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Once upon a time there was a Corkman who vowed that he would never rest until he reached the end of the world. And so he travelled many a weary mile over land and over sea, until finally he came to a great wall that reached nearly to the sky. Up he went from crevice to crevice with his heart in his mouth until, at the very top, he found a Kerryman calmly seated, smoking his pipe and gazing wistfully into the infinite space beyond. A slight exaggeration perhaps; he may have been smoking a cigarette, but the fact remains that the Irish have always been notable travellers. A continental scholar, Walafrid Strabo, who flourished eleven hundred years ago, remarked that the Irish of his time were so given to wandering abroad that it was second nature to them. He had seen them come by the shipload, monks and craftsmen and scholars, ‘a whole herd of philosophers’ as one contemporary put it, who were made welcome by kings and bishops and left their mark deep on religion and learning in Europe. And, as we might expect, there were others, less welcome perhaps to the kings and the bishops, but loved by the ordinary people, jugglers, minstrels and poets, experts in the arts of entertainment for which the Irish were noted. There were some who scorned the easy roads of France and Germany and turned their ships westward and northward where they certainly discovered Iceland and possibly reached what is now America, and returned to tell of the great ice islands which floated on the sea, and the tusked walrus and the sprouting whales and the strange and wonderful adventures which befell them in the magic islands of the great ocean.


We can be sure that there were Irishmen out and about long before the great days of the missionaries. King Dáithí is said to have been killed by lightning at the foot of the Alps, and Irish raiders snatched Patrick into slavery and, all unknown to themselves, changed history for Ireland and for Europe. Of these earlier wanderers we know hardly anything, nor are we ever likely to know much. But since St Colmcille turned his back on his beloved Derry to go into God’s exile we can follow the course of the endless stream of Irishmen to the ends of the earth. Of the saints and the soldiers we have heard most; we all know the names of Columbanus and Fiachra and Killian, of Sarsfield and Lally and O’Mahony. But there is hardly a spot on the globe where an Irish foot has not trod, from the Polar wastes to the jungles of central Africa and from the cannibal islands to the palaces of the kings.


With such a tradition of wandering we may well imagine that people were moving about the home island too. We often have the quite mistaken idea that people ‘long ago’ lived in a sort of remote isolation, never moving out of their own parish and seldom seeing a stranger. Far different was the true state of affairs, for with all our hikers and all our motor cars, it is probable that there are less people moving on the Irish roads now than there were at almost any time in the past. For one thing, travel is too fast nowadays; getting to the destination as fast as possible is what interests most of us. In the old days it was different; the journey was interesting and exciting of itself, and the wise traveller set himself out to enjoy every minute of it. Besides that there were many classes of people whose livelihood depended upon their moving from place to place. Take, for instance, the bands of poets who imposed themselves on the populace, eating a chief or noble out of house and home and then passing on to the next hospitable house with their extravagant demands for bigger and better hospitality, calling for fresh fruit in the dead of winter and demanding comfortable beds, each with a second bed at a slightly lower level, in case they fell out during the night! If anyone refused their demands they composed satires on him – funny and malicious songs that were spread about so that they were sung by every scullion and cattleboy in the country, to the eternal shame of the victim. Think of the band that descended on Guaire, the good king of Connaught, over six hundred poets, their womenfolk and servants, and a hundred and fifty hounds. Lucky for him that his brother, St Marbhán, was there to help him, for although his wealth was great and his generosity proverbial, the demands of the poets were entirely unreasonable. Cuckoos to sing to them between Big and Little Christmas was one of their minor requests. No wonder that the men of Ireland rose against them in the end and would have driven them out of the country, bag and baggage, but for the intervention of another saint, Colmcille, who begged permission for them to stay, under promise of good behaviour. But for centuries after this, and even down to our own day, the wandering poets have been on the roads of Ireland. To some the desire to wander came suddenly, as happened to the scholar Mac Con Glinne: ‘A great longing seized the mind of the scholar, to follow poetry and to abandon the studies, for wretched to him was a life overshadowed by study. This came into his mind on a Saturday evening at Roscommon, where he was studying. So he sold what little things he had for two wheaten cakes and a cut of old bacon with a streak across the middle, which he put in his book-bag. And he shaped for himself on the same night a pair of shoes of seven thicknesses of soft leather.’ Just like that, and set out next day on his travels, to wind up by saving the king of Munster from a hunger demon and so gaining fame and riches. How many Leaving Cert. students are his brothers in spirit! Then there were not the poor scholars, who travelled in search of learning and not, like Mac Con Glinne, to get away from it. In the Penal times, when it was not easy to get a higher education, there were many poor scholars on the road. If one of them heard of a good teacher, a priest or a hedge-schoolmaster famous for Latin and Greek, he made his way to the parish where the teacher lived and began to study under him, working for a farmer, or teaching the ABC to the farmer’s children for his keep. Many are the stories of the poor scholars, and many a poor scholar rose high in the Church or in the service of foreign kings.


There were wandering musicians and ballad singers who went from fair to fair sure of a night’s hospitality because of their art. Some of them were notable people, like the great Turloch Ó Carolan, the ‘Last of the Bards’, who was a wonderful harper and composer of many fine tunes. He and his like were made welcome at the houses of the gentry, not only the nobles of the old Irish stock but the newer landowners settled by Cromwell and King William of Orange, for anybody who did not at least pretend to be a lover of music was looked on as a boor, be he gentle or simple. There were many notable pipers too and the fashionable gentlemen learned to play the pipes from them – there is a fine set which belonged to Lord Edward Fitzgerald in the National Museum. There were travelling storytellers, and they, too, were sure of a welcome. We all have heard the tale of the poor simple fellow who had no song or story and so was refused lodging at every house – until he came to the house of a man who was in league with ‘them that does be in it’. The poor boy was given a bed, but he slept little for he spent the whole night in terror from corpses, coffins, graves and threats of terrible men. Came the morning, and the man of the house said, in a kindly way, ‘Now, boy, you’ll never again be refused a lodging, for you have a fine long story to tell after the night.’


In several places abroad ancient objects of fine Irish gold or bronze work have been found and fine pieces of foreign origin have turned up in Ireland. Some archaeologists believe that these were made by skilled craftsmen who wandered around from one rich patron to another making fine ornaments and jewellery for good pay. At a later time, within the memory of our grandparents there were many craftsmen on the roads, journeymen coopers, smiths, carpenters, saddlers, shoemakers, stonemasons and many others. Tailors came and stayed in the farmhouse until all the clothes needed by the family were made, then they passed on to the next farmhouse. Wherever there was a big house or a church being built, you might see travelling stonemasons arriving and greeting the chief mason in the secret language of the craft. ‘Airig a coistiriú!’ (‘a travelling mason!’) ‘Muintria airig! Coistrig, éis!’ (‘God bless you, mason, come in, boy!’) but ‘is earpach gaid na fearbai sead ó chuí’, faraway cows have long horns, and before very long the mason might be on the road again towards another job. Sculptors and stone cutters went from job to job in the same way.


Another big section of the wandering people was made up of the spailpíní, the migratory labourers who came from the western counties into Leinster, East Munster and East Ulster. In the spring they came with the long spades over their shoulders, and in the harvest with their scythes and reaping hooks. Often they went to the same farmer every year, and the sons went to the same farms to which their fathers had gone. Many of them crossed over to England and Scotland year after year, son after father, to the same farms where their strength and skill and their music and merriment were highly valued and are still remembered. The journey was not without its dangers. An old newspaper of the year 1790 tells how, on the third of August, twenty-seven poor harvesters who were waiting for their ship at the Pigeon House in Dublin Harbour were taken by the press-gang and forced to join the British Navy. The officer in charge of the press-gang remarked airily that if they were going to mow hay they might as well be employed mowing down the king’s enemies.


In the bad times there were forlorn little groups of people – a family or two, perhaps – who had been evicted by some harsh landlord and were ‘walking before them’ to a seaport on their way to America, and coming, shamefaced, to the farmer’s door, to ask for a little help on the way. Of course nobody refused them help, and often it was given unasked; the poor evicted people were met by a child of the house or a servant-boy and told to come on up to the house. Of course there were others on the road who were little troubled by any sense of shame, hardened beggars and tramps, but even these seldom met with a refusal, for alms asked in the name of God were given in the name of God, and a Commission of Enquiry into the State of the Poor in the 1830s discovered that the farmers of Ireland gave away in charity each year produce up to the value of one million pounds.


One class of wanderers is still going strong, our friends the tinkers, or ‘travellers’ as they prefer to call themselves. Originally the name was given only to the tinsmiths or whitesmiths who travelled around plying their trade, but at the present very few of the ‘travellers’ are real tinsmiths at all. Mostly they are pedlars and traders, buying and selling, swapping and borrowing. Nowadays they have caravans and some have motor cars, whereas formerly a spring-cart was sufficient, and earlier still their only means of travel was shank’s mare, carrying their ‘budgets’ and other bundles on their backs. The traditional pattern of movement is kept up; each group or family has its recognised circuit and others will not trespass on it. So we have the same family turning up in one place season after season. They have recognised camping places – recognised, unfortunately, at the first glance, for they are very careless and untidy, and the scattered remains of fires, the tufts of straw, the battered old tins and discarded rags are all too evident. And many a farmer mutters and growls at the mention of the tinkers, remembering broken fences and trampled meadows and heads of cabbage or chickens mysteriously missing. But, against that, the tinkers are a hardy, carefree crew, untouched by the responsibilities and restrictions which afflict those who live in houses and must show a clean face and a respectable habit to the world. And in former times the tinker was a useful, even necessary, craftsman, making and mending household utensils. Even yet the tinsmith holds himself superior to all other travellers, and still keeps up the old secret language of his craft, the ‘Tinkers’ Cant’ which is quite different from Béarlagar na Saor, the masons’ language. ‘A treep of scotchelpy and a nerk of inoc libish’ means ‘a drink of tea and a bit of sugar’; ‘I’m corib with the cloarus’ is ‘I’m starved with the hunger’. The ‘travellers’ proudly claim to be of old Irish descent, not in any way connected with the gypsies or any such foreign people. Typical tinker names are Ward, Joyce and MacDonagh in Connaught; Coffey, Carty and O’Brien in Munster; Cash, Doyle and Delaney in Leinster and MacCann, Doherty and Keenan in Ulster. Many of them were, and some still are, notable musicians, fiddlers and pipers, and any old-time musician will remember the Delaneys, the Dorans and the Cashes in this connection.


There are signs that these, the last of the wandering people, may soon be gone from the roads of Ireland, and that only their memory, like that of the journeymen, the spailpíní and the poor scholars, will for a time remain. They, like their predecessors, have no place on the modern motorway, but much of the romance and adventure of the road will have died with them.
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A visitor to Dublin with an hour or two on his hands might do worse than go into the National Library and ask to see some of the old newspapers of two hundred years or so ago, for their yellowing pages give a curious picture of the comings and goings of the time. Among other things he will see that they are full of accounts of highway robberies, and he need not be surprised to find mention of travellers asking for and getting escorts of dragoons or coaches advertised as bulletproof. Even the most frequented roads were not safe. One of busiest roads in Ireland at the time was the high road from Dublin through Drogheda and Dundalk to Belfast, and a favourite haunt of highwaymen was the stretch between the Cat and Cage Inn at Drumcondra on the outskirts of Dublin and the village of Swords. In 1773 the coach from Drogheda was held up at Santry by two polite and well-dressed young men who helped themselves to the cash, watches and valuables of the travellers. Noticing that one of the passengers was a priest, they handed back his purse with a bow and a courteous remark. In 1798 a band, calling themselves the ‘Innocents’ took over £300 from the north-bound coach, as well as the weapons of the guard and passengers. Again in the same year the coach was stopped near the same place and the occupants were escorted to a nearby house while the coach was heaped with dry furze and set on fire. On this occasion there was no robbery, and it appears to have been the work of a party of insurgents who wished to destroy the mails. Early in the nineteenth century the notorious Collier stopped the coach from Dublin to Belfast on the same road and took everything of value from the passengers. He did this single-handedly. The road was slippery with snow and the coach was crawling along, and the bold Collier had made several dummies out of old clothes and straw which he arranged on the fences holding sticks like muskets. This show of force was enough to frighten the guards, who laid down the blunderbusses. Having plundered them, Collier waved them on with every good wish for a pleasant journey. In 1829 another robber tried his hand at the same game, but was shot dead, and was buried in Santry churchyard. Another attempt on the same road misfired because the occupant of the outside car was a fiery gentleman on his way home from a day’s shooting with a couple of loaded fowling pieces on the seat beside him, and, since a robber is an easy mark for a man accustomed to bringing down snipe on the wing, he shot one of them dead and severely wounded a second the moment he saw their intention. The others ran for their lives, and he was sportsman enough to bring the wounded man to a doctor.


An old proverb says that a poor man can dance before a robber, but, unfortunately, this is not always the case. The robbers waiting for a rich prize at Drumcondra bridge one November night in 1768 were so enraged when their first victim had no money that they threw him over the bridge into the Tolka river. Another horrible affair occurred in June 1807 when a good priest, Fr MacCartan, was walking home from the house of a friend near Lucan. He was shot down without warning by a group of robbers who then relieved him of all that he possessed – a cheap silver watch and ten shillings. Shortly afterwards the robbers were captured; one of them informed on the others and they were hanged. Lord Charlemont was held up and robbed near his house at Marino no less than three times – the poor man must have been an easy mark for thieves.


In March 1799 the Limerick Mail was stopped near Maryborough by thirteen men and everything was taken from the passengers, as well as all the mails. In 1808 the Protestant bishop of Limerick, travelling out from the city with a few friends, was held up and his coach rifled, although the occupants made some resistance, the bishop himself being wounded in the struggle. In 1811 the Cork Mail was robbed in County Tipperary and in 1812 the Derry coach was held up near Collon in County Louth. Travelling certainly was an adventure in those days. Not all the holding up of coaches was for the sake of robbery. Often it was the work of insurgent bands whose only purpose was to take the arms of the passengers and guards, or to destroy documents which were dangerous to them in the mails. Often, too, the assailants were Whiteboys looking for tithe proctors or landlords’ minions, who might be severely mishandled. A favourite punishment for these officials, who were regarded as public enemies by the common people, was being forced to kneel down on the road and to eat their warrants or writs of eviction; the more humane Whiteboys would allow them a drink of water, or even a mug of beer to wash the paper down.


But the one who caught the imagination of the public was the romantic highwayman on horseback with his mask and pistols who robbed the rich and helped the poor in good old style. There were many of these. Some of them were gentlemen driven from their lands by the confiscations of Cromwell and Dutch William. Redmond O’Hanlon was the hero of the poor people and the terror of the rich landlords in Armagh and the neighbouring counties for nearly twenty years. O’Hanlon collected a band of desperate men, outlawed by the confiscations like himself and proclaimed that he had appointed himself Chief Ranger of the Mountains, Surveyor General of the High Roads, Lord Examiner of All Travellers and High Protector of his Benefactors and Contributors. A reward of £400 – a mighty sum in those days – was put on his head, and £40 each of his men, and although many of the country people knew of his haunts, none of them would touch the blood money. On one occasion the authorities offered him pardon and riches if he would join in the scheme to bring false charges of a ‘Popish Plot’ against Oliver Plunkett, the saintly archbishop of Armagh, but the gallant Redmond spurned the offer. Many of his adventures are still told in his native county, and curses are still heaped upon his foster-brother Art O’Hanlon who, although his trusted friend, murdered him for the reward. His head was taken and stuck on a spike over the gate of Downpatrick jail.


Another tragic victim of the wars was Eamonn a’ Chnoic, Edmund Ryan of Atshanboe in County Tipperary, who fought at the Boyne and Aughrim, and was forced into outlawry. His kindness to the poor and his preying upon the rich are the basis of many a tale. Until one night he took refuge in the house of a farmer whom he believed to be friendly, but who hungered for the reward and struck him down with a hatchet and cut off his head. The murderer was disappointed in his plan, however, for on arriving at Clonmel with the head he was blandly informed that a pardon had been issued and no reward was forthcoming.


Up on the Comeraghs between Carrick-on-Suir and Dungarvan they still point out Crotty’s Rock, a high spike from which the robber watched the country around. Crotty was no patriot; he robbed for money. But he was generous to the poor and they often helped him in daring escapes. He knew every inch of the countryside and could run like a hare. His den in a deep cave near the Rock, so difficult to get into that he was cornered in it a number of times but always escaped. His wife used to keep watch from the rock while he snatched a few hours’ sleep in the cave, but a false friend enticed him to stay at his house and, having plied him with spirits until he was hopelessly drunk, sent for the soldiers and Crotty was hanged outside Waterford. His wife was hunted as an accomplice, but when the pursuit was near she jumped off the rock and was killed on the stones below.


Another merry rogue was Charles O’Dempsey of Laois, known as ‘Cathair na gCapall’ because of his skill at stealing and coping horses. It is said that he could steal a horse, disguise it and sell it back to its former owner, and that he went so far as to take apprentices and teach them his nefarious trade. At one stage he tried to get a local landlord condemned for stealing some horses which he himself had hidden on the landlord’s property, even swearing against him in the court. The landlord was acquitted but was so enraged that he hunted out proof against Cathair and saw him hanged in Maryborough in the year 1753.


Few of the highwaymen escaped the penalty of the law. The famous Freeny, who operated mainly in County Kilkenny, cheated the gallows in the end. Many of his associates were taken and hanged but Freeny himself in some way gained the influence of Lord Carrick and was pardoned. Incidentally the authorities thought that his special talents should not be wasted, and gave him a job as customs man and water-bailiff in New Ross, in which comparatively peaceful occupation he ended his days. Collier was another who escaped. His exploits along the borders of Dublin and Meath were many and daring. Once he broke out of Trim jail and swam across the Boyne in a hail of musket-balls and on another occasion he was almost at his last gasp being chased by a patrol when some friendly potato-diggers hid him in a heap of potatoes. At length he was caught and transported to Australia, but some years later he turned up again in County Meath and settled down quietly in Navan. The neighbours could not tell how he lived, but years afterwards it was revealed that he had turned a common informer and that his income was provided by the authorities in return for his spying on the Young Irelanders.


William Brennan – known in song as ‘Brennan on the Moor’ – worked the roads from Clonmel to Killarney, and more than once held up and robbed the very soldiers sent out to capture him. The song tells us that he was captured and hanged in Clonmel, but another version of his death is that he tried to hold up and rob a Kerry lawyer named Jeremiah O’Connor on the road from Millstreet to Killarney. Brennan levelled his blunderbuss at O’Connor and demanded his purse. O’Connor held out the purse in his left hand and at the same time whipped out a pistol and shot Brennan dead.


Richard Power of Kilbolane had the merry habit of waiting until the rents were collected and the receipts safely in the hands of the tenants. Then he held up the landlord’s agent and halved the loot with the tenants. On the occasion of a wedding in Newcastle West, Power turned up among the guests and drank to the health of the bride and then forced the bride’s father to hand over his daughter’s dowry. He visited the north of Ireland and there tried to hold up a wayfarer at sword point, but the intended victim was not daunted and a brisk duel followed, until the other revealed himself as Redmond O’Hanlon and the two swore friendship. Some time later O’Hanlon saved Power from the gallows by liberally dosing the soldiers on guard with whiskey, so that his friend could escape. Power was betrayed by his sweetheart, who poured water into his pistols while he was asleep and then sent for the soldiers, and, as the song says ‘he couldn’t shoot the water and a prisoner he was taken’. He was hanged in public at Clonmel in 1685.


Few of them escaped the law. Paul Liddy escaped twice from jail, but in the end took poison on the night before he was due to be hanged. Charles Carraher, a dreadful scoundrel who haunted the roads north of Dundalk, was hanged on the roadside where he was taken in the very act of robbing a passer-by, and few mourned him because of his cruelty. Jeremiah Grant, made famous by George Borrow, had five years of robbery to his credit when he died on the gallows in Maryborough in 1816. Still less fortunate was William Delaney of Upperwood, who was hanged in Naas, and by an error of the executioner cut down too soon and revived by his friends, only to be taken again in Kilkenny for petty robbery and hanged by a more expert practitioner. They had a gay time while it lasted, cutting fine figures and spending guineas like water, but the law had the last word.
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