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            ‘An enormous amount of material has been gathered together within these covers relating to such matters as the origins of the islanders, the families who settled there, the trauma of the Famine days … very detailed descriptions of the Great Blasket village and the intricate field system, descriptions of lesser islands, with a whole range of pictures – including aerial shots – and drawings covering almost every aspect of island life … The authors have managed, through sheer study, effort and dedication, to produce something of a monumental work in its own field.’  

            The Examiner

            
                

            

            ‘Every word Joan Stagles wrote about the Blaskets shines with a profound love of her subject. This is a wonderful book.’

            Brendan Kennelly, Sunday Tribune
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            Introduction

         

         Joan and Ray Stagles were modern inheritors of a tradition of external scholars being pivotal in matters Blasket, much as Robin Flower, George Thomson and Brian Ó Ceallaigh, the Killarney man who encouraged Tomás Ó Criomhthain (O’Crohan) to pen his classic An tOileánach (The Islandman), among others were instrumental in the writings of the original island authors.

         Visiting the Blaskets for the first time in 1966, Joan and Ray had the opportunity and the insight to grasp the final wisps of island life and culture from the islanders – many of whom, over a decade after evacuation, still visited their erstwhile home – and they followed this up with years of meticulous scholarship and research. In particular, Joan learned Irish so that she could carry out a major study of the nineteenth century history of the islands and the Dingle Peninsula.

         The first edition of this book, published in 1980, was the progenitor of an entire modern Blaskets library, re-stimulating interest in the islands and their literary, social and cultural heritage. That the book was so successful served to focus minds and remind a new generation that there is something very important about the Blaskets; that something extraordinary had happened there, and that it should be celebrated. The Stagles’ appeal for the Great Blasket to be designated a national park was among the earliest of such calls, and had a major influence on what happened subsequently.

         Fondúireacht an Bhlascaoid (Blasket Island Foundation) was established in 1985 precisely with the aim of conserving the heritage of the Great Blasket and its designation as a National Historic Park. This voluntary organisation, of which Ray Stagles was himself a member and a strong supporter, is deeply rooted in the West Kerry community and campaigned towards these objectives, enlisting the support of the State in the form of the Office of Public Works. This resulted in the Irish government building the Blasket Centre in Dún Chaoin (Dunquin) and the purchase by the State of the majority of holdings on the island – a process not without its own controversies.

         The OPW Blasket Centre (Ionad an Bhlascaoid), partfunded from local fundraising by the Blasket Island Foundation, opened its doors in 1994 and is a focal point for visitors, scholars and members of the Blasket family scattered far and wide. It contains a first-class exhibition and hosts frequent events that serve to keep a light on the various dimensions of Blasket life. Ray Stagles was a regular and approving visitor to the Centre. He returned to his beloved West Kerry like the swallows, year after year, and kept in contact by letter and visits to the coterie of friends who shared his and Joan’s passion for the Blaskets.

         Ray was, it is fair to say, impatient with some aspects of how the Blasket project was progressing, including the length of time it was taking to bring the planned restoration of key houses and a new pier to completion. He sadly passed away in 2016 but no doubt would have been delighted at recent developments such as the faithful restoration of the Blasket house of Tomás O’Crohan by the OPW, which opened to visitors in 2018, and the knowledgeable OPW guides working on the island: another step forward.

         One thing that can be definitively said: When Ray Stagles entered his manuscript, which was informed by Joan’s research, into a competition in Listowel Writers’ Week in 1978 – and it was spotted and subsequently published by The O’Brien Press – it had an enormous effect in shaping the modern history of the Blaskets to this day. The work they inspired continues …

         
             

         

         Lorcán Ó Cinnéide,

Ionad an Bhlascaoid, The Blasket Centre
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               Miss Fitzgerald, the first native Blasket teacher under the Irish Free State, stands outside the school house with her class.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Preface to the First Edition

         

         My wife Joan and I first visited the Great Blasket Island in July 1966, thirteen years after its last occupants had been evacuated, and then returned year after year to camp there each summer until her failing health made that impossible. The island, its people and its history quickly became her dominant interest. It led her to seek out ex-islanders in Dunquin and further afield, to learn Irish, and to spend many happy days in research at the British Museum, in Dublin and on the Dingle Peninsula, making very many good friends in the process. The heart of this book is the fruit of her labours over a period of twelve years, until her sudden death in July 1978. She was always revising what she had written, as she came across some fresh detail, either in books or in old newspapers, or through correspondence and conversation with Blasket Island people and their friends.

         What sort of book is this? Perhaps it is easier to start by saying what it is not. It is emphatically not a digest of all the other Blasket Island books that have already appeared in print. The original island autobiographies and letters are so fine and vivid and personal that there can be no substitute for reading them if you wish to learn anything about the nature of the Blasket Island community. What this book essentially attempts to do is to fill out the historical background to that community in areas that have hitherto been little explored. It is, in fact, like Robin Flower’s book, The Western Island, a collection of essays; but, again, it deliberately avoids repeating what he said and instead highlights matters that he did not touch on. This book, then, is another addition to what George Thomson, the translator of Twenty Years A-Growing by island writer Maurice O’Sullivan, called ‘the Blasket Library’; it includes much original material. However, there are further rich seams yet to be mined (e.g. through careful archaeological study) and we can all look forward, I am sure, to further Blasket Island books.

         Ray Stagles, 1980 
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               An island ‘meitheal’ or work party. 

            

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         Editor’s note on Irish spellings:

         There is considerable variation in the spellings of place names on the Blasket Islands. The spellings of Inis Tuaisceart, Inis na Bró, Beiginis and Tearacht used here are given in Irish. We chose to use Inishvickillaune rather than Inis Mhic Fhaoláin, and to use An Blascaod Mór’s English name, the Great Blasket, since these will be familiar to most readers. Authors Tomás Ó Criomhthain and Muiris Ó Súilleabháin will also be referred to by the English versions of their names, Tomás O’Crohan and Maurice O’Sullivan.

      

   


   
      
         

            Part One

            The People of the Blasket Islands
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                  Island naomhógs being towed towards Dunquin for Mass, early 1930s.
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               Slea Head with the Great Blasket in the distance.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 1

            ‘The Like of Us Will Never Be Again …’

         

         The mountain and coastal scenery of the Dingle Peninsula is bold and grand throughout. As soon as you pass through Blennerville on the outskirts of Tralee and strike straight to the west, you find yourself in a magnificent region of bare mountain and sweeping coastline that leads you to the outermost edges of Europe. And when, sixty kilometres further on, having crossed the mountain ridge that is the backbone of the peninsula, you come to that final stretch of coast from Slea Head to Ballydavid Head – ‘next parish America’ – the grandeur of that scatter of islands at the opening of thousands of kilometres of Atlantic Ocean is overwhelming. There, at the centre of the group, is the Great Blasket Island, worthy of its name in every way.

         From whatever direction you approach this most westerly point of the Dingle Peninsula and County Kerry – whether you come along the southern coastal road round Slea Head, or from the north by Clogher, or over the mountain road from Ventry to Dunquin that cuts between Mount Eagle and Croagh Martin – your first sight of the Blasket Islands is likely to give your heart a sudden jerk that is both painful and ecstatic. On the coast road from Dingle to Dunquin, the route most visitors take, you can catch glimpses of Inishvickillaune, but the shoulder of Mount Eagle conceals the rest of the Blasket group until, as you swing round Slea Head, the whole cluster of islands is dramatically revealed, floating in the Atlantic like a school of basking whales, hump-backed all of them, except for little Beiginis which lies nearest inshore as flat as a jellyfish.
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               Blasket Island schoolgirls wait for their teacher to pour their cocoa. Photo by Thomas Waddicor, 1932.

            

         

         There are days when, from the coast road, the Great Blasket looks so close you could reach out and touch its field walls and broken houses and stroke the grass on its muscular mountain slopes. There are other days when the great island shrinks to half the size and withdraws itself far out into the Atlantic, aloof, and infinitely untouchable. At all times this island has an appearance of mysterious self-containment and otherness, totally at odds with the visible relics of human occupation and cultivation.

         Many people have come to know and relish the peculiarly salty, violent, gentle, philosophical, lyrical, sardonic, devout, blasphemous, comic, tragic flavour of the Blasket community from the writings of its three most famous children: Tomás O’Crohan (Tomás Ó Criomhthain, 1856–1937), Peig Sayers (1873–1958), and Maurice O’Sullivan (Muiris Ó Súilleabháin, 1904–1950). None of them had more than a basic village school education, yet their writings have delighted men and women from all walks of life. It is one of the curiosities of their fame that although in Ireland they are rightly admired as writers in Irish, they are known chiefly through the English translations of their works. Their most famous books, The Islandman (An tOileánach, O’Crohan), Peig (Peig Sayers) and Twenty Years A-Growing (Fiche Bliain ag Fás, O’Sullivan), were all published in Irish in the short space of six years, between 1929 and 1935, yet there is a gap of almost twenty years between the dates of birth of Tomás and Peig, and just over thirty years between those of Peig and Maurice.

         The three put the traditional art of storytelling to new use. No longer is it concerned strictly with legends of the ancient past or fantasies about fairies. Instead, their stories deal with the realities of their own lives and times, with real dangers of cliff and sea, with flesh-and-blood heroes of seal-hunting and storms, with salty comments on neighbours still living or recently dead. One of the most powerful fascinations of their books is the picture they give of a way of life which, though ‘modern’ in a historical sense, is nevertheless completely different from that of nearly every reader.

         Here is Tomás O’Crohan’s description of his childhood experience in the late 1850s:

         
            I wore a petticoat of undressed wool, and a knitted cap. And the food I got was hen’s eggs, lumps of butter, and bits of fish, limpets, and winkles – a bit of everything going from sea or land.

            We lived in a cramped little house, roofed with rushes from the hill. Often the hens would nest in the thatch and lay a dozen eggs there.

            … In a house with a large family you would find a post-bed, or maybe a bed on the floor. The old people used to spend the night in that beside the fire, with an old stump of a clay pipe going, or two pipes if there were two of them living, and smoking away … A good fire of fine turf smouldered away till morning … Two or three dogs would stretch out at the foot of the bed, the cow or the cows below them, head to the wall, and there would be a calf or two with the run of the kitchen, or lying muzzle to the fire. The ass would be tied up on the other side of the house opposite the cows, and a cat with a couple of kittens, maybe, in the chimney niche. (The Islandman) 
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               A merry older couple outside their house. Photo by Plácido Ramón Castro del Río, 1928.

            

         

         Tea was, as yet, unknown on the island. When Tomás’s mother came home from Dingle, her bags held all sorts of things, but ‘there wasn’t a taste of sugar or tea among them, for nothing was known of them in those days’.

         Maurice O’Sullivan describes the conditions of his home when he was a child on the island about fifty years later:

         
            [The house] was small and narrow, with a felt roof, the walls outside bright with lime, a fine glowing fire sending warmth into every corner, and four súgán chairs around the hearth … A fine, wholesome table it was for good, broken potatoes and two big plates of yellow bream – the custom of the island at the fall of night … My sister swept the floor and shook sand over it … I could see the dry sand sparkling on the floor in the lamplight. (Twenty Years A-Growing) 
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               Robin Flower and Tomás O’Crohan.

            

         

         O’Crohan lived on the island all his seventy-one years, which gives The Islandman a fascinating narrowness of view. He cannot help but reveal ‘the things that have meant most to me’, as he says in the last chapter, for he has no standards of contrast or comparison with other styles of life. He recalls his first suit of boy’s clothes:

         
            The day I first wore breeches I nearly went out of my senses: I was like a puppy dog unable to stand still … It was the custom in those days, when a boy had a new garment or a new suit, for him to go into every house. You’d get a penny or two to put into your pocket in each house. I had three shillings in the pockets of the grey breeches when I came home.

         

         Shoes were unheard of: ‘In those days men and women alike didn’t usually put on boots until their wedding day.’

         It was a culture in which marriages were arranged by match-makers and dowries were exchanged. This is O’Crohan’s reference to a match made for his sister, Maura:

         
            A match was arranged between Maura and Martin, for what he wanted was a woman who knew what work was and was able to do it; and, in all truth, Maura was a woman of that kind, and I don’t say it only because she was my sister. They didn’t ask my father for any money, for they knew he had none. (The Islandman)

         

         Match-making is a topic that fascinates many readers – the ritual praises of the groom by the match-maker; the prolonging of the negotiations with song and drink; the speed with which the marriage follows the concluding of the match; the willing acceptance of the match by the couple involved, even if, like Peig Sayers, they may not have exchanged a word together before the match was made; the way a young man of feeling, like O’Crohan himself, allowed his own preference for a wife to be over-ruled by his sister; the strength and stability of the marriages contracted in this way.
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               Peig Sayers in the 1930s; Maurice O’Sullivan in Civic Guard uniform with his translator, Professor George Thomson.

            

         

         Peig Sayers, in her autobiography, describes her own match being made:

         
            One Saturday in the beginning of Shrove, Seán [her brother] was in Dingle; when he came home he told me that he had news for me.

            ‘What news?’ I asked him.

            ‘News of a match, my girl!’

            ‘God above! Who’s the man?’

         

         That’s how she heard she was to marry a Blasket islander, but her agreement would be sought, of course.

         
            Three nights after this three men walked in the door. They got a hearty welcome … After a little while one of the men produced from his pocket a bottle with a long neck … I didn’t open my mouth, but was peeping from under my eyelashes at the young men. I couldn’t decide which of the three was asking for me because I knew none of them … That match didn’t take long to make! There was little more to it than ‘Come along’ and ‘I’m satisfied’. My father came over to me.

            ‘Raise up your head!’ he said. ‘Will you go to the island?’

            I considered for a while for I had two choices in the palm of my hand – to marry or go into service again … 

            ‘I know nothing of the island people,’ I said, ‘but you know them through and through. Whatever pleases you pleases me and I’ll go wherever you tell me.’

            ‘God be with you,’ my father said.

            The match was made; Peats Guiheen and myself were to be married in a few days’ time.

         

         Maurice O’Sullivan, though only a young lad, was allowed to listen in on the gossip of the ‘old hags’ involved in the match-making; in Twenty Years A-Growing he gives a lengthy account of the process – the lead up to the agreement, involving a group of people visiting the home of the desired woman, chatting and offering drinks, until the penny finally drops and the parents discover what they’re after; plenty of drinks are consumed and maybe songs sung. The young man is usually quiet: ‘The man who is seeking a woman does be always in a terrible fright.’ The woman too is embarrassed:
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               Nellie Daly Carney from Dunquin, who married an islander and had ten living children, including her daughter Maureen, pictured here. 

            

         

         
            ‘I wonder, Nell,’ said I, ‘does the woman be the same?’

            ‘The same!’ said she with a frown: ‘she does be far worse than the man. Do you know the night my own match was made I would rather have been drowned in the mouth of the White Strand.’

         

         The deal is arranged between the parents and the visiting group, then the girl is brought out to consider her options. Then the deal is sealed.

         This was a society which had no class divisions, and knew a few simple tools but had no machines.1 O’Crohan is mostly more concerned with the dangers of the sea and the hardships of life on the island. His anxieties as a husband and father making a livelihood in this inhospitable place dominate his outlook on life. He spent much of his time fishing – day and night – as he describes in The Islandman:

         
            As the sun was sinking into the sea, we fell to pulling them [lobster pots] up again and they were well filled. We made out then that the night is the best time for catching them. And from that time on we used to spend every fine night out on the sea. So that we made first-rate catches …

         

         Hunting rabbits too occupied a lot of time, especially when he was a young lad:

         
            He [his friend, the ‘King’] stuffed the ferret down his chest. We had two good dogs and I carried a spade on my shoulder. We made up the hill at our best pace. When we came near the rabbits we found a warren. The King pulled out his ferret, tied a string to her and sent her in … The ferret didn’t come back till she’d sent the last of them to us … Seven fine rabbits had been hunted out of the hole to us by the ferret and caught in the nets.

         

         Thrushes too were trapped by young boys, usually in very dangerous conditions. In Twenty Years A-Growing, O’Sullivan describes the hunting party arriving home with forty-eight thrushes.

         
            We began plucking the feathers, all except my sisters Maura and Eileen, Kate O’Shea and Kate Peg, who were busy roasting and washing plates. The house was a pleasant sight now, everyone full of bright laughter, Shaun O’Crihin seated by the fire playing his melodium, four out on the floor dancing a reel, others cooking, others eating; as soon as each four would finish their meal another four would take their places at the table until all were satisfied. 
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               Michael ‘Buffer’ Keane, one of the best fishermen on the islands, pictured c. 1930. This photograph shows the salt stains all islanders got on their clothes from their life on the sea.

            

         

         Seals, too, were hunted and eaten when O’Crohan was a boy, though later they were regarded as inedible.

         
            It’s an odd way the world changes. Nobody would put a bit of seal meat in his mouth to-day. They melt it down for light, for it is cram-full of oil … Yet in those days they were a great resource for people, both the skin and the meat, and you could get a pack of meal for one of them. (The Islandman) 
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               The interior of the Kearney kitchen. Photo by Harriet Hjorth Wetterström, 1940s.

            

         

         Tomás O’Crohan, Peig Sayers and Maurice O’Sullivan all excitedly and unashamedly tell about the great improvement in their standard of living brought by the Great War of 1914–18, the bountiful harvest of all sorts of goods brought in on the tides from torpedoed merchantmen. And O’Crohan tells of the rent collectors and bailiffs arriving to attempt to collect rent for the landlord, the owner of the island, and being thwarted in their efforts. But one time the bailiffs waited for them to land their boats at Dingle and go about their business, and when the islanders returned the boats had been taken in lieu of unpaid rents. It was a pointless exercise. O’Crohan says:

         
            As we were not paying the rent in any other way, there was little fear that it would be paid now when we were cut off from out boats, our road through the sea, and our livelihood. (The Islandman)

         

         All three writers offer reflective comments on their experiences: sometimes it is no more than an apposite instance of proverbial wisdom, as when Peig is grieving over the loss of a fourth child and remarks, ‘It has been said that there is no joy in life without its own sorrow to accompany it.’ But at other times it is an entirely original observation. There was that touching moment, for example, when Maurice O’Sullivan, as a small boy at school and in trouble with his foster-mother, asked himself, ‘When would the day come when I would be a man, free from the control of matrons, no school to sicken me and the mistress beating me no more?’ There is a knock at the door, and a poor, wet vagabond woman comes in with two bedraggled children, soon to be followed by two burly constables who arrest her and lead her away. Maurice comments, ‘All this time I was watching them and I began thinking again, as I listened to her going away from the house shouting and crying, that it was a queer world – a full-grown woman like her to be under control the same as myself.’

         The perils of island life are spoken of frequently; these are largely defined as the danger of the sea and falling over a cliff, and of course, illness. Both Tomás and Peig lost many children to illness and each of them lost a child to the cliff. Tomás describes it:

         
            Ten children were born to us, but they had no good fortune, God help us! The very first of them that we had christened was only seven or eight years old when he fell over the cliff and was killed … Two died of measles, and every epidemic that came carried off one or other of them. Donal was drowned trying to save the lady off the White Strand. I had another fine lad helping me. Before long I had lost him too. (The Islandman)

         

         Peig, in her autobiography, mourns her lost children:

         
            … death gored us. It swept away three of my family in infancy and then measles took Siobhán, a fine bouncer of an eight-year-old girl.

         

         Her son, Tomás, fell from the cliff:

         
            The poor fellow was pulling a bush of heather when it gave way with him and he fell over the clifftop. He fell on his back pitching from rock to rock, each rock hundreds of feet above the sea until he crashed down at the bottom of the ravine. 

         

         Emigration was the other great sorrow. Peig says:

         
            … one by one the children left me and I was alone in a large empty house without a cow or a sheep, without a penny in my pocket …

         

         The ‘American wake’, described by O’Sullivan, was a common experience in every household:

         
            On the last night young and old were gathered together in the house, and though music and songs, dancing and mirth, were flying in the air, there was a mournful look on all within. (Twenty Years A-Growing)

         

         These writers are all excellent storytellers. They have an assured touch. Their stories are interesting in themselves, dealing with clashes of personality, dilemmas of everyday life, sudden reversals of fortune. They move at a good pace, and are spiced with sharp, often ironic observation. Examples include Peig’s account of the puppy stealing and breaking her clay pipe when she was desperate for a smoke, and then she herself breaking another as it slipped from her almost toothless jaws. Or Tomás’s tobacco tale about Pats Hamish, who, the worse for drink, courteously addresses a wooden model of a woman in Atkins’s shop in Dingle. Tomás introduces him as ‘the sort of man that couldn’t keep a glass of whiskey or a pint of porter long between his hands without pouring them down him, and he never enjoyed the taste of anything he paid for with his own money, but liked it well when another man jogged him in the back to have one with him’. Or Maurice’s vivid account of an idyllic day’s hunt for rabbits and puffins at the far end of the island, or his account of the Ventry Races with its galaxy of characters – gamblers, singers, tricksters, musicians – and the two boys each drinking two pints out of bravado, feeling dizzy, throwing up and then feeling ‘as well as ever – but I tell you I cursed the man who first thought of porter’.

         They dwell on the recreations of island people, their diversions from the hardships of life. There are, of course, many stories of drinking and revelry. All, for example, mention days of multiple marriages at Ballyferriter, but it is what went on in the bars and the street, not in the church, that is described. All recall with delight the singing they have heard; Peig lovingly recording the words of the songs. Young Maurice tells how much he enjoyed his grandad’s singing when he first rejoined his family on the island (following the death of his mother when he was six months old, he was raised in an institution in Dingle. Aged eight, he returned to Blasket to live with his father, grandfather and the rest of his siblings). It prompted his first words of Irish, ‘Mo ghrá go deo thú!’ (‘My love forever!’). And Tomás wistfully tells of the sweet singing of the girl from the Inis he didn’t marry, sitting with her mother in a bar in Dingle.

         Much, of course, is omitted. Despite the deep respect and affection Peig obviously had for her husband, he is a shadowy figure compared with many other characters in her book. She gives hardly more than a phrase or two of his speech and no hint of the nuances of his character. And we are shocked, in both Peig’s and Tomás’s books, to find the deaths of husband and wife and several children all dealt with in a few brief sentences, when a whole chapter can be devoted to an account of an outing to Ventry or Dingle. But perhaps these very reticences indicate most powerfully of all the gulf between their view of life and ours. 
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               Peig Sayers’s son’s house on the mainland, where she lived after leaving the Blaskets in the 1940s. Her original family home was on the other side of the river.

            

         

         But these books are not so much about these writers as individuals but about them embodying a way of life. Tomás states at the end of The Islandman:

         
            I have written minutely of much that we did, for it was my wish that somewhere there should be a memorial of it all, and I have done my best to set down the character of the people about me so that some record of us might live after us, for the like of us will never be again.

         

         Similarly, Peig remarks at the end of her autobiography:

         
            I did my best to give an accurate account of the people I knew, so that we’d be remembered when we had moved on into eternity. People will yet walk above our heads; it could even happen that they’d walk into the graveyard where I’ll be lying but people like us will never again be there.

         

         Between them, these three island writers have given us a unique picture of a distinctive and now vanished way of life. These books are a remarkable achievement for such a tiny and isolated peasant community. The Aran Islands, their people, their stony fields, their legends and antiquities have been rightly celebrated by John Millington (J. M.) Synge and by scholars from all over Europe. Some of the Scottish islands, the Orkneys in particular, have produced distinguished poets and writers, but most of these have been mainland educated, comparatively sophisticated and open to wide cultural influences. Nowhere else in Britain or Ireland has a small island produced a literary flowering to compare with that of the Blasket, rooted so deeply in its indigenous peasant culture. What makes the island literature even more remarkable is the fact that it arose from an isolated community which at its peak, during the First World War, numbered few more than 160 men, women and children. 
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               Islander Eoghan Dunleavy leaving the island after a visit from the mainland in 1970.
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