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This book is dedicated:


To Michael J. Carney who, at ninety-four years of age, is the oldest of seven living natives of the Great Blasket Island and is currently a resident of the Springfield area in Massachusetts. Mike is my father-in-law and he introduced me to the story of the Great Blasket when I met his daughter Maureen almost thirty years ago. I was inspired by Mike’s deep and abiding love for the island and his fervour for preserving its legacy. Our collaboration in the publication of his memoirs, From the Great Blasket to America – The Last Memoir by an Islander, only deepened my own fascination with this very special place. This work is a salute to Mike’s monumental commitment to the Blaskets and to his to his lifelong celebration of his Irish heritage.


GERALD HAYES


To my three dearly adored John Kanes who, each in a unique way, have made their lives a tribute to the Kanes that came before them. Papa, Dad, brother – you are all Kings of my heart.


ELIZA KANE
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Introduction


For such a small community, that of the Great Blasket Island is the subject of a surprisingly large number of books, more than eighty in all, not to mention countless newspaper and journal articles. The first five Blasket books – Island Cross-Talk, The Islandman, Twenty Years A-Growing, Peig and An Old Woman’s Reflections – were written by Blasket Islanders, with the encouragement and assistance of non-islanders. These books have now become classics of Irish literature – with Peig even attaining the status of mandatory school reading in Ireland. These books were written in Irish and then later translated into English, with some eventually being translated into as many as six other languages, including French, German, Polish, Italian, Danish and Swedish. The most recent generation of Blasket books have been written primarily, but not exclusively, by non-islanders in both Irish and English. All these books have enjoyed broad readership and their widespread popularity has given the Great Blasket a fairly high level of recognition in both Ireland and the United States.


The continuing allure of the Great Blasket is a reflection of a natural human interest in several compelling dimensions of the island’s story: a shared struggle against great hardship in an isolated environment; a quintessentially Irish folk culture that is manifest in storytelling, music and dance; the strong and emotional tug of emigration on islanders and their families; the gradual decline and eventual evacuation of the Blasket community from the island; and the various stories of the Great Blasket’s diaspora as the islanders resettled far and wide around the globe.


Why is yet another contribution to the Blasket library important?


From the perspective of the members of island community, the Ó Catháin (Keane/Kane) family was clearly one of most prominent on the island. Two members of this family are among the three persons who are recorded to have served as ‘King’ of the island during this period and, through marriage and otherwise, the Ó Catháins had direct personal connections with most other island families.


The last island King was Pádraig Ó Catháin, known on the island as ‘Peats Mhicí,’ who served for about twenty-five years until his death in 1929. To the islanders themselves, Peats Mhicí was arguably the most important citizen of the island during twentieth century. Island authors Tomás Ó Criomhthain, Muiris Ó Súilleabháin and Peig Sayers have enjoyed far greater fame beyond the island, for the most part because of the publication of their timeless Blasket books. But most of their well-deserved renown occurred after their passing. Peats Mhicí Ó Catháin, the last King, was the central figure on the island itself during their shared lifetimes.


For example, the King helped the islanders to understand and navigate their way through national and world events such as the Easter Rising in 1916 and The Great War (the First World War). A hands-on leader, the King also collaborated with his friend Tomás Ó Criomhthain and other island ‘elders’ in planning the transition of the ownership of the island land from the Earl of Cork to the Congested Districts Board in 1907 and, in turn, to the islanders themselves. They also participated in the reorganisation of the island’s meagre field system that took place between 1907 and 1917. These were important economic and social reforms, although they did not address the fundamental problem of the island’s isolation and they were insufficient to staunch the downward spiral of emigration, particularly to the United States, that ultimately led to the island’s demise as a community.


While the King is referred to frequently in many of the books about the island, to date there is no single work that compiles the entire story of his extraordinary life. This book now tells the very special tale of this unique man, his many contributions to the island and his extensive legacy.


And, of course, there is something almost magical about the notion of a king. Today, even the concept of a king invites curiosity. It conjures up images of a largely bygone era and, perhaps, of great material affluence. The juxtaposition of such a grandiose title with such a small, isolated place beset with hardship seems incongruous. Few people would look upon the humble ruins that now remain on the Great Blasket and imagine that a king had ever lived among them. And yet, a distinguished king was very much a forceful presence on this storied island.


This work has been undertaken in collaboration with the King’s descendants in the United States and in Ireland. The Kane family in America has been particularly supportive of every aspect of this project and sees it as a complement to their own efforts to illustrate the King’s life and legacy in a documentary film called The Crest.


Eliza Kane, the great-great-granddaughter of the King, has taken the lead in writing the portion of this book that chronicles the emigration of the King’s descendants to the United States and their efforts to preserve their island heritage. She also provided thoughtful and invaluable input throughout the book. Thus, this work is a unique collaboration by the son-in-law of Michael J. Carney, the oldest living native Blasket Islander with a direct descendant of the main subject of the book, the last King himself.


A couple of editorial comments are in order: Irish can be a challenging language, particularly with respect to matters of translation. Every effort has been made to convey the meaning intended by the original sources of information. In addition, we have tried valiantly to include the Irish spellings for names, places, artifacts and selected expressions that seem closest to the local Irish convention in West Kerry. The Irish is presented in parentheses immediately after the first use of a particular name, word or expression.


In the instance of names, we have used the version that was commonly used during the subject person’s lifetime, either Irish or English, unless a person was known two ways at different times in their lives in which case both versions are given at first mention. Nicknames are presented in single quotation marks, e.g. Pádraig ‘An Rí’ Ó Catháin. Patronymics and matronymics are given without quotation marks, e.g. Pádraig Peats Mhicí Ó Catháin. Thus Seán, the King’s son, who was not himself King, is referred to as Seán An Rí Ó Catháin rather than Seán ‘An Rí’ Ó Catháin because it is a patronymic (Seán, son of the King), not a nickname. Maiden names are indicated in parentheses to keep the lineage clear.


In the various source documents, the word ‘King’ is sometimes capitalised and sometimes not. In quotations from other works, the case of the ‘k’ reflects its treatment in the source. Otherwise, the ‘k’ has been presented in upper case out of respect for the centrality of the role of King on the island.


Finally, writing this book has involved synthesising information from multiple sources, both written and oral in nature, into a single coherent story. Though known for his way with words, the King was not an author himself so we are without autobiographical material. At the time of writing, the King has been deceased for about eighty-five years and virtually all of his contemporaries are also deceased. Detailed information about him is sparse and dispersed among many other works. Nevertheless, by weaving together snippets of information from various sources, we were able to construct an in-depth and detailed biography of this truly intriguing man. The endnotes are an essential part of this book, assuring proper attribution of information to these sources.


We hope this book is worthy of a truly great man, Peats Mhicí Ó Catháin, the last Blasket King, and a valuable addition to the Blasket library.


GERALD HAYES & ELIZA KANE




The Ó Catháin Family Tree
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1. A Kingdom and a King


The Kingdom: the Great Blasket Island


The earthly domain of the ‘King’ of the Great Blasket Island (An Blascaod Mór) was exceedingly modest by almost any measure. It was a tiny ‘kingdom’ indeed, an island of only about 1,100 acres of steep and rocky land situated in the often raging Atlantic Ocean 5km (3 miles) off the Dingle Peninsula (Corca Dhuibhne) on Ireland’s southwest coast in County Kerry (Contae Chiarraí). Its population was just 176 at its maximum in 1916.1


But there was much about this small and isolated kingdom that makes its cultural and historic importance to Ireland and the world vastly disproportionate to its size. The Great Blasket was fertile ground for the development and advancement of a whole genre of Irish folk literature. At least three island authors of great stature described the unique life of this vibrant Irish community in great detail for posterity.


The Blasket Islands are among the westernmost points of occupied land in all of Europe. This archipelago includes six principal islands: the Great Blasket Island, Beginish (Beiginis), Inishnabro (Inis na Bró), Inishvickillane (Inis Mhic Uileáin), Inishtooskert (Inis Tuaisceart), and Tearaght (An Tiaracht).2 Each of these islands is actually a mountain sitting on the ocean floor and sharply jutting up out of the water within eyesight of the mainland.
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The Blasket Islands with Dunquin to the east (right) on the mainland.


The Great Blasket Island is the largest of the Blaskets by far: about 6km (3½ miles) long and 1km (half a mile) wide. Its highest point is a peak called ‘the Crow’ (An Cró), rising 292m (958 feet) above sea level. The only relatively level land on the entire island is its beautiful white sandy beach (An Tráigh Bháin) which faces the mainland on its eastern shore just north of the small island village.


The Great Blasket has been said to resemble a huge whale basking in the Atlantic Ocean. Its landscape is totally treeless and is often shrouded in fog and mist, sometimes creating an otherworldly feeling on the island. Winter days are very short with the sun positioned low in the sky and disappearing behind the island’s long central east–west ridge for months, creating a kind of gloom in the village until occasional sunshine returns each year on or about St Bridget’s Day, 1 February.3


According to National Geographic Traveler, this whole area is ‘the most beautiful place on earth.’4 Together with the dramatic coastline along the adjacent mainland from The Three Sisters (An Triúr Deirfiúr) in the north to Slea Head (Ceann Sléibhe) in the south, the natural beauty of this stretch of Ireland’s west coast is breathtaking. But it is not always tranquil. Between the Great Blasket and the mainland lies Blasket Sound (An Bealach). These waters are often treacherous and gale-force winds and heavy rains are commonplace.


In fact, there is ample evidence of the inherent danger of navigating in these turbulent waters. Many unfortunate ships were wrecked here over hundreds of years, including a vessel from the Spanish Armada, the Santa Maria de la Rosa (Our Lady of the Rosary), that sank after striking a rock during very bad weather on 21 September 1588 with the loss of about 175 lives.5 Other ships that met their fate here include the Lochie, the Commerce, the Caroline and the Quebra.6 The word ‘Blasket’ itself is generally thought to be a derivative of the Norse word ‘brasker’ meaning sharp reef.7 This is an entirely appropriate descriptor.


The always challenging and sometimes impossible 5km (3 mile) journey between Dunquin (Dún Chaoin) and the Great Blasket only exacerbated the isolation of the island. The trip from the Dunquin harbour of An Fhaill Mhór over to the island harbour of Caladh an Oileáin typically took forty-five minutes to an hour even in good weather. In bad weather, the crossing was simply postponed. This physical remoteness proved to be a major factor in the eventual decline and demise of the island community.
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Turbulence in Blasket Sound.


Transportation between the mainland and the island was almost always by way of naomhóg, a local version of the currach, a versatile ocean-going canoe sometimes fitted with a sail if conditions allowed. Naomhóga were built by the islanders themselves and were essential in maintaining contact with the mainland and in supporting the island’s fishing economy.


The Great Blasket was the only one of the Blasket Islands to be occupied on a sustained basis over time. The first inhabitants probably arrived during the Iron Age and they left behind stone beehive huts (clocháns) later used by monks and possibly others. Vikings followed, although they were primarily raiders and probably used the island only as a base of operations for brief periods. They either built or at least utilised the promontory fortification that once stood at ‘the Fort’ (An Dún), another high point on the island.8


In 1736, the Earl of Cork wrote of the Great Blasket ‘I saw some tillage and a few cabins from whence some poor wretches entered into a boat with rabbits for sale.’9 These first long-term inhabitants were fishermen and farmers who had migrated to the Great Blasket from the mainland, probably settling on the island sometime in the late seventeenth century. Writing in the mid-1900s, Seán Ó Criomhthain, the son of the famous Blasket author Tomás Ó Criomhthain, tells us that these settlers:


‘… went there from the parish of Ventry [Ceann Trá], from Dunquin, and from the parish of Ballyferriter [Baile an Fheirtéaraigh], not because of high spirits nor on holidays. It was the very opposite. Want, hunger and poverty caused them to go there.’10


According to historian Charles Smith, there were ‘five or six’ families living on the Great Blasket in the mid-eighteenth century. Smith’s extensive history of County Kerry, written in 1756, referred to these few residents as ‘strong, lusty and healthy.’11 Smith reported that no one had died on the island during the previous forty-five years. Certainly, however, islanders had died on the mainland during this period, probably crossing Blasket Sound to the mainland with the onset of serious illness.


By implication, it appears that at least some permanent settlement of the island occurred during the late seventeenth century.12 The population grew during the early eighteenth century as people fled to the island seeking a better way of life and, perhaps, in an effort to escape increasing land rents on the mainland. The population reached 153 in 1841. There was then a population dip during the Great Famine in the mid-1800s, yet the decline was proportionately somewhat less than that on the mainland. For example, the population of the Great Blasket fell only to 141 between 1841 and 1851, while the population of Dunquin parish was roughly halved during the same period.13 Thereafter, the number of inhabitants began to grow slowly again. The island’s peak population of about 176 was reached in 1916 after a brief period of relative prosperity on the island. By 1947, however, the population was down to only fifty people as emigration to the mainland and to America gradually took its toll.14
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Map of the Great Blasket Island.


Even in the best of times, the islanders endured difficult physical conditions and scarce resources. It was a tough life that continually tested the human spirit. Shelter consisted of about thirty small one- or two-room, whitewashed homes, built of stone, and clustered in a village (An Baile) on a gradual slope facing the mainland – each dug into the rising hill along their west wall so that the floors would be level. The first homes were constructed just above the pier and, as the village grew, it gradually expanded up the hill in a seemingly random pattern. Most of the houses were oriented to the south to avoid the north wind and to catch the intermittent sun on the front side. The primary heat source was a fireplace that burned turf or peat, which was harvested on the island for cooking and warmth. Fresh water was derived from two spring-fed wells.15


The Earl of Desmond owned the Great Blasket during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. During this period it was leased to the Ferriter family for the annual rent of two hawks. After the Desmond Rebellion was put down, the island was granted to two ‘English adventurers’ by the British Crown in 1586. They sold it to Sir Richard Boyle who was later named the Earl of Cork.16 In turn, the land was rented to its occupants.


In November 1907, the island was purchased by the Congested Districts Board, an agency of the British government, for £500. Subsequently, parcels of land were transferred to the island families over a period of years. At the same time, the limited and barely arable land was reorganised and reallocated among the families to address the inefficiencies of the rundale system of organising the communal land (see Chapter 2).17


These land reforms were seminal events in the history of the Great Blasket. The islanders were no longer tenants; they were now landowners. And they now had a stake in the island’s future, whatever that might bring. But, as significant as these changes were in a social and economic sense, it may have been an unfortunate case of too little, too late.


The economy of the Blasket kingdom was based primarily on fishing with some sheep raising as well. In the early twentieth century, harvesting lobsters became a quite profitable venture. Potatoes and vegetables such as cabbage, turnips, parsnips, wheat, oats and corn were grown in the rocky soil, but the cultivation of edibles was primarily for consumption on the island because of the relatively limited tillable land.18 Only a modest amount of produce was sold on the mainland.


All these economic activities proved difficult given the island’s isolation, persistent adverse weather conditions including frequent rain and high winds, relatively poor soils, and increasing competition in the fishing business that pitted the small and nimble island naomhóga against larger boats from around the coast of Ireland.19 The island actually utilised larger seine boats in earlier years, but they were not very practical since they were difficult to manoeuvre around the rocks and required eight men to operate. The agile naomhóga were better suited to the conditions around the island and could be effectively operated by a crew of as few as two.


The Great Blasket was certainly a stunningly beautiful place to live, but as Tomás Ó Criomhthain (pronounced ‘O-krihhin’), the famous ‘islandman’ himself, once said ruefully, ‘You can’t live on scenery.’20


Despite the spare conditions, the islanders enjoyed a lively and tight-knit community life that was based on mutual reliance, shared responsibility and cultural celebration. Most of the islanders were Roman Catholic and their faith helped them to deal with adversity, which seemed to be ever-present.


The education of the island’s youth was a priority and the island school, established in 1864, did its best with scant resources. As per government decree, the English language was an important subject for the students.21 Amongst themselves, the islanders spoke a pure form of the Irish language on a virtually exclusive basis and were fully immersed in their own special brand of Irish folk culture. Storytelling, music and dance were not only pastimes, they were the cultural soul of the island community.


Because of its rich manifestation of the Irish language and culture, the Great Blasket attracted a series of ‘cultural tourists’ during the early twentieth century. This was a dimension of the popular movement to preserve and revive the Irish language. These scholars and other visitors were fascinated by the distinctive stories they heard and they encouraged several islanders to commit their tales and life experiences to writing, a practice unheard of for an oral culture such as that of the island.


The product of these efforts include five classics of Irish folk literature in what has been referred to as the ‘literary flowering’22 of the Great Blasket. These books include Island Cross-Talk (Allagar na hInise) and The Islandman (An tOileánach) by Tomás Ó Criomhthain (Thomas O’Crohan), Twenty Years A-Growing (Fiche Bliain ag Fás) by Muiris Ó Súilleabháin and Peig as well as An Old Woman’s Reflections (Machnamh Seanamhná) by Peig Sayers. In the aggregate, these books constitute critically important contributions to ‘The People’s Literature’ (Litríocht na nDaoine) of Ireland.


These five Blasket masterworks, all written by islanders with help from ‘visitors’, were published in the ten years between 1929 and 1939 and brought considerable attention to the island from the world beyond.23 These were the ‘golden years’ of Blasket literature.


These books also represented an important transition or evolution from the oral storytelling tradition of the Great Blasket to a written form of communication. This transition to a portable medium was a huge milestone. Now the folklore of the Great Blasket could be shared far and wide.


Despite a flourishing cultural environment and a strong sense of community, island life was nearly always a struggle. Ninety-four-year-old Michael J. Carney (Mike Carney), in 2015 the oldest surviving native of the Great Blasket and a fount of information about its history says: ‘The island was a bareknuckle place. There was no police department, no courthouse, no post office, no general shop, no doctor, no running water, no electricity, no church and no pub. The islanders had to make do with what they had, which was not much.’24
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Aerial photo of the village on the Great Blasket Island taken c. 2003. The pier is in the bottom centre. The Congested Districts Board homes (the east-facing ‘new houses’) are visible on the upper right.


It would be unfair to say that life on the Great Blasket was primitive, but as historian Malachy McCourt says, it was ‘untouched by modernity’.25 It was a place frozen in time.


The difficult conditions made the relocation of island residents to the mainland and even to the United States fairly common even at the beginning of the twentieth century. Times were especially tough on the island during the First World War. The exodus from the Great Blasket accelerated after the war as American legal restrictions on immigration eased and more islanders emigrated to pursue opportunities on the other side of the Atlantic.


With greater exposure to the advantages of life elsewhere, the youth in particular were increasingly inclined to seek a better life off the island. Those remaining behind on the island were older and as they aged further, they were less able to cope with the rigours of island life. This downward spiral continued and by the middle of the twentieth century the island had reached a point where, as a practical matter, a viable community was no longer sustainable.


After desperate pleas from the remaining islanders themselves and much debate in Dublin over many years, the government evacuated a group of hearty souls from the Great Blasket on 17 November 1953 with a few remaining stalwarts leaving shortly thereafter. There were only twenty-two inhabitants left on the island on the official date of the evacuation (see Chapter 10).26


Today, over sixty years after the evacuation, the old village on the Great Blasket is in ruins. On an annual basis, about 8,000 tourists with a penchant for adventure take an always-exciting motorboat trip over to the island when weather and water conditions allow.27 These modern-day visitors walk among the remains of the island homes, imagining a distinctive way of life that has long since disappeared.


Since it opened in 1993, the Great Blasket Centre (Ionad Bhlascaoid Mhóir) in Dunquin has provided another 40,000 visitors a year with a keen insight into life on the Great Blasket and its legacy through a series of multimedia exhibits.28 The Centre is an invaluable resource for understanding this unique dimension of Irish history.


As for the future, the Irish government, which already owns most of the land on the island, is investing in the preservation of the ruins of the village. There is also a pending proposal to designate the Great Blasket Island as a national park. This would mean additional resources to care better for this precious historic landscape and to share the island’s singular story in an enhanced fashion.


Yes, the tiny kingdom of the Great Blasket Island is no longer inhabited, but it is certainly not forgotten.


The Last Island King: Pádraig Peats Mhicí Ó Catháin


For about twenty-five years in the early twentieth century, the Great Blasket Island, was ‘presided over’ by Pádraig Peats Mhicí Ó Catháin (pronounced ‘Pats Vicky O-Ca-hawn’ and anglicised as Patrick Keane or Kane). Ó Catháin was the ‘King of the Island’ (Rí an Oileáin) and was referred to on the island simply as ‘Rí’, meaning ‘King.’ The ‘Mhicí’ in his name was a reference to his father’s first name, a common naming practice on the island (a patronymic or matronymic as the case may be – adopting a parent’s first name as a middle name for identification purposes).29


English scholar George Thomson, who frequently visited the Great Blasket in the 1920s and 1930s, tells us that life on the island involved a kind of subsistence existence within a largely egalitarian framework: ‘The Islanders were all poor, though some were better off than others. However there were no distinctions of rank apart from the esteem earned by individual merit.’30


Peats Mhicí was certainly deserving of the esteem of the islanders based on his meritorious service on the Great Blasket. He was a man truly worthy of the abiding loyalty and admiration of the island’s residents that he enjoyed for over a quarter of a century. While the term ‘King’ may overstate Peats Mhicí’s position in a broader historical sense, there is no doubt that he played the central leadership role on the island during his ‘reign’.
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The last Blasket King, Peats Mhicí Ó Catháin, with his mailbag outside the Dunquin post office in the mid-1920s.


Peats Mhicí was the last of the three known Kings of the Great Blasket Island. There may have been more island Kings in earlier times, perhaps as a concomitant of the rundale system for organising the land (see Chapter 2), but there is no way to know for certain. Regrettably, the tenure of the first two known Kings occurred before even rudimentary records about life on the island were maintained. Thus, information on these earlier Kings is either sparse or non-existent.


Between each of the three known Kings, there were gaps in time where there was no King on the island. For example, there was a gap in Kings between Peats Mhicí and his grandfather (i.e. neither Peats Mhicí’s father not anyone else was named King during the intervening period of indeterminate duration). This pattern seems to reflect the absence of an urgent need to name a King until a person with just the right combination of skills and personality emerged from the island population. Peats Mhicí was clearly just such a man in the early twentieth century.


The three known Kings of the Great Blasket were:


•Pádraig Ó Guithín (tenure: early 1800s): The first known King was Pádraig Ó Guithín (Patrick Guiheen). According to Tomás Ó Criomhthain, Ó Guithín preceded the first Pádraig Ó Catháin to serve as King. Since the latter served sometime between the middle and end of the nineteenth century, Ó Guithín must have served in the early nineteenth century or even before. The only other corroborating information is Ó Criomhthain’s statement that he personally knew Ó Guithín’s grandchildren. Ó Criomhthain was born in about 1855, so there is a practical limit to how far back in time Ó Guithín was King.31 With respect to why Ó Guithín was named King, it is known that he rented the largest amount of land on the island from the Earl of Cork, so the title may have been a reference, at least in part, to his economic resources relative to other islanders.32


•Pádraig Mhártain Ó Catháin (tenure: mid-1800s): The second known King was Pádraig Mhártain Ó Catháin (Patrick Martin Keane), known on the island as ‘Peaidí Mhártain’. He is not to be confused with the third King of the same given name, but with a different patronymic name. The third King was Peaidí Mhártain’s paternal grandson, born to his son Mícheál. While the second King’s birth date is unknown, he was probably born in the very early nineteenth century. Peats Mhicí Ó Catháin said that his grandfather reached the age of 100.33 Muiris Ó Catháin, another Peaidí Mhártain grandson and a cousin of Peats Mhicí, also tells us in his book Ar Muir is ar Tír that he lived to be over 100 years old which would mean that the span of his life roughly coincided with the duration of the nineteenth century.34


•Pádraig Ó Catháin (tenure: 1900/1905 to 1929). The third known Blasket King, and also the last and best known of the three Kings, was Pádraig Ó Catháin, known as Peats Mhicí. He was baptised, appropriately, on 17 March 1857, St Patrick’s Day. When Peats Mhicí was named King sometime after 1900 and before 1905, he was in his mid-forties and had been a widower for over ten years. His youngest child, Seán, was between ten and fifteen years old at the time. Peats Mhicí continued to serve as King until his death at the age of seventy-three in 1929. His son Seán, nicknamed Seán An Rí as a patronymic, helped his father perform his duties as postman in the King’s later years and took over these duties after his death. Seán, however, was not subsequently named King and, sadly, died unexpectedly only five years after his father’s passing.35


After the King’s death, there was no successor King on the Great Blasket. Perhaps because of the changing social dynamics, the phase-out of the by now obsolete rundale system for organising the land, the shrinking population on the island and the absence of a dominant personality who would have been an obvious successor, the title of King just fell into disuse. Ironically, this was the very period when the need for strong and effective indigenous leadership was arguably at its greatest. Mike Carney tells us: ‘After Peats Mhicí Ó Catháin died … the island went without a King. I guess the population was going down and those remaining never got around to naming an official successor. If the islanders needed a spokesperson, the oldest male did the job.’36


For example, Muiris ‘Mhuiris’ Ó Catháin, a member of another Ó Catháin family on the island and the first cousin of the by then long deceased King, acted as official spokesperson for the islanders during Taoiseach Éamon de Valera’s reconnaissance visit to the island in 1947. Muiris was regarded as a ‘good speaker’ and thus was chosen by the islanders to perform this role.37


Regrettably, the island’s fate was sealed without even the informal leadership of a King when, after years of steady decline in population and the erosion of living conditions, the remaining twenty-two islanders were evacuated in 1953 (see Chapter 10). After hundreds of years, the hardscrabble kingdom of the Great Blasket had vanished and the line of Blasket Kings had lapsed, this time forever.




2. Kings in Irish and Blasket History


Ancient Irish Kings


Irish history is replete with kings. From the Middle Ages forward, there were a very large number of kings throughout Ireland. According to Irish Kings and High Kings, ‘… there were probably no less than 150 kings in the country at any given date between the fifth and twelfth centuries. Since the total population was probably well under half a million, this multiplicity of royalty is all the more remarkable.’1 For the most part, kingdoms were fractious and fluid with frequent infighting among kings at all levels resulting in a constantly changing landscape of loyalties and territorial boundaries.


Generally, there were three levels of king in Ireland: the local king of a clan or a tribe (tuath), a regional or provincial king to whom the local kings reported and owed some degree of fealty, and the High King, or the ‘Ard Rí,’ to whom regional kings reported.


The history of High Kings in Ireland is imprecise at best, with fact interwoven with legend over many centuries. Various members of the powerful Uí Néill clan held the position of High King for over 500 years. They trace their lineage to Niall Noígíallach (Niall of the Nine Hostages) who is said to have reigned from 378 to 405.2 Traditionally headquartered in Tara in what is now County Meath, these and other High Kings tended to exercise power primarily in their own home province and, surprisingly, did not see themselves as countrywide in their scope of influence.3


[image: image]


Etching depicting Brian Bórú, High King of all Ireland, c. 980.


Brian Bórú (Brian Bóroimhe) is often regarded as the first true High King of all Ireland. Bórú displaced Máel Sechnaill mac Domnaill (Malachy II) of the Uí Néill dynasty as High King 1002. Seated in Cashel in what is now County Tipperary, Bórú achieved for the first time – through a combination of battles won, negotiation and intimidation – sovereignty over Ireland’s four regions of Connacht, Leinster, Munster and Ulster. But at least some level of regional unrest continued throughout his twelve-year reign as High King.4 Some historians even question whether Bórú wielded any more authority than his Uí Néill predecessors.5


In fact, the position of High King should not be confused with a traditional monarchy in the classic European sense. Historian Francis J. Byrne tells us that: ‘Neither Brian Bóruma [Bórú] or any other kings exercised governmental authority over the whole island [of Ireland]. They reigned, but they did not rule. It never occurred to any high-king that they should abolish the provincial kingships, or even the petty kingdoms.’6


Ironically, Bórú is also considered by some to be the last true High King of Ireland.7 Just twelve years after becoming High King, Bórú was killed in the Battle of Clontarf on Good Friday in 1014. Bórú’s forces actually won the all-day battle decisively, defeating the Dublin-based Vikings and Máel Mórda mac Murchada, the regional King of Leinster. But Bórú himself was killed as the battle wound down when a retreating Viking stumbled upon him praying alone and unguarded in his tent and promptly sent him to his death.8


Thereafter, Máel Sechnaill mac Domnaill was restored to a somewhat diminished position of High King, but royal fragmentation soon resumed as infighting among regional kings persisted. Post-Bórú High Kings were generally weaker and were sometimes referred to as the ‘High King with opposition,’ an open admission that a stable all-Ireland kingdom was beyond reach.9 Alliances among kings tended to be temporary and evaporated after an imminent danger passed. Rory O’Connor (Ruaidhrí Ua Conchubhair) of Connacht was the last High King, serving at the time of the Anglo-Norman incursion in 1170 that would eventually bring Ireland under the control of a much different monarch, the King of England.10


For the most part, the history of kings at the regional and local levels reflects the evolution of the position of High King. In West Kerry, for example, there was a succession of Kings of Corca Dhuibhne dating from at least the eighth through the twelfth centuries. The Annals of Inisfallen, which track the history of medieval Ireland, cite the death of Échtgal the ‘King of Corca Dhuibhne’ in 785. On the other end of the timeline, the Annals of Four Masters, another chronology of medieval Ireland, cite the ‘killing of Ua Fáilbe, ‘lord of Corcu Duibne’ in 1158. During the intervening four centuries, there was probably considerable infighting and intrigue among regional kings in West Kerry reflecting the pattern of kingships throughout Ireland as a whole.11


Local Kings in Ireland


Leadership at the very lowest level of Irish society was often provided by indigenous leaders who emerged from within the community itself. According to Irish folklorist Caoimthín Ó Danachair ‘… in the 18th and 19th centuries some small communities, entirely independently of the central government of the country, selected local leaders – usually known as An Rí [the king] who had very definite and very necessary powers and functions’.12 This practice was fairly widespread, particularly on the islands along the west coast of Ireland where the relative isolation of these communities may have encouraged this custom. Ó Danachair even suggests that ‘… the selection or election by the members of a community of the Rí from among their own number was in effect a primitive exercise in democracy’.13


In this context, the title of ‘King’ is somewhat akin to the designation of a ‘chieftain’ or ‘headman,’ terms that have been used in other cultures throughout the world to describe a comparable leadership position. The term ‘King’ may have been used to label the role of this indigenous leader simply because it was familiar. The members of the community shared a rough concept of the role of a king if from no other source than from folklore. It is possible that communities simply borrowed the term when the need arose to designate the local leadership position to be filled by one of their own.


The existence of so many kings in rural Ireland may be attributable to the utilisation of the so-called ‘rundale’ system for organising shared land within a given village. Rundale is essentially a communal approach to the management of land that prevailed for centuries throughout Ireland and Europe, probably beginning in the Middle Ages.14 Under this system, specific plots of leased arable land were assigned to particular village families and then periodically reassigned to other families by casting lots in a manner that was deemed fair and equitable. ‘Each family was given a piece of the best land, a piece of the mediocre and a piece of the worst.’15 But, with the ongoing rotation of the various plots of land, there was no sense of proprietary interest in the land as the plots were eventually reassigned to new caretakers. Accordingly, there was no incentive to take the long-term productivity of the plots into account when making short-term decisions about its cultivation.


According to Ronald H. Buchanan, the word ‘rundale’ may be derived from the Irish word ‘roinn’, meaning to divide or share and the word ‘dáil ’, ‘an assembly’.16 Under rundale, the common land of the community was held as a kind of ‘divided assembly’, as the term suggests.


This communal approach to the cultivation of land permeated other dimensions of community life as well. According to historian Tom Yager, ‘It is safe to assume that co-operative work ties were cemented by a strong sense of neighbourly affiliation and a lively evening social life … Rundale was more than a technical arrangement; it was a way of life.’17 He tells us further that ‘Rundale is best understood, not as an Irish peculiarity, but as an integral part of European culture’.18


Essential to the effective operation of the rundale system was the village King who, among his other responsibilities, played a pivotal role in its administration, specifically in the casting of lots in connection with the periodic reassignment of land. Civil engineer Peter Knight, in his 1836 survey of the barony of Erris in northwestern County Mayo (Contae Mhaigh Eo), wrote:


There is a headman, or king, appointed in each village, who is deputed to cast the lots every third year, and to arrange with the community what work is to be done during the year in fencing, or probably reclaiming a new piece, (though, for obvious reasons, this is rare,) or for settling the ‘bin’, as it is called; that is, the number of heads of cattle of each kind, and for each man, that is to be put on the farm for the ensuing year, according to its stock of grass or pasture; – the appointment of a herdsman also for the whole village cattle, if each person does not take the office himself by rotation – a thing not infrequent. The King takes care generally to have the rent collected, applots the proportion of taxes with the other elders of the village; for all is done in a patriarchal way, ‘coram populo’. He is generally the adviser and consultor of the villagers, their spokesman on certain occasions, and a general man of reference on any matters connected with the village.19


According to Ó Danachair:


He [the King] had very positive and definite functions. The regulation, division and apportioning of fishing and shore rights and the allotment of tillage and pasture land was left to him, and in some cases he appointed subsidiary officers such as herdsmen.


He was expected to maintain traditional laws, to adjudicate disputes and quarrels, to receive complaints and to advise in time of trouble, and it appears that there was willing submission to his decisions and rulings, while, in some instances, we are specifically told that he punished wrongdoers. He was expected to speak for his community in their relations with the outside authority.20


In his early nineteenth century ‘observations’ on community life on Tory Island (Toraigh), Daniel Dewar wrote: ‘the inhabitants are still unacquainted with any other law than that of the Brehon code [the earliest known Irish laws]. They chose their chief magistrate from among themselves and to his mandate, issued from his throne of turf, the people yield a cheerful and ready obedience. They are perfectly simple in their manners, and live as their fathers had done three centuries ago.’21


Publisher Samuel Lewis wrote in 1837 that on Cape Clear Island (Chléire): ‘… the islanders had a resident king chosen by and from among themselves, and an ancient code of laws handed down by tradition [Brehon], which it was his duty to administer; and though the king had neither funds for the maintenance of his dignity, nor officer to enforce his authority, the people generally submitted voluntarily to those laws, and were always ready to carry out his judgments into execution.’22


But while there was some commonality among the role of the various local kings, it is apparent that there was no specifically defined ‘job description’. Nor were there any laws that governed the manner of a king’s selection or election. Further, the unique personality of any given king inevitably gave rise to an expansion, contraction or evolution of the role of a particular king, depending on the local situation.


One of the king’s roles is a reflection of the fact that the rundale system seemed to give rise to frequent disputes. According to Desmond McCourt, ‘The least trifle is a cause of disagreement. They were formerly perpetually quarrelling about their share of stock, and about what ground should be tilled, and who should occupy the different parts of it. The fences round the cornfields are made in the most temporary manner because the fields would be pastured in common after it was let out in tillage.’23 It was the king who had the delicate responsibility for resolving these issues when they arose.


Ó Danachair tells us that:


‘As to the qualities desired in the King, we are not left in doubt. Stature, strength, comeliness of person are mentioned, as are justice, wisdom and knowledge. Literary attainment is desirable; a good talker, a good storyteller, knowledge of two languages, the ability to read and write, all of these were laudable in the King. A degree of economic well-being or independence was also thought fitting.’24


Some local kings were elected by the people such as in Claddagh (Chladaigh) and Port Urlainn (Port Durlainne) and some were hereditary such as in Inishkea (Inis Gé) and Inishmurray (Inis Muireadheach). Some served finite terms and some served indefinitely. Some had substantial authority, some had very little. In some places, there were kings continuously and in others there were gaps of time where there was no king.25 In the absence of any clear parameters, the role of king and the method of his selection appears to reflect purely local circumstances and preferences.


In many locales, it appears that the new king just gradually insinuates himself in to the role over time. Referring to the king, Knight wrote that ‘He finds his way to the “kingly station” by imperceptible degrees, and by increasing mutual assent, as the old king dies off.’26 Such is the casual informality that reflected the leadership succession custom in many of these locales.


There are other anomalies as well. This local leader was sometimes referred to as the mayor or maor in some instances, as in the case of Claddagh outside Galway.27 There is also one reference to a ‘Queen’ who played this leadership role in Erris, although a female leader was clearly the exception rather than the rule.28


It also appears that the King did not function unilaterally. In most communities there was a formal or informal ‘council of elders’ that provided advice and counsel. According to Eamonn Slater and Eoin Flaherty, ‘There is evidence to suggest that within each commune there was a council of elders, headed by a local “King”.’29


According to political scientist John M. Maguire, ‘The various functions that the local king performs in this account underline the importance of the fact that his “office” and the council of elders comprised a form of self-government, which “is simply the particular part of the whole social system which deals with general questions”.’30 Summarising this approach, Edward Wakefield tells us that ‘… the elders of the village are the legislators, who establish such regulations as may be judged proper for their community.’31


Eventually, however, the fundamental flaws of the rundale system became apparent. There were no incentives for long-term planning and the land failed to achieve its full potential in terms of productivity. Accordingly, rundale was very gradually phased out over a period of years, primarily in the early twentieth century. In several communities, this was accomplished with the assistance of the Congested Districts Board.


Nevertheless, several local communities that historically designated a ‘King’ continued to do so long after more formal regional kingdoms in Ireland disappeared. Among them were:32




•County Cork (Contae Chorcaí): Cape Clear Island


•County Donegal (Contae Dhún na nGall): Gweedore (Gaoth Dobhair), Inishtrahull Island (Inis Trá Tholl) and Tory Island


•County Galway (Contae na Gaillimhe): the Aran Islands (Oileáin Árann), Inishark (Inis Airc), and the fishing village of Claddagh


•County Kerry: the Great Blasket Island


•County Mayo: Inishkea Islands and Port Urlainn


•County Sligo (Contae Shligigh): Inishmurray Island





In 2015, many of the islands among this group of communities that once boasted a king are, regrettably, uninhabited. These include the Great Blasket Island, Inishtrahull, Inishark, Inishkea and Inishmurray. The combination of economic and social circumstances that led to the evacuation of the Great Blasket were at work in all these other island communities as well (see Chapter 10).


One notable exception is Tory Island located off the northwest coast of Donegal which still boasts a king even today. Tory is the most remote of Ireland’s remaining inhabited islands.33 The King of Tory, Patsy Dan Rogers (Patsaí Dan Mac Ruaidhrí), is Ireland’s last surviving king.34 According to Rogers, there has been a king on Tory Island for about 1,400 years since St Colmcille named Tory’s first king and charged him with protecting the islanders from attacks from marauding pirates.


Rogers first gained stature on Tory Island as one of the leaders in the successful effort to block the government’s plans to relocate the Tory Islanders to the mainland after severe storms isolated the island for seven weeks and three days in 1974. Rogers says that, over a period of years, he and the then King ‘begged and pleaded’ with officials in Dublin and with the Donegal County Council to keep the island alive. The eventual result of their efforts was the construction of new pier facilities on the island and on the mainland along with the establishment of a regular ferry service. But, despite their commendable efforts, half of the 260 Tory residents elected to relocate to the mainland over time.
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