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Praise for Felicity Hayes-McCoy


‘I felt a sense of wellbeing. I had walked with her around the peninsula and experienced her wonder and delight. The book glowed with an appreciation of her lifestyle in Dingle.’


Alice Taylor


‘Powerful … reflecting on life with an inquiring intelligence and emotional honesty.’


The Sunday Times


‘There is something entirely Irish about her writing … the soft wild country of the Dingle Peninsula comes alive. Completely enchanting.’


Joanna Lumley


‘Thought-provoking … immensely entertaining.’


Irish Examiner


‘Outstanding.’


Sunday Independent
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Herding sheep on a road above Ballyferriter.
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Felicity Hayes-McCoy, originally from Dublin, also writes novels, and for radio, television, music theatre and digital media. Her father was the historian G. A. Hayes-McCoy. With her husband, the English opera director Wilf Judd, she divides her life and work between a flat in inner city London and a stone house at the western end of the Dingle Peninsula.
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To our friends and neighbours in Dingle and ‘back west’
Ar scáth a chéile a mhaireann na daoine.


[image: images]


Mount Brandon from Béal Bán.




Introduction
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The entrance to Dingle Harbour.


THIS BOOK AIMS to draw the reader into a deeper understanding and appreciation of the history and heritage of the western end of the Dingle Peninsula by offering not just facts and illustrations but personal views and experiences shared by people who live here. The core of each chapter is transcribed from a conversation between the authors and individuals who range from farmers and fishermen, musicians and teachers to a seafarer and boatbuilder, a chef, a broadcaster, a postmaster, a traditional sean-nós singer and a museum curator. We are deeply grateful to everyone who took time to sit at our kitchen table, or welcomed us into their own homes and workplaces, to make these recordings. We also owe a huge debt of gratitude to the many other individuals who offered stories, advice on the pronunciation guide, memories, facts and photographs, stopped us on high cliffs, sandy beaches and street corners, and sent texts and emails with additional remarks, information and insights.


In writing a guide to an area with a history that stretches back into prehistory, and an oral culture that offers myriad variations of stories, tunes, folklore and place names, we were inevitably faced with decisions as to what to include and what to leave out. Since our purpose is to encourage a deeper, more nuanced understanding of the area, we have made those decisions on the basis of offering readers a series of starting points for further conversations and for much enjoyable exploration of their own. Because, as everyone who has ever come to the western end of the Dingle Peninsula has discovered, one book or conversation or visit is never enough.


Choices also had to be made when deciding how best to convey the meaning and pronunciation of words and phrases in the Irish language. Generally, the English-language version of an Irish place name is either an anglicisation of its original Irish-language name or a direct or partial translation of it. (‘An Muiríoch’ becomes ‘Murreagh’, for example, and ‘Baile Dháith’, ‘Ballydavid’). As a rule of thumb, as our route takes us west along the Slea Head Drive, we have given the Irish-language name first when a place is first mentioned in the text, followed by its Anglicisation or translation in brackets. Overall, however, we opted for clarity over consistency and broke our rule where more explanation seemed necessary or interesting or where the English-language version is generally used locally. A guide to approximate pronunciations of Irish-language words is included at the back of the book.


The Irish and English forms of given names and surnames are often interchangeable, both in Dingle, where Irish is frequently spoken, and in the rural area beyond the town, known simply as ‘back west’, where it’s the first language of everyday life. This can occur regardless of which language is being spoken, so Máire Nic Gearailt can become Mary Fitzgerald – or Séamas Sullivan, Jim Ó Súilleabháin – within the same sentence. We have given the forms of individuals’ names as they were given to us, and clarified where it seemed necessary. It is worth noting here that, though standardised spelling exists in Irish, vernacular spelling is often still used, in particular where names are concerned.


But none of this matters when you let down your car window and ask for directions, or sit over a pint or a coffee chatting to local people. At the western end of the Dingle Peninsula the visitor’s experience is all the richer for the fact that the locality’s wealth of information, wit, wisdom and humour is expressed in not one but two languages.






1 Dingle Town
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The harbour.
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Main Street.
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Dingle was once an important port on one of Europe’s medieval trading routes.





THE STREETS OF DINGLE TOWN speak of how life is lived here; their narrow pavements require you to take your time and meet people’s eyes. You smile and step aside on the pavements and nod to the drivers on the road who pause and signal to let you cross. If you’re driving a car yourself you’ll notice that people approaching each other raise one finger from the steering wheel; it’s a salute that goes back to the time when every stranger and friend was greeted here with the same formal courtesy and every encounter was cause to stop for a chat.


A traditional readiness to engage with passers-by is part of the charm of the area. In the town, where the streets are often crowded in summer, you soon learn to take things a bit slower and to appreciate the rhythms of a different kind of life. The presence of the cattle mart on the Spa Road or the fact that the town has an active and vocal Fishermen’s Association can easily go unnoticed by a casual observer, yet they testify to an age-old involvement in farming and fishery that continues to the present day: and the combination of the locals’ culture of conversation with their knowledge of the land and the ocean is a gift to the curious visitor.
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Dingle Pier has long served as a haven for Irish and foreign fishing boats in stormy weather.


The Dingle Peninsula stretches westwards about 50km into the Atlantic Ocean, with the Blasket Islands as an offshore extension of the mainland ridge. Its mountainous spine extends from Sliabh Mis (Slieve Mish) in the east to the transverse bulk of Cnoc Breannáin (Mount Brandon), the gateway to Dingle town, in the west. Beyond the town, and bisected by a high pass, are Sliabh an Iolair (Mount Eagle) and Cruach Mhárthain (Croagh Marhin), its most westerly mountains. The coastline is irregular and, along its length, the peninsula varies between 6 and 20km in width from north to south, with no point more than 8km from the ocean.


[image: images]


Dingle town, looking west.
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The statue of Fungie, Dingle’s Dolphin.


Dingle town has a population of around 2,000, significantly increased in summer by the presence of visitors, and by part-time workers in the hospitality industry. At the head of the pier, close to the Tourist Information Office, is a bronze statue of Fungie the dolphin, arguably the town’s most famous character. His story exemplifies both the happenstance that characterises so much of Dingle life and the extent to which humans and the natural world exist here in harmony.


In the early 1980s fishermen at the harbour mouth began to notice a young bottle-nosed dolphin following their boats. Schools of dolphin and other marine life are frequently sighted in the area but this individual was no passer-by. Instead he showed an increasing interest in the boats and in sub-aqua divers. And eventually he became the focus of a major tourist attraction. As commercial fishing declined, trips to see Fungie began booming. And, in time, he began to give thrilling displays of leaping and dancing with a sense of awareness and comic timing that make it hard to believe that the choreography is his own: so much so, that local people are well used to visitors asking when the dolphin is fed or where the boatmen keep him. But Fungie is a wild dolphin. No one trained him. He hunts for his food and his interaction with humans is his own choice. That fact is a good starting point for remembering that the western end of the Dingle Peninsula is not a theme park but a living landscape. It’s a place with a rich and unique cultural inheritance that can best be explored not just through the usual interfaces provided for tourists but through relaxed conversation with the people who live and work here.
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A 1950s postcard of Dingle’s Green Street, looking towards the nineteenth-century Roman Catholic church of St Mary. COURTESY CATHY CORDUFF




CONVERSATION:


Cormac O’Sullivan


For Cormac O’Sullivan, the manager of Benners Hotel in Main Street, Dingle town’s historic importance as a port is what gives it its unique character.
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‘Look at its physical position, on a trading route that’s brought people here for over a thousand years. Ships came in bringing leather and wine and goods from all over Europe, and even beyond. They brought new ideas, they came here and they talked to people. Sure, three hundred years ago there were Spanish merchants that set up house here, so the town’s exposure to new cuisines and cultures goes way back in time. Because of its geographical position and the mountain passes you have to cross to get to it, you might say it was isolated. But the sea always linked it to the rest of the world.’





The hotel Cormac manages is the oldest in Dingle town. Sometime in the early 1700s the Benner family arrived in Ireland from the Palatinate region of south-western Germany, and came to Kerry in the 1740s. Having worked as brewers and distillers, one branch of the family became innkeepers and are recorded as successful hoteliers in Tralee in the 1780s. In 1896 Robert Benner and his wife, Georgina Revington, daughter of a prominent Kerry retailer, established Benners Hotel in Dingle. Robert died relatively young but the Benner empire continued to expand and Georgina continued to run the Dingle hotel; the 1911 census shows her there as a widow with six live-in servants including a car-man and a nurse. Today the hotel is still housed in the building that Georgina and her husband came to as newly-weds. With a significant extension to the rear, its elegant door and reception rooms still face onto Main Street and, though now under the ownership of a US group, it retains the historic Benner name.


Like Robert and Georgina, Cormac is an incomer to the Dingle area.




‘I was born in Limerick but I spent every summer here. My father attended an Irish-language course west of Dingle town in the 1950s, my parents honeymooned there, and the family went from staying in tents, to caravans, to a mobile home and, eventually, to building our own house. I started in the hotel business washing pots in a hotel back west and, after going off to work elsewhere in Ireland, I came back.


That was my experience but it’s often the same for local people. Because we’re surrounded by the ocean, people born and bred here have always travelled. There was a time when this was one of the most isolated regions of Ireland in one sense, because it’s at the very end of a peninsula at the westernmost edge of mainland Europe. And that’s why so much of its ancient native culture has been preserved. But it wouldn’t have survived if the people who lived here hadn’t survived themselves. There’s always been huge emigration, with people travelling to find work. And I suppose kids will always want to go off and see the world. But they come back, and I think that movement is what brings life to the place. Like, if you think of the music round here and you think of an accordion – you draw it out and you push it back and you bring air into it, and it’s the movement in and out that makes the music.


The people are shaped by the landscape, the landscape is shaped by the people and there’s an instinct there to help and support each other. It’s a tourist town with a strong local infrastructure supporting it. If you’re stuck for something you need and you go up to Foxy John’s at eleven at night they’ll dodge over from the bar counter to the hardware counter and get it for you. There’s a kind of a rhythm you have to get used to, though. Life here happens when it happens and it takes the time it takes. Trying to make it happen doesn’t make it happen any quicker.
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The window of Foxy John’s famous pub and hardware store.


When The Irish Food Awards, Blas na hÉireann, were set up in 2006 Dingle became Ireland’s “Foodie Town”. We won the title in the inaugural year and since then we’ve been host to the annual awards ceremony. There are Gold, Silver and Bronze Awards in over a hundred food and drink categories, and key awards such as Supreme Champion and Best Artisan Producer and the whole thing takes place over a long weekend in October. As far as I’m concerned, the relationship between the town and Food Awards is a match made in heaven.


There’s so much enterprise in the area now, between individuals and larger businesses, and lots of it food and drink related. And, because Dingle people are well-travelled, we’re used to new ideas coming in – experimentation is part of what life’s about. That’s manifested in the restaurants, the farmer’s market, the Dingle Cookery School – people here have taken what’s around them and taken it to the next level. Food is field to fork, sea to plate. We have locally fished seafood, and meat sold by butchers who are farmers. There’s salt-fed lamb grazed out on the Blasket Islands and Dingle Dexter cattle thriving up on the mountains. People know the dates when farmers would be moving livestock on the roads, buying and selling at the mart here in town. Agriculture is all around us. Even in the supermarkets you have local produce and great support for local producers. And the purpose of the Food Festival is to showcase what’s local to the place, and to bring producers from other parts of the country together, to share ideas and cross-fertilise knowledge.
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Local craft butcher and farmer Jerry Kennedy is a Blas na hÉireann Gold Award winner.


The judging and prize-giving for the Irish Food Awards take place during the town’s own annual Food Festival, which is run by volunteers. So food and drink really are the focus of the weekend. We have street stalls all over town, and a Taste Trail for which you buy tickets that let you sample food and drink in over sixty outlets that vary from pubs and galleries to shops and restaurants. And there’s music events, cookery workshops and demonstrations, and street entertainment. Much of that would be free and all the profits from paid events are donated to charity.
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Dingle Food Festival, which promotes local produce, fills every street in town.


And that’s great because the tourist industry is the town’s largest employer. But it also gives visitors a chance to enjoy more than one season here. Our weather is changeable at the best of times – they say you can get four seasons in a single day – but it’s a fact that some of the best weather can happen in autumn. So visitors come for the Food Festival, or later in the month for Halloween, which originated as a Celtic seasonal festival, and they enjoy the area when things might be more quiet. And you always get people round for New Year’s and home for Christmas.
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Christmas lights on Main Street.
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The marina on an autumn evening.
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Dingle Oceanworld Aquarium.


You get fewer people coming on day trips in spring and autumn. If I’m asked, what I always say is that you can’t get the best out of Dingle in a day anyway. You need to take your time, stay longer and make the place your own. Ask your concierge about where to go and what to do. There’s indoor things, like the Aquarium and the Play at Height climbing wall, if it’s raining or if you’ve kids with you.


And go into the west. The time to send people back to Slea Head is in the afternoon, when it’s quieter, or in the evening, when they’ll get the sunset. One thing we have here is light – we have light till after ten o’clock at night in summer and, before the clocks go back, in autumn you can still have it at seven. There’s stress and hard work involved in my work but, working here, I can drive home round Slea Head and by the time I’m home I’m completely relaxed. The light reflecting off the ocean and the colours in the sky make the stress just drain out of you – and you can’t buy that.’








Although the Irish language is spoken far more widely west of Dingle, where it’s the first language of the people, you will see it written in signs in many of the shops and pubs in the town, and in some businesses you’ll see a sign near the till that reads ‘Tá cúpla focal agam’, which translates as ‘I have a few words’, indicating that whoever is serving speaks some Irish and will be delighted if customers use the language. In Irish ‘Go raibh maith agat’ means ‘thank you’ and ‘Slán’ means ‘goodbye’. ‘Dia dhuit’, which literally translates as ‘God be with you’, means ‘Hello’.


Seasonal festive celebrations are a tradition in Ireland, where rural communities are still linked to the rhythms of lives lived close to the earth and the ocean. In Dingle town they form part of a cultural fabric in which ancient ritual, conscious revival and comparatively recent innovation are interwoven.
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‘Cúpla focal ’ sign in a local shop.
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The Courthouse pub, next to Dingle’s Court House, on The Mall.


The modern Food Festival takes place at a time of the year when harvest festivals were traditionally held across Europe, celebrating the gathering-in of produce to last rural communities through the winter. The music events that accompany it are part of a strong local tradition in which the oral inheritance of the area is passed on in music, song and storytelling; and any night of the week throughout the year you can find both organised and impromptu music sessions in many of the town’s pubs. Music is also central to Dingle’s St Patrick’s Day celebrations, on 17 March, when fife-and-drum bands and traditional instrumentalists parade through the streets in honour of Ireland’s patron saint. The town’s May Festival, Féile na Bealtaine, celebrates the coming of summer with storytelling, song, dance, visual arts, literature and music, both traditional Irish and cosmopolitan.


In 2002 the first Other Voices event was recorded in St James’ Church in Dingle’s Main Street, spawning an international music series that marked its tenth anniversary with two shows at New York’s Le Poisson Rouge. It returns to its Dingle roots each December, to record a television spectacular which mixes contemporary and traditional music and, over the years, has featured performances from artists as diverse as Amy Winehouse, Sinéad O’Connor, Snow Patrol, Rufus and Martha Wainwright and Jarvis Cocker.


Many of Dingle’s longer-established events are echoes of seasonal gatherings that were part of the pre-Christian Celtic calendar. The town’s annual horse races and the rowing regatta in the harbour take place in August, when festivals were traditionally held to honour the god Lugh; the three-day races are Ireland’s largest horse and pony race meeting, and both it and the regatta are organised and run by local volunteers.
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The Wren’s Day in Dingle town combines modern charity collections with ancient ritual.


Dingle’s largest and most famous seasonal festival has origins rooted in pre-Christian midwinter ritual across Europe and Scandinavia. Lá an Dreóilín was once a major feast throughout the country. Celebrated on 26 December, its name translates as The Wren’s Day, linking it to the Christian legend of the wren that betrayed the martyr St Stephen, whose feast falls on the same date. Throughout the day, groups of musicians and revellers parade the streets. Although identified with different parts of the town by the colours they wear, their costumes are disguises. They range from beautifully made straw masks and skirts to blackened faces and tattered clothing and, in many cases, men dress as women and vice versa, underlining the idea of a festival of Misrule. The groups are known collectively as ‘Wrans’ (from the local pronunciation of ‘wren’) and some carry a crudely made effigy of a horse; when they meet they stage mock stand-offs, encouraged by the onlookers. The festival was variously condemned and partially stamped out both by the Church and state authorities over the centuries. In its present form it has probably been influenced by medieval mummers’ plays subsequently introduced to Ireland by English soldiers and settlers, whose own Christmas folk traditions were equally resonant of pre-Christian ritual. The Wren’s Day in Dingle is very much a festival for the townspeople and money collected by the marchers is given to charity: photos and artefacts relating to it can be seen in many of the town’s pubs and premises. Other, far smaller, Wrans walk and drive the roads and play music in pubs and houses farther west; often they’re made up of groups of children who use the money they collect for the more traditional purpose of buying sweets and provisions for a party.
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Entrance to Dingle Library and Thomas Ashe exhibit.


Dingle Library, on Green Street, had a complex genesis. In 1909 the MP for West Kerry successfully applied to The Carnegie Trust for a grant to establish a public library but it was not built until 1918 as no suitable site could be found in the town. Its opening was then delayed until a dispute over the lease of the site with the landlord, Lord Ventry, was resolved in 1928. It was not until 1934 that the building opened, incorporating into its collection about 100 volumes that had formed a lending library at The Dingle Temperance Hall. For a number of years the Carnegie building was also used as a community and social centre, and for dances and theatrical performances. It was renovated in the mid-1980s and now provides an adult and children’s lending library, reference and study areas, exhibition facilities, public internet access, a range of audio-visual and computer equipment, and a fine collection of material, in both Irish and English, specifically related to the Dingle Peninsula. A small exhibition centred on Thomas Ashe, a local man who was one of the heroes of Ireland’s 1916 Rising, was remounted to celebrate the centenary year.


Monsignor Pádraig Ó Fiannachta, an academic, poet and priest who was born in the locality and died here in 2016, was a professor of Early Irish and a Welsh Language lecturer in St Patrick’s College Maynooth from the 1960s: he became Professor of Modern Irish there in 1982 and was the translator and editor of the only modern Bible in the Irish language, completed in the twentieth century, An Bíobla Naofa (An Sagart, 1981). In 1993 he presented Dingle Library with a large personal book collection of over 4,600 items. An extension was added to the rear of the building to house it. Thereafter, the Monsignor continued to add to the collection, which now has over 6,000 items. It includes facsimile editions of rare Irish manuscripts and annals, sets of learned journals, Irish dictionaries from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and Greek readers that once belonged to Éamon de Valera. A wide and varied selection of subjects is covered including Irish literature, the Irish language, local history, archaeology, religion, hagiography, folklore, art, poetry and history. The books are in English, Irish, Latin, Welsh, Breton, Russian, German, French, Greek, Spanish, Korean and Japanese.


Books are sold in various gift shops and supermarkets in the town and Dingle has two thriving independent bookshops. One, in Green Street, keeps an extensive range of stock, for the general reader. The other, in Dykegate Lane, off Main Street, carries an equally broad range of books, and specialises in Irish-interest and Irish-language material. The McKenna family opened a café in Dykegate Lane in 1939 and for many years it was a popular eating place for farmers coming to town to sell cattle. In 1979 it became An Café Liteartha, ‘The Literary Café’, where politics and local affairs were discussed at the rear and books sold at the front. Its layout and appearance have hardly changed since then, and Seoirse Ó Luasa who owns and runs it is a fount of knowledge on Irish books and publishing.
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Looking north from Dykegate Lane towards Main Street.
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Dykegate Lane, looking south towards the Phoenix Cinema.


Farther along Dykegate Lane is the 150-seat, family-run Phoenix Cinema which is one of the oldest independent cinemas in Ireland. Built with a sprung floor, the cinema doubled as the town’s dance hall until the 1970s. Now it shows recently released films throughout the year, with Art Film Nights on Tuesdays, when tea and biscuits are served to the audience. The Dingle International Film Festival, which was founded in 2007, takes place annually in March: it promotes and platforms Irish film, filmmakers and animation, and plays host to major industry players from Ireland and abroad. The festival’s Gregory Peck Award for Excellence in the Art of Film is named for the Hollywood actor who, through his Irish-born paternal grandmother Catherine, was related to Thomas Ashe.


There is no native Irish tradition of theatre; it arrived from England, initially took hold in the cities in the eighteenth century, and has flourished in Ireland ever since. Dingle town has two theatres, one, at Cooleen, near the seafront, and the other further up the town, at the top of John Street. At Cooleen, the Beehive Theatre gives well-attended amateur performances in English. An Lab, in John Street, is housed in a space that was once the science lab of the former Christian Brothers’ secondary school, a nineteenth-century building which closed as a school in 2007. It stages amateur and professional productions, mainly in the Irish language, presents art exhibitions, and holds concerts at lunchtimes and in the evenings; the mixed media flavour of its output reflects a fusion of local and imported performance tradition.


The extraordinary beauty of the area and the quality of the light reflected from the ocean have brought many professional and amateur artists to Dingle, and the town has several small galleries as well as shops selling works by local craftspeople and artists. Since 1998 The Díseart Institute of Education and Celtic Culture has occupied the nineteenth-century neo-Gothic building beside the Catholic church on Green Street, formerly home to an enclosed community of Presentation nuns. The convent chapel is lit by twelve windows commissioned by the sisters and designed and installed in the 1920s by the Dublin-born stained-glass artist and book illustrator Harry Clarke, a leading figure in the Irish Arts and Crafts Movement. Both the convent and church were designed by the Irish architect J. J. McCarthy; construction began on the church in 1868 and – as happened less radically to other churches across the country – its interior and exterior appearance was substantially altered in the 1960s in response to guidelines for reordering issued by the Second Vatican Council.


Many buildings in the town have stories attached to them. At the junction of Goat Street and Green Street, for example, is The Rice House, which in the eighteenth century belonged to James Louis Rice, a prosperous local wine merchant. Rice, who was educated in Belgium, joined the Austrian army and became an intimate friend of the Hapsburg emperor Joseph II, who made him a Count of the Holy Roman Empire. According to local tradition, during the French Revolution, when the emperor’s sister Marie Antoinette was imprisoned with her family in Paris, Rice contrived to bribe her gaolers and arranged relays of horses to take her to the French coast, where one of his family’s merchant ships was waiting to smuggle her to Dingle. Legend has it that rooms had been prepared for the queen at The Rice House but that, at the last moment, she refused to abandon her family, remaining with them in their prison in the Temple in Paris and dying with her husband on the guillotine.


The story of Dingle town itself is one of enterprise, struggle and adjustment; periods of peace and prosperity have alternated with times of unrest and extreme poverty, and the townspeople have a resilience born of that knowledge. They also have a deep respect for their own history, exemplified by the carefully maintained site of a mass graveyard on the hillside above the building that was once the town’s workhouse. The site, which is reached via Chapel Lane, off Goat Street, and has car parking a short walk from the graveyard, is a place that Cormac O’Sullivan suggests to visitors seeking an insight into Dingle and its people. During the Great Famine of the 1840s the bodies of an estimated 8,000 men, women and children were buried here, in what is now a small green field bounded by low stone walls and flanked by a covered area with a view of the ocean and benches for prayer and contemplation. As well as the Famine victims, it was a burial ground for unknown drowned sailors and, in living memory, for stillborn babies. In 2016, interviewed by a local journalist, the volunteers who care for the site explained that they do so ‘to honour the people buried here’. One man who knows that members of his own family rest there in unmarked graves says that whenever he comes to cut grass and clear weeds at the graveyard he stays to speak to them. ‘I talk to them. I do. Because their spirit is here.’
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Dingle’s Famine graveyard.




DINGLE TOWN


Dingle town was developed as a port after the twelfth-century Norman invasion of Ireland but it was certainly a centre of population from earlier times. Its name is a corruption of the Irish Daingean Uí Chúis, The Fortress of O’Cuis. The town is referred to in a thirteenth-century document as ‘Dengynhuyss’ and Ó Cúis is not a native surname, so ‘Uí Chúis’ may be an early corruption of the Flemish name Hussey, which came to the area with the Normans.


The Earls of Desmond, the Norman Fitzgerald family who ruled the area, became highly assimilated to the Irish native culture and, over time, developed close trading associations with Spain. By the sixteenth century, Dingle was one of Ireland’s significant trading ports, exporting fish, hides and other goods to the continent of Europe and importing wines – a pier near the site of the modern marina was known as the Spanish Pier. The town also became a major embarkation port for pilgrims to the shrine of St James at Santiago de Compostela and the dedication of the parish church to St James is believed to date to that period. The current church on the site in Main Street is a nineteenth-century building.


Under the Tudors, Dingle and the western end of the peninsula became a centre of rebellion when Spanish and Papal Italian troops combined with the army of the Earls of Desmond in failed attempts to reject English, and assert Fitzgerald, rule in Munster.
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The Marina Inn faces Dingle Pier.


Following the defeat of the Desmond Rebellion, the town was incorporated as a borough and enclosed with a wall pierced by several gates. (The name Dykegate Lane refers to this period: Dykegate, locally pronounced ‘Dagget’, is a corruption of the Irish ‘dá geata’ – ‘two gates’.) The area of jurisdiction of the borough’s corporation was all land and sea within two Irish miles of the parish church, and its admiralty jurisdiction extended westwards to Ventry, Smerwick and Ferriter’s Creek.


Having weathered periods of warfare and political unrest under the Stuarts and the Commonwealth, Dingle developed a flourishing linen industry in the eighteenth century. By the nineteenth century this had declined and the effects of the potato famine at a time of high unemployment were devastating.


After the setting up of the Irish state, widespread emigration and rural poverty continued in the area until well into the twentieth century when David Lean’s 1970 film Ryan’s Daughter sparked the beginning of a thriving tourist industry that, along with increased investment in local business and light industry, has contributed to the growth and redevelopment of the town.
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Herring gull, Dingle Pier.
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Dingle Town Take-away.









2 Milltown and Burnham
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Summer meadow near Milltown.
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Blight-resistant potato varieties are now a popular domestic crop on the peninsula.
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Wild honeysuckle at the old estate at Burnham.





THE ROUNDABOUT AT MILLTOWN BRIDGE marks the entrance to a discrete rural area, distinct from Dingle town, that offers the visitor some of the most spectacular scenery on the peninsula as well as some of the deepest insights into Ireland’s native cultural inheritance. Stretching from Milltown to the extreme western end of the land mass and north to Brandon Creek, this is the area that is known as ‘back west’. Here Irish has been the language of everyday life for millennia and continues to preserve and transmit a rich heritage of local tradition, folklore, mythology, history, song and place lore. Both the language itself and the culture it preserves survived and now continue to flourish here despite the area’s history of high levels of emigration, which originated in the nineteenth century as a result of poverty and famine.


Successive failures of potato crops produced hardship in many parts of Europe during the nineteenth century: the water mould Phytophthora infestans occurs in humid regions with temperatures ranging between 4 and 29 °C (40 and 80 °F), and infected plants may rot within two weeks. Oats and dairy produce had traditionally featured in the diet of tenant farmers along Ireland’s Atlantic seaboard but by the mid-1800s oats had become a cash crop to pay rents to their landlords, and cows were increasingly beyond their means.
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Road sign at Milltown Bridge.
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Potatoes are traditionally grown in ridges made by turning over sods.


Forced into dependence on the cheap and easily grown potato, they faced famine when the blight struck. Because of a range of established political, social and economic policies, the British government’s responses were slow and ineffectual and between 1845 and 1852 there was a period of mass starvation, disease, and evictions of families unable to pay rents.


This took place in the midst of relative plenty, as grain and other foodstuffs continued to be grown, produced and exported, mainly to England. One outcome was the beginning of a culture of emigration, which reduced the population of Ireland at the time by 20 to 25 per cent, and continued as a steady drain on the country well into the twentieth century. Approximately a million people died in what was known as the Great Famine and is here called An Gorta Mór. Over a million others left the country, largely bound for the US. Many who survived the journey and thrived overseas sent passage money home to siblings, and to parents and grandparents who now lacked community and family structures to support them in their old age.


[image: images]


Boiler from a nineteenth-century famine-relief soup kitchen, displayed in the museum in Ballyferriter.


[image: images]


Emigration left many buildings in ruins.


Rural Ireland retains a race memory of the famine years – which some older people still find it hard to speak about – and the spectre of emigration has never really gone away. Towards the beginning of the twenty-first century, confidence generated by the boom years of the Celtic Tiger produced a climate of optimism, but the subsequent economic crash, from which the country has since begun to recover, resulted in a new generation of young people seeking work abroad. At the western end of the Dingle Peninsula part-time work is not hard to find during the tourist season but in order to produce a robust year-round local economy, investment and enterprise are vital. The availability of full-time work and diverse and viable career prospects makes a significant difference in relatively isolated communities where the balance of sustainability can turn on the presence or absence of a handful of families in a village, or the closing of a business or a shop.


Beyond Milltown Bridge, is a large building that was once a sawmill and, since 2012, has been home to The Dingle Whiskey Distillery. The distillery was the brainchild of the late Oliver Hughes whose Porterhouse Brewing Company opened Ireland’s first brewpub in Dublin in 1996, spearing the country’s thriving craft-brewing movement. His twin inspirations for the distillery were his passion for the complex, creative craft of distilling spirits and his deep love of the area. In 2016 Hughes died suddenly of a heart attack at the age of fifty-seven.
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