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The Blasket Islandman


The Life and Legacy of Tomás Ó Criomhthain
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GERALD HAYES lives in Massachusetts and holds dual citizenship in the United States and Ireland. He has degrees from the College of the Holy Cross and the Harvard Graduate School of Education. His late father-in-law, Mike Carney, gave him a gift that was to substantially influence him: the story of the human drama that unfolded at the dawn of the twentieth century on the Great Blasket, Carney’s beloved homeland. Hayes is co-author with Carney of From The Great Blasket to America: The Last Memoir by an Islander (2013) and with Eliza Kane of The Last Blasket King (2015). His hope is to share the island’s story with the world.




Dedication


This book is dedicated to my late paternal grandfather, Daniel J. Hayes. Dan was born in 1883 in Ballyshonakin, Effin, Kilmallock, County Limerick, Ireland. He emigrated to the United States at the age of twenty-seven, settling in Springfield, Massachusetts, where he married Katherine Healy, another Irish ‘come-over’. The couple raised two sons, my father, Edward, and his younger brother, William.


Dan’s mettle was severely tested as he approached his sixties. His beloved Katherine passed away in 1940 at just fifty-two years of age. Two years later, his son William was killed at the age of twenty when his ship, the USS Juneau, was sunk by a Japanese torpedo during the Battle of Guadalcanal in the Second World War.1 Dan proudly wore a Gold Star lapel pin in his deceased son’s honour for the rest of his life.


Overcoming this double loss, Dan was steadfast in his commitment to his remaining family, focusing his energies on the well-being of his many grandchildren, grandnephews and grandnieces. And he never forgot his family back in County Limerick. Several times a year, Dan sent money and clothing to his brother Mick, who continued to work his Limerick dairy farm.


Known for his physical strength and varied skill set, Dan had a series of jobs in public works, manufacturing and security. In his golden years, he enjoyed an occasional Sunday afternoon visit to Springfield’s John Boyle O’Reilly Club, where he met my future father-in-law, native Blasket islander Michael J. Carney. They quickly became great friends.


In 1973, at the age of ninety, some sixty-three years after emigrating, Dan took his first trip back to Ireland to visit Mick. He returned to Limerick twice more over the ensuing years.


Dan died in 1979 at the age of ninety-six after a long life of adventure, hard work and an abiding love of family that sustained him in difficult times. He was the patriarch of the Hayes, Crowley and Buckley clan in the Springfield area. He is still sorely missed.


I am for ever indebted to Dan for shepherding me through challenges in my own life, including my mother’s death when I was thirteen. Dan did his very best to help me and my five younger siblings navigate very trying circumstances. I will be forever grateful to Dan for the stabilising role he played in our lives.


The dedication of this book to Dan is entirely appropriate, given the striking similarity in the stoic manner in which he and Tomás Ó Criomhthain dealt with the tragedies that came their way. Both these great Irishmen exhibited enormous grace and fortitude in the face of heartbreak that would surely break a lesser man.


GERALD HAYES




Ó Criomhthain Family Tree
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‘… the like of us will never be again’




Introduction


I can see him in my mind’s eye. It is well past sunset on the Great Blasket. While other islanders gather for another session of song, dance and storytelling, Tomás Ó Criomhthain is hunched over a table in the house he built with his own hands with stones he found on the island. He is deep in concentration. His face is creased by nearly seven decades in the sun, wind and rain. The wind is howling outside, but there is a warm glow from his fireplace. His work is illuminated by a single seal-oil lamp. He is writing on oversized foolscap paper with a Waterman pen given to him by his young mentor, Brian Ó Ceallaigh. His handwriting is meticulous, a work of art. He takes an occasional puff on his glowing pipe and the house gradually fills with smoke and the aroma of burning tobacco. This work continues almost nightly for more than six long years.


The result of his dedicated labour is monumental and includes the original manuscripts of his classic works, Allagar na hInise (Island Cross-Talk) and An tOileánach (The Islandman). His writing is the thoughtful product of a true craftsman of words. He is tired, but he persists with his task. After all, he is creating a permanent record of people who, in his immortal words, will ‘never be again’. He is highly motivated. He is determined that the story of his community will be remembered, unlike so many ancient folktales that have vanished from memory without the benefit of being transcribed for posterity. He is the authentic Blasket islandman.


Inspired by my late father-in-law, Michael J. Carney, I have spent much of the last seven years immersed in writing about the Great Blasket. Until he passed away in August 2015, Mike was the oldest of just eight surviving native islanders. He was one of the island’s most outspoken advocates over the last half century of his life. His enormous passion for the island kindled my interest in the Great Blasket. I am deeply grateful to Mike for encouraging me to write about his now-abandoned but much-beloved isle in the Atlantic.


This is my third book about important figures in the island’s history, a Blasket trilogy. My first, From the Great Blasket to America – The Last Memoir by an Islander, was written in collaboration with Mike. It tells the story of his life, his youth on the island, his ten years in Dublin and then his emigration to Springfield, Massachusetts. My second, The Last Blasket King – Pádraig Ó Catháin, An Rí, was written in collaboration with Eliza Kane, the great-great-granddaughter of the island’s last king. A contemporary of Tomás, Ó Catháin played the key leadership role on the island in the first quarter of the twentieth century.


This third book, a biography of Tomás, the widely renowned ‘islandman’, has proved to be my greatest challenge. It is daunting to write about such a well-known personality and to present a value-added perspective. Tomás’ prominence and historical significance place a heavy burden on his biographer.


Tomás’ own autobiographical works, Allagar na hInise and An tOileánach, have been in circulation for over ninety years. They have been read throughout Ireland and around the world – tens of thousands of copies are in print. Tomás is also prominently referenced in virtually all of the many books that have been written about the island. He enjoys the greatest fame of any Blasket islander, although his contemporary Peig Sayers is a close second. He is one of those people of great stature known only by a single name – ‘Tomás’ – as if further elaboration is unnecessary to identify him. I will generally refer to him by this famous given name.
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Tomás in a 1932 photo by Thomas Waddicor with his characteristic intensity on full display.


It is somewhat surprising that there is no single work, other than An tOileánach, that is devoted exclusively to telling Tomás’ life story. And An tOileánach tells only a portion of the tale. This book is intended to fill this gap in the Blasket literature, to describe the circumstances and forces that influenced his writing and to delineate his literary and cultural impact. This book centres on Tomás’ own accounts of his life, with additional material drawn from many other sources.


Tomás’ writing was edited, sometimes heavily. An tOileánach, for example, has been edited and published three times, with each edition based on Tomás’ original Irish manuscripts. Two editions have been translated from Irish into English. All this involved interpretation of his original meaning, as dedicated scholars sought to understand and express the precise meaning of his words.


Further, Tomás’ works have been analysed by scholars from all over the globe. Indeed, Tomás could never have imagined the amount of dissection and analysis to which his writing has been subjected. The reason for such extensive scrutiny is clear. Tomás provides a first-hand insight into the social dynamics of this celebrated island. His words are critically important to gaining an understanding, not only of life on the Great Blasket, but of the language and culture of Ireland as a whole. He provides a unique and irreplaceable window on a bygone place and time.


This is a work of biography, not literary criticism. My intent is to tell the tale of this extraordinary man, but to leave the literary criticism to others more qualified in that arena. The literature includes numerous essays and articles in academic journals and elsewhere critiquing Tomás’ work. I have included a summary of this criticism (see Chapter 14), but I highly recommend the many original sources to the reader seeking a more in-depth exploration of Tomás as an author.


A couple of editorial comments are in order …


When referencing Tomás’ major works, I will quote primarily from Tim Enright’s English translation of Allagar na hInise, entitled Island Cross-Talk, and Robin Flower’s English translation of An tOileánach, titled The Islandman. While these books are at least once removed from the author’s own words, they are the versions in the widest circulation. I will also quote from The Islander, an unabridged English version of An tOileánach by Gary Bannister and David Sowby, for passages from the original manuscript that were not included in The Islandman. This approach raises the valid issue of separating Tomás’ writing from his original Irish, but since this author is not fluent in Irish, it was the only practical methodology. With respect to other source material in Irish, my translators have made every effort to convey the meaning intended by the original author. I sincerely regret any errors.


I have generally used the English spelling for words, including names, places, artefacts and selected expressions. The Irish that seems closest to the local Irish convention in West Kerry is presented in parentheses immediately after the first use of such a word. With respect to names, I have used the form that was typically used during the subject’s lifetime, in either Irish or English. For persons known by multiple names, both forms are indicated at their first mention (e.g. Tomás Ó Criomhthain and Thomas O’Crohan). Nicknames are presented in quotation marks (e.g. Pádraig ‘An Rí’ Ó Catháin). Patronymics and matronymics are presented without quotation marks (e.g. Pádraig Peats Mhicí Ó Catháin). Maiden names are given in parentheses.


Tomás provides quite a few dates for significant events, but I have found that many of these dates lack historical accuracy. This is entirely understandable. Tomás wrote An tOileánach when he was in his late sixties and early seventies. He recounts many events that took place much earlier in his life, and he did not have access to reference material that would have enabled him to verify exact dates. Further, as an experienced raconteur, he probably didn’t focus a great deal on precision in the dates he cited. He approached his writing as a storyteller, not as a historian. Thus, many of the dates Tomás gives in his writing reflect only his best approximation of the timing of events. In this work, I have made every effort to corroborate Tomás’ timeline using whatever reliable documentation was available. Where appropriate, I have incorporated the evidentiary date rather than Tomás’ best estimate, with any difference noted in the narrative or endnotes. In other instances, dates or events are presented as ‘likely’ if there is a high degree of probability, but less than conclusive verification.
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Ireland/West Kerry


Over eighty years have now elapsed since Tomás’ passing. His literary stature has grown significantly, and deservedly so. I hope this book is a fitting tribute to this genuine Blasket giant, Tomás Ó Criomhthain, the eminent islandman, as well as a valuable resource to those who seek to understand his life, times, and legacy.
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Tomás Ó Criomthain outside his house, courtesy of the Blasket Centre.




1. Tomás Ó Criomhthain: The Blasket Islandman


Tomás Ó Criomhthain (pronounced ‘O-krih-hin’ and anglicised as Thomas O’Crohan) was one of Ireland’s foremost Irish language authors. He was born in 1854 on the Great Blasket (An Blascaod Mór), located off Ireland’s rocky southwest coast. He lived virtually his entire life on this stunningly beautiful but isolated island, making only occasional trips to the mainland. He was probably the first native Blasket islander to achieve full literacy in the Irish language, largely through his own determined effort as he approached middle age. Against all odds, Tomás emerged from a humble background and a limited formal education to chronicle the story of this tiny island community as it began slipping inexorably into history during the first half of the twentieth century.


As an author, Tomás was a key participant in Ireland’s transition from its thousand-year-old oral folklore tradition to an emerging written form of storytelling. Among his literary achievements are two Irish-language classics, Allagar na hInise (Island Cross-Talk) and An tOileánach (The Islandman). Tomás began writing them when was in his mid-sixties and they were published when he was in his mid-seventies, an enormous accomplishment. He later wrote a third book, Dinnseanchas na Blascaodaí, in which he described the physical features of the Blasket Islands (Na Blascaodaí). A collection of fifty-two of his folktales and poems was published years later as Seanchas ón Oileán Tiar. Another volume comprising more diary entries, was eventually published as Allagar II. Tomás was also a frequent contributor to several Irish-language periodicals, with about 150 published pieces to his credit. His stories, poems and articles have been collected in three anthologies, Bloghanna ón mBlascaod, Scéilíní ón mBlascaod and Cleití Gé ón mBlascaod Mór. For a writer who got a late start, Tomás was a prolific author indeed.
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Tomás outside his house.


Tomás was dubbed ‘The Islandman’ by his principal editor, Pádraig ‘An Seabhac’ (pronounced ‘On showuk’ meaning ‘The Hawk’) Ó Siochfhradha. An Seabhac was an organiser for the Gaelic League, a leader of the Celtic Revival, a businessman and later a member of Seanad Éireann. ‘The Islandman’ is an entirely appropriate nickname. It is recognised far and wide and it has easily withstood the test of time.


Tomás was one of the most important Irishmen of the early twentieth century. His growth and development as a writer coincided with some of the most turbulent times in Irish history, including the Easter Rising (1916), the Irish War of Independence (1919–1922), the establishment of the Irish Free State (1922) and the Irish Civil War (1922–1923). He played a crucial supporting role in the ongoing Celtic Revival by providing inspiring first-person descriptions in Irish of an authentic folk culture that was largely uncorrupted by the influence of Great Britain.


Given his simple background as a fisherman and a farmer, Tomás was a highly unlikely candidate for literary fame. It is a tribute to his intelligence and initiative that he acquired the basic skills needed to memorialise Blasket life. He was then persuaded by island visitors to share the island’s unique story with a wide audience through the medium of his writing. Then, with indefatigable persistence, he used his acute powers of observation together with his budding writing ability to produce fascinating literature that documented his life and times for posterity.


Tomás was not a physically imposing man. He was no more than five feet four inches tall and built like a barrel, weighing about 83 kg (13 stone). But he had an intensity that was reflected in his deep-set eyes and in his writing. Robin Flower, a British scholar and frequent visitor to the Great Blasket, as well as a close friend of Tomás for over a quarter of a century (see Chapter 9), wrote that he was ‘a slight but confident figure’.1 Flower further described him in striking terms:




He was in those days [around 1910] a small, lively man, with a sharp, intelligent face, weathered and wrinkled by the sun and rain and the flying salt of the sea, out of which two bright, observant eyes looked critically upon the world.2





The early twentieth-century Irish scholar Daniel Binchy wrote: ‘I can still see him as he stood by the hearth in his own kitchen, a trim lithe figure with finely chiseled features and keen bright eyes that seemed to survey the world with friendly and somewhat ironic detachment. His voice still lingers in my ear, clear and musical like a silver bell.’3 Tomás almost always wore a distinctive black broad-brimmed hat. In his old age, he was a bit stooped. He was very bright and had an even temperament. His son, Seán Ó Criomhthain, said that he ‘didn’t like any fighting or quarrelling or bickering, and he was anxious that everything would be nice and civil.’4


Mícheál de Mórdha, the now-retired long-time director of the Blasket Centre (Ionad an Bhlascaoid Mhóir) in Dunquin (Dún Chaoin), West Kerry, wrote in his extensive history of the island, An Island Community – The Ebb and Flow of the Great Blasket Island:




In many ways, Tomás Ó Criomhthain was a person apart, and his view of life was different to that of his fellow islanders. At the same time, Tomás was a Blasket islander the same as the rest, who lived on the island his entire lifetime. It is because of that, more than anything else, that Tomás’s writing is so appealing.5





Tomás was primarily a fisherman and lobsterman by trade. He also cut turf for fuel, grew potatoes and worked on a series of important island building projects. He participated enthusiastically in the social and cultural life of the island. He experienced great joy and horrific sorrows. He may have become an author of great national significance, but he worked hard and struggled to get by just like everybody else on the island.


Tomás was one of the most prominent residents of the Great Blasket during his lifetime. His lifelong friend and eventual brother-in-law, Pádraig Peats Mhicí Ó Catháin, the last island king, played the key civic leadership role on the island during their adulthood. In contrast, Tomás’ importance was more as the island’s resident scholar and as an acknowledged master of the Irish language. The two men complemented each other.


As he aged, Tomás participated in decision-making about practical issues of common concern as a member of the island’s informal ‘council of elders’. He was highly opinionated, and he would not have hesitated to express his views on a wide range of subjects. He had a tendency to be somewhat of a contrarian. He was not, however, a dominating presence in a leadership sense.


Tomás was a skilled practitioner of several forms of Irish folk culture including poetry, singing, stepdancing and, of course, storytelling. He came to appreciate the critical importance of the Irish language and in his later years devoted himself to its preservation and advancement through his writing.


Over the course of his life, Tomás gained broad general knowledge that far exceeded the bounds of his limited national school education. He routinely brought higher-level thoughts to everyday life. Robin Flower wrote, for example:




Lying under the lee of a turf-rick, or sitting in his own house or the King’s kitchen, he would pour out tales and poetry and proverbs, quickening the whole with lively comments and precise explanations of difficult words and interspersing memories of his own life and of the island past.6





Flower once told a modest little story about a return trip to the Great Blasket that provides a glimpse into the lighter side of Tomás’ personality:




The day after my arrival on the Island, Tomás has been fishing all the morning over by Beiginis, and comes into the kitchen early in the afternoon carrying a large bream.


‘That’s a fine fish you have,’ I say.


‘It is for you, for I thought on the first day of your coming back to the Island you should have a good fish for supper.’


I take the fish and lay it down on the table, and begin to thank him in my halting Irish.


‘Don’t thank me till you have heard all my story,’ says he.


‘Well,’ I say, ‘no story could make any difference to my thanks.’


‘Listen then. When I came back from fishing this morning I had two bream, one larger and one smaller. That one there is not the larger of the two.’


‘How comes that?’ I say, smelling a jest in the wind.


‘Well, it was this way. I came into my house, and I laid the two fish down on the table, and I said to myself: “Now which of these two fish shall I give the gentlemen from London?” And there came into my head the old saying, “When the Lord God made Heaven and earth at the first, He kept the better of the two for himself.” And where could I find a higher example?’


Laughing together over this artfully prepared comedy … we sit down at the table in front of the window, through which the eye ranges over the strait to the naked line of the coast of Ireland, and the business of the afternoon begins.7





Tomás was a husband, a father and a grandfather. His personal life was marked by great disappointments and terrible tragedy. His marriage was arranged by his family despite his love for another woman. Of his twelve children, only three lived into their twenties, and only two outlived him.


Tomás was very thoughtful and self-aware. As he aged, he became a man on a mission, seeking to preserve his story and to achieve a form of immortality in the process. In the deeply personal concluding words of An tOileánach, he wrote:




I remember being a boy; I remember being a young man; I remember the bloom of my vigour and my strength. I have known famine and plenty, fortune and ill-fortune, in my life-days till to-day. They are great teachers for one that marks them well.


One day there will be none left in the Blasket of all I have mentioned in this book – and none to remember them. I am thankful to God, who has given me the chance to preserve from forgetfulness those days that I have seen with my own eyes and have borne their burden, and that when I am gone men will know what life was like in my time and the neighbours that lived with me.


Since the first fire was kindled in this island none has written of his life and his world. I am proud to set down my story and the story of my neighbours. This writing will tell how the Islanders lived in the old days.8





After the publication of Allagar na hInise and An tOileánach in the late 1920s, Tomás achieved a degree of fame throughout Ireland. His neighbours on the island must have been impressed by the acclaim his writing generated and the procession of visitors to the island seeking to meet him. But the islanders didn’t hesitate to voice some criticism too (see Chapter 14). Beyond the Great Blasket, Tomás’ renown spread as his books were more widely read. Much of his fame came after his death in 1937.


Tomás’ style as a writer is a reflection of his modest upbringing, his many heartbreaks, his arduous life and his stoic temperament. His writing was direct, spare and ironic, with a smattering of humour. He focused on recounting the major elements of island life and his own life story without much adornment or nuance. Since his own life was so similar to those of his island neighbours, his autobiography, An tOileánach, is effectively a detailed record of the life of the Blasket community as a whole.


Tomás was an intriguing man. He was a pivotal figure in the history of the Great Blasket and a giant in Irish language literature. His literary accomplishments in the Irish language, given their overall context, are nothing short of astounding. His contributions to Irish culture and literature are of epic proportions. He remains the quintessential ‘islandman’ and his legacy will endure forever.




2. A Blasket Homeland


Tomás was born, raised, lived and died on the Great Blasket during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. He was steeped in island life. The profound impact of the island on Tomás as a person and as an author is evident in all his writing. Understanding the dynamics of life on the Great Blasket is essential to understanding this remarkable man.


During Tomás’ lifetime, the Great Blasket was the breathtaking setting for a drama of overarching cultural, linguistic, political and historical significance. As Tomás aged, the island community was gradually fading into history. Its decline played out while Ireland itself was engrossed in yet another phase of its long and difficult struggle to achieve independence from Great Britain and then to establish its own standing as a nation. Essentially, the Blasket community was dying as a sovereign Ireland was being born.


Although Tomás occasionally made visits to the mainland, he never travelled outside westernmost County Kerry (Contae Chiarraí). He had some limited exposure to the world beyond the Great Blasket from newspapers, visitors to the island, a selection of books, and letters from America and elsewhere. But it was primarily the rigours of day-to-day life on the Great Blasket, as he personally experienced them, that informed his writing.
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The abandoned village on the Great Blasket in 2012 from Blasket Sound. Note the natural bowl that provided the village with some protection from the fierce winds.


While Tomás’ lens on the world was fairly narrow, he suffered no lack of powerful material for his literary efforts. This unique island, with its exceptional physical beauty, its small population of fascinating residents and its ongoing sequence of historic events, truly comes alive in Tomás’ writing.


The Great Blasket is the largest of the six islands located off southwest Ireland’s Dingle Peninsula (Corca Dhuibhne) that comprise the Blasket archipelago. These islands, the Blaskets, lie at the very westernmost edge of Europe. The other five Blaskets are Beginish (Beiginis), Inishnabro (Inis na Bró), Inishvickillane (Inis Mhic Uileáin), Inishtooskert (Inis Tuaisceart), and Tearaght (An Tiaracht).


The Great Blasket itself is about 2.4 km (1.5 miles) off the mainland. It measures about 6 km (3.7 miles) long and 1 km (two-thirds of a mile) wide. The terrain is mountainous with minimal flat land. The highest point is ‘the Crow’ (An Cró), standing 292 m (958 feet) above sea level. The island is shaped like an elongated triangle with towering cliffs along its north and south sides. The rocky landscape is totally devoid of trees. A sandy beach called the White Strand (An Tráigh Bhán) and an adjacent gravel beach (An Tráigh Ghearraí) look out across Blasket Sound (An Bealach) toward the mainland. The island comprises about 460 hectares (1,132 acres) of land, but only about 25 hectares (60 acres) was suitable for cultivation.
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The Blasket Islands with Dunquin on the mainland to the east.


The island village (An Baile) of about thirty-five small homes was situated in a natural bowl that is tilted east toward the mainland. These houses were huddled together with a maze of footpaths running between them. Virtually all the homes faced south to avoid the onslaught of the wind, to afford some interior daylight and to capture warmth from the sun.
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In one of the first photos of the island, taken in 1897, chimney smoke is blowing across the island village. Note the upside-down naomhóg (currach) in the foreground and the people to the far right.


The views towards the mainland from the Great Blasket are spectacular. No less authoritative a source than National Geographic Traveller has declared this stretch of Ireland’s southwest coast ‘the most beautiful place on earth.’1


Of the six Blaskets, only the Great Blasket was occupied on a sustained basis over time. The first inhabitants probably arrived at the end of the Stone Age. They were followed by monks seeking to live an ascetic life. The Vikings came next, but they used the island only as a base for raids on the mainland. Their legacy includes the name of the islands, which may be an adaptation of the Norse word brasker, meaning ‘sharp reef ’.


In the early thirteenth century, the Normans arrived and British control of the Blaskets began. The Earl of Desmond leased the Great Blasket to the Ferriter family for a rent of two hawks per year. The Ferriters built a small ‘castle’ on the Great Blasket at Castle Point (Rinn an Chaisleáin) overlooking the island’s small harbour. Its site was eventually used as an unconsecrated graveyard for unbaptised babies, the victims of shipwrecks and suicides.


By the sixteenth century, the Desmonds had become so assimilated into Irish culture that Queen Elizabeth I felt it necessary to dispatch her army to assert the authority of the Crown. The Irish resisted mightily, with help from troops sent by Pope Gregory XIII. In 1580, a key battle at Árd na Caithne (Smerwick), a coastal community not far from the Great Blasket, ended with the merciless slaughter by the British of 600 men who had surrendered. The hard-fought Desmond Rebellion was ultimately crushed by 1583.


In 1586, the Blaskets fell into the hands of two supporters of the Crown as spoils of war. They, in turn, sold them to Sir Richard Boyle, later the Earl of Cork. The Ferriters continued to rent the island until Piaras Ferriter (Piaras Feiritéar) was forced to sign over the family’s interest to the Earl in 1629. As for poor Piaras, he was hanged on 16 October 1653 in Killarney (Cill Airne) after a group of Irish insurgents were defeated by the British (see Chapter 7).


The first long-term inhabitants of the Great Blasket were tenant farmers who migrated to the island, probably in the late seventeenth century. By the mid-eighteenth century, there were ‘five or six’2 families living on the Great Blasket. The population grew as more people fled to the island in search of a better life. Seán Ó Criomhthain, Tomás’ son, said:




The last line of people to live on the Island went there not more than two hundred years ago, if it is even that much. They 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.3





At first, fishing was conducted along the island’s rocky coast with hand-lines. The catch was fairly limited and intended only for consumption on the island. The islanders began fishing as a commercial enterprise about 1820.


The so-called ‘Souper School’ (Scoil an tSúip) was established in 1840 and operated with limited enrolment until 1863. It was sponsored by the Church of Ireland, the official Church at the time. The school’s nickname refers to the soup that the church missionaries distributed as part of their proselytisation efforts.


The island’s national school opened in 1864 and operated for over three-quarters of a century (see Chapter 4). The average enrolment was about thirty students. English was the official medium of instruction, but it was not generally spoken by the islanders outside the school. Irish was the everyday language of the island. Children typically attended school for about seven or eight years. By the time they left, they had at least some ability to speak, read and write English and some competency in other subjects such as maths and geography.


The islanders felt considerable resentment about the rent and taxes they were required to pay, and attempts to collect these payments often resulted in confrontation, resistance and scorn (see Chapter 7). Rent was payable in cash, which the islanders raised by selling fish and livestock, mostly in Dingle (An Daingean). But the islanders had no long-term control over the rocky land they worked so hard.


The Blasket population reached 153 in 1841. It declined by about 29 per cent to 109 during the Great Famine in the mid-1800s. Percentage-wise, this drop was somewhat less than on the mainland. According to legend, no islander died of starvation, perhaps because of a varied diet that included both fish and shellfish, such as limpets and periwinkles, as well as home-grown vegetables. It may be that the rise in island deaths during this period was due to disease. Not surprisingly, the population began to grow again after the Famine.
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The Great Blasket.


The Great Blasket experienced particularly difficult times in the late 1870s and 1880s. The government was forced to send relief ships with food and supplies that helped the impoverished islanders survive. Despite their dire straits, the pressure to pay rent and taxes was unrelenting.


By 1891, conditions began to improve with the delivery of seed potatoes from the government. The fishing was better, too. Relative prosperity continued through the early part of the twentieth century. There was a viable balance between the number of men and of women. And the population continued to rise.


Civic leadership on the island during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was provided by a designated ‘King’ (Rí). The island King exerted great influence, but he exercised no real governmental authority. Important island-wide decisions were generally made by consensus of the island’s elders.


An effort to resolve the persistent tension between the Earl of Cork and his island tenants was undertaken in 1907. The Congested Districts Board, an agency of the British government and a forerunner of the Irish Land Commission, purchased the Great Blasket from the Earl of Cork. The islanders’ rent was reduced and an instalment purchase arrangement was instituted. The Board then reorganised parcel boundary lines on a more equitable basis. It also made a series of important physical improvements on the island (see Chapter 7).


On 15 April 1921, the islanders finally purchased their leasehold interests from the Board and became landowners with a vested interest in the island’s future. But the steadily deteriorating economic conditions, in tandem with the constant temptation of emigration (see below), meant that the future of the Great Blasket grew increasingly bleak.


The islanders themselves consistently described their living conditions as ‘tough’. There was no reliable communication with the mainland and transportation across Blasket Sound was infrequent and inconsistent. The weather was often horrible, with wind and rain pounding away at the island. The islanders focused their energy on eking out a meagre living. While the island was beautiful, it was an inhospitable place to live.


Robin Flower described the Great Blasket as a ‘community imprisoned by the sea’.4 Ironically, its residents were utterly dependent on the sea for their sustenance. In describing their susceptibility to the brutal forces of nature, Tomás wrote:




This [the island] is a crag in the midst of the great sea, and again and again the blown surf drives right over it before the violence of the wind, so that you daren’t put your head out any more than a rabbit that crouches in its burrow … when the rain and the salt spume are flying.5





The Blasket economy was based on fishing (see Chapter 7), a business that was dangerous and produced erratic results. There was increasing competition from other fishermen as well as fluctuations in the price of fish. Finally, in 1921, a new American tariff on mackerel undercut the market, and fishing was no longer profitable. In subsequent years, lobstering generated much-needed income for the islanders. But a decision by the French government to ban Irish shellfish eventually curtailed this business too.


The islanders also raised livestock, including sheep and pigs, for sale on the mainland. They managed to grow a variety of crops, primarily for their own consumption, including potatoes, cabbage, turnips, carrots, parsnips, onions; and grains such as wheat, oats, rye and corn. But all this was secondary to the island’s sea-based economy.


The islanders lived in small whitewashed stone houses. Most houses were built with their west wall facing into the rising hill. The earthen floors were damp and sand was frequently spread on them to keep them relatively dry. A turf fireplace was used for cooking and heat. Fresh water came from two spring-fed wells. Tomás wrote that some of the island houses ‘had a handsomer appearance than the rest, and others were pretty wretched’.6


The difficult trip between Dunquin on the mainland and the Great Blasket only exacerbated the isolation of the island. The islanders’ sea-going currachs, called naomhóga, were about 7.5 metres (24 feet) in length. They were either purchased on the mainland or built by the islanders themselves using animal skins or canvas stretched over a wooden frame and covered with tar as waterproofing. The trip from Dunquin to the island typically took about forty-five minutes. The only regularly scheduled crossings were to deliver and retrieve the post on Tuesdays and Fridays, weather permitting. In bad weather, crossings had to be postponed, no matter how urgent the mission. Tomás described being marooned in Dunquin, after attending a wedding on the mainland, for an incredible twenty-one days after the weather deteriorated.


The Norwegian Carl Marstrander, who visited the island in 1907 (see Chapter 9), once wrote, ‘I have never met people who have demanded so little of life as these … I hope they’re in their own way happy in all their misery.’7 Blasket native Michael ‘Mike’ Carney (Mícheál Ó Ceárna) of Springfield, Massachusetts said: ‘The island was a bare knuckle 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.’ Despite the trying conditions, the islanders were not given to complaining. Referring to their steady persistence in the face of adversity, Carney once said, ‘They were saintly people, but they did not know it.’8


Describing the island, Robin Flower wrote that it was ‘practically untouched by modern influences’;9 E.M Forster called it ‘a neolithic civilisation’; and the classical scholar George Derwent Thomson called it a ‘pre-capitalist society’.10


Tomás himself cautioned against comparisons between the island and his readers’ usual frame of reference: ‘We are poor, simple people, living from hand to mouth … You may understand from this that we are not to be put in comparison with the people of the great cities or of the soft and level lands.’11 Truer words were never written.
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The village on the Great Blasket in 2012. The slipway and breakwater are in the bottom centre. The Congested Districts Board homes (the ‘new houses’) are in the upper right.


Despite their many challenges, the islanders enjoyed a lively social life based on shared responsibility and cultural activities. Storytelling, poetry, music and dance were favourite pastimes, and community get-togethers occurred almost nightly (see Chapter 7).


Storytelling was a well-developed island art form. A great storyteller was called a seanachaí, and there were many on the Great Blasket. Stories were handed down from generation to generation and refined along the way. This was all great fun and a welcome respite from the hard work of the day. Music was played on the fiddle, the melodeon and the Jew’s harp. Songs included traditional tunes as well as tunes composed by island poet Seán Ó Duinnshléibhe. All the while, the furious movement of the dancers’ feet would raise a cloud of dust from the floor.


During the first half of the twentieth century, three islanders with only a rudimentary education wrote, and managed to have published, autobiographical accounts of their lives on the Great Blasket. These books included Allagar na hInise and An tOileánach by Tomás, Fiche Bliain ag Fás (Twenty Years A-Growing) by Muiris Ó Súilleabháin; and Peig and Machtnamh Seana Mhná (An Old Woman’s Reflections), as dictated by Peig Sayers to her son, Mícheál Ó Guithín. Blasket author Muiris Mac Conghail wrote that these books came along at a critical time, when the Irish language was ‘hovering between life and death’.12


This unusual literary outpouring was the consequence of a series of unique circumstances. Because of its reputation for a pure form of Irish language and culture, the Great Blasket attracted a series of well-educated ‘cultural visitors’ just after the turn of the twentieth century. The visitors’ interest in the island was prompted, in part, by the Celtic Revival (see Chapter 8) and a growing sense of Irish nationalism. The island became a Mecca for scholars seeking to experience the living Irish language and the associated island culture. These pilgrims were fascinated by the simple way of life they observed and the stories they heard. They appreciated the Blasket lifestyle as an unspoiled manifestation of authentic Irish identity. Eventually, these visitors encouraged several islanders to write down their folktales and life experiences; and they provided considerable help and encouragement in the process (see Chapters 9 and 10).


The publication of these five masterworks between 1928 and 1939 has been referred to as the ‘literary flowering’ of the Great Blasket. This period also marks a significant cultural milestone in Ireland’s evolution from an oral folklore tradition to a written medium. Sadly, this transition also marked the decline of the centuries-old tradition of storytelling.


Tomás was the first islander to publish a book, Allagar na hInise. In a figurative sense, it was Tomás who put the Blaskets on the map. Scholar Seán Ó Tuama wrote that he was the pioneer, the precursor.13 He paved the way for the others who soon followed in his footsteps. American scholar Thomas Shea aptly referred to Tomás as the ‘godfather’ of Blasket literature.14 It is Tomás who automatically comes to mind when the Great Blasket is mentioned. His classic books, Allagar na hInise and An tOileánach, have been read throughout Ireland and beyond (see Chapter 11). Paradoxically, these books are widely celebrated because they were written in Irish but have been read primarily in English.


Eventually, eleven other native Blasket authors made their own contributions to the ‘Blasket library’.15 In all, over eighty books have been written about the Blaskets and, largely because of their popularity, the island has been immortalised as archetypal of the rural way of life in Ireland. These books romanticised the island, presenting it as almost idyllic in its simplicity and cultural purity, but the island’s distinctive way of life proved transitory. The practical problems related to the island’s isolation persisted. In addition, the modern world was encroaching, and emigration from the Great Blasket was accelerating.


The island’s peak population of about 176 was reached in 1916. A gradual exodus accelerated after the First World War as American legal restrictions on immigration eased. Other popular destinations included Dublin and London. Islanders who emigrated often wrote home extolling the advantages of their new lives. With greater exposure to a substantially better life, islanders in their late teens and early twenties were increasingly inclined to embark for new environs. By 1946, the population was down to only forty-five as emigration to the mainland and America took its toll.
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(L–r): Four published Blasket authors, Seán Ó Criomhthain, his wife Eibhlís (Ní Shúilleabháin) Uí Chriomhthain, Tomás Ó Criomhthain and Muiris Ó Súilleabháin, in the mid-1930s.


Many former islanders settled in Springfield, about 100 miles west of Boston, Massachusetts, the first islanders arriving sometime in the mid-nineteenth century. Thereafter, the path of least resistance for those seeking their fortune was to follow other islanders who had become established there. Eventually about two dozen former islanders were in residence. Small Blasket communities also sprang up in nearby Holyoke and Chicopee, as well as in Hartford, Connecticut.


The process of emigration was fairly easy. The price of passage to America was only about £5. Departing islanders would travel by naomhóg to the mainland and then hike or take a horse-drawn cart to Dingle over the Mám Clasach road. After a train ride to Cork, they would board a ship at Queenstown (now Cobh), near Cork city. The voyage to America took about five days. Typically, friends or family would be eagerly awaiting their arrival, and housing and employment had often been arranged in advance.


Emigrating islanders often recalled fondly their lives on the Great Blasket. Almost thirty years after moving to the mainland, Seán Ó Guithín said: ‘the Island will be in my head as long as I live. There was some sort of charm about it.’16 At the age of ninety, over seventy-four years after his departure from the island at the age of sixteen, Mike Carney said: ‘I just can’t get the island out of me. I think about it every day and still dream about it at night … I am an islandman at heart, and I will be until the day I die.’17


The remoteness of the Great Blasket provided the island with some level of insulation from the major national and international events that were unfolding during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (see A Comparative Timetable, page 326). Essentially, the day-to-day challenges of island life continued much the same while Ireland and the world were undergoing dramatic changes. News of current events was brought to the island via sporadic newspapers and by word of mouth.


Sometimes the wider world would intrude. There were debates, for example, about possible British conscription during the First World War. An occasional wartime shipwreck or sinking near the island would bring a temporary bonanza of salvageable goods. During the First World War, the body of a crew member of the RMS Lusitania washed up after the ship was sunk by the Germans in 1915. In the Second World War, a German plane made a forced landing on nearby Inishvickillane.


Over time, a long litany of historic off-island events would have an impact on the Great Blasket. Yet it was a combination of powerful economic, social and political factors unique to this small island community that ultimately led to its decline.


As the momentous events of the early twentieth century began to change the nation and the world, the delicate equilibrium on the Great Blasket began to break down. Eventual Irish independence from Great Britain was somewhat of a hollow achievement for the islanders, because it roughly coincided with the early stages of the island’s demise.


Ultimately, the deterioration of fishing along with the growing exposure of the islanders to a vision of a better life elsewhere signalled the end of the island community. The lure of a higher standard of living off the island persuaded many islanders to emigrate to America and the Irish mainland.


Women, especially, chose a different way of life when the opportunity presented itself, leaving the island at a faster rate than men. Marriages became increasingly rare. As Dáithí de Mórdha of the Blasket Centre said, ‘generations of young people left [the island], leaving the majority of the island’s population as either old couples or middle-aged bachelors.’18 Some of the older men just didn’t have the physical strength to row a naomhóg.


A major blow to the island was the closing of the national school on 1 January 1941 for lack of enrolment – only five students remained. Thereafter, island families with school-age children were forced to move to the mainland, send their children to live with relatives on the mainland while attending school, or emigrate.


By the end of the Second World War, the island community was in fully fledged collapse. Just fifteen homes were occupied. The female population was only about 30 per cent of the total. By the middle of the twentieth century, the island had reached a point at which it was no longer functioning effectively.


Ten years after Tomás’ death in 1937, life on the Great Blasket took a decisive turn for the worse, from which it would never recover. The catalyst was the sudden death of 24-year-old Seán Ó Ceárna on 10 January 1947 from treatable meningitis. Because of bad weather, he died without medical or spiritual assistance. This was a blunt reminder to the islanders of their utter vulnerability.


On 26 January 1947, Seán’s older brother, Mike Carney, then living in Dublin, wrote a letter to Taoiseach Éamon de Valera complaining about government inaction that, he felt, had led to this tragedy. He focused on poor communications and transportation, and reluctantly suggested the relocation of the remaining islanders from the Great Blasket. But the government was unresponsive, contending that that the problems were short-term in nature.


Three months later, on 22 April 1947, in the midst of horrendous weather, the islanders sent a dramatic telegram to de Valera expressing the islanders’ sheer desperation: ‘STORMBOUND DISTRESS. SEND FOOD. NOTHING TO EAT. BLASKETS.’19


The next day, the Irish Press published a front page story drawing the public’s attention to the plight of the islanders.20 Soon thereafter, a boat with emergency food and, according to legend, some strong drink arrived to alleviate the immediate need.


De Valera himself visited the Great Blasket on 14 July 1947. The front page of The Kerryman proclaimed ‘BLASKET ISLANDERS GREET AN TAOISEACH.’21 The islanders asked the Taoiseach to be relocated to the mainland. He said he would do his best to lighten the islander’s hardships, but he made no specific promises.
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The telegram pleading for help, 22 April 1947.


Years of bureaucratic study and indecision followed. In 1948, de Valera was voted out of office for three years when his Fianna Fáil party lost its majority in the Dáil. An Interdepartmental Committee was appointed to study the matter. The islanders grew increasingly disenchanted with the government’s inability to bring the matter to closure.


On 18 September 1952, the Irish Independent published an article entitled ‘Islanders Plead for New Life on the Mainland.’ Four islanders said that for many years they had been asking successive governments to house them on the mainland. ‘All we received are empty promises.’22


After five years of investigations, reports, consultation and meetings, the government made the decision to evacuate the Great Blasket. The evacuation began with a group of twenty-two souls on 17 November 1953. In the end, only nine houses were occupied, four of them by only one person.
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Taoiseach Éamon de Valera on the Great Blasket in 1947 talking to Máire (Ní Chatháin) Uí Ghuithín and Seán Tom Ó Ceárna, Mike Carney’s father (scratching his head).


The abandoned homes on the Great Blasket gradually began to deteriorate. The roofs and the whitewashed exteriors went first, leaving only the remnants of the bare stone walls standing. The newer concrete houses built by the Congested Districts Board in the early 1900s better tolerated the ravages of time.
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Photograph of the evacuation that appeared on the front page of The Kerryman on 17 November 1953.


In 1985, Micheál Ó Cinnéide, a long-time friend of the Great Blasket who was then living in New York City, happened to notice an advertisement in the Wall Street Journal offering the island for sale.23 Fearing that private development would destroy the island, Blasket advocates banded together to create the Blasket Foundation (Fundúireacht an Bhlascaoid). In turn, the foundation urged the government to designate the island as a national park. The fruits of their efforts include the construction of the Blasket Centre in Dunquin and the acquisition by the government of most of the land on the Great Blasket. The ruins of the old village are now being preserved and basic visitor facilities are being built. The Blasket Centre opened in 1993 and now provides about 50,000 visitors a year with a keen insight into life on the island and its legacy through a series of multimedia exhibits.
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The Blasket Centre looks out over Blasket Sound to the island.


As for the future, the Irish government is investing in the preservation of the ruins of the island village. In a fitting tribute to Tomás, the island home that he built himself was restored by the government in 2017. Regrettably, the proposal for the creation of a national park is still pending.


Today, almost sixty-five years after the evacuation, modern-day cultural visitors can take a power boat across Blasket Sound to the island, when weather conditions allow. About 10,000 visitors a year wander among the ruins, struggling to envision the island life so vividly described by Tomás in his literary masterworks. The only sounds they hear are the brisk wind off the Atlantic and the faint echoes of the past.




3. The Ó Criomhthain Family


The opening paragraph of The Islandman is certainly provocative. Tomás wrote: ‘I can recall being at my mother’s breast, for I was four years old before I was weaned.’ Just two pages later, he wrote that he ‘had a fancy’ that he should still be nursing when he was six years old. He further wrote: ‘I am “the scrapings of the pot”, the last of the litter … I was a spoilt child too.’ He admitted to being ‘not easy to rear’ and said, ‘Nobody expected me at all when I came their way.’1 Apparently he was a surprise baby.


This bold introductory narrative immediately captures the reader’s attention and sets the stage for the colourful account of Tomás’ life that follows. Tomás was no doubt using the age-old storyteller’s ploy of a mildly shocking beginning that was intended to draw the reader into his story. This is a technique that he probably learned in countless evening gatherings in crowded and smoky homes on the Great Blasket as he gradually became one of the island’s expert storytellers.


Tomás’ life story is compelling. The reader is about to embark on a journey through an extraordinary life lived in a spectacular setting.


The very first sentence of The Islandman indicates that Tomás was born on 21 December 1856, St Thomas’ Day. The records of Ballyferriter parish, however, show that Tomás was baptised on 29 April 1855, some twenty months earlier. Unfortunately, there is no official governmental record of his birth. Civil registration of births in Ireland did not begin until 1864.


After extensive research, Blasket scholar Breandán Ó Conaire concluded that Tomás was actually born on 21 December 1854.2
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