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INTRODUCTION 


by Tim Robinson





In August of 1849, at the Mart in London, a huge property was put up for auction: the Martin estate in the west of Ireland. The vendors were at a loss for words to describe its attractions:




Any description which can be written would fall short of the advantages which would present themselves to the eye of an intelligent person, in his survey of this truly wonderful district. It is impossible for the mind of man to conceive anything necessary but capital, and a judicious application of it, for rendering this vast Property fertile beyond a parallel that this Estate does not contain within itself; facilities for Draining, the formation of Roads, inland Navigation, abundance of lime, sea-weed for manure, valuable kelp shores, innumerable beautiful sites for Buildings, and the soil generally might be designated, to use a homely phrase, as one vast dung-heap…*





The estate, of 196,540 acres, comprised most of the territory stretching westwards from the town of Galway and known as Connemara. The detailed description of it in the sales prospectus was in terms of about two hundred of the basic land-divisions known as townlands, and this was to be read in the light of the following special inducement to buy:




The number of Tenants on each Townland, and the amounts of their Rents, have been taken from a Survey, and ascertained Rental in the year 1847, but many changes advantageous to a Purchaser have since taken place, and the same Tenants by name, and in number, will not now be found on the Lands.





That year of 1847 had been the worst of several consecutive years of famine, and it was to be understood that those missing tenants had abandoned their holdings to crowd into the workhouses or the emigrant ships to the New World, or they were dead; in any case they no longer infested the ground, which was left as a blank canvas on which Capital could paint a fair and profitable landscape.


Topographically Connemara appears as a natural refuge, or as a trap. The twenty-four-mile length of Lough Corrib fences it off on the east, and the Atlantic provides the rest of its bounds: a low and labyrinthine shoreline along the south, westward-thrusting reefs and promontories, and across the north, a sea inlet almost comparable with a Norwegian fiord, Killary Harbour. Steep mountains rising to over two thousand feet occupy most of the northern half of this isolated region, much of the south is a sea-level plain intricately interrupted by some two hundred lakes, and both highlands and lowlands are blanketed with bog, up to ten or fifteen feet deep in places and fed by a copiously oceanic sky. In early historic times (but history only made brief and tentative incursions here until much later) most of this territory was held by a people known as the Conmaicne Mara, the Conmaicne of the Sea; they counted their descent from a Celtic hero, Conmac the son of Maeve and Fergus, but they played no great role in memorable matters, and the name ‘Connemara’ is almost the only trace of their former presence. In the early thirteenth century they were eclipsed by the O’Flahertys, who had been masters of the fertile plain stretching eastwards from Lough Corrib, until they were driven across the lough by the Normans. Thereafter, for three hundred years, the O’Flahertys ruled and feuded in their obscure hinterlands according to the old Gaelic customs, while Galway, controlling the isthmus between Lough Corrib and the bay, grew into a walled city, sea-linked to Renaissance ways and ruled by an oligarchy of merchant and banking families of Norman origin, among whom the Martins were prominent. The disaffected and rebellious O’Flahertys were the natural enemies of the Galway merchants, who, it is said, had the legend ‘From the ferocious O’Flahertys, O Lord deliver us’ inscribed over the west gate of their loyal and industrious little polity. But the Martins learned to deal with the O’Flahertys, and bought some land near town from them, and later obliged them with mortgages on other bits of land further out, which in due course were forfeited and became part of the Martin holdings. Deep in Connemara one of the O’Flaherty strongholds was Baile na hlnse, ‘the settlement of the island’, so called because it was centred on a lake-island castle. When Queen Elizabeth’s statesmen succeeded in partially netting the O’Flahertys in the web of feudal duties and prerogatives radiating from the English throne, the western half of Connemara became the Barony of Ballynahinch, by anglicization of the Irish name of this settlement. Ballynahinch was to become the heart of the Martin estate in later times.


The remorseless rending of Europe between two faiths eventually brought the Galway townfolk and the O’Flahertys into alliance in the 1640s. Both supported the Catholic Confederation in the Irish rebellion that budded off from the Civil War in England; both suffered for it when Protestant Parliament overthrew Catholic King, and Cromwell’s army savaged Ireland. One O’Flaherty chief was hanged and the rest expropriated, and their countless acres of wasteland were distributed to Cromwell’s financial backers and to Catholic landowners dispossessed of better lands now reserved for Protestants. The Martins lost some Galway property and were given large tracts of Connemara, and soon added to them some holdings the Cromwellian grantees were happy to sell off. Not for nothing was the head of the Martin family a lawyer known as Nimble Dick; by adroit self-representation as a friend to both sides, he was restored to some of his old holdings, and later had his ownership of the new ones confirmed by King William. Thus the Martins bobbed to the surface, after fifty years of religious strife, as the largest landowners in either Britain or Ireland.


The next generation of Martins built a mansion on the lakeshore near the ruined O’Flaherty castle of Ballynahinch. Richard Martin, Nimble Dick’s grandson, was the first of the family to be educated (at Harrow and Oxford) as a Protestant; he became Member for Galway in the Irish Parliament and, after the Act of Union in 1800, at Westminster. Nicknamed Humanity Dick by his friend the Prince Regent for his legislation on animal welfare, and known as Hairtrigger Dick for his notorious duels, when quizzed on this contradiction between his attitudes to animal and human life he replied, ‘Sir, an Ox cannot hold a pistol!’ Richard Martin was in all senses an extravagant figure in London society, and Ballynahinch was his necessary refuge from controversy and bailiffs. It seems that the Martins were less oppressive than several neighbouring landlords, and folklore remembers them more kindly; Richard Martin is said to have used the old O’Flaherty island-castle as a prison for peasants who mistreated their animals, but his relationship to his tenantry was more that of a patriarch than of an evicting and rackrenting absentee. The outside world, lifting its eyes from the pages of Sir Walter Scott, found the idea of the Martin kingdom immensely appealing, with its high-spirited defiance of civil law, the devotion of its wild clansmen to their master, its fabled hospitality floated no doubt on a sea of smuggled brandy, and its backdrop of trackless wastes and stormy skies. Charles Lever used Ballynahinch as the setting of a novel, while Maria Edgeworth and Thackeray were among those who visited Richard’s son Thomas Martin in the days when he was called the King of Connemara and his daughter Mary its Princess.


This veil of romance was torn away by the Great Famine, revealing a death’s-head landscape. Reports from Connemara were as terrible as those from anywhere in Ireland. The Martins, bankrupted by generations of high living and the general collapse of agricultural profits that followed the end of the Napoleonic Wars, could do no more for their starving people than the worst of the evicting landlords. Thomas went to visit his former tenants in the workhouse, caught the famine fever, and died; Mary inherited only debts, and fled to Belgium with her newly married husband. The estate had been mortgaged to the Law Life Insurance Society of London, who soon had it put up for sale, with the vulturish commendations I have quoted above, and when there were virtually no bidders, bought it in very cheaply. To make it a saleable property they set about clearing the land by evictions, and, being as well versed in Scott as any, added battlements to the Martin’s plain house. However it was not until 1872 that a London brewer, Richard Berridge, took the bulk of Connemara, plus a few small Mayo estates, off their hands for £230,000—nearly a quarter of a million acres at just under a pound an acre.


I have summarized this history in terms of a few prominent names; but who were these historically anonymous folk who, for their betters, appeared as a mere natural feature of the landscape, to be cleared like scrub when no longer a source of profit? Many of their surnames recalled days that had become glamorous in retrospect: the O’Flahertys were still numerous, and the O’Malleys who looked back to a comparable glory in west Mayo; an even more aboriginal name was that of the O’Queelys, one-time chiefs of the Conmaicne Mara. The O’Hallorans and O’Duans had been stewards to the O’Flahertys, and the O’Lees their hereditary doctors. The Joyces were originally Norman-Welsh and had settled in the north-east of the area under the protection of the O’Flahertys. But all these, together with a few families that had followed their transplanted masters into Connemara in Cromwellian times, were long reduced to a common level. They were Catholic, visited holy wells, revered saints no one outside of Connemara would have heard of. They sang, prayed, mourned and cursed in Irish, and they had their famous story-tellers and poets. They lived in clusters of little one-or two-roomed cabins, under thatch; they farmed on the ancient system known as rundale, each household having a scattering of little stone-walled plots and pastures intermingled with those of their neighbours on the improved land near the village, and the right to graze a certain number of sheep or cattle on the huge commonage areas of bog and mountainside further away. They fished from hide-covered canoes or small wooden sail-boats, cut turf from the bogs and ferried it to the Aran Islands and Galway city for sale as fuel, and gathered seaweed for kelp-burning on the shore. Since their work called for many hands, and extra plots to feed them could always be won from the margins of the limitless bogs, early marriage and lots of children were advantageous, and the population, especially in the coastal areas, grew astoundingly, until it was a puzzle to visitors what they could all be living on.


From the landlords’ point of view these folk were primarily a potato-fed, rent-producing stock. The potato, most years, produced a filling if monotonous food-supply out of small patches of earth well manured with seaweed, so that every other product of the hills, the bogs, the sea and the shore could be sold to pay the rent. As a Roundstone man observed to a visitor in 1844:




Three hundred and sixty-five days a year we have the potato. The blackguard of a Raleigh who brought ‘em here entailed a curse upon the labourer that has broke his heart. Because the landholder sees we can live and work hard on ‘em, he grinds us down in our wages, and then despises us because we are ignorant and ragged.’*





And when the potato failed, as it did periodically because of drought or excessive wet or disease, these ragged ones starved, or emigrated; occasionally there were government road-and harbour-building schemes on which the able-bodied could earn a pittance, and scraps of charity to be begged from the upper classes.


Whereas their neighbours the D’Arcys had developed a town and a port complete with warehouses on their land at Clifden, the Martins had left their estate largely unimproved. The only settlement on it that was more than an agglomeration of cabins was at Roundstone, where the engineer Alexander Nimmo had leased land around a harbour he had built there for the Fishery Board in 1822, and then sublet plots along the new road he had laid out, and so brought into existence a neat village, which had flourished for a few years with the herring fishery, and then had fallen into decline. In general the teeming population of Connemara lived from hand to mouth, unable to lay anything aside against bad times, while most of the Martins’ rent income was wasted in profligate living abroad or sunk in ill-advised mining ventures at home.


Thus when the potato blight struck in four successive seasons from 1845, there was nothing the smallholders, the landless labourers and the fisherfolk could do but plead for a job breaking stones on the Government works, and when those were shut down, sell everything they had, including spades, nets, boats, and even their clothes, to buy food, and then abandon everything to face the horrors of the emigrant ships from Galway or the fever-ridden workhouse at Clifden. Connemara’s agony was of course shared by most of Ireland. Sir Robert Peel’s Tory government and its civil servants reacted energetically to the emergency at first, but, given the general underdevelopment of the country and the ignorance of science as to the nature of the potato blight, their best efforts could not have averted the disaster. The shameful record of the Whigs under Lord John Russell, after the fall of Peel in 1846, cannot be expunged by historical revision; here was a ruling class of immense wealth and power letting its humanity be overruled by the idea that laws of economics were laws of Nature and therefore laws of God—always an attractive belief to those in whose favour the so-called laws are working. In 1847 the new government transfered the cost of famine relief onto the Poor Law rates. The result in Connemara was typical: since the rates were levied locally on property owners who themselves were being bankrupted by the loss of their rents, the workhouse had to close, and its desperate inmates were sent out into an utterly destitute world. By the time of the Law Life sale in 1849, another total failure of the potato crop, and the spread of typhus, relapsing fever and dysentry, had seen to it that, indeed, ‘the same Tenants by name, and in number,’ would not be ‘found on the Lands’.




*





Human life sheds evidences of itself in chaotic drifts; History salvages a handful of leaves from the rainstorms and bonfires of that perpetual autumn, and tries to imagine the forest. Here, in this present publication is a leaf that has preserved some sap and colour. It is a journal, the manuscript of which surfaced at an auction in England in 1994, and it covers a few weeks in the life of a young Scottish surveyor, one Thomas Colville Scott. The background sketch I have offered above will make its opening entry quite explicit:




London Thursday, Feby 3rd 1853: Left London this afternoon, by the 5 p.m. Express Train, for the County of Galway, Ireland, to execute my first important Commission, namely, to survey, value, and report on, the ‘Martin Estate’, Connemara, in conjunction with Mr. E.P. Squarry of Salisbury, and Mr. Hitchins, mineral Engineer, London; for a group of gentlemen represented by Mr. ‘Coverdale, Solicitor, Bedford Row,’ and who propose to purchase the entire Estate, containing nearly 200,000 acres, from the ‘Law Life Insurance Company’.





One senses immediately the energetic, factual, commercial temper of Victorian England working like pistons in that 5 p.m. Express Train out of London. But the efficiency of the railway system, recently extended to Galway, only delivers the young surveyor all the more promptly into a land stunned by misfortune. When, five weeks later, back by his own fireside in ‘the great Metropolis’, Colville Scott tries to arrive at general conclusions, his mood is very different:




If, now, I take a retrospective glance at the scenes and the people I have just left, how puzzling the theme, how vague the thoughts, how indefinite the resolution!





And although he goes on to assure himself that the ‘state of Ireland’ cannot just be a mystery, that it must arise from known historical circumstances, his attempts to explain the horrors he has seen fall back on the colonialist presumptions of his times: the benightedness of the Roman Church, and ‘Paddy’s’ fecklessness; and he concludes a conventional analysis with a stirring appeal to Ireland to emulate his own country, Scotland, in throwing off the trammels of a creed inimical to self-reliance and progress. This historical, political and economic summation is worth reading as an example of ideology at its largely unconscious work of justifying exploitation, and it is salutary to see the benightedness and fecklessness of capitalist thought so exposed. But much more valuable are his day-by-day notes, his unsentimental and spontaneous descriptions of the people he meets as he probes into every corner of the wreckage of the Martin estate, individuals who, whether they are traumatized to the point of imbecility, or are bettering themselves on almost invisible means, are at least spared the final ignominy usual to famine victims, that of burial in statistics.


Colville Scott comes to Ireland with a full hand of stereotypes of Irishness. At each stop of the train journey from Dublin to Galway, he sees intending emigrants taking leave of their loved ones, a sight, he remarks, that from repetition ceases to be affecting and becomes ridiculous, ‘… especially when you see two unshaven greybearded men, hugging and kissing each other, until as much friction is produced by the contact of their chins as would result from that of two friendly New Zealanders’ noses.’ This ugly distancing of the Irish to the antipodes of civility (of which the journal Punch’s insistant portrayal of them as simians was a more extreme version) is laid aside later on, as the enormity of Connemara’s wrongs is forced upon his attention. It may be that a temporary breaking-down or at least a reorientation of his prejudices shows itself in some of the emendations he makes to his journal. For instance on the journey across Ireland he notes that people in the fields stop work to watch the train pass by, ‘a matter of course with the Irish’; but this phrase is crossed out, perhaps because after having come across instances of painstaking industry in Connemara he comes to the conclusion that the problem with Irish labour is not laziness, but a want of sensible direction.


Among the minor misfortunes visited upon Connemara in the 1850s was a determined attempt to make it ‘come out from Rome’, headed by an English clergyman who was convinced that the Famine had been sent by God to further that end. Colville Scott is of course a church-going Protestant, and attends morning service at the Episcopalian church in Roundstone on the day after his arrival at Ballynahinch. The subject of the sermon is Transubstantiation, and it is not, he feels, handled ‘in a way likely to enlighten the understanding or improve the feelings [of] the congregation consisting of those patted children who are so ardently pounced upon in the west as the fittest subjects for proselytism.’ He finds that there is almost open war on foot between the Roman Catholic priests and the Protestant missioners, and notes that ‘this work of conversion is done with rather too much chuckling triumph over the Roman Catholics to obtain the support of others than the interested casuists.’ Indeed the evangelical exploitation of misery in post-Famine Connemara, the contamination of charitable works by the use of food as a religious persuasion, was a shocking episode, and one is relieved to see that young Colville Scott, an average sensible Briton, is repelled by it. As if in grim mockery of the theme of Transubstantiation, it is in returning from this consideration of theological niceties that he first comes across ‘the rude graves in the Bogs, Quarry holes and even on the ditches, into which the unfortunate people were flung in the time of the famine of ’47’:




The very dogs which had lost their masters or were driven from their homes became roving denizens of this district and lived on the unburied or partially buried corpses of their late owners & others, and there was no help for it, as all were prostrate alike, the territory so extensive, and the people so secluded and unknown.





On the following days, with three inches of snow on the ground and the roads icy, he explores the north-western peninsulas, and views a part of the estate from which hundreds of poor tenants have been driven off ‘by a combination of Soldiers, Revenue Officers, and the Constabulary.’ There are still hordes of squatters and ‘unrecognised subtenants who pay to the middleman double his entire rent’.




I saw these subtenants at work, most of them widows, forsaken wives, and young women, carrying peat on their backs. They were nearly in a state of nudity, and appeared, from actual want, to be reduced to a state of Idiocy. There is no Irish animation here, but a stealthy and timid look, as if the poor souls were ashamed of their condition, and lost to the faintest hope of escape from wretchedness and misery. Good God! where are their Landlord & the responsible power that rules over them: have they never looked into these all but vacant faces only animated with a faint imploring look—have they never seen the bent back of the aged, and the sunk cheek of the young? then let them come here and see what neglect has done.





But at the end of that bitter day he is cheered to encounter a young woman who rents a 40-acre farm, manages a dozen or so men and women, paying them no wages but cooking well for them, and sells her eggs, butter and corn in Clifden market. Such contrasts reoccur as over the following weeks he quarters the estate. There is, he finds, here and there in Connemara land that, if it were not overdivided between holdings, has productive potential, but the problem throughout most of the region is that the cultivable plots are too small to be ploughed and too scattered to be united into farms big enough to provide more than mere subsistence; in fact the only people who could live off this terrain are the spade-wielding smallholders who have created these patches of tilth. (In this conclusion Colville Scott is in agreement with recent ideas in historical geography:* the rundale system was not an obsolete antiquity preserved in the far west by isolation, but a sound adaptation to the ecology of the human habitat; only the constant drain of resources through rent, and the imposed dependence on the potato, made the society based on it so vulnerable,) However, mere sustainable subsistence is not what life is about, in Colville Scott’s eyes. Throughout the region he finds that




Every spot of [soil], however limited in extent, barren in productive powers, or inaccessible in situation, is turned up, and, in many cases, beautifully tilled. I always feel a sorrowful regret to see so much mistaken industry,—the crops do not half repay it; no English laborer would undertake a tithe of the toil for the whole reward; and in fact it looks like a blindfolded war with nature, in which Paddy does himself great injustice, there being no fair field for him.





A fair field would be one that lets ‘Paddy’ produce a surplus for the landlord, of course, and there would still remain the problem of surplus humanity not requisite to this end. Although Colville Scott is troubled by the inhumane execution of clearances, he does think that giving the tenant a bit of money to go elsewhere is a sensible procedure. Thus when on a neighbouring estate he comes across a poor widow and her boy sitting in the snow falling into their roofless cabin, he is moved to give her a shilling and inquire into her situation; but on learning that the landowner, Lord Campbell, is allowing ejected tenants all arrears of rent and ten shillings more when the roof is pulled off their cabin, he comments that ‘This proceeding, though apparently a harsh one, is wise and necessary to prevent a recurrence among these unguided people, of pestilence, famine, and untimely death.’ The fact that the cabin was their home does not obtrude.


We do not have Colville Scott’s final report to his London clients, but it was no doubt negative, since it was to be another two decades before Capital decided that there was a fair field for its own operations in Connemara. Instead, the manuscript concludes with his painfully excogitated attempt upon ‘the Irish question’. So the value of his testimony is not in its depth of understanding, but in some human images he transmits as it were before he has had time to muffle the shock of personal encounter in social theorizing. One of these, both starkly elemental and richly individuated, is likely to haunt the readers’ mind as the very personification of that inhabited desolation, Connemara after the Famine:




… an Irish curiosity, namely a Chimney sweep boy about ten years old, and three feet high; he had run away from his employer in the town of Galway, and had reached this out-of-the-way spot, 60 miles distant, without a stitch of clothing, except a belt of sacking, about one foot in width, around his waist! When we met him, a thick shower of snow was falling, and he was running along with his hands over his shoulders and a little hoe under his arm. I stopped him and asked his history. He laughed and told me—adding that he had just swept the Priest’s chimney, and was on his way to do the same good office at the Constabulary Barracks. I asked where he put his money when he got it, and he said, in his hand, ‘but’ said I, ‘how will you do when it accumulates?’ ‘Oh,’ he replied, ‘I’ll fall upon a plan when that occurs.’





Surely this apparition is William Blake’s chimney-sweep, mysteriously transported from London:




… little black thing among the snow,


Crying ‘weep, weep’ in notes of woe!





—except that, in Connemara, he is laughing, Colville Scott sensibly arranges to have him scrubbed and provided with a coat; and, in his journal, brings home to us that appalling laughter.


A NOTE ON THE TEXT


The manuscript of Colville Scott’s journal and concluding general essay is a leather-bound octavo volume, currently in the possession of Mr Neville Figgis of Dublin, whom we thank for giving us the opportunity of publishing it. Some remarks in the journal suggest that it was written up from memoranda made on the spot and day by day, and that it was intended for circulation among family and friends. Spaces were left for illustrations here and there, and most of them filled in with drawings based on engravings in contemporary guides to Ireland, notably those by Mr and Mrs Hall; only one or two sketches appear to be original. There are many emendations, especially in the concluding essay, where the force of Colville Scott’s rhetoric nearly capsizes him. In fact it may have become clear to him, finally, that the volume was not presentable as it stood, and the work of illustrating it seems to have been abandoned.


The text has been transcribed for this publication very literally, preserving oddities of spelling and punctuation for old Time’s sake. A few crossed-out passages that are still legible and of interest have been included {and are enclosed in braces, thus}. Section numbers, square brackets and parentheses in the concluding essay, evidently inserted after its completion, perhaps as part of some uncompleted editorial process, and perhaps not by Colville Scott, have been left in place. Otherwise the only changes that have been made are the replacement of double by single quotes, and the use of italics, instead of underlining, for emphasis.




 





Roundstone, September 1995






* ‘Particulars of Sale of the Galway Estates of the Late Thomas Barnewall Martin, Esq.’ (London 1849).







* Asenath Nicholson, Ireland’s Welcome to the Stranger or Excursions through Ireland in 1844 and 1845 the Purpose of Personally Investigating the Condition of the Poor (Dublin 1847).







* For instance, Kevin Whelan’s introduction to Letters from the Irish Highlands of Connemara, by the Blake family of Renvyk House 1823–1824 (Gibbons Publications: Clifden 1995).
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