the previous autumn had been cared for over the winter months like a mother cares for her newborn. With the planting done, the people set about their other chores and prayed for a good harvest come autumn. The worries and fears of the winter and early spring slowly began to give way to hope and confidence as the weeks of summer went by, because there seemed to be a fine, healthy crop coming – my father spent hours in the field tending them as they grew. What nobody realised, though, was that the disease from the previous year had, over the months of winter, lurked silently and unnoticed in the seeds they had planted that spring with such hope. And then, in the late summer, almost overnight, that hope turned into a soft, black, stinking mess. No matter where you looked, all you could see was a people in despair.

Hunger began to spread. Prominent people wrote letters to government officials and to newspapers to alert them to the seriousness of the situation – there was nothing left for the people from the previous year’s reduced crop. But though famine tightened its grip, the government did little to help. They didn’t believe how bad things were, and anyway, they thought that the Irish peasants were used to times of shortage and that things would improve soon enough.

The shameful fact is that there was plenty of food in Ireland. The harvests for grain crops and vegetables other than potatoes, in 1845 and again in ’46, had been bumper ones, but these were seen as cash crops, the ones sold to pay the rent. During those years, ships loaded with grain left our harbours to be sold cheaply in England. When the blight struck in other countries in Europe, the governments there closed their ports to the export of other foods to make sure their people didn’t starve. Not so the English government.

Thousands upon thousands were carried off by hunger, fever and disease. More fled to America, Canada, England and Australia. Relatives, friends and neighbours we knew in Lahard and Inch just disappeared in the next few years. It was only Jim and myself who were still at home with Mammy and Dadda. Mike had got out on time – he went off to America just the year before the blight struck. He was only 17 when he went. Peggy was 28, Mary was 23 and Nora was nearly 20, but they were in service in local Big Houses and that is what saved them. Even the Big Houses were affected, mind you. With so many tenants unable to pay rent, landlords’ incomes fell and their debts began to rise. That was the beginning of the end for many estates, and for many of their employees too.

Con was married since 1838, and he and his wife Ellen were on their third child – it was a miracle that all five of them were spared. Then there was my brother John and Johanna Hegarty and their children. They survived too, thank God.

We lost cousins. I recall other relatives giving up and going to the workhouse in Midleton – we never heard from most of them again. My father, along with John, Con, Jim and myself, worked night and day to scrape together whatever we could to buy a pound or two of meal or whatever was available. The government eventually began importing Indian corn from America to sell at a reduced price. Hungry people like us had to try to meet the cost – and most couldn’t.

We fished in all weathers, often illegally and dangerously, but the few fish we caught from the rocks were never enough. After a while, my father had to pawn our fishing gear to get the money to buy meal and pay rent, so that put an end to any proper fishing.

From time to time, we and other local men we knew and trusted broke into places where grain was stored. The bigger farmers, for a while, were also targeted for eggs, hens and chickens. We raided orchards. We never spoke about it for fear word would slip out. Though people were starving, the law was still the law, and many men and women ended up in jail or were even transported. But even that threat didn’t stop us. How could it?

Charitable committees were set up and these organised collections among the wealthier classes, most of them Protestant folk. This money saved many lives. They ran soup kitchens – and there was never anyone being put under pressure to change their religion in exchange for soup, like what happened in other places. There were Quakers, the Society of Friends, in our area too, and they performed great deeds. But as the disaster continued, the level of charity began to trail off.

Landlords like Mr Burke-Roche of Trabolgan House did all they could to help their tenants. There was a world of a difference between him and the likes of Longfield, the landlord over in Castlemary estate, which stretched across Aghada and Cloyne parishes. He was a scoundrel. In one year alone he evicted about four hundred people. Some of these families were fatherless or motherless, having already suffered losses since 1845. Longfield made sure that no one could return to the empty cabins for shelter – he was one of those heartless bastards who had the structures tumbled to prevent anyone coming back at night. Droves of people sought shelter in the workhouse in Midleton, and many of them caught the fever and died there. Little could be done to stop the spread of fever. People who got a place in the workhouse got fed every day, but even this did not prevent them dying. With hundreds crowded together, the fever spread quickly. So many died that a new cemetery had to be opened because there was no more room in the local graveyards.

I went off with my father and brothers to work on the Relief Schemes set up to provide employment. We laboured together on building the road from Inch to Rostellan, which, in fairness, was a useful scheme, unlike most of the others. It was hard work and we were out in all weathers. I saw men, just skin and bone, collapse from exhaustion and be carted off.

Only Dadda, John and Con got paid. Jim and myself did not because the ganger felt it would be unfair if young chaps like us kept a deserving father of a family of children from being taken on, and they could employ only so many each day. Though Jim and I were young, we were able to do our share to help the others get through the work so that they would each get the eight pence or ten pence that was keeping us alive.

A full belly is needed for hard labouring, and we never had that. And then, just as happened with the cheap corn, the Relief Schemes were shut down. There were too many people looking for work and the government refused to provide further finance.

It is hard to believe today how bad those years were. I saw things that no child my age should have. One particular day will always be with me.

Our father asked us to go with him to look in on a family we knew. This family had lost three of their children to the fever during the previous months. The man of the house was a familiar sight over our way, as he was a labouring man who worked where he could, but he hadn’t been seen in a while and my father grew worried and decided to call on them. They lived in a remote spot, and it took a good stretch of the legs to get there. Our own strength and energy weren’t what they once had been, so it was a tiring trek.

I think my father may have had a feeling deep within him that something bad had happened. Using the long stick he always carried as a means of setting a regular pace, he kept his gaze fixed on the road ahead and he didn’t speak one word. The others matched him stride for stride while I struggled to keep up. As the cabin came into view, Dadda’s pace slowed to a nervous, careful step before he brought himself to a halt. Everything was strangely quiet. No sign of anyone about. Slowly approaching the cabin door, we were suddenly assailed by a terrible smell. I thought it was a dead animal.

‘Stay back, boys!’ my father ordered, putting his arm across Jim and myself to halt our progress. ‘Stay back now. Ye stay here while I go inside.’

We watched him push in the flimsy door. He wasn’t in there long when he came staggering out and his legs just seemed to give way from under him. He was on his hands and knees, gasping, trying to catch his breath. A couple of times he retched.

‘Dadda?’ said John, alarmed.

My father took deep gulps of air.

‘All dead, boy. All dead. Pat and Bridget and the two little ones. Dead for days.’

John and Con helped Dadda back on his feet. He managed to compose himself a bit before continuing. ‘Lads, the little ones, ’tis like they’re huddling in beside Pat and Bridget trying to keep warm. The four of them. Tangled up in a heap together. Oh Jesus, the rats have been at them too.’

With the evening now closing in, Dadda decided to tumble their sod-built cabin on top of them. He wanted to spare their bodies from further desecration by the rats, so he had us gather heather, twigs and branches, which he, John and Con dragged into the cabin. They found a tallow lamp, lit it, and set flame to the vegetation. As Con came out from the smoking dwelling, his face told the awfulness of what he had seen. We stood and watched as the flames gradually engulfed the cabin, and we waited for the fire to die in order to tumble the burnt-out shell so that the family would have something like a permanent place of rest.

We knelt and prayed a decade of the rosary as the smoke rose into the evening air. A distant curlew seemed to join us in prayer with his plaintive cry. We stood in silence for a few minutes before turning wearily for home. It was a long and lonely walk. Not a word passed between us.

I know now that what we came upon that day was quite common across the country during those years.

But thanks be to God, by about 1850 or ’51 things began to improve, though only very slowly. Potato crops survived and people became more hopeful. Even so, all seemed different in Lahard and Inch. Cabins that were once filled with families lay empty. Now there were large grassy mounds scattered around the countryside – the cabins that were tumbled to bury those who had surrendered quietly to death inside, just like that family we knew. Friends and neighbours were gone, dead or forever emigrated to America and England.

Thousands took the emigrant ship – ships that were never built for the comfort of passengers. When I was in the Navy, I served with men who had crewed these ‘coffin’ ships, where people were crowded into dark, airless cargo holds, enduring a voyage of sometimes many weeks in the squalor of their own filth and sickness.

The Ireland that the people left behind was changed forever. There were now plots of land available for whoever could pay the rent. There were some who could, and so holdings became bigger and I suppose more viable. Our family struggled on with our own plot as before, and somehow, thank God, we made it through.
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