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In 2009, The History Press published Ag Bun na Cruaiche: Folklore and Folklife from the Foot of Croagh Patrick. Like City of Streams, it presents an edited selection of the traditional materials amassed under the auspices of the Irish Folklore Commission’s Schools’ Scheme, in the environs of Croagh Patrick, County Mayo.


Caitríona believes that traditional material is a valuable resource, to be conserved and handed on in new and attractive ways that suit the new age. It will inspire new creativity and point out ways to sustainable living in our own time.
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INTRODUCTION




Between 300 and 400 national school teachers attended a conference held in the Presentation Convent School Tuam, on Saturday [13 November 1937], in connection with the scheme recently introduced by which pupils are encouraged to collect folklore from their parents and neighbours.1





This announcement heralded the launch of the Schools’ Folklore Collection in Galway county in the 1930s. Two inspectors from the Department of Education addressed the conference. They outlined the ‘noble task of collecting the vestiges of our ancient culture, which fortunately are still extant among the country folk of Ireland’, in which endeavour, teachers and pupils were to be engaged for the next year and a half. Both inspectors were keen to highlight the virtues of the proposed project: educational in terms of improving the pupils’ listening, dictation and writing skills in both Irish and English, social in terms of encouraging interaction between the pupils and adults in their home circle, connecting home and school. The inspectors ended by appealing to the teachers ‘to make a determined effort to save our great national heritage – Irish Folklore’.


This book presents a selection of the folklore and folklife traditions collected in and around Galway city in 1937–38, under the Schools’ Folklore Collection scheme. In the Irish language, folklore is known as ‘béaloideas’, oral knowledge or instruction. It is that part of our cultural heritage which is passed on orally, aurally and by imitation. The Irish phrase ‘ó ghlúin go glúin’, literally ‘from knee to knee’, describes the natural process through which traditional knowledge of every kind has been transmitted down the generations. The terms ‘memory culture’ and ‘unofficial culture’ have also been used to indicate the nature of folklore.


In recent times the wider term ‘Intangible Cultural Heritage’ has been coined. In 2003 UNESCO, adopting the Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage, defined Intangible Cultural Heritage as:




The practices, representations, expression, as well as the knowledge and skills, that communities, groups, and, in some cases, individuals recognize as part of their culture. It is sometimes called living cultural heritage, and is manifest inter alia in the following domains:


Oral traditions and expressions including language;


Performing arts;


Social practices, rituals and festive events;


Knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe; traditional craftsmanship.2





UNESCO’s broad definition of Intangible Heritage matches perfectly the scope of material assembled under the Schools’ Folklore Collection. Under this scheme, it was neither anthropologists nor sociologists from outside who recorded the information, but the young children of the area who documented their own particular and unique local culture.


‘OPENING THE CULTURE-HOARD …’


In the title poem of the collection North (1975), the late Seamus Heaney introduced the Anglo-Saxon idea of unlocking the ‘word-hoard’, tapping into his own particular personal lexicon, his own familiar myths, in order to find a voice, words and images to ‘refract’ his experience; to give his poems direction, cohesion and resonance:




Lie down/ in the word-hoard, burrow/ the coil and gleam/ of your furrowed brain …


Keep your eye clear/ as the bleb of the icicle,/trust the feel of what nubbed treasure/ your hands have known.3





His home place, Mossbawn, was Heaney’s starting and finishing point. There he would return again and again to find vision and his own authentic articulation.


Folklore is a bit like that. The ‘culture-hoard’ of folklore yields preserved local information, but more importantly perhaps, it gives perspective on that material. It provides a view-finder with which to see the present. The Schools’ Folklore Collection is an important archive of memory. Now, after more than seventy years, it seems that enough time has elapsed to render this ‘culture-hoard’ of interest and value to us. Socio-economic conditions have improved so much since the 1930s that it has become easier to consider those other days when life was more difficult for everyone. Every aspect of that time is illumined by the collection which also illumines our own time, giving us a local point of reference from which to evaluate the enormous changes which have taken place in the interim.


THE SCHOOLS’ FOLKLORE SCHEME


The material here is based on the collections made by senior pupils in fourteen national schools in Galway city and its environs, under the direction and guidance of their principal teachers. For various reasons not all primary schools participated in the survey, which was known officially as the Schools’ (Folklore) Scheme (Scéim na Scol).


These are the Galway schools represented here: Caisleán Gearr/Castlegar NS; Mionloch/ Menlo NS; Ceathrú an Bhrúnaigh/Carrowbrowne NS; Scoil Naomh Séamus/Freeport NS Barna; Páirc na Sceach/Bushpark NS; Clochar na Toirbhirte, Rahoon/Presentation Convent, Rahoon; Clochar na Trócaire (Newtownsmith)/Convent of Mercy NS (Newtownsmith); Scoil San Nioclás (Buachaillí)/St Nicholas’ NS (Boys); Scoil San Nioclás (Cailíní)/St Nicholas’ NS (Girls); Scoil Naomh Breandán/St Brendan’s NS; Scoil Bhaile Chláir na Gaillimhe (Cailíní)/Claregalway NS (Girls); Scoil Bhaile Chláir na Gaillimhe (Buachaillí)/Claregalway NS (Boys); Uarán Mór (Buachaillí)/Oranmore NS (Boys); Oranmore Convent.


The Schools’ Scheme was devised by Séamus Ó Duilearga and Seán Ó Súilleabháin as an important adjunct to the work of the Irish Folklore Commission, which has been described as ‘a great salvage operation financed by the young independent Irish state’.4


In the eighteen-month period between September 1937 and January 1939, approximately 100,000 schoolchildren, aged 11–14, in 5,000 primary schools throughout the Republic of Ireland took part in what may well have been the biggest folklore-collecting scheme ever mounted anywhere in the world. ‘Scéim na Scol’ was organised with the collaboration of the Department of Education, in conjunction with the Irish National Teachers’ Organisation.5


Using a handbook6 provided by the Folklore Commission, under the weekly direction of their teachers, the children sought material from parents, grandparents, teachers and older members of their community and wrote it down in their school copybooks.


ARCHIVE


Today, the results of those eighteen months’ work, can be viewed, bound and paginated in 1,128 volumes (500,000 manuscript pages), preserved in what was formerly the Department of Irish Folklore (now The National Folklore Collection), University College Dublin. The rest of it is contained in a large collection of the school copybooks into which the raw material was originally written by the children.7 The folklore collected in each county may also be accessed on microfilm in the respective county libraries. The material relating to schools in County Galway can be viewed in the county library, Galway city. In very recent times, a scheme has been initiated to digitise the National Folklore Collection of Ireland at University College Dublin, on a phased basis. Fortunately, the Galway Schools’ Collection is among the first to be made available and can now be accessed at www.dúchas.ie.


COLLECTING


The handbook distributed to schools sounded an urgent note. The senior pupils were:




invited to participate in the task of rescuing from oblivion the traditions which, in spite of the vicissitudes of the historic Irish nation, have, century in, century out, been preserved with loving care by their ancestors. The task is an urgent one for in our own time most of this important natural oral heritage will have passed away forever.





Looking back now, we realise that this project took place at a crucial time, as the world geared up for the Second World War. After the war many things would have changed, here in Ireland as well as in the rest of Europe. Spanning the years 1937 and 1938, the Schools’ Scheme, could hardly have been conducted at a more fortuitous time.


SCOPE OF THE SURVEY


This was a very well-planned operation, leaving little to chance. In thirty-seven pages of the handbook the Commission outlined the areas of tradition, which were considered worthy of investigation. A range of questions was given under each topic, to guide the young collectors. The collected material corresponds to these categories. If the children collected a good deal of information on ‘Hidden Treasure’ in their localities, it was as a result of that topic being highlighted in the handbook. In modern times, people are often surprised by the amount of information collected on the ‘Care of the Feet’, for example. But this was an important topic in the 1930s when some people were still going barefoot on occasion, and when the memory of going barefoot was still very alive.


Here is a list of the topics to be investigated:




Hidden Treasure; A Funny Story; A Collection of Riddles; Weather Lore; Local Heroes; Local Happenings; Severe Weather; Old Schools; Old Crafts; Local Marriage Customs; In Penal Times; Local Place Names; Bird Lore; Local Cures; Home-made Toys; The Lore of Certain Days; Travelling Folk; Fairy Forts; Local Poets; Famine Times; Games I Play; The Local Roads; My Home District; Our Holy Wells; Herbs; The Potato Crop; Proverbs; Festivals; The Care of Our Farm Animals; Churning; The Care of the Feet; The Local Forge; Clothes Made Locally; The Local Patron Saint; The Local Fairs; The Landlord; Food in Olden Times; Hurling and Football Matches; An Old Story; Old Irish Tales; A Song; Local Monuments; Bread; Buying and Selling; Old Houses; Stories of Giants and Warriors; The Leipreachan or Mermaid; Local Ruins; Religious Stories; The Old Graveyards; A Collection of Prayers; Emblems and Objects of Value; Historical Tradition; Strange Animals.
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The market, Eyre Square, Galway.


Instead of their usual weekly composition, fifth- and sixth-class pupils were given time to write down in their copybooks the folklore which they had collected that week. A percentage of that material was then copied into a logbook, either by the teacher or by the pupils themselves. In some schools, entries were almost entirely written into the log by the respective principal teachers, based on information collected by the pupils. In other cases, the entries are either handwritten by the children themselves, or, if written by the teacher, attributed to the child from whose copybook they are copied. The material presented here is based on the microfilm in the Galway County Library, which represents the material in the logbooks from each school. A visit to the copybooks, held in the National Folklore Collection at University College Dublin, will reveal further information; but that was outside the scope of this research.


LANGUAGE


Information on the various topics and responses were recorded in Irish or English, depending on the district, the school, the teachers and the pupils. As this was a collection undertaken at a particularly important time in Ireland’s nation-building process, some teachers may have requested students to complete their responses in Irish even if Irish was not the local vernacular.8


SCHOOLS AND THE IRISH LANGUAGE


As part of the Irish-language revival policy of the new Irish State, the Irish language was made compulsory at curriculum and examination level in primary- and secondary-level schools.


At primary level, an attempt was being made to ‘gaelicise’ as much as possible every aspect of the curriculum and to deliver it through Irish. In 1926, the Department of Education expected infant classes to be taught entirely through Irish. Classes for older pupils could also be taught in Irish, where the teacher and pupils had sufficient competence in the language. Certain subjects, such as nature study and science, were to be removed from the curriculum in order to allow more time for the language. Teachers were incentivised to use Irish in their classrooms by increased inspectors’ ratings for those who used and promoted it most effectively.


Ten years later, by the time the Schools’ Folklore Collection took place, there was debate among educationalists, teachers’ organisations, politicians and Irish-language advocates, about the educational efficacy of such a policy, both in terms of language acquisition and general educational attainment.9


The material recorded in the 1937–8 collection gives a unique insight into aspects of the early linguistic policy of the state. Many pupils and teachers, even in areas where Irish was not the vernacular, wrote their ‘compositions’ on traditional matters in Irish, So much so, that in the case of this material from Galway city and its environs, it is fair to say that the majority of entries in the manuscripts are in Irish. Much of it is fluent, idiomatic Connacht Irish, grammatically correct and properly spelled. If the pupils were not native speakers of Irish themselves, their entries here indicate a high level of competence in the written language, though we cannot be sure if that carried over into the spoken word.


Interestingly too, pupils sometimes indicate that the information they are recording has been obtained from a family member or friend who was born in the Gaeltacht or Irish-speaking area surrounding the city. The teachers’ entries and comments in the manuscripts show that they too were highly proficient in Irish.


RESIDUAL IRISH


There is also the question of how much ‘residual’ Irish was still spoken in the Galway area in the 1930s. The special linguistic census taken by Coimisiún na Gaeltachta in 1925 has been faulted for recording people’s ability to speak Irish rather than their usage of the language, and hence overestimating the amount of Irish being used. After 1930, census data has also been faulted for failing to distinguish between native speaker competence and ‘learned’ school Irish, once the language was being introduced in the schools.10


That said, the information from the linguistic census in 1925, and from the general census in 1926, is the only data available on the language situation at that time. It does yield some data on language ability, comparable from area to area. In 1925, 5,375 Irish speakers were recorded in Galway Urban District (46.9 per cent Irish speakers). To look at a few areas in the environs of Galway city: Barna recorded 96.7 per cent Irish speakers, Furbo 99.7 per cent, Spiddle 98.9 per cent, Claregalway 95.3 per cent, Oranmore 56.7 per cent, and Galway Rural DED 74.2 per cent.11


In the 1926 Census, Galway Urban DED recorded 37 per cent Irish speakers, undifferentiated as to ability and usage.12


LANGUAGE USAGE 1937–8


The linguistic picture obtaining in Galway in 1937–8 was complicated. It appears that a fairly high percentage of older people had competence in Irish. Whatever language was being spoken at home, children of school-going age were being exposed to a lot of Irish. Even in the city, some children were using Irish at home. On 3 April 1937, the Connacht Tribune quoted from a letter that appeared in a New York newspaper, where a Mr P. Staunton described his recent visit to the Claddagh area in Galway city. As the old Claddagh was being demolished and new houses being built, Staunton remarked on the children he had met, and their language: ‘On leaving the car we were surrounded by a group of attractive children, some of them chattering in English, more in the Gaelic.’


RECORDING ORAL TRADITION


From the standpoint of recording oral tradition, this concentration on using Irish whenever possible in school presents some distraction from the main work in hand. But there it is and we must work with it. At its best and most fluent, it can be an enhancement and present no barrier at all. It can give a glimpse into the linguistic profile of Galway eighty years ago.


I have given my own literal translation underneath all the material referenced in Irish here, for the greater inclusivity of potential readers. I also hope that these Irish-language accounts, so recently penned in historical time, might stimulate interest in the language in Galway, where it is still heard on the streets daily and where many people come to learn it every year.


IRELAND IN THE 1930S


The Schools’ Folklore Collection took place on the eve of the Second World War, or the ‘Emergency’ as it was referred to in Ireland. It took place in a decade that saw great cultural and political change. These were the ‘Hungry Thirties’, a time of enormous economic hardship when unemployment was high and emigration was taking its toll. Despite government efforts to create employment through work schemes on road building and the like, and despite some industrial development, there was still not enough employment to enable many people to stay at home.


Between 1932 and 1939, a Fianna Fáil government, led by Éamon de Valera, began the process of dismantling the Anglo-Irish Treaty. In 1937, de Valera drafted a new constitution, Bunreacht na hÉireann, which declared that Ireland is a sovereign, independent, democratic state. The name ‘Irish Free State’ was replaced with either ‘Éire’ or ‘Ireland’ and Douglas Hyde was elected its first president in 1937.


In 1937, Fianna Fáil ordered the ending of all payment of land annuities to Britain. There followed an economic war. Britain imposed a tariff of 20 per cent on Irish goods, causing great harm to the Irish cattle trade. In turn, de Valera imposed import duties on British goods such as coal. The trade war lasted until 1938 when the Anglo-Irish Trade Agreement was signed. Ireland made a one-off payment of £10 million to Britain and the Treaty ports of Berehaven, Lough Swilly and Cobh were returned to Ireland.13
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William Street Galway, c. 1925.


FARMING


Small farmers in rural Ireland had suffered greatly during the economic war. A letter from a Kilkenny farmer, quoted in an article in The Workers’ Voice in 1936, highlights the plight of those trying to eke out a living on the land:




The only money we could call our own was 21 shillings we got for geese in 1935. We are very lucky if we can get a bit of bad meat on a Sunday. Often I went to work on the roads with my old horse and worked a long day on a piece of flour cake and a bottle of milk.





The author of the article outlined the reasons for emigration and rural migration into urban centres at that time:




… country people are forced to sell their produce at prices that wouldn’t give them potatoes and salt and then have to buy clothes, boots, tobacco, sugar and all the needs of life at prices far above the normal market level … In other words, anything the poor farmer has to sell is dirt cheap; everything he has to buy is dirt dear.14





These would have been the circumstances of many of those living on the land in the environs of Galway city in 1937–38.


ELECTRICITY


In the years 1925–29, the Irish government created the Shannon hydro-electricity scheme. By 1943 all the towns and most of the villages in Ireland had electricity. At the time of this folklore survey, many outlying rural areas were still without electricity and would remain so until the 1950s and beyond. There were no labour-saving devices in the home or on the farm and, aside from an odd household who might own a battery radio, people had to make their own entertainment.


GALWAY IN THE ‘HUNGRY THIRTIES’


In the first decades of the twentieth century, Galway’s former small industrial base had declined, mostly due to rising costs. As a result the city ‘was in the grip of its worst economic recession’. The situation changed to some extent in the 1930s. The Irish Metal Industries factory opened in Earl’s Island in 1934. A hat factory and a chemical factory opened later that decade.15 Local businesses and shops gave some employment too.


Some people got employment in domestic service or in labouring jobs. In the last Connacht Tribune of 1938, a number of ‘situations vacant’ were advertised, not all of them in Galway itself. A cafe in Athlone was advertising for a ‘Good plain cook’. Slaney Furniture in Wexford required ‘Cabinet Makers accustomed to bedroom suites’. Only first-class men needed apply for the posts and they would be offered trade union rates. In Woodquay, Galway, Miss Hurd’s Registry was seeking ‘Cooks, general housekeepers and maids for England’ and offering £36 remuneration for same. At a box number, someone was seeking a ‘Farmer’s daughter [to] serve apprenticeship [3 years], grocery, hardware and boots. Help children with home lessons and assist light housework. [No fee.]’16
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Shop Street, Galway, c. 1925.


At the beginning of December 1938, someone was advertising for an ‘Apprentice to blacksmith. Or improver. No fee. Indoor.’17 Each day, in the Barracks at Renmore, the Irish Army was recruiting unmarried men of good character, aged 18 to 28 years, of not less than 5ft 2ins, for the Infantry Core. The recruits could expect 2 shillings pay per day. The positions would involve two years in the Army Service and ten years in the Reserve.


There was casual, unskilled employment from time to time. In spring 1938, Galway, formerly known as Cathair na Sruthán (‘the city of the streams’), was being referred to as ‘the city of the trenches’. Pipes for a new water supply were being laid throughout the city. The scheme cost £47,000 and gave temporary employment to fifty or sixty men until the end of the year.18


Full employment could not be hoped for in the 1930s. In October 1938, an editorial in the Connacht Tribune sounded a pessimistic note, warning ‘country workers’ of the futility of crowding into Galway in search of work. A slump had come in the building trade. Aside from Messrs Stewart, who had begun work on the new Redemptorist College at Mervue, there was no other building work available. Some 700 workers, the editorial stated, ‘are at present on county relief schemes’ where they could only obtain a couple of days work in the week, ‘little more than kept them off the dole’.


In Galway city alone, it was stated, ‘there are 200 unemployed in receipt of assistance’ and that number was likely to increase. The newspaper encouraged ‘citizens of every shade of politics’ to consider remedies for this serious social problem. It discouraged more people from coming in to the city ‘to become a burden on the taxpayer’.19


FISHING


The fishing industry too was experiencing difficulties. As far back as 1925, John Connolly, a Claddagh fisherman giving evidence before Coimisiún na Gaeltachta, outlined the plight of the Claddagh fleet:




I remember the time when there was a fleet of over 200 fishing boats sailing out of the Claddagh. In fact, the Claddagh fleet was considered the pride of Galway that time. They kept up Irish customs. They were a Gaelic-speaking people and their conversation was all in Irish. When they went out fishing they spoke nothing but Irish at their work. Unfortunately when the fishermen brought in their takes, the fish-buyers gave them whatever price they liked, giving them under the market value of their fish. Often the fish were dumped into the sea, and now the fleet has diminished to about thirty boats. There are only thirty boats constantly fishing in Galway.20
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Egg and fowl market.
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Fish market, Galway, c. 1925.


This downward trend continued. On 19 November 1938, the Connacht Tribune stated that ‘today there are in Galway little more than half a dozen boats’. The fishermen could not obtain a fair price for their catch:




Over 100,000 herring caught by about eight Claddagh boats just outside Mutton Island in Galway Bay on Tuesday night were on offer at the Galway fish market on Wednesday morning. About half this number were sold at prices in the neighbourhood of threepence per dozen and the rest had to be dumped back into the sea.





The writer goes on to criticise the Sea Fisheries’ Association for being unable to find markets for excess fish not required by the local fish dealers, as the industry is ‘gradually breaking up’.


EMIGRATION


Throughout Ireland, emigration was the only cure for all these ills. The 1936 Preliminary Census Report indicated that the population of Galway city stood at 18,285, a 25.5 per cent increase since the 1926 Census. In the 1930s, rural areas were becoming depopulated and the city was experiencing growth, due to the inflow of rural people looking for work.21


In Britain, the steady influx of Irish immigrants did not go unnoticed. Mr Malcolm McDonald, Dominions Secretary, presented data to the British House of Commons showing a clear and steady increase in the number of Irish migrating to Great Britain: 11,000 in 1934, 14,000 in 1935 and 24,000 in 1936. Most would be employed in non-skilled and relatively poorly paid jobs.22


Emigrants made every effort to return home for the Christmas holidays. A London reporter of the Connacht Sentinel stated that a very substantial proportion of the number that left London for Ireland were ‘natives of the land west of the Shannon. The majority of the reservations made on the expresses leaving London for Holyhead were made by travellers to Connacht.’ In addition, there were few vacant seats on the trains and long distance services ‘plying between Galway and other parts of the Free State on Christmas Eve. Galway people are scattered all over the Free State and all throughout England.’23


While the attachment to home was very great, the necessity to leave in order to survive was even greater.


THE CLADDAGH VILLAGE


Just around the time of the Schools’ Folklore Collection, the historic Claddagh village, situated on the west side of the city, was undergoing a transformation. A fishing community, with their own traditional customs and ways, had been living in a maze of small thatched cottages behind the Dominican church in the Claddagh for centuries. In 1934, on health grounds, Galway Corporation initiated a plan to demolish the small houses and streets and build local authority houses for the people of the Claddagh. Not everyone was delighted at this development. Some visitors bemoaned the loss of the unique fishing village with all its cultural traits.24 The fisher folk themselves were aggrieved at the rents being demanded by the Corporation for the new houses, at a time when the income from fishing was greatly reduced.25


This was a period of huge change in one of the oldest traditional areas in Galway city. A new national school opened in the Claddagh in late 1933. Fortunately, the senior pupils there were able to contributed a wealth of information to the Schools’ Collection.


HEALTH


Hospitals in the Galway city area in the 1930s were under the remit of the County Council, prior to the setting-up of the Health Board in 1970. The old Infirmary on Prospect Hill closed in December 1924. Services were transferred to a new Central Hospital on Newcastle Road, the site of the old workhouse. The main block of the workhouse was reconstructed to provide six large wards, an operating suite, a ward for TB cases, a small casualty department and ancillary services. Funds for equipment and furniture came from a sum of £4,000 available from an Annual Bazaar. Interestingly, one pathology laboratory was used as an animal house for guinea pigs and rabbits, which were used in those days to confirm the diagnosis of tuberculosis and other infectious diseases.
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The traditional Claddagh houses being demolished in the 1930s. (Courtesy of Dept of Irish Folklore, UCD)


The Dispensary Buildings was turned into a maternity hospital, which opened in 1924. A new dispensary for the city was constructed nearby. The Fever Hospital, which had been purpose-built in 1909/11 remained in use. Tuberculosis continued to be a big health problem right up until the 1960s. Merlin Park Regional Sanatorium was opened in 1954–5 to deal with it.26


Although it was possible to avail of the services of family doctors in the 1930s, people were just as likely to avail of traditional remedies and cures for human and animal complaints, particularly in respect of common everyday ailments. Doctors cost money, when money was very scarce indeed.


RELIGION


Religious observance was very high in 1930s Ireland. In 1932, a million people thronged the centre of Dublin for the Eucharistic Congress. Religion was important in all aspects of life. In August 1937, the Dominican Fathers blessed the Claddagh fleet at the beginning of the herring-fishing season.27 There was open-air benediction in the graveyard of the Abbey church after the annual Corpus Christi procession in June 1938.28 Personal piety was also strong. In December 1937, the following advertisement appeared in the Connacht Sentinel:




Lost – Between Jesuit Church and Nile Lodge, Child’s White Scapular and Medal, enclosed in a covering. Name on one medal inside. Of no value only to owner. Would finder kindly return to Connacht Tribune or Jesuit Church.
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Castlegar first communion, 1921.


On Sunday evening, 10 October 1937, Very Revd Michael J. Browne, DD, DCL, was consecrated Roman Catholic bishop of the united dioceses of Galway and Kilmacduagh, and of Kilfenora.29 Bishop Browne’s preachings and teachings would figure largely in the local press from that time forward.


Two weeks after his consecration, Bishop Browne, while proposing a vote of thanks to a Mrs Coyne for her lecture to the Aquinas Study Circle at Dominican Convent Taylor’s Hill on ‘The Convent Girl’, advocated higher education for a young woman. Among other things, he said, it would ‘equip her for her duties in life so that she may discharge them well and attain the true happiness that her vocation as wife and mother entitles her to’.30


Bishop Browne and other clergy often warned against the dangers of such pastimes as dancing and drinking. Addressing the Tuam Pioneer Association, a Revd Father Hickie warned of ‘the dangers of young boys and girls contracting the habit of excessive drinking at dances’, with its attendant moral consequences.31 A letter-writer to the Connacht Tribune, using the pseudonym ‘Pro Bono Publico’, thanked Bishop Browne for a recent ‘welcome, much-needed, and comprehensive address on the evils resulting from the dance craze of our day … Let us hope that many a girl, unconscious of the pitfalls surrounding her, will have her eyes opened when she reads the fatherly warning.’32


ENTERTAINMENT


In a pre-electronic, pre-technological age, most people were still providing their own entertainment, either at home or on a community basis. Outside of the city, few people would have owned a radio. Music, dancing, storytelling and sport was all provided on a non-commercial basis, as had been the case for many generations. But entertainment was changing at the end of the 1930s, especially in the city. There was more commercial provision than before, in cinemas and dance venues particularly.


A ‘dance craze’ did indeed seem to be in full swing in Galway city, judging by the variety of accounts and advertisements in weekly papers. People came in buses and on bicycles to attend these events.


The functions of one week in February 1937 will serve to illustrate. Many of the dances were ‘hops’, organised by individual clubs and societies to generate funds. Blackrock Swimming Club ran their ‘final hop of the term’ on Tuesday, 9 February, from 8 to 12, at Bailey’s Ballroom, music supplied by the Sorrento Band. Six hundred people had attended the Galway Garda (Irish-speaking Division) annual ceilidh in the Pavilion, Salthill, on 5 February, and ‘everyone was sorry when the function came to an end at 4 a.m.’ On Sunday, 5 February, the Sorrento Band again supplied the music for the dancers at Galway Golf Links. A great crowd also attended a ‘practice dance’ at Bailey’s Ballroom that same weekend.33


Staff dinner dances were held around Christmas and the New Year. The annual staff dance for the Savoy Cinema staff was held ‘at the Astaire Ballroom, on Wednesday January 4th 1939, 10-4. Bill Keaveney and his Orchestra. Special Carnival Novelties, Spot Prizes and a Running Buffet. Tickets including Taxi and Buffet-5 shillings. Dancing 10-4.’34 In a similar vein, in February 1937, over 600 people attended the Great Southern Railway’s staff dance in the Royal Hotel, where the music was supplied by the Sorrento Band No. 2.35


Small wonder then that the Galway guardians of public morals were becoming anxious about the new craze for dancing the night away!


Entertainment was also available in the Taibhdhearc Theatre, in the Town Hall Theatre and in the cinemas. In March 1937, the Taibhdhearc Company performed Ag an Am Sin, a passion play written by Séamus de Bhilmot.36 There was an astonishing range of choice in terms of cinema, pointing to the growing popularity of that pastime. The Savoy Cinema provided entertainment on stage and screen, showing three or four different films a week. A regular feature in the Savoy was ‘Question Time’, a kind of quiz. A challenge quiz, between Companies ‘A’, ‘B’ and ‘C’ from the Renmore Army Barracks, was advertised there for 1 January 1939. That same week, patrons had a choice of four films: Marry the Girl, The Bride Wore Red, Owd Bob and The Last of Mrs Cheyney. The Town Hall Theatre offered three films that same week: Fire Fighters, The Hurricaine and The Lilac Domino.37


Christmas was a special time for celebration, involving a trip to the Galway market to buy poultry and other provisions from the local farmers. Others were working hard to provide poteen for the celebrations, though the Gardaí did their best to thwart their efforts:




At dawn on Friday a large force of Gardaí from Galway, Headford, Oughterard, Moycullen and the surrounding districts, equipped with fast motor boats, made a swoop on the Corrib islands and discovered 240 gallons of wash and other accessories used in the manufacture of poteen. This is the second raid made by them in a fortnight. On the last occasion they captured a quantity of malt and wash. The past raid is a severe blow to the illicit traffickers who were all prepared for the usual Christmas ‘trade’.38





SPORT


Sport played a large part in people’s lives in the late 1930s. Many parishes had their own football and hurling teams. In 1938, there was much rejoicing when Galway defeated Kerry in the all-Ireland final. Interest in soccer was growing in the 1930s. Claddagh Rangers and a team called Old Claddonians were playing senior soccer. Galway Rangers won the Celtic Shield in 1933 and by 1937 they were developing a youth team.39 The World Diving Championships took place at Blackrock, Salthill, in August 1937, as did the Galway Swimming Club’s annual gala. Some people engaged in hunting and the Galway races were well attended. Golf was a pastime for some too.


VISITORS


In the 1930s, Galway city and Salthill were becoming keenly aware of the business potential of tourism in the area. There were discussions on how to provide amenities to cater for the visitors. A heat wave in August 1938 drew huge numbers of people to the beaches ‘all along the coast from Salthill to Tully’. Buses and cars brought thousands of visitors from all over the west. Two special trains from Boyle and Clonmel brought 800 ‘excursionists’ as they were called. Four special coaches carried over one hundred visitors to Galway on Sunday, 7 August. Much of the tourism of the time seems to have involved day trippers, but the foundations were being laid for an expanded industry in the years to come.


THE WIDER PICTURE


The people of Galway were aware of what was going on in the wider world too in the tumultuous thirties.


On 12 January 1937, great interest had been taken in one of the ‘Christian Front Ambulances’ which drove through Galway prior to being shipped to Spain ‘to aid General Franco and his forces’, a gift from the Irish Christian Front movement. The ambulance had been on display in Messrs Aylward and Donnellan’s garage in Lower Salthill for a few days and was being driven around the of Ireland to ‘run it in’. It cost £700 and was one of a fleet of eight being shipped to Spain that week.40


The Connacht Sentinel41 carried a story of a plot to assassinate Stalin, by the placing of a bomb under the government box, as he watched a performance at the Little Theatre in Moscow. Apparently Stalin frequently used the box. The report concludes, ‘The manager of the theatre has been arrested.’


Galwegians were also reading news of various machinations towards war on the European stage. In October 1938, Bishop Browne expressed gratitude to God for the signing of the ill-fated Munich Agreement, which he and others believed would bring peace to Europe. ‘Last Sunday,’ he said, ‘we prayed for peace, and our first act today should be to offer up our thanksgiving that that peace has been secured.’42


[image: Illustration]


Shop Street, Galway, c. 1940s.


Towards the end of that year, a local editorial sounded a warning note: ‘Those who hug to themselves the delusion that in a general European conflict we in this little island shall be free from its repercussions and perils are living in a fool’s paradise.’43


MERMAN?


On a lighter note, indicating perhaps the meeting of two very different worldviews, there was great excitement at Blackrock, Salthill, in September 1937. Crowds gathered, ‘many of them armed with cameras’, to get a glimpse of a strange dark figure that had been sighted in the bay – a ‘merman’, as it was thought to be. When the creature came in under the diving board at Blackrock, people were ‘dismayed’ to realise it was a 15ft-long tiger shark. A member of the Garda Síochána shot the shark in the skull with a .22 rifle.44
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