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Foreword


by Professor Alan Titley


The opening sentence of Tomás Ó Criomhthain’s1 An tOileánach is stark and striking: ‘I remember being at my mother’s breast.’ It would perfectly fulfil the requirements of the formulaic short story looking for a sudden opening. It also gives the lie to the colonised notion that Ireland, and Irish-speaking Ireland in particular, was a land of prissy puritans and pious paddies. There is no book in the English-speaking world which begins with such an admission of the most natural thing in the world. And yet it is a book of which we are a little bit scared. Peasants are meant to stay in their own place, and more than that, to know their place. They are meant to be simple and uneducated, to have limited horizons, to speak a pattery patois, and to be somewhat dense.


The scary thing about The Islander is that it subverts every one of those silly and stupid stereotypes. The place of its telling may be in the back of beyond, but the voice that tells is of the always here and now. It is a voice without buckles, without posies, without flowers, without fancies. It is a voice that cuts through all the crap, and gets right down to it beyond yea or nay, or neigh or bay. The shapes that are being thrown in this book are very simple, and obvious even unto the guileless mind.


An tOileánach was a classic from the start. It is not a novel with a happy ending, or an autobiography with a conventional journey. It is not a story wherein the hero overcomes his background and his family and goes on to greater things. It is not an adventure, as the most exciting active parts have to do with killing innocent seals on the rocky shore. And yet, there was always something about it which set it apart. Even when the other Blasket biographies appeared, Fiche Bliain ag Fás in 1933, and Peig in 1936, there was a sense that the classic status of An tOileánach would not be surpassed. Although those three classics deal with the same island, they are different in outlook, imagination, treatment, acceptance and philosophy. But within these confines we also see the world. It was John McGahern who said that ‘unwittingly, through the island frame, we have been introduced into a complete representation of existence.’ It does, of course, also tell us of the life of the island and its people, but many others could have done the same. A bland description ticking the required boxes would have given us the necessary information. But this book is about a lot more than giving us information; it is giving us the sense of felt life.


As the translator from English into Irish must avoid the magnet of English idiom, so the translator from Irish into English must escape from the clutches of a very determined Irish rhythm. Translation is always a demanding craft but at its highest it is a haunting art. Douglas Hyde and John Millington Synge beguiled readers of English with the cadences and phrasings of Irish. It was an innovative and poetic turn which opened the mind and brought music to the ear. In the hands of lesser practitioners this idiom soon grew tiresome and clodhopping and paddywhackish. Those who spoke this brogue were not people any more; they were peasants or hayseeds or bumpkins. Anybody translating from the Irish, unless involved in a humorous exercise, would be well warned to avoid this stuff. Not everybody did.


To be fair to Robin Flower, he was well aware of the pitfalls in his translation of this great book, published as The Islandman in 1934. He acknowledges the problem: ‘Irish and English are so widely separated in their mode of expression that nothing like a literal translation from one language to the other is possible.’ And while he notes the ‘charm’ of the Hiberno-English glue, he realises that ‘there is always something slightly artificial about it, and often a suggestion of the pseudo-poetic. This literary dialect could not be used to render the forthright, colloquial simplicity of the original of this book.’ In this he largely succeeds, although some echoes and turnings and stray wisps of Irish slip through the net.


Garry Bannister and David Sowby are probably aware of this, and hence their greater determination to provide a ‘clear and readable’ translation in ‘simple understandable language’. There is a sense in which Ó Criomhthain’s style was a great help to them, as he writes himself in a plain and uncluttered manner, as hard as the rocks below his house, as clean as the living stream. Despite the fact that the islanders lived close together and shared a common way of living and spoke the same language, it does not in any way follow that they all thought the same way or used their language after the same fashion. It is revealing that the three main autobiographies present us with very different people and with a very different cut of Irish. Peig makes use, for example, of a lot more seanfhocail or wise saws than the others, and occasionally a flourish from her large repertoire of folk tales and wisdom; Muiris Ó Súilleabháin, on the other hand, talks to you like a young man you might meet in a bar, cheerfully grabbing you by the elbow and gabbling into your ear. Ó Criomhthain is like neither of these. His prose is scoured of fluff and affectation, picked clean of all fancy, sculled by a mind that brooks no pretence.


This is not the problem. The problem with all translation is one of feeling and echoes. Each language has its own history, which is not the history of any other language, and the taste of a word in one is not the taste of its translation in another. You either get this, or you don’t. It may even be easier to successfully translate from some languages into others. One suspects that languages of Latin origin carry some of the great columns and marble edifices of Rome in their innards and resonances can be more readily shared between them. But between Irish and English there are vast shelves of libraries and vast cities and practised bureaucracies and marching troops and technical wrestlings which make the gap of feeling immense.


And yet, this translation is carried off with style. Apart from the sensibility of the translators, and their necessary humility before the original, they had a clear and unambiguous sense of what they were about. They never deviated from this, despite the temptations of the text.


While in no way denigrating Flower’s translation, because it is in its own way a fine achievement, the differences are easily seen. On the opening page Ó Criomhthain is telling us how he was the favourite child. He uses the simple word peata for ‘pet’, which is a direct borrowing from English anyway, although one of the few in the island vocabulary. Flower renders the appropriate sentence as ‘so that it is little wonder that I was spoilt among them all’. Bannister and Sowby write, ‘so that it was no wonder that I was their pet’. Simple, direct, clean, accurate. A more difficult problem arises with direct speech, of which there are many examples in the book. Where Flower translates ‘“Bad cess to you, you’ve made a fine muddle of the day for me,”’ this translation says, ‘“You little wretch!” says she. “I suppose you don’t care that you’ve ruined the day for me.”’ Again, we get the idea. Go straight, no fuss, tell it like an ordinary speaker of a common colloquial English might do.


But ordinary speech can also be a minefield. Fashions change and today’s normal chatter grows easily stale. It is most difficult to strike a register that has the common touch but is still neutral enough not to draw attention to itself. Thus ‘Cheers’ in place of ‘Dé do bheathasa’ is cheeky, but seems about right, while just after it ‘She has indeed –– she arrived there yesterday,’ is far more accurate in tone and propriety than ‘By my soul, she has since last night,’ which would be more literal.


They also have the good sense to get around that which might sound corny or false. While Ó Criomhthain rarely employs rhetoric of any kind when he is describing a sea journey he makes use of the formulaic ‘runs’ which were the stock in trade of the traditional storyteller. Instead of simply trying to imitate this the translators employ their own stratagem acknowledging the origin of the phrases, but merely hinting at its style –– ‘like the wild Fenians of old, we put out “the four tough, smooth, sturdy, white, broad-bladed oars” and we didn’t slow up until we reached the mouth of the cave we were heading for.’ This sound judgement marks every page of the translation, and nothing comes between us and the sense of the original, which is what they set out to do.


Garry Bannister and David Sowby have had the good sense to draw on Seán Ó Coileáin’s definitive version of the text. Both An Seabhac’s 1929 edition, and Pádraig Ua Maoileoin’s 1973 one served their purpose in their time, but we are beholden to Ó Coileáin’s for making Ó Criomhthain’s own words in their complete garb available to us. This translation is homage to both the writer and the editor, but it is also an act of honour to a wonderful book. This is as good as it gets.







Preface


by Professor Seán Ó Coileáin


The task of the translator is an unenviable one, standing as he does in the shadow of the author by whose authority alone he speaks, simultaneously revealing and concealing his original while all the while being himself invisibly present in every word. The effect on the readers may vary greatly, even in respect of the same work, particularly when they themselves are familiar with the primary source and hold it in some considerable regard. In such an event, initial outrage is likely to be followed up with charges of literary vandalism. Here is Myles na Gopaleen, writing in The Irish Times on 3 January 1957, speaking of Robin Flower’s translation of An tOileánach: ‘A greater parcel of bosh and bunk than Flower’s ‘‘Islandman’’ has rarely been imposed on the unsuspecting public.’


The distinguished scholar, Professor D.A. Binchy, is far more complimentary: ‘Dr Flower is the ideal interpreter … he has risen nobly to the occasion, producing a masterly translation in which the sensitiveness of the poet and the accuracy of the scholar are blended in perfect harmony.’ (Studies, December 1934)


On the whole, I am more inclined to agree with Binchy’s assessment of Flower’s translation, as is John McGahern in his very fine article on the book (The Irish Times, 2 November 1991). ‘A field is only described as it is reclaimed and cultivated. A strand is there to be crossed, a sea to be fished, a town to be reached, a shore to be gained, walked upon, lived upon. These are all near and concrete realities but so stripped down to their essence, because of the necessities of the action, as to seem free of all local characteristics. One conditions the other to the same simplicity of form. So elemental is the vision that it only be rendered into the English we now possess in a weakened half-light.’


That word ‘elemental’ accords well with the ‘gauntness’ of which Myles speaks, terms that are immediately defined for us in Bannister’s and Sowby’s translation.








‘We were living in a small, narrow house; it was roofed with rushes from the hill above us. There was often a hen’s nest to be found up in the roof with a dozen eggs in it. There was a bedstead in the corner, and two other beds at the far end of the house. Inside the house there were two cows, two pigs, hens with their eggs, a donkey . . . and of course all of us.’ (Chapter One)











Flower’s translation was based on the 1929 edition of An Seabhac who, while he had the considerable advantage of free access to Tomás, was more constrained than the modern editor in certain respects. Some passages in the original manuscript appear to have been omitted on grounds of literary taste; almost invariably, it seems to me, the author’s judgement is to be preferred to that of his first editor and they have been restored in the 2002 edition which serves as exemplar for Bannister and Sowby.


It is they who now bring Tomás forward into the present. It is through them he speaks from another world.







Introduction


In 2002 Professor Seán Ó Coileáin published his definitive edition of An tOileánach. This momentous achievement was the final chapter in the illustrious history of great scholarship that has surrounded Tomás O’Crohan’s emblematic and foundational masterpiece in the genre of Gaelic autobiographical literature: An tOileánach. Later that same year, after reading the Professor Ó Coileáin edition, it was quite clear to David and myself that this unique and outstanding classic should also be made available to an English readership. Little did we realise, however, when we started, that this project would take the best part of ten years to complete.


None of our work, of course, would have been at all possible without the gargantuan achievements of Professor Seán Ó Coileáin, whose lifetime study of the Blasket people and their literature, along with his profound understanding of both the man, Tomás O’Crohan, and his writings, finally concluded in his definitive 2002 publication. Professor Ó Coileáin’s incredibly scholarly and informative introduction to the Gaelic text provides essential guidance to anyone attempting to interpret or understand this early masterpiece of the Gaelic autobiographical genre. In fact, Professor Ó Coileáin’s preface (pages xvii–xlii) is a gripping and stand-alone text in itself. Anyone wishing to read An tOileánach in Gaelic would be well advised to acquaint themselves thoroughly with this detailed and illuminating introduction to the book.


Tomás, his family and life on the Great Blasket


Tomás O’Crohan was born in the spring of 18552 to Dónal O’Crohan and Cáit O’Shea. Tomás was the youngest of eight children and according to his own account, being the last of the brood, he became the family pet.


The book is an extraordinary account of how people lived on a small, wind-swept island. It holds a fascinating account of a long and lasting friendship between Tomás and his uncle Diarmaid. Indeed it is Diarmaid who introduces Tomás to a young girl of the Ó Dálaigh household from Inishvickillane. This young girl becomes the centre of Tomás’s world and she, in turn, becomes equally interested in her young Blasket admirer.


However, this match was not to be, as his older sister Máire intervened by suggesting to her parents that the family’s interests would be better served were Tomás to marry a local girl. So a marriage match between Tomás O’Crohan and Mary Keane was eventually arranged and in the year 1878 the two were wed.


The song or lament that Tomás sings at his wedding, O’Neill’s Castle or The Dark Mountain Lass, gives us some indication of the quiet sorrow he must have felt on this important moment in his life as he bade farewell to his youthful dreams and undertook, as he himself saw it, the responsibilities of adulthood.


Surviving on the Island


It was a hard and unforgiving life on the Island. People mostly lived off fishing and hunting. But some years were extremely lean for the Island people and it was only the odd shipwreck or the arrival of a shoal of porpoises that saved them from starvation and gave them a reasonably comfortable life.


The Islanders’ isolated situation had, however, its advantages too as the British and Irish authorities found it rather difficult to make them pay their taxes or even keep any track of what livestock the Islanders possessed. There are a number of powerful passages in the book concerning the arrival of state officials to the Island.


Death was a frequent visitor to the Great Blasket but Tomás does not often write in much detail about these catastrophic moments, which he and the Islanders seem to have accepted as part and parcel of their rugged Island existence.


One of the most moving passages in the book is the account of the death of his own parents. First his father, who simply declined one day to go out picking potatoes with Tomás. Then not long afterwards, his mother who also quietly and peacefully passed away after a reasonably short period of illness.


The sometimes shocking tales of survival as related in this autobiography provide a comprehensive overview of life at the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th centuries on the exposed slopes of the Great Blasket Island. Apart from the wealth of information concerning both the private and public lives of the Islanders, there is also much to be discovered about the cultural, political, social, economic and religious environment of the Island at that time. The lightly humorous and intimate conversational style of the author makes the book very readable and enjoyable but certainly unlike anything else you are ever likely to read. It is a story that stands apart from those of other books of its time; a book about the life of a vanishing community ‘whose likes will never be seen again.’


A word from the authors


As far as we know, there has been only one previous translation of An tOileánach, namely The Islandman by Robin Flower, which was published in 1934 by Talbot Press, Dublin and Cork. Flower enjoyed the advantage of having a close personal friendship with Tomás, and was therefore able to discuss the trickier passages in considerable depth with the author himself. Flower’s translation, which gives us a magnificent insight into O’Crohan’s great work, falls slightly short of providing a comprehensive English translation of its original text. There are several reasons why this may be so, two of which are perhaps worth mentioning here. Firstly, the way in which the text was written in dribs and drabs over an extended period of time, where manuscripts were edited and re-edited by different writers and folklorists, must have caused, and did cause, confusion as to what Tomás exactly intended as a finished text, ready for publication, or what he may have loosely considered to be a preliminary draft which was to be revisited or further developed at some later date.3 Indeed it wasn’t until the beginning of the 21st century that adequate scholarship had been brought to bear on all the original manuscripts so that a definitive version of the Gaelic text could be provided for its Gaelic readership. Another factor that perhaps gave rise to the restricted parameters of the first translation may well have been an understandable reluctance to offend the mores of the time when the book was written, where some of Tomas’s more forthright passages could well have been construed as being offensive to the delicate attitudes of an early 20th-century readership. Today these excised details may seem to us to be extraordinarily tame and even mildly amusing.


When in late 2002, early 2003, we originally set out to translate this epic autobiography by Tomás O’Crohan, we attempted to provide a translation in the form of a guide for those who might want to read the original Gaelic text.4 However, this was doomed to failure as the original syntax of the Gaelic is so far removed from modern English idiom that our literal translation provided neither adequate clarity nor any real sense of the vibrancy, local colour or wealth of literary expression that is so vividly evident in the original text. All our best efforts and our dogged adherence to the original only ever resulted in an English translation that was unwieldy, bleak and, for the most part, incomprehensible.


In 2004 we decided on a different approach. We began the long process of rewriting the first translation we had cobbled together and to restructure it in such a way as to preserve three critical aspects of the original text. Firstly, although the translation had to be clear and readable, it also, as far as possible, had to reflect the intended meaning of its author. Secondly, the translation needed to convey something of the richness and elegance of O’Crohan’s own literary style of expression; thirdly, the language of the English translation was not to lose too much of the essence or feeling of the time in which it was written.


The gap, not only between modern English idiom but even between that of modern Irish, was so wide in certain passages of the book that both the syntax and the vocabulary had to be radically ‘renovated’ in order to express, with any modicum of clarity, what the author had originally in mind. For example:








… Ní cheapfá go raibh aon teanga in aon duine insa tigh, beag ná mór, nó go raibh sé críochnaithe. Do thug a raibh istigh suas don amhrán déanta é agus, ar an dtaobh eile, don amhrán ráite é.


… Until it was finished you might have thought that everyone in the house had been struck dumb. Everyone was bewitched by the song and the way it had been sung.











There are a few points we would like to note regarding the final translation as it appears in this book. Firstly, not all the original text has been translated into English as can be seen from the example above. Secondly, the syntax has often been significantly rearranged in order to suit English idiom; and thirdly, the English translation aims, in general, to convey, in simple understandable language, the key sentiments and sense of what is being expressed in the original Gaelic version.


Apart from not deviating too far from the original wording and adhering as closely as possible to the intended meaning, there were a number of other matters that required our continuous, careful consideration. Should repetitions in the original text be included in the English version and if so, should they be modified in any way? Should anachronistic Hibernian English be used in order to convey O’Crohan’s personal style? What should the trade-off be between textual clarity and the author’s personal, unique style? To whom is our translation being addressed? — to students of Irish who might be studying the original Gaelic or to a much more general readership?


The guiding principle that we decided to adopt in regard to all the above considerations was that of clarity. All other aspects of the text would have to be kept subordinate to the readability of the English translation. In certain situations where anachronistic forms did not interfere with the understanding or the reading of the text, these were left unchanged. Where O’Crohan’s personal style of expression did not detract from the lucidity of what was being communicated in English, these idiosyncratic peculiarities were also carefully preserved.


The sheer beauty and poetry of O’Crohan’s expression is frequently evident whenever he describes, in general terms, his own personal recollections, images or perceptions of life on the Island:








… some of us had a passion for the sea and the ocean, imbued with the sound of the wind that blew in from the seashore, beating in our ears every morning, clearing our brains and the dust from our skulls.











As regards the excerpts from the verses, poems or songs quoted in the book, we decided that it would be best to provide metrical translations of the Gaelic. This, we believe, conserves, in form at least, a closer feel of what was being expressed initially in the original:








On the Sunday, on the Sunday, it was bright and summery,


The daughter and the mother are discussing men, but she,


The gentle little darling said, ‘oh mother let me be,


For I’ll have to marry very soon or leap across the sea.’




‘Listen, ugly hussy, don’t you moan or lose your head.’





‘You haven’t listened, mother; since I came of age to wed,


I am thirteen years or fourteen if the truth were only said,


And I’ll have to marry very soon or take the boat instead.’











The reader will note that some words in the book have been placed between square brackets. This is to indicate that these words do not form any part of the original text but have been introduced into our translation solely for the purposes of clarification.


Finally, we have given the English for the place names and people’s names with a few iconic exceptions such as, for example, ‘Tomás’. Places that have ceased to exist in modern maps have been translated to the best of our ability. Endnotes have also been provided wherever the translation or any part of the text may require additional explanation.
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I remember being at my mother’s breast; My mother; The hag across the way; My father and my mother; The ship with the yellow oil; The day they put the breeches on me; The porpoises; The wheat ship; The huge conger eel








I can remember being at my mother’s breast; I wasn’t weaned until I was four years old. You might call me the dregs of the little jug, the last of the brood. That’s why I was left so long feeding on my mother’s breast.


I was also the family pet. I had four sisters, each of them putting morsels of food into my mouth as if I were their very own fledgling bird. My sisters were Mary Donal, Kate Donal, Eileen Donal and Nora Donal, and I also had two brothers, Patrick Donal and Tomás Donal. Mary is still alive today and living here on the Great Blasket. Two others are living in America. Patrick is still alive. However, no sooner had Kate received her quarterly pension than she died. That was our family brood. They were all around while I was an infant, so it was no wonder that I was their pet. Besides, I had appeared quite unexpectedly.


My father wasn’t tall but he was strong and well-built. My mother was easily as tall as a policeman. She was a beautiful, vigorous, strong blonde, but by the time I was at her breast there was no nourishment left in her milk. And another thing, I myself was an old cow’s calf, and therefore not easy to rear.


And indeed, that rogue death was carrying off many fine plump children, but he seemed to be leaving me till last. Or perhaps he just didn’t think it worth his while to take me. I was becoming hardier by the day and going wherever I wanted to, although an eye was still kept on me lest I ventured too close to the edge of the sea. I wore a coat5 of undyed sheep wool and a knitted cap. My pleasures were simple — a hen’s egg, a bit of butter, a bit of fish, some limpets or winkles — titbits of everything from land and sea.


We were living in a small, narrow house; it was roofed with rushes from the hill above us. There was often a hen’s nest to be found up in the roof with a dozen eggs in it. There was a bedstead in the corner, and two other beds at the far end of the house. Inside the house there were two cows, two pigs, hens with their eggs, a donkey . . . and of course all of us. In other words, the back of the house was where the family lived. Our door faced north and the door of the other part of the house faced south.


There was another house opposite ours; their door faced us. The people of the two houses used to chat together every day. The woman of the house opposite used to be in and out of our place every minute of the day, and she’d very often come away with something worthwhile for her efforts. This woman was a little scandal-monger, dishevelled, sallow, ugly and shapeless, and she’d go from house to house, gossiping. She often used to say to my mother that Ireland couldn’t raise the calf of an old cow. But if you ask me, there never was a cow, old or young in Ireland, that had a calf as miserable as herself.


I was soon growing up quickly and the grey coat was getting far too short for me. That was when I was beginning to understand things better. I soon became accustomed to the old hag and I was giving her as good as I got. A group from the two households used to meet every Sunday in our house for my father’s reciting of the Communal Rosary. The woman of the house opposite used to say to my mother:


“You leave the grey coat on him until you start seeking a wife for him! How well he’s growing, may God prosper him!” says she — helping herself to another portion of fresh bream.


My Father


My father’s family came from Dunquin; he married into this Island. My mother’s family came from the parish of Ventry. They truly liked each other, but didn’t suffer from the ‘affliction’ that many of them have these days, that would make you want to take a stick to them. They settled down in a poor cabin with only a small holding of their own, and they eked out a living by fishing and working the land. They were very successful at making a living off the sea and land. There was no donkey on the Island at that time. Instead, every man and woman used to carry a creel on their backs — that is, if the woman wasn’t a spoilt pet or a rogue of a woman who would prefer to starve rather than do a decent day’s work.


My father was a wonderful hunter and fisherman, and he had a great work attitude. He was a stone-mason by trade, a boat captain, and a handyman too. He did many a job for other people, since at that time most of them were like a herd of mindless donkeys in a field.


That year was great for fishing. I was wearing my grey coat by then, although I was hankering after my mother’s milk as I still thought that I should be on my mother’s breast, even though I’d probably been weaned for more than a year by that time.


One morning my father was going fishing. We had a fine stack of turf that year, but someone told my parents that the whole stack had been stolen the previous day. As the day was fine my father asked my mother to try bringing some turf back to the house.


So she threw her creel up on her back, and brought six creels home before I had even woken up. My mother then had to put her work to one side to look after me, the pet. She dressed me in my grey coat and gave me a nibble to eat, but then, when I should have been satisfied, I wasn’t.


My mother strapped up her creel so that she could head back up the hill again, but now I too wanted to go along with her. So my mother had no option but to take me, and I only able to crawl slowly beside her at that time. Pretty soon I was tired of walking, so she had to put me into her creel and carry me up the hill herself. My mother cursed me a few times that day I can tell you, and who could blame her!


When she’d filled the creel with turf, she warned me to get a move on down the slope, but I was more obstinate coming back than going up. I well remember that she put the point of her foot under me, lifting me off the ground and sending me a fine distance.


“You little wretch!” says she. “I suppose you don’t care that you’ve ruined the day for me.”


She had to take me home on her chest, with the creel on her back as full as it ever was.


She dumped me on the floor and told Mary to turn the creel over on top of me and leave me to live or die. In spite of any mischief I might have done, she still managed to bring twenty creels of turf with her that day. By Sunday she had brought home a huge stack of turf. My father had caught five thousand fish that week. My mother used to be telling all this and more to the old woman next door.


The Ship Carrying Yellow Oil


It had been a harsh year before an oil-ship struck the stony cove on the north side of the Island. The ship was ground into matchwood, and lumps of oil went floating all over the sea. It was high-quality oil, and a very little of it would do for a poor person who might need the money to buy a sack of white meal. At that time yellow meal was not available.


There was a coastguard in Dunquin then, and they were certainly needed, because ships were frequently going aground, since they hadn’t any form of propulsion other than sails. When the blue-coats (that’s what we called the coastguard) heard that the boat had sunk near this Island, and knew what was in it, they didn’t sleep day or night, but were all the time cruising around. They had a beautiful boat in good working-order, and they were very clued-in to whatever was happening. They tormented the heart out of the Islanders who were trying to hide the lumps in cracks and crevices where neither cats nor dogs could get at them. When all is said and done, the people lived very well that year on the Island, in spite of the best efforts of the blue-coats. The Islanders took a lot of oil across Dingle Bay and sold it on the mainland at night. Mind you, the blue-coats got their cut out of it, which helped them to pay their rent.


One day a boat came in with only four patrolmen in it. The boat from the Island, with six large lumps of oil in it, had come right up ahead of them. The patrolmen quickly took the lumps into their own boat, and they were really pleased with themselves! There was a young woman on the shore holding a big jagged stone behind her back. She got into her father’s boat, but the blue-coats noticed nothing until she threw the rock clean through the bottom of their boat and water started gushing in.


Off went the blue-coats, and off went the lumps of yellow oil, floating again until the women managed to rescue them. The blue-coats had to drag their boat up and put a tin patch on it. When they got it mended they rowed away home as fast as they could go. I don’t think they did much sightseeing while there was oil like lumps of putty still floating around.


Some time after that, a few men on a hill noticed that a sheep had fallen down onto the shore. They went down to try and rescue it. One of them caught sight of a brass bolt under a flat, protruding rock. He loosened it and pulled it out. It was at least four feet long. The shore was full of the stuff, partly brass and partly copper. No one knows how much the two of them salvaged, but it was to be found on the beach where the shipwreck had happened, and there were plenty of long crates still there, full of these valuable bolts. No one really knows what the Islanders did with these valuable bolts. They were bad years, and the old folk used to say that if it hadn’t been for that shipwreck, no one on the Island would have ever survived. I can still hear the old hag on her doorway saying that it was God who sent these spoils to the poor. The Islanders lived well for a couple of years on account of the flotsam, while those in other regions were living quite precariously, having to endure a considerable amount of deprivation at that time.


Whenever my father used to bring home a load of these bolts in a pack, I wasn’t even able to stand one of them up, they were so heavy.


I almost went crazy the day I was dressed in breeches for the first time. I didn’t stay still for a minute but rushed around like a hound puppy. I thought there was no need for me to eat anything, and I did nothing but run in and out, to and fro. All the same, someone was keeping an eye on me.


Well, during one of my visits to the fire, my mother looked at me and saw that the grey trousers were soaking wet.


“My little ray of sunshine”, said she, “what got your trousers wet? I bet you peed in them.”


I admitted it, and said that I’d asked Nora to undo my buttons but that she hadn’t done so. That’s probably the first lie I ever told, for I hadn’t said anything to poor Nora, and my mother gave her a fierce beating because she didn’t do as I had asked. It’s a great humiliation for someone to be unjustly accused, but look how soon I started getting up to mischief. My father went to work on the trousers again — for it was he who made them in the first place — and he fixed them cleverly, so that it would be easy for me the next time mother nature called.


My mother said I was eight years old that day. The next day off I went, all around the village, with Eileen accompanying me, going from house to house. It was a custom at that time, when a boy got a new garment or a new suit, for him to go to every house, where there’d be a penny or two to put in your pocket. When I came home there were three shillings in my little grey pocket. I gave the money to my father, though I would have preferred to have given it to my mother as it was she who had suffered on my account. However, as my father was a smoker, the pennies were more useful to him.


The Porpoises


Pretty soon the bottoms of my grey trousers were torn, and my shirt was coming out through it. My mother said that she’d have to put a patch on it before she went to sleep, and she did too. The next morning she had my trousers ready for me, all mended and ready to go. She warned me to take care of them and not to tear them again too soon or I’d get a lash of the rod.


It was a very fine day by the time I’d had a hen’s egg, plus a cup of milk and something else — potatoes, probably. I didn’t eat a thing without the hag next door knowing all about it. But her chatter was changing when she saw that I was becoming sturdier and more hearty.


“Oh, feed him up well, luv!” says she. “He’ll grow into a fine man yet.”


She wasn’t right about that, either, for no one ever saw any resemblance whatsoever in me to any of the great Celtic heroes. She used to be purring selfishly like a cat, hoping to get some of the catch my father brought home with him. Her husband wasn’t skilled in such matters. He was a clumsy individual, whether out in the hills or working in the fields. At any rate, the old hag was forever making off with a sizable morsel of one thing or another from our home.


I was full of energy at that time, almost leaping out of my body I was. With my grey trousers pulled right up, and my belly full, I was very proud of myself indeed. If anyone had anything to worry about at that time, it certainly wasn’t me.


At noon I was let down to the White Strand with Mary along with me. On my way to the strand I ran as fast as I could. When Mary looked out to sea, she saw a school of porpoises coming round the Gob at the south end of the Island. They didn’t stop until they came in front of us out onto the open beach. There were big dorsal fins sticking up on them, and they were as close together as a shoal of fish. Mary had often seen them before, one at a time, but never in such a large school. She figured that they would come right up onto the strand and she got frightened. She put me up on her back and carried me home.


When we arrived, mother announced that there were boats coming and that some of them were circling the porpoises, trying to force them ashore. There were three large seiners on the Island at that time, and seven in Dunquin. Every one of those boats was there to get porpoises. The Island boats were trying to drive the porpoises ashore, while the Dunquin people jeered at them, but not one of them tried to help. In the end, a porpoise landed up on the shore, high and dry. One man, with his wits about him, drew its blood; and when the rest of the porpoises got the scent of the blood, off they went towards it, until they too were all beached.


When the Dunquin boats saw the rich pickings on the beach, and people killing them, in they went to fill up their boats and to get their share of the spoils, but the Islanders wouldn’t let them get a single one. It wasn’t too long before everyone was covered in blood, as were the porpoises, which the Islanders were driving out along the shore, cut and injured. There was one Dunquin boat that didn’t interfere or try to get to the porpoises. The Island people gave the crew of that boat the best porpoise on the strand; the other six boats had to go home without as much as a taste of them, and indeed, for some of them, even getting home was difficult enough.


It was a huge job bringing them home and salting them. But no one shirked from the work, since in those days it’d be difficult to exchange a porpoise for a pig. My father’s face was red with his own blood and with that of the porpoises. But I still recognised him as I was a bright lad for my age.


I used to make fun of the old hag when she’d come with a big creel of chopped-up porpoises on her back; you’d think that she herself had come out of one of the porpoises in the creel, she was so covered in blood. But she earned a certain amount of respect that day, for she’d almost killed the captain of a Dunquin boat with a blow of her shovel.


There was no shortage of meat for a long time after that, and it would have lasted two years if it hadn’t been taken from them by relatives all over the mainland. I’ll never forget that day, even if I live to be two hundred: every person could be seen red with blood instead of white or sallow. Another thing, I’m afraid I might very well have been killed by a porpoise or a bonham on the beach, and Mary too, if we had been caught up in that little war with the porpoises. At the end of the day the old hag ate her food at our place.


While I was very small I used to hear talk about the Wheat Ship. This was another example of stuff that used to come in after storms at sea and which used to benefit us even though other people had suffered extreme misfortune.


I don’t remember the year this particular vessel foundered at the White Strand, because at the time I hadn’t been born or even been expected. But I’ve heard about what happened and about the number of people that she saved from death during the Great Famine. I’m fully aware of how she was lost with her entire crew. She was wrecked on the beach, and it wasn’t possible to save even one of them. I got the story from the woman next door and my mother, because they were often talking together.


There wasn’t a shred of a sail on this ship, only one tattered piece of material on the forward mast. The captain tried to bring her in to the White Strand though she’d foundered far out, being heavily loaded. The men on board put a chunk of wood on the end of a rope, but they weren’t able to come ashore. People said they’d never seen a stormier day, with the wind blowing right along the whole beach. When all is said and done, part of the ship ended up somewhere on the beach. The men on land and those out on the boat pulled on the rope but, alas, the rope broke, and away went the men through the storm to the south. The Islanders haven’t been the same for having witnessed that sight.


The ship broke up a while after that, but even though the men themselves were lost, thousands lived as a result during the worst year of the Famine. The Islanders saved thousands of bags of wheat, which kept them going for a long time. There wouldn’t be anyone alive on the Island today if it hadn’t been for the ship, and of course the old hag had to say that it was God who had sent it to the poor.


Eileen was only a week old when the ship was wrecked; she’s still living in the New World. In that country people of her age have already had a pension for three years. That means that she is now seventy-three years old. My mother was on the beach, even though it was only six days after she had given birth. Patrick, my brother, was tough enough to be there but he did more harm than good because he had to be watched all the time. A lot of stuff was coming in to shore but much of it was driven out to sea by the offshore winds.


As well as that, as soon as the ship broke apart, the wheat poured out of her. I believe that all kinds of bags had been thrown out of her, although it was mostly coal or salt that was being picked up when the tide came in. It took a long time for some of it to come out of the ship — affording the Islanders an opportunity to retrieve it — or that’s what people said. They had to wash it in fresh water to get the brine out of it, after which it had to be put out in the sun and then brought in close to the fire. Nobody knows how much was given away to relatives. The wheat was boiled until it softened into a thick porridge. People used to call it flummery.6 Anything else that they came across helped them to survive.


I often used to hear the old hag saying to my mother that out of her whole life this was by far the best part of it. She had a double set of teeth and two jaws to do the grinding. It was said that she chewed the cud like a cow.


At that time I was wearing the grey breeches and going off by myself. I used to go out to meet the boats every afternoon. Pilchards were the commonest fish at that time, and they were full of bones. They’re very like herrings. The fishermen had no good word to say for them; they were small fish, and you’d need a lot of them to make up a pound weight. What’s more, they used to rot the nets. My father called me into the boat one afternoon while the fish were being thrown out, and put me in the stern. I was peering out, and pretty soon I saw a fishing-line and a bit of a pilchard on its hook. What do you think but I threw out the bait! My father saw me doing it, but he paid no heed to it because he thought that any fish so near land wouldn’t take the bait.


It wasn’t long before a fish took it, and the line became twisted round my foot. The fish lifted me out into the sea. Everyone on the jetty screamed at my father, but by the time he turned round he saw the pet swimming by himself. He put the boat-hook into my grey breeches, above my backside, and pulled me in to the stern of the boat. Then he pulled the fishing-line and took care to bring the fish in — a huge, vigorous conger eel, six feet long. My greatest fear was that my mother would kill me on account of my breeches being wet. The young women were in fits of laughter at me, but I didn’t have the savvy at that time to have any feelings of pride about myself. They were big, strongly-built women, out up to their bellies emptying the boats — as strong and sturdy as any girls in Ireland.


On our way home, holding Nora’s hand until we reached the house, I started to sulk, and I said to Nora that I wouldn’t go any further because my mother would kill me. Another woman was trying to convince me that she wouldn’t. As luck would have it, who should come upon us but my father, carrying a creel of fish.


“What’s up with you, Nora? He’s cold and wet. Shouldn’t you bring him home?”


“He won’t go with me,” said she. “He’s afraid of Mam.”


“Oh, come along with you, Tomás, my boy. It’s my fault you’re wet, because it was I who brought you along,” said my father.


He grabbed hold of my hand, and I set off walking with him. When I went in, I wasn’t up to my usual tricks. My mother saw straightaway that there was something the matter with me. She put me sitting beside the fire, because she thought there was something else wrong with me. But soon the whole fire-slab was wet and soaked by me. My father came in.


“Have you taken his clothes off him yet? He’s soaking wet,” said he.


He was dragging the conger eel behind him. He brought it in and it was as long as the hearth.


“Don’t tell me that he fell into the sea?”


“Don’t you see the fine big fish he caught? And as it’s the first fish he ever caught, didn’t he do well!” said my father.


Then he told her the whole story, and that got me off. Everything I had on me was taken off, and dry clothes were put on me. I didn’t like the pair of breeches that I got, because it was one I’d already discarded, with patches on it. She didn’t give me tea, but a mug of porridge and milk after my dip in the deep.
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The School


There came a very fine day; it was a Sunday. For some reason a large boat came in from Dunquin; nothing was known about currachs at that time, though we were soon familiar with them. When the boat reached the jetty the people waiting there said there was a lady in it; who was she but the schoolmistress. When I heard that news, it didn’t please me one little bit, for that was just when I was beginning to go out with a stick, foraging for myself from strand to hill. There was no one watching over me because they thought I was a big hunk of a fellow, carrying my little rod with a hook tied to its end. Each of us boys used to take twenty rocklings out of holes — not much of a catch, but the rocklings were just the thing for our pet seagulls.


Well, one Monday, after breakfast, the lad in the grey trousers wasn’t to be found. The girls were ready for school but the wee guy was nowhere. Mary was sent out looking for me, and she told my mother that I was looking for rocklings with two other boys, Seán Mairead and Mick Peg.


“Let him off today, but God help me tomorrow if he slips out without me knowing!” says my mother.


I got to my young seagull and gave her my rocklings.


When I came home I wasn’t as bumptious as I was on other days. I realised that my mother had something in store for me. What’s more, the little old woman from next door was already in there so that she could see the beating I’d get, for I used to be slagging her off fiercely at that time. But my mother was too clever for her.


When the girls came home from school, my mother asked them about what sort of woman the teacher was, was she easygoing or bad-tempered. Everyone said that she was a fine decent woman, and that she didn’t slap or beat them. That was when my mother asked me what I had to say.


“Look at this brat, gadding about all day from morning, in danger of going head-first into some hole, collecting fish for his gull. But let him know that he’d better be ready in the morning to go along with you, God willing,” says she.


“Perhaps,” says Kate, “since you didn’t scare him, he’ll pull a fast one on you in the morning.” She was a precocious sister, the one I liked the least.


“Oh, he’ll be a good boy tomorrow, Kate. The first steps are always the hardest,” says my mother.


We were all lovey-dovey with each other until it was time to go to bed. My sisters were talking about the school, and telling my mother the schoolmistress’s name, which they couldn’t pronounce properly. The whole evening was spent with each of them doing their best to say it, until they started bickering with one another. Then I had as much fun out of them as they had with me earlier that evening. In the end Mary, the eldest, got the name — Nancy O’Donoghue. It was a difficult name for them, as nothing like it had ever been heard on the Island. Finally, everyone went off to get ready for bed.


The next morning everyone was all set for what they had to do. The food was ready fairly early, for the tide waits for no man. Patrick was pretty savvy at this time; he was the second eldest of the brood, Mary being the oldest. My father was going around the house collecting ropes and a sickle, for himself and for Patrick. Mary and my mother were going along with them. It was a spring-tide day, and the season to cut black seaweed for fertiliser. Kate was to look after the house while Eileen, Nora and I went off to school. That was how we were organised that day.


For breakfast we had boiled potatoes and fish, and a drop of milk with them. All of us, old and young, gobbled down our fill. We had no tea in those days, so no one in the Island at that time, or for a long time afterwards, had ever seen a kettle.


When the horn blew, off went the school-children and those working on the strand, while precocious Kate remained at home. “Be well-behaved at school, Tomás, me boy,” said my mother to me, and before she went to the beach she wiped the snot from my nose with a cloth. As I set off for school that day, around the year 1866, my mother told me I was ten years old.


On our way to the schoolhouse I was spirited and bold, hand in hand with Nora. Poor Nora thought that I would make a show of her but I didn’t. The schoolmistress was at the open door and she handed me a lovely apple. When I went in I was amazed that I didn’t see anyone else with an apple. But she wasn’t going to give us an apple every day, although I thought at the time that she was. This was a hansel apple, given to every pupil on their first day, and this being my first day I was the one to get it.


I didn’t pay much attention until I had munched my apple, and that didn’t take me long because I had a fine grinding-mill then, something I can’t boast about today. Then I took a good look around the room. I saw books and papers here and there in little piles, a blackboard hanging on the wall, with white marks jotted all over it as if done with chalk. I was intrigued as to what they meant until I saw the schoolmistress calling the biggest girls to the blackboard. She had a little stick in her hand and was pointing out the marks to them, and it began to dawn on me that she was speaking some kind of nonsense-talk to them. I prodded Pats Micky who was beside me on the bench — this is the same Pats Micky who has been King over us long since, and he’s also now the postman for this district. I asked him what sort of gibberish talk was going on between the schoolmistress and the girls around the blackboard.


“I haven’t the faintest idea,” says he, “but I reckon it’ll never be understood here.” I thought that I’d die of hunger at school, but it wasn’t long before the schoolmistress spoke the English word “Playtime”. This word made me stare in surprise, for I didn’t know what it meant. The mob inside was jumping up and rushing out the door. Nora had to take my hand before I’d move off the bench. Every one of us made off for our own homes.


A handful of cold, boiled potatoes was waiting for us. They were placed near the fire. We had fish with them, yellow scad, a fine sweet fish. My mother had broiled limpets, which had come from the strand while we were at school. She had roasted the limpets on the fire, and threw them to us one by one, like a hen with her chickens.


The three of us didn’t talk much while we ate, but went on munching until we were full. Then my mother began to ask me about school; she’d been afraid to ask me while I was munching in case I’d choke while trying to answer her.


“Well, Tomás, me boy, isn’t it great to be at school,” said she. “How did you like the lady?”


“Mary, Mother of God! the grand hearty apple she gave him,” said Nora. I wasn’t a bit pleased with Nora that she didn’t let me answer.


“Did you get an apple, Tomás?”


“I did, Mam, but Nora took a chunk out of it, and Eileen another chunk.”


“But the apple was very big; there was plenty left of it after we’d taken a bite,” says Eileen.


“Off you go, my dears,” says Mam to us.


We spent some more time at school; the King used to be beside me on the bench, and he was a fine placid hunk of a chap, and has been ever since. We were the same age. He often pointed his finger at another boy who was being bold, someone screeching, another pair punching each other, a big yellow snot running down from the nose of other hunks here and there. The King didn’t like these sights and he was always pointing them out to me. Look at the nature that is innate in a person from early youth and which always remains with him. It was the same with the King, who didn’t like to see ugly, dirty sights in school when he was young, sights that others didn’t notice at all. It was no wonder, therefore, that when the authorities came round wanting to name a King for the Blasket they concluded that he would be the best person to bear the title.


For me the day passed quickly, and I thought it was a bit early when the schoolmistress said “Home now”. Some of them got stuck in the door hurrying to get out to the road. At home, there was a chunk of bread for us and a drop of milk with it. There always used to be plenty of cooked fish but we often had an aversion to it. This was because Patrick often had as big a catch as my father and we had abundance and plenty in the cottage, a wonderful fire, and enough delicacies of every possible kind. Then we went off to the White Strand for the rest of the day.


The next day the school had our full attention because the spring-tide for spreading seaweed was over. I saw that my mother had some new clothes for me and that pleased me. She ran over to me and took me by the hand, shook my clothes and gave me a kiss.


“Be a good boy now,” she said, “until I come home. I’ll bring you sweets from Dingle. Do what Mary and Kate tell you and go to bed when they go.” I began to cry but I soon stopped.


I set off for school with Nora and Eileen. Mary and Kate stayed in charge of the house while my mother was away. When we went in, the whole mob was already there, although my pal hadn’t come yet; he was the one I liked best. Little books were being given out that day. There was a blackboard with strange things being written on it, and others being rubbed out. There were large gadgets hanging here and there on the wall — I was keenly observing every one of them.


When I’d finished examining all these things, in burst the King, and that pleased me greatly. His own place beside me was waiting for him, and he made straight for it. I saw the way he was elbowing his way along, so that he could sit beside me. And so I gathered that he liked me as much as I him.


“I’m late,” he whispers to me.


“Most of them have only just come in,” says I to him.


He was so vigorous and healthy-looking that you’d think he was three years older than me, but actually it was only nine months. The schoolmistress summoned us to the blackboard and six times she pointed out the letters that were on it.


That day was Friday, and when we were about to go home, she told us not to come until Monday. Most of them were happy to hear this, but it didn’t thrill me one little bit; I preferred to come to school. I don’t think it was because of my love of learning but rather that I liked being with my pal the King.


My mother wasn’t supposed to come back from Dingle until Sunday, and Mary and Kate thought that I wouldn’t go to bed with them under any circumstance. So they started coaxing me and sweet-talking me before bedtime. I fell asleep on my father’s knee and he told them to take me to bed with them, and they did that immediately.


It was already noon when the cock woke me. As I hadn’t cost them a night’s sleep, everyone was enquiring about me and I was getting attention from all of them. Needless to say, I wasn’t as big an eejit as they thought.


I had my teeth now and was able to chew everything, and I was so big that no one believed I was the age I actually was. A good indication of that was when the old hag across the way stopped teasing me. She dropped calling me ‘the pet’ and ‘the old cow’s calf’ and things like that, which she had been saying about me to my mother up to then, although you’d have sworn that the cow that had given birth to the old hag couldn’t have been less than fifty herself.


My Mother Back from Dingle


On Sunday my mother came home from the town. She had a white bag and a coarse bag. They were full of things but there wasn’t a bit of tea or sugar, nor indeed was anything known about them at that time. I myself carried the white bag home with me and it wasn’t too heavy for me, since most of the things in it were glad-rags for the girls. The grey hag was ahead of me in the house so that she might hear everything about Dingle from the woman who’d been there.


The first thing my mother took out was a cap with two peaks on it, which she thrust on my head. “Mary, Mother of God!” said my father, “you’ve made a real policeman out of him!” and everyone in the house burst out laughing.


“Perhaps he’ll have a job yet,” says she. “He’s young and has time to learn; let him stay at school until he learns all there is to be learnt there.” I still remember those words well, because, in time, the necessities of life changed all that.


There were apples, sweets and cakes, loaves, tobacco for my father, and a pair of shoes for Patrick, white clothes for the daughters and a lot more as well. The grey woman got a little of everything because she was an ugly wretch who was greedy to boot.


Every day we went off to school, while Patrick, who was big and strong, was out hunting with my father. Mary didn’t spend much time at school, for she was a woman by now. There were four of us doing well, and teaching each other.


Alex’s Boat


One day, after we were let out from school at noon, we saw all the people of the district above the jetty. The schoolmistress and all of us were wondering what was going on. One of the boys was looking intently towards Slea Head.


“Mary, Mother of God! look at the boats in the middle of the squall — and what a sea,” says he. The boats were given up for lost, and it was feared that no one would ever see those who were in them again.


There was an Island boat tied to the wreck, which it was towing. The sea was going right up over them. The tide was with them, which helped them considerably in finally reaching the jetty.


It was the wreck of a large, strong boat; the captain was in it and two other men, and a boy of about sixteen years, who was only barely alive. He was taken out of the boat and laid on dry land, but he soon died. He was buried at Castle Point — that’s where Pierce Ferriter’s castle was when he was in authority.


Even with everyone doing their utmost, they couldn’t save the wrecked boat, and the ocean took it away again. My father was captain of the boat that found the wreck. The wreck’s captain was a man by the name of Alex. He was a big, hearty man. The name Alex is still known in the Blaskets, and will be for some time to come, because many of the Island people alive today were born at the time of the wreck. They got great compensation for saving the crew, and some who gave them hospitality were paid equally well. My father got himself a saw out of it and it’s only recently that we’ve lost it.


Mary’s Marriage


My sister Mary was a strapping, capable woman at that time, and as there were three others at home, they decided to send her to some other house. The most important personage on the Island at that time was Paddy Martin. He had had ten milking cows for a long time. However, I never saw him with all ten, because he had two married sons living on the mainland, and undoubtedly he’d had to give them some land and a few cows, which left him with only five. However, his youngest son, Martin Junior, still unmarried, was living with him on the Island.
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