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PROLOGUE
Achill


Summer 1888


Agnes MacDonnell is exhausted. She has travelled by rail across England from her London home at Belsize Square, from Holyhead by steamer to Kingstown, and then the final leg of her journey across the breadth of Ireland on the Midland Great Western Railway train to Westport. She crosses the bridge to Achill Island to the rattle of car wheels and the clip clop of horse hooves, her body jerking from side to side with the movement. The glint of new steel on the railings reminds her of the city she has left behind. Had she travelled to the island a year earlier while the swivel bridge was under construction, the car would have had to wait until low tide to pass through the channel at the village of Achill Sound. It is just ten more miles to her new home at the Valley House in Achill’s northwest corner. There she will rest, replenish her energies, and tackle the challenges of the 2,000 acre estate she now owns.


Many travellers before her have come to this remote place. They followed the same approach road that swings in an arc around the south shores of Blacksod Bay. Four miles out from Achill, on turning the bend of Tonragee, the visitor faces the spectacle of Slievemore Mountain, mottled with shadows like patches on a piebald horse. The mountain overpowers the island and it is as if it wraps within its entrails the dramas that unfolded beneath its shade. The travellers to Achill in the previous half-century were many and varied: proselytisers imbued with a zeal to convert souls; independent Victorian women who wrote of famine horrors; men who hunted for red-brown grouse on mountain slopes; artists, mesmerised by the island’s shifting light, who set up their easels at the Atlantic’s edge; seekers of the amethyst’s purple glow at the quartz quarry in Keem.


From Achill Sound the horse gallops along the island’s spine road as far as Bunnacurry, where the tower of the Franciscan monastery juts into the sky. The car veers north through a treeless landscape where an expanse of bog stretches away as far as Agnes can see. Women in scarlet petticoats walk at the roadside in single file, bent beneath creels of turf and seaweed like beasts of burden. Children in bare feet shout and scamper after the car. Old men suck clay pipes and stare at her from the dark doorways of cottages. Agnes may not have yet observed how few young people there are on the island, many of them having made the annual migrant journey to the harvest-fields of Scotland and England. Everywhere, there is the smell of peat-smoke that oozes and circles languorously into the island skies.


If she is able to peer beyond the cottage doors, Agnes MacDonnell will see that pigs and cattle share the gloomy spaces with the inhabitants. But she is a woman who does not dwell on such things. She is practical, single-minded, her thoughts fixed on the place she is moving towards. She will reclaim the barren fields and breed the best horses in the locality. She will take no nonsense from her tenants and will collect the outstanding rents. Her strength will be in her discipline and diligent work, in her religious faith, and in recourse to the law to protect her rights.


The car has almost reached its destination. The horse canters through the village of Dugort, past the settlement of The Colony where the Achill Mission set up its base a half-century earlier and transformed the mountain slopes into arable fields. The rectangular development of sturdy slated houses nestles against the slopes of Slievemore, which looks down on the rust-charcoal stone of St Thomas’ Church where she will worship.


The driver reins in the horse at the Valley crossroads where the car wheels about, passing through a pair of white pillars by the gate lodge and on to the driveway that curves up to the Valley House. Agnes MacDonnell has arrived at her Achill home and alights within earshot of the breaking waves on Blacksod Bay. When she lifts her head she is looking straight at the mountain that appears, from the angle at which she watches, as if a giant hand has gouged out a hollow in its face. Her lands stretch out in front of her, reaching into the bogs and up into the mountain slopes. All around are the cottages of her tenants who will make their weary way up the driveway to hand over sweat-greased coins to their new landlord. When she moves to an upstairs room she can look out beyond her estate to the Mullet Peninsula and the Inishkea Islands of north Mayo.


Few outsiders have heard of the townland of Valley, for it has not drawn attention to itself. However, the arrival of Agnes MacDonnell will set into motion happenings that will culminate in an outburst of ferocious passion. In the darkness of an October night, sounds, other than the usual ones of breaking waves or barking dogs, will erupt: screams of horror, shouts of rage, and the crackle of flames shooting into the sky. These events will reverberate for years to come across Ireland, Britain and America, and many will find release from the reality of their lives in recounting, over and over again, what happened. A folk hero will glow in the public imagination. During long winter nights, storytellers will give their accounts of these events, often blurring the lines between truth and fiction and reality and fantasy, helping to make the actuality of desperate lives bearable and meaningful.


What happens in the townland of Valley, on the island of Achill, will test the endurance and the resolve of Agnes MacDonnell.




Part 1




1
The Island Drowned


June 1894


The train rounded the bend where butter-yellow gorse snaked across the hill. The locomotive whistled clouds of steam and belched out a froth of vapour and grime. It shook and rattled to a halt at the temporary rail platform in Achill Sound. The eyes of the children bulged in dirt-streaked faces as they cowered, terrified that the monster-machine was about to explode before their eyes. The new railway line from Mulranny to Achill was not yet commissioned and the station building was still under construction. The first train to the island carried a desolate cargo on the June afternoon of 1894.


Those who waited had risen before dawn to make their way by foot and by cart from Achill’s four corners. They had come from the townlands of Dugort and Dookinella in the north, from Dooagh and Pollach in the west, from Dooega and Shraheens in the south. Many carried cloth bundles of bread and cold potatoes with tilly-cans of milk or stewed tea. By eight o’clock they were thronging into the village, passing in and out of the Telegraph Office and asking in low voices, ‘When will the train be here?’


By mid-morning the crowd had swelled to over 400 people who thronged the hillside that flashed with crimson petticoats and white calico mourning bands. Some held aloft black flags tied to ash-sticks. A string of carts lined the roadway and it seemed as if every donkey and pony from the island had been drawn into service. The animals shifted restlessly, harnesses jangling and cart wheels rattling. The smells of fresh animal dung, sweet gorse petals, and seaweed coursed through the air and black-faced sheep bleated from the purple hills. The wind was freshening, a sure sign that the weather would change before the day was out.


An arc of constables, smelling of carbolic soap and boot blackening, linked arms along the length of the train. They strained their muscles, the taste of salt-water on their clenched lips. Sergeant Scully fretted; would his men be able to hold back the surge? Would things get out of control? He raised a long uniformed arm and squealed in a hoarse voice, ‘Move back there. For God’s sake, move back.’


A cascade of noise rippled through the mass of islanders. Women wailed; children whimpered; dogs barked; young and old shuffled forward in a throng of humanity that reeked of alcohol, urine and stale perspiration. They piled down the hill, crushing and surging towards the train where men were uncovering the wagons and stacking the white deal coffins on the ground among the swirling fumes. The keen of the women started up, rose and fell, built and waned, as the coffins were lifted to the ground.


Mr Gray of the Railway Company barked out the name of each of the deceased as groups of men stepped forward, heads bent, to claim the dead. Feet set apart, the men grasped the pale wood, hoisted a coffin, twisted their bodies and walked with scrunching steps to where the carts were lined up on the roadway. The onlookers opened a pathway, genuflected, crossed themselves, and intoned prayers and blessings. A woman knelt and prostrated her body on the pale wood of a coffin next to a cart. She pounded the wooden box with clenched hands, aching to touch the flesh of her daughter.


‘Let me see her. Let me see her,’ she screamed.


Relatives circled the woman and raised her to her feet: ‘Leave it be, Mary. Let it be.’


Wood scraped against wood as they loaded thirty coffins on to the waiting carts for the five-mile journey south to Kildownet. The burial ground was within yards of the shore and close to the ruined castle of Grace O’Malley, the ancient Pirate Queen of the West.


Among the mourners was James Lynchehaun who had travelled the ten miles from his home in the north of the island. He knew many of those who had drowned: the three Malley sisters – Mary, Margaret and Annie – came from the townland of Valley where he ran his grocery business; Bridget Joyce and Pat Cafferkey lived in Tonragee, close to his birthplace; Catherine Gallagher grew up in Corraun where he had tended his father’s sheep as a boy.


That summer James Lynchehaun was in his mid thirties, five foot ten inches in height, a well-built, dark-haired man with broad shoulders and a square-jawed face. He had startling bright eyes, nostrils that twitched like a lively colt’s, and a peculiar habit of wrinkling his forehead in conversation. His was a restless and volatile spirit and those who knew said that drink had a disastrous effect on him. The stories of his youthful exploits were legendary, but he had recently married Catherine Gallagher and was the father of an infant son. Perhaps he had sown his wild oats.


The islanders talked and whispered behind cupped hands, exchanging scraps of information about what had happened: ‘Did you hear that Mary McLaughlin held on to her sister’s hand in the water as long as she could? In the end she slipped away. Poor Mary, she’ll have Bridget’s grip on her wrist for the rest of her days. God help her.’


‘Mary Lavelle was only thirteen and the eldest of seven boys and girls.’ ‘Is there no news yet of young Pat Cafferkey? His father is going about everywhere looking for him.’ ‘What will Owen Malley do now with his three daughters gone and he left childless?’ ‘There’s Mister Kelly. What does he say?’


P.J.Kelly of the Westport Board of Guardians moved among the families of the victims and dispensed financial assistance to the bereaved. It could be a tricky situation for the Guardians who had responsibility for collecting the seed potato rates in Achill. The official knew only too well that there were low-voiced mutterings that the migrants had to go to Scotland to earn enough money to pay the rents. He handed Owen O’Malley a sovereign, shook his hand energetically and murmured, ‘So sorry for your troubles.’


The grieving man sniffled and asked plaintively, ‘Sir, will we have to give this back for the seed payment? If we have, it is better for us not to take it.’


P. J. Kelly assured him that there was no need to be fearful of any such harassment from the rate collectors. His words were of little comfort.


Nearby, a man muttered loudly, ‘Wasn’t Mr Balfour, the Chief Secretary, here only two years ago with his sister, and didn’t he see for himself the way things are? Didn’t he bring in the seed rate after that and now it’s worse than ever!’ People nodded in agreement. The official moved on.


Father Connolly, Achill parish priest, faced the cortège, tracing the sign of the cross in the air with a plump hand, and led the mourners in prayer. The procession queue got ready as the carts moved to the centre of the road, lined up, then set off across the span of Michael Davitt Bridge, the cart shafts swinging rhythmically at the animals’sides. The gulls wheeled overhead, screeching their funeral dirge. On the far side of the bridge the half-mile procession curled south, hugging the channel of water that separated the island from Corraun Peninsula. The people crowded in close to the cortège, the keening women hanging off the cart shafts while children clung to their skirts. The carts clattered past houses, where yellow laburnum drooped low in the gardens, and ferried the dead to their final resting place.


The burial destination in Kildownet was a short distance from the pier at Darby’s Point where those, who now lay motionless on carts, had gathered just two days earlier at the start of their migrant journey. There had been a hubbub of excitement throughout Achill from early morning on the day they set out. Over 400 of the islanders, most of them young girls, had made the dawn journey dressed in their Sunday best and carrying their few possessions in tied cloth bundles. Those who travelled from Keem, Dooagh and Keel in the west met up with others from the townlands of Dookinella, Dugort and Valley at Bunnacurry crossroads on the brow of the hill. The morning air was filled with laughter, shouts, calls of greeting, and cheers as they headed on their way. They would travel by hooker, the traditional island sailing boat, as far as Westport Quay where they would board the Laird steamer SS Elm for the onward journey to Glasgow and the harvest fields of Scotland. Cart after cart had arrived at Darby’s Point where four hookers waited out in the channel, their sails flapping in the morning breeze. John and Pat Healy had taken their hooker, Victory, around from Belfarsad to await their passengers who were being rowed out from the pier by currach. By eight o’clock there were more than 100 passengers on the Victory deck and yet more clambered on board. The tide was going out and the crews knew that they needed to get on their way. By nine o’clock the four hookers were under sail as a crowd gathered on Achill Beg to wave them off. John Healy moved among his passengers trying to collect the six penny fare. Some had borrowed the money for the passage from local shopkeepers while others had it sent to them by their host farmers in Scotland. Healy later claimed that the Victory was carrying 75 passengers but the police would conclude that there were 126 people on the ship.


Two and a half hours after departing Darby’s Point, the Victory sailed past Annagh Head and moved towards Westport Quay where the steamer waited about a mile from the quay for the incoming tide to allow her to berth. On board the SS Elm were Captain Carswell, pilot Thomas Gibbons, and a number of crew under the supervision of stevedore Michael O’Malley. As the Victory closed the distance between it and the steamer, the hooker passengers shouted to one another to come and look at the ship that would take them to Glasgow. They streamed up from the Victory hold and piled on to one side of the hooker to get a better view.


Thomas Gibbons was the first to spot the danger from the deck of the SS Elm. He watched the cheering passengers stream to one side of the Victory and knew that the crew would have to jibe quickly, and turn the stern through the wind, but he feared that there was too much top weight on the vessel. He shouted urgently across to the hooker crew, ‘Lower your mainsail! Lower your mainsail!’


John and Pat Healy were, by then, aware of the hazard and yelled at the excited passengers to sit down. John Healy shouted that he was going to bring the boat around in a jibe but did not appear to slacken the sheet or to lower the mainsail. The sudden movements of the boom and sail brought the vessel over violently. The Victory capsized and most of the passengers were thrown into the water. The sounds would stay forever with those who witnessed the scene: frantic splashes, screams for help, choking coughs and cries of terror. They were the pitiful sounds of the drowning and the dying.


Some tried to swim to safety but became entangled in the hooker’s huge sails; others were pinned in the boat’s hold by falling spars and deck gear. Heads bobbed in the water beneath the sails like footballs, and it was impossible to release them due to the pressure of the water as bodies drifted away helplessly on the tide. John Healy caught hold of a plank and kept himself afloat until rescued. The teenager, Edward O’Malley, was approaching the SS Elm in a rowing boat from the opposite direction to collect cargo from the steamer. ‘Atfirst glance,’ he said afterwards, ‘we were able to see that, when the mast struck the water, the mainsail and the jib had imprisoned several of the poor islanders. The water was a struggling, screaming mass of human beings. Some were grabbing their companions in order to try and save themselves, but the inevitable result was that they were dragging one another underneath.’


Four boats were launched from the SS Elm and more craft put out from the quays. Within the hour boatloads of survivors were arriving on Westport Quay where they walked dazed among the sodden corpses of their neighbours and friends. By late afternoon thirty bodies lay side by side in the temporary morgue, light shawls covered their still, fear-wracked faces.


Frank Molloy of Breanaskil was one of the lucky ones and later spoke of his good fortune in not travelling on the Victory on account of not having the fare: ‘I did not come by Healy’s hooker but walked round by the road. I started from home about ten o’clock. The distance is about twenty-nine Irish miles. I left Achill for the purpose of going to England and I intended leaving Newport by rail but came on to Westport Quay when I heard about the accident. I was told that the Healy boat was capsized.’


Many of the survivors sailed for Glasgow on the SS Elm later that evening. Some carried their bundles of drenched possessions, while others had lost everything they had taken from home that morning. Some had not wanted to leave but they knew that the lack of their harvest remittances could lead to eviction for their families if the seed rent wasn’t paid in the autumn. They had to go.


The funeral carts reached Kildownet cemetery in a hollow of ground to the sucking sounds of an ebbing tide. The evening shadows moved on Corraun Hill as if an oversized fox sloped there. They unloaded the carts and rows of pale wooden boxes shone bright against the purple heather. Relatives of the dead had agreed to Father Connolly’s suggestion that they bury their dead in a communal plot. A group of seventy men stepped forward, armed with pickaxes, shovels and spades, the breeze lifting the hair on their bare heads. Soon there was the ring of spades off rocks, the thud of pick axes against stones, and the crunch of shovels scooping up clay. The men bent and lifted shovel after shovel of brown-black earth. Occasionally, a man paused to lean his implement against his wet body, spitting warm saliva into his palms and rubbing his calloused hands before reaching for a drink and gulping down sharp, butter-clotted milk. Soon the diggers stood shoulder-deep in the earth.


The sun was low in the Atlantic sky when Father Connolly, dressed in white surplice, moved along the coffin rows sprinkling holy water with a heavy hand from a silver aspersorium, and intoning, ‘May perpetual light shine upon them; may they rest in peace.’ Men slid ropes through weather-beaten hands and lowered the dead into the Kildownet ground. As the first shovels of earth smashed down on wood, a wild lamentation rose into the air. The skies darkened and a heavy shower of slanting rain fell on the fresh earth and the bowed heads. Paraffin lights and candles began to glow from windows across the channel as day drifted into night.


The day after the funeral they towed the ill-fated Victory into Westport Quay as torn shawls, baskets, ribbons, and remnants of clothing lay strewn at the edges of Clew Bay. Soon, a full scale fund-raising effort got under way to relieve the plight of the Achill islanders. The County Mayo High Sheriff sent an urgent letter by telegraph to the main newspapers:




Sir,-


As the Press has fully depicted the terrible disaster at Westport on Thursday last, it is unnecessary for me to enter into details. Up to this the dead bodies of 25 girls and seven men have been recovered, and two men are still missing. Each of these is bread-winner to a family, so that there are 34 impoverished as well as desolate homes in Achill today. Each of the girls would have brought home £8 to £10 at the end of the harvest season, and each of the men from £12 to £15, so that the magnitude of the loss for this single year can be at once seen. Subscriptions will be received by the Bank of Ireland and the Ulster Bank, Westport, or by me, and acknowledged through the Press. A committee is being formed to distribute the funds which we hope to receive.







I am, Sir, your obedient servant,







E.Thomas O’Donel,
High Sheriff, County Mayo
Newport House, Newport.





The situation was dangerous and things could easily turn nasty. The tragedy could heighten anger about the seed potato rates and increase hostilities between landlords and tenants on the island. Those with influence rushed to print and sought to take the high moral ground. Cardinal Logue wrote to Father O’Connor to express his concerns about the hardship ‘that forces young girls of tender years to quit the shelter of their homes and the security of their simple family lives … to seek in the harvest fields of England and Scotland employment which for many reasons is unsuited to their sex and age. Surely there must be some remedy for this crying evil, if those who have the power had only the will to seek it out and apply it?’


The Trustees of the Achill Mission estate in north Achill represented the largest landlords on the island. They responded quickly by contributing £20 to the Achill-Westport fund and expressed their relief that, among the list of those who perished, there were none of the tenants of the Achill Mission estate. When the Westport Committee later published a list of fund subscribers, a £5 contribution from Agnes MacDonnell, owner of the Valley House estate, was acknowledged.


There was now intense national and international interest in the plight of Achill. The Irish Times urged the public to support the Achill Fund and gave an upbeat prognosis for the island’s prospects which may not have been shared by many of the Achill inhabitants: ‘There is a future for Achill. Its healthfulness, its natural beauty, its inspiring scenery and, not less than these attractions, its honesty and kindliness of its people must draw strangers to its coasts and headlands when once the railway is opened and a new era for the locality has begun. This very disaster must cause many more in distant places to make Inquiry as to what Achill is.’


The Times of London drew attention to the bitter resentment among the Achill islanders to the seed potato rate and linked it directly to the ever growing numbers of young harvesters leaving the island each summer. The paper reminded readers how, two years earlier, Mr Balfour, Chief Secretary of Ireland, had visited Achill and afterwards secured a grant for the Poor Law Guardians to purchase seed potatoes: ‘Upwards of £4,000 worth of seed was given to the people in this way, large quantities of which failed.’ It was the view of The Times that the seed rate issue was becoming explosive as the Government refused to extend the two-year limit on the repayment of loans advanced to tenant farmers for seed purchase.


In the week following the funeral of the drowned, a newspaper reporter had an unusual experience while travelling between Newport and Achill when he and his driver gave a lift to a girl they met walking back from Westport. She was one of those rescued from the sea when the Victory capsized. ‘I would not travel on the steamer after what happened,’ she told them. ‘I could not face it.’ She had started out by foot from Achill the previous day to walk to Westport. ‘I wanted to find my sister’s clothes. She was lost.’


Did she find anything belonging to her sister?


She had found nothing. She was going home, back to the island.


Before the month was out the inquest into the deaths of the Victory victims resumed in Westport and reached a verdict: ‘We consider that the deceased were drowned abreast of Islandrue in the County of Mayo on 14 June 1894 by the capsizing of the hooker Victory and which said hooker was in the charge of John Healy, and we consider the capsizing took place by the passengers on board rushing to the side of the hooker nearest to the steamship Elm. We consider that the hooker was not properly ballasted when she left Achill and we consider that the hooker was grossly overcrowded.’


Meanwhile, when the hot-blooded James Lynchehaun looked out from his house in north Achill, where he ran his grocery business on the road between Valley and Dugort, bitterness and anger festered in his soul. He could not escape the menacing stare of Slievemore a short distance away, ever changing in aspect as it reflected the shifting clouds above. It was as if the mountain mirrored his agitated nature. He was on a collision course with his landlord, and former employer, Agnes MacDonnell of the Valley House.




2
The Great and the Good


July 1894


A chill needed its heroes. That summer, when Michael Davitt crossed the bridge named in his honour, it was three weeks to the day since the island had buried its dead. Huddles of children followed the gaunt sallow-faced man. Giggling, they pointed small fingers at his flat, flapping jacket sleeve, a dark reminder of the accident at Stellfoxe Victoria Mill that had severed the right arm from his young body. It seemed that everything about the tall, odd-looking figure was dark and brooding: large, brilliant-brown, piercing eyes; coal-black hair, beard and side-burns; a melancholy demeanour that matched the island mood.


Michael Davitt was back in his native county, west of the place where his evicted family had stood homeless and bereft on a Straide roadside. The towns and villages of Mayo marked steps in the growth of his political campaign against landlordism: Irishtown, where the tenant-farmers had gathered in their thousands to protest against unjust rents; Westport, where he had stood side by side with Charles Stewart Parnell, and from where the cry went out ‘the land for the people’; Castlebar, where he started the Land League of Mayo in Daly’s Hotel on the Mall.


Davitt attended the funeral of Catherine Masterson, who had been among the lucky ones rescued when the Victory capsized in Clew Bay, only to die later from her injuries. He met Mary Mullane whose daughter was also rescued off Westport Quay and took the steamer to Scotland after her ordeal. Like the others who had travelled after the Victory capsize, she knew her family’s need of the money she would send home to pay the seed rent but, not long after her arrival in Scotland, trauma overtook her. ‘The poor girl lost her reason beyond there. She’s in a lunatic asylum,’ they told him. Would he make a case for relief monies to be paid to her destitute mother? He had come to them in their lowest moments, they said. He would come to their rescue in their latest hour of need.


Michael Davitt went to the home of Owen and Mary Malley who had lost their three daughters. ‘Davitt is here,’ a boy shouted, as the horse and cart turned at the crossroads and their hero alighted at the house, his dark hair and suit giving his skin an unhealthy pallor. He stooped and stepped into the cottage, shook hands with Owen and Mary Malley, then bent his head towards them, listening and nodding. ‘They were good girls, the finest you could ask for,’ Mary Malley told him. ‘Annie, it was her first time going. She couldn’t wait to be with her two sisters. Margaret and Mary would bring home £10 each. Annie would have tried to do as good as them. She was a great little worker.’


‘Who is your landlord? Are you behind with the rent?’ he asked.


‘It’s Agnes MacDonnell above in the Valley House,’ someone shouted from the doorway.


‘We were relying on the girls’ money to pay the rent, Mr Davitt,’ Owen Malley said. ‘The £5 from the relief fund will go on the seed rent. And the crops is poor again. The spuds are only poreens out there.’


Davitt wrote down what he heard, careful to gather the particulars of every case. He had done this in Achill on another occasion almost a decade earlier when he had filled his notebooks with details of the villages and the cabins, the landlords and the rents. Little had changed. He would collate and analyze all the information and work it into arguments and proposals that he would take to the relief committee that was dealing with the distribution of monies to the bereaved families. He had already laid the groundwork at a meeting with P. J. Kelly of the Board of Guardians on his way through Westport when they had a long conversation about the allocation of the proceeds of the combined relief funds.


Michael Davitt stayed four days on the island. He visited all the bereaved families and listened to their stories, sympathising in a voice that still held the cadences of Lancashire where he had once toiled in a cotton-mill. When he stooped to enter the miserable cabins, he blinked in the smoke that rose above black pots of gruel hanging over weak fires and absorbed the animal smells at the far end of the rooms. He looked into the islanders’ eyes, seeing grief, hunger and fear, and the muscles in his pale face tightened with rage.


The relief committee, presided over by Father Connolly, invited Michael Davitt to attend its meeting in Achill Sound on Tuesday, the day before his departure. The applications for assistance were pouring in and the committee was uneasy, for each of the funds was doing its own thing without reference to the Achill committee. Their secretary would write to all the funds and inform them that, once the immediate needs of the families were attended to, it would be advisable not to distribute any money over the heads of the local committee. Such separate action, in their respectful view, would only lead to waste and overlapping.


Davitt came to the meeting with his thoughts marshalled and organised, supporting his proposals with the forensic skills of a modern actuary. He had already calculated the average age of the heads of the bereaved households. ‘I propose that the land annuities be paid for the bereaved families,’ he told the committee. ‘I also think that the families of the drowned should be excused from the seed rate.’ He further suggested that those who survived the drowning and were unable to proceed to Scotland should receive a grant equivalent to what they would have earned in migration. The committee concurred. They would forward Mr Davitt’s proposals to each of the Achill funds.


It was seven years since Michael Davitt had come to the island to officially open the new swivel bridge named in his honour. Like the new railway line which would be commissioned in a matter of months, the bridge was held out as a piece of infrastructure that would drive Achill’s economic development. During its construction the islanders had watched on as the enormous steelwork arrived by sea from Glasgow and workers collected thousands of tons of stone from Achill’s shores and hills for the bridge’s foundation. Michael Davitt came that September with his young wife, the American Mary Yore, who was said to have dispelled some of his depressive gloom and sharp spurts of temper. A grey drizzle fell on the crowd as Father O’Connor read the welcome address. ‘In you, Mr Davitt, we recognise one of Ireland’s noblest sons …You have laid our grievances before the nations of the earth …When famine swept over this island, and the callous Government of England looked carelessly on, you came promptly to our aid.’ The parish priest had especially warm words of greeting for Mrs Davitt, ‘the accomplished and charming bride of one of Ireland’s greatest patriots’.


‘It would be cruel on my part to detain you under this heavy shower of rain,’ Davitt told his Achill Sound audience. ‘It is on record the numbers of poor people who lost their lives in wintry weather when trying to cross from the mainland to the Mulranny shore.’ He knew well the hardship they endured when they brought their cattle and sheep to the fairs in Newport, Westport and Castlebar and were compelled to wait for two or three days before they could make a passage. ‘Let us hope that the bridge now formally opened will open a new era of prosperity for this much afflicted island of Achill,’ he continued.


The official party proceeded to the new bridge where Mr Davitt formally declared it open. He then walked along the temporary gangway, the first man to do so, to the cheers of the Achill crowd. Afterwards, the weather cleared as the island regatta got into full swing and the distinguished visitors watched the boat races of yawls, currachs and hookers out on the waters of the Sound. There were horse and donkey competitions, athletic events, and the star turn, climbing the greasy pole, with Michael Davitt officiating as a judge and Mrs Davitt presenting the prizes.


There was another man in Achill who saw in the new bridge an opportunity to project himself as a local hero. Within a few weeks of its official opening, Michael Davitt Bridge was ready for horse and cart traffic and there were plans for another official event at which Father O’Connor would ride across by horse and sidecar, the first person to make the crossing by wheeled transport. However, a strange tale involving James Lynchehaun later grew about what happened that day. The story went that, in the early hours of the morning of the day on which the first horse and cart was to cross the bridge, James Lynchehaun harnessed his mare and cart and made his way to the bridge where the channel waters shimmered in the night light. There, he flicked the reins and goaded the animal into a canter across the new structure, thumping his fist in the air when he reached the far side. It was but one of the many tall tales that would be recounted in subsequent decades about the man who was destined to become a folk hero in Achill and beyond.


James Lynchehaun would afterwards cross Michael Davitt Bridge many times as he made the journey from Tonragee, his birthplace on the mainland, to his home in Valley, north Achill. The year that the bridge was officially opened by Michael Davitt, James Lynchehaun was a young man not long returned from England and having already had several skirmishes with the law. He was a lively, spirited fellow who had done well at school and became a school monitor. He progressed to a teaching post at Belfarsad at the slopes of Corraun Hill, but only lasted two years in the position before giving in to the temptation to ‘muster up a large roll’ and being dismissed for falsifying the school records. He later secured a teaching post in Roundstone, County Galway, where all went well for a year or so before he reverted to his old ways. His propensity for drink and brawls led to his arrest, but he managed to escape and absconded to England. There, it was said, he had joined the Metropolitan Police Force in Manchester until he got into trouble again as a result of his drinking and was dismissed from the force. James Lynchehaun’s reputation as an unpredictable and tempestuous character was well established in Achill.


Within months of James Lynchehaun driving his horse and cart over the new swivel bridge, Agnes MacDonnell would make the same crossing on to Achill Island as she came to take possession of her estate in the townland of Valley. Her fate and that of James Lynchehaun would become inextricably linked in a way that nobody could have imagined. What happened between the pair would also lead to the paths of Lynchehaun and Michael Davitt crossing almost a decade later many miles from Achill.


If, in their grief, the inhabitants of Achill looked to Michael Davitt for hope, they also turned with positive anticipation to another distinguished visitor, Ishbel Gordon – Lady Aberdeen – who arrived on the island just a week after Davitt’s departure. She had travelled by train to Mulranny, which was then welcoming its first train passengers. Ishbel Gordon and her party arrived on a day when thick grey rain rolled in from the Atlantic and sat on the mountains, obliterating the peaks. The mist crept down to envelop the island’s bogs, rivers and dwellings, and lasted the entire day, turning the gaudy bunting in the village into a sodden mess. A banner, emblazoned with the words Welcome to the Countess – Success to Irish Industries, hung limp across Davitt Bridge by evening time when the esteemed lady finally arrived.


She was on a whistle-stop tour of Ireland to promote the Irish Home Industries Association established during an earlier stint with her husband, the Irish Viceroy, at Dublin Castle. She had already visited Limerick, Galway, Clifden and Westport, where she had bowed regally to the cheering crowd outside the Railway Hotel. ‘I am glad to be able to tell you that there is an increasing demand for our Irish woollens and linens and embroideries and laces,’ she told the crowds, repeating these words like a refrain everywhere she travelled. To applause from the waiting crowd at Achill Sound, Ishbel touched on her own Scottish origins: ‘As a Scotch woman I am glad the girls going to Scotland are considered to be well treated, and that the migration there every year to work has not brought them any harm but rather the reverse.’


Ishbel Gordon was still in her thirties, a tall, dark-eyed, well-built woman with brown wavy hair, who had not yet put on the weight that was to transform her into the bulky, matronly figure she would become in later years. A formal photograph of the time shows her in Irish traditional dress, looking into the distance, head slightly tilted with a faint self-conscious smile. She was solemn, raised in an intensely religious family, and driven by a desire to do good. Her reputation as a determined organiser and advocate for Irish arts and crafts was sky high following her promotion of the Irish Village at the Chicago World Fair the previous year.


The weather improved next day when the eminent lady and her entourage headed up the tree-lined avenue to their first engagement at the Franciscan monastery at Bunnacurry. Included in the friary reception party was the rotund figure of Brother Paul Carney who took Lady Aberdeen on a tour of the boys’ school where he was principal teacher. Afterwards, the friar wrote in his journal that Ishbel took ‘wine and biscuits’ and that the children in the local school were handed out sweets and given a school holiday to mark her visit. Ishbel’s emotions during her Achill trip were a combination of horror at the living conditions and economic plight of the islanders, and intoxication with the magnificence of the island’s natural landscape. Her dominant impression, though, was of a place overwhelmed by hopelessness.
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