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“The blizzard took Dublin by surprise, with a 62 mile-an-hour wind behind it … left drifts of up to five feet. Transport was almost paralysed … telephone communications reduced to a tangle of torn wires and fallen poles.”


(Irish Times, 3 February 1947)


“To-day the Irish nation faces a national emergency as grave as any in its history. The people face the possibility of famine … all because of the worst spell of winter weather in the country’s history. This is a fight for survival.”


(Irish Independent, 17 March 1947)


“What did the Government do … when people were cut away from help and lives were lost in the snow? They were not roused from their stupor. They sat snugly and smugly in Government Buildings and did nothing. It sounds unbelievable, yet it is true. They did nothing.”


(Sunday Independent, 9 March 1947)
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Figure 1: Dublin City Area
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Figure 2: Map of Ireland











PROLOGUE


Snow seven feet deep in inland areas . . . at least one 50-foot drift near Glencree. The hamlet of Moneystown at Roundwood has been “lost” in the snow.


(Irish Times, 26 FEBRUARY 1947)


Unfortunately, it is true that people are to-day perishing from want and cold in this civilised city of ours!


(Dublin Evening Mail, 17 MARCH 1947)


People have begun to strip their houses of woodwork to make a fire.


(Irish Independent, 10 FEBRUARY 1947)


This story might have come from some Polar Expedition. It is almost unbelievable that such conditions could exist in Ireland.


(Irish Times, 13 MARCH 1947)





Unfathomable.


Beyond the living memory of the oldest of the old. Beyond tales passed down from great-great-grandparents. Beyond all human memory. A winter never like it before, or since.


An aberrant, “freakish” Arctic siege with ferocious blizzards that invaded the Emerald Isle and entombed it in snow and ice. Suffering and death. Inexplicable to meteorologists. “In an age of simpler faith,” wrote the Irish Times, “it would have been said that the wrath of God was directed against Ireland.”1 If contrived by a novelist, it would scarcely be credible. A preposterous story—yet utterly true.


SUMMER AND AUTUMN, 1946


“You’ll never get out of this county if you don’t smarten up!” his mother told him. So Brian Kelly studiously followed her advice, spent five years in secondary school, and obtained his Leaving Certificate. At the age of twenty, in 1946, he joined the Garda Síochána, leaving behind his family’s farm in Co. Donegal. He had bigger plans, for a more lively, adventurous future in bustling Dublin.


Only a few months after proudly putting on his Garda uniform he found himself bending over in a field, working from sunrise till sundown.


Many thousands of others, the likes of shop assistants, office workers, civil servants, factory workers and professionals, had also hardly anticipated spending late summer and autumn doing back-breaking manual work on a farm. But they enthusiastically volunteered. Nature had called them to duty. So had Dev.


The drenching rains of August and early September had inundated Ireland’s farmland and threatened the harvest. Only a massive national harvest campaign, supported by hordes of city-dwellers, could save the crops. “De Valera implored city people to come out and help save the harvest,” Brian Kelly recalls, “and we did!” He found himself working shoulder to shoulder with employees of Clery’s department store and the Gresham Hotel—a stimulating social mixture, all motivated by practicality and patriotism.


With a favourable break in the weather, by October the “battle for the harvest” was won. But a smaller crop than usual meant food shortages ahead. And the frantic effort to salvage the harvest meant neglecting to cut and collect enough turf for the winter to compensate for diminished supplies of British coal.


On New Year’s Eve, as Dubliners congregated exuberantly beneath Christ Church Cathedral, awaiting the toll of the great bells and the robust singing of “Auld Lang Syne,” farmers and city-dwellers throughout the country gave thanks for the harvest and hoped for a better agricultural year ahead. And, with fuel supplies precariously low, prayed for a mild winter in the months to come.


JANUARY 1947


January entered timidly. The first twelve days were generally calm, with unseasonably mild temperatures. Sixteen-year-old Joe Kirwan, a bike messenger-boy from the Coombe, hoped the good weather would last. So did Eddie McGrane, a year older, as he and his pals in An Óige liked winter hiking in the Wicklow Mountains.


Around mid-month, weather developments far from Ireland conspired to end their good luck. A “persistent anti-cyclone” centred over northern Russia began shifting towards Scandinavia. At the same time a “very deep depression” about six hundred miles to the west of Ireland, along with “an associated vigorous trough,” began moving eastwards, forming an atmospheric configuration that could potentially trigger violent weather, with fierce winds and extremely cold temperatures. Most Irish people, knowing little about “anti-cyclones” and “troughs,” paid little heed to such information.


Seán Lemass, Minister for Industry and Commerce, understood the implications all too well. An onset of frigid, stormy winter weather could severely strain the country’s limited supplies of fuel and food. On 1 January the Irish Press called the country’s “supplies position . . . as bad as it was in the worst war years,” explaining that, while the “scarcity of food will be acute” during the coming months, the “fuel shortage presents the graver problem.” 2


Four days later Lemass began the rationing of flour and bread, the result of a poor home crop and global wheat shortages.


On 19 January a “cold easterly regime set in,” as the pressure distribution was dominated by anticyclones over both Scandinavia and Greenland, at times forming a continuous belt, while depressions followed tracks south of Ireland. The next day a cold north-easterly airflow invaded Ireland and Britain, bringing night frosts and intermittent snowfalls.


It was on the 24th that the “severe cold spell” began, as the incursion of Arctic air brought temperatures down to 5 and 10 degrees of frost—between 28 and 22 degrees Fahrenheit (–2 to –6°C). People bundled up, put a few extra lumps of coal or sods of turf on the fire, and waited for the cold snap to end.


There was a strange occurrence in Dublin on the morning of Sunday the 26th, at exactly 10:27. People in their homes and at mass felt a queer, quivering sensation. Children asked puzzled parents what it was. According to the seismograph at the Jesuit house of Rathfarnham Castle outside Dublin it was a “fairly large earthquake,” which lasted sporadically until about noon.


Shortly thereafter, at 1:30 p.m., Dublin experienced its first real snowfall of the winter. The Irish Times welcomed it poetically as a “portion of heaven’s swansdown white.” It transformed the city’s parks and squares into Christmas-card scenes, as adults strolled about admiringly and children gleefully tossed snowballs. “Wasn’t snow wonderful!” everyone exulted.


On the night of Tuesday the 28th “winter tightened its grip,” as the Evening Herald aptly put it. Meteorologists attributed it to the formation of the “Scandinavian anti-cyclone . . . regarded as a kind of western extension or outpost of the Siberian system.”3 As temperatures fell to 17 degrees (–8°C), Dubliners saw ice-floes the “size of hearth rugs” floating down the Liffey and ships in the port penanted with huge icicles. Newspapers published doctors’ warnings not to “tempt Providence by going out without plenty of clothing.” Shops did a rush trade in heavy coats, scarves, gloves, and boots, for those who could afford them. Ill-clad tenement-dwellers wore what they had.


As Dubliners were struggling through what the newspapers were calling the “Big Freeze,” the messianic labour hero “Big Jim” Larkin lay dying in the Meath Hospital. It was the only topic of conversation besides the weather. Before dawn on 30 January the mercury stood at a bone-chilling 9 degrees Fahrenheit (–13°C), a colder temperature by several degrees than recorded that day in Antarctica.


The next night, “nature’s refrigerator was switched down again,” sinking to 7 degrees (–14°C), an “exceptional figure for this country,” meteorologists confirmed.4 With the brutal east wind slashing across the country bringing temperatures “drawn from the heart of Siberia,” Irish people were experiencing a true wind-chilled cold that felt well below zero. A deep Arctic freeze.


Some five thousand miles from Ireland, Jerome Namias, a senior meteorologist with the us Weather Bureau, was tracking an expanding “hemispheric-wide aberration” that was producing “most peculiar weather” in parts of Europe.5 Using the most advanced meteorological instruments in the world, he “watched it grow” as the normal polar air mass pushed far south of its usual domain. Ordinarily the polar region was covered in winter, with a cap of cold air reaching down to latitude 60°N (southern Norway and Leningrad). This winter, he discovered, the “polar air mass was much larger,” drawing polar air all the way down to latitude 45°N, well south of Ireland and Britain. Furthermore, he determined that this January the “prevailing Westerlies failed” in their regular role of moderating normally temperate Ireland, leaving it in a vulnerable position to become “frozen and snowbound.” Indeed by late January he concluded that Ireland was already “getting Siberian weather.”


His greatest concern was with the weather zone where “along with the cold there could be a belt of storms where the east and west winds meet.” In these “collision” areas, powerful air masses met and battled for supremacy, with the potential to generate violent weather. Possibly raging blizzards. Throughout February he would watch it with fascination and mounting concern.


FEBRUARY


On Saturday 1 February, Captain S. G. Hickman and his crew of thirty-five on the Irish Plane, a 7,250-ton vessel, were on a routine voyage from Swansea to Cork with a cargo of coal. Seas were mildly choppy, nothing unusual.


It was not until 1948 that the Meteorological Service assumed responsibility for the weather forecasts broadcast by Radio Éireann, up to then provided from London; and it was not until 1952 that it began to supply forecasts to the newspapers. Instead the papers often relied on their own “weather experts”—“weather prophets” some preferred to call them, with mild derision. On this weekend they had forecast no storms.


Unknown to those on land and at sea, during the afternoon there began a mighty struggle between two behemoths: warm, moisture-laden clouds and winds from the south-west off the Atlantic, and powerful, invading, frigid east winds from the high-pressure zone to the anti-cyclonic north. In such a confrontation the colliding systems do not intermingle, as the high pressure to the north and east of Britain and Ireland provided a block to the usual movement of depressions. As a consequence, the warm, moist air is forced to rise over the denser cold air, until it can no longer hold its moisture, creating a classic condition for potential violent, blizzardy weather.


Some time around 8 p.m., with winds raging at 60 miles per hour, the Irish Plane, fighting mountainous seas, “ran into the hurricane,” as one crew member put it. It was driven aground about fifty yards from a steep cliff. Meanwhile in Dublin people were flocking to cinemas, theatres and dancehalls, unconcerned as “a gale steadily rose” and temperatures fell. W. H. Booth and J. O’Brien, Sunday Independent van-drivers, were expecting a normal night of deliveries to distant counties.


At 1:30 a.m. on Sunday morning the blizzard began. By 2:30 snow was falling at a rate of more than an inch per hour, sticking thickly to every surface. As “the blizzard raged during the night,” in the words of the Irish Independent, the snow “plastered against walls and trees as firmly as if it were put on with a trowel.”6 Before long Booth and O’Brien found themselves marooned in a deep snowdrift in Co. Kilkenny. Dubliners awoke on Sunday morning flabbergasted to “find the city bogged in snow,” drifts reaching five to six feet deep. Transport was paralysed, and telephone and telegraph communications in a shambles. Much of the ESB’S electricity system was knocked out, creating a general condition of “havoc” in the capital.


Life in the countryside was brought to a standstill as heavy snow and high drifts blanketed the landscape, closing roads and confining people to their houses. In Co. Carlow, Jim Nolan had gone to bed on Saturday night with the sound of the wind screaming, “as if it was coming from some big blower in the heavens.”7 When he arose next morning, “I could not believe my eyes—all I could see were the tops of trees covered by huge drifts.”


A “surprise blizzard,” the Irish Times called it.


In an editorial headed “Snow menace” the Evening Herald reasoned that a blizzard’s “visitation, however crippling, is comparatively rare” in Ireland, emphasising that “in these latitudes we are not equipped for this Arctic weather.”8 Furthermore, “our cities and towns have been treated to a demonstration of their helplessness” in the face of such an onslaught. Warning both Government and public against ill-preparedness, the newspaper asserted: “Our methods of clearing away the menace are almost pre-historic manual labour.” Fortunately, it was considered very unlikely that another such blizzard would strike for many years, even decades.


On 8 February newspapers printed alarming news. The headline in the Evening Herald read: “Economic Dunkirk facing Britain.” With British ports, railways, roads and mines snowed under and frozen shut, the country’s coal industry was brought to a halt. The Minister of Fuel and Power announced a ban on coal exports, including exports to Ireland. The Irish Government, industrialists and public were thunderstruck. A CIE spokesman promptly declared that the country’s railway system faced a “complete paralysis within a very short time.” Dublin Gas Company called it “disastrous,” while P. L. McEvoy, president of the Federation of Irish Manufacturers, exploded: “This is the last straw!”


______


With no forecast for bad weather, on the weekend of 8/9 February another fierce storm unexpectedly erupted. By 10 o’clock on Saturday night the eastern and southern seas were roiling, as “a gale was blowing wildly, driving seas high above ships caught out in the open.”


The Ary, a 642-ton collier, was headed from Port Talbot in Wales to Waterford with coal loaded before the ban. At 10:45 the vessel was listing dangerously, and the captain ordered his seventeen crewmen to take to their two lifeboats. They were left to drift helplessly, with no oars, sails, food, or water, in towering seas and pitch-blackness.


By Sunday morning the country was again besieged by “another all-day blizzard,” leaving a wide swath of destruction and mayhem as transport and communication systems were disrupted or destroyed. The midlands, Co. Dublin and the Wicklow Mountains were battered worst, with drifts of eight feet and higher reported. Roundwood, the highest village in Ireland, was cut off by drifts ten to twelve feet high, as was Glencree, where the Irish Red Cross Society and French Sisters of Charity were using the old barrack buildings as a temporary home for some forty-six German and Polish war orphans. They had supplies of food and fuel to last for a month—of normal winter conditions.


The next day Lemass declared to Dáil Éireann that the country was facing a “first-class crisis in domestic fuel . . . Turf is sodden, useless as fuel.”9 With disquieting candour, he summed up by saying that there was “nothing to do about it . . . We can pray for good weather.”


Dubliners, now frantic to find any turf, “literally invaded turf depots,” reported the Irish Times, “as they pushed and shoved their way forward.”10 A black market thrived as profiteers exploited the poorer classes. As scant coal supplies simultaneously dwindled, Dublin Gas Company was forced to slice daily usage from 8½ hours to 5. Housewives gasped. Even the internal heating of the GPO was discontinued, and staff members wrapped up in coats and scarves. In striking contrast, the members of Dáil Éireann, heated by abundant supplies of oil, were warm and snug in their privileged quarters.


Meanwhile newspapers carried word from islands off the south and west coasts that desperate inhabitants were forced to strip wood from their cottages, even burn furniture, to survive the cold. Dubliners found it hard to imagine.


On the 12th one crewman from the ill-fated Ary washed ashore in his lifeboat along the Waterford coast—the only survivor. The blizzard had claimed the lives of sixteen of the seventeen seamen.


In the heart of Dublin a number of schools were going unheated or being shut down because of a lack of fuel. Alderman Alfie Byrne was furious, regarding it as scandalous. Irate parents wrote letters to the newspapers, calling conditions “uncivilised.” One man asserted: “It’s inhumane! Why risk their lives with colds and flu?” In his letter to the Dublin Evening Mail, A. T. Jordan pithily stated: “I’m sure that the Dáil would soon adjourn under similar circumstances.”


______


By the 14th, St Valentine’s Day, there was little to feel cheerful about. The bitter cold, blizzards, fuel and food crises had diminished the quality of Irish life. As one citizen expressed it, they were “days of gloom and muddledom in excelsis.”11 That evening, as patrons streamed out of the Capitol Cinema in Prince’s Street, having just seen Our Vines Have Tender Grapes, starring Margaret O’Brien, they were met with yet another depressing reality. The ESB’S new ban on all signs and display lighting had just gone into effect. The customary brilliance of O’Connell Street and College Green was dimmed dismally. A pall fell over the city.


That week came the news of the first blizzard deaths on land, those of 65-year-old John Kelly of Glendalough and sixteen-year-old Charles James Healy of Co. Leitrim. Death by exposure during a blizzard was insidious, cruel. Prolonged. Slowly losing life from sub-freezing temperatures, hypothermia, exhaustion, stretching over hours of physical pain and mental torment.


By the third week of February the elderly and poor in particular were suffering, and some perishing, from cold and hunger and sickness. With meagre funds, many were sacrificing food for a few extra sods of wet turf. They were increasingly susceptible to an unbridled “influenza epidemic” sweeping the city, knocking off their feet even tens of thousands of younger, healthier citizens. On the 19th the Irish Times published shocking news: “The death rate in Dublin has more than doubled since the beginning of the cold weather . . . Undertakers say they were never so busy.”12 Hospitals, undertakers and mortuaries could barely handle the demands upon them. From other parts of the country came similar reports of death rates doubling and trebling. Coffined bodies were being stored, waiting for the ground to thaw for a proper burial, or placed in temporary shallow “snow pits.”


Dublin’s tenement-dwellers were dying at the highest rate. There were documented cases of people actually starving to death in the heart of the city. One distressed citizen wrote to the Irish Independent: “Our Government are allowing the poor of this country to starve . . . Many of them are dying of slow starvation.”13 One miserable, frail old woman confessed that “death would be a merciful release.”


As the startling death rates were being publicised, newspapers confirmed that many thousands of Dubliners, not only in the poor city centre but in the suburbs as well, were now forced to strip woodwork from their homes and even burn furniture for heat.


At Dublin Zoo the keepers revealed that “animals are suffering much from the cold,” as they worked through the nights trying to keep them warm and alive. Some had already been lost. Tropical birds, reptiles and monkeys were at the greatest risk. Some snakes were “so badly frozen that they had to be thawed out,” a tedious process of slowly bathing them in warm water.


______


By now, Dublin’s weather “experts” were targets more of scorn than of derision, having failed completely to predict both blizzards. Lives had been lost. On the 20th the Irish Times reported that its weather experts definitely saw the winter weather nearing its end. Readers were elated on seeing the headline: “Experts say snow has gone.”


Scarcely thirty-six hours later “King Winter returned to battle with renewed vigour . . . in an onslaught which caused general paralysis.”14 A ferocious two-day blizzard ripped across the country, piling up several feet of new snow. On the road from Glencree to the Sally Gap there were now drifts of ten to sixteen feet, as high as a double-deck bus, and Co. Wicklow villages were completely isolated from the outside world.


What distinguished the third blizzard from the previous two was that at one point it evolved into what the Irish Press called an “ice blizzard.” As temperatures dropped, a sleety snow became crystallised, turning Dublin into a glazed “skating rink.” Roads and pathways became treacherous. Vehicles skidded out of control as brakes were rendered useless. Pedestrians and horses fell and were injured. The Sunday Independent dubbed it the “night of mishaps,” resulting in the “biggest crop of accidents due to snow and frost” in living memory. Ambulance bells rang incessantly, clearing the way for victims with fractured limbs, broken shoulders and backs, and head injuries. Like a war zone, “hospitals presented a typical ‘behind the lines’ scene,” trying to cope.15


In the countryside, farmers despairingly saw their sheep and cattle trapped in drifts, dying or dead. In places where the snow was chest-high or shoulder-deep, farmers “did not dare to check on their animals sunk in the snowy morass.” Some older residents of Co. Wicklow were saying there would “be no more sheep left alive.”


By the time the third blizzard abated, the wicked winter had an official name: “King Winter.” The enemy.


______


On the Monday following the blizzard CIE announced that passenger services on the main railway lines were being “brought to a standstill.” Furthermore, unless coal supplies became available “very soon” the entire system would have to close down. The crisis was declared “unparalleled in the history of Irish Railways.”16


People felt frustration and strain because of the weather, along with disenchantment over the inept and passive role of the authorities, who had failed to assist during one crisis after another. During the last week of February there was a dam-burst of criticism, directed at the Government and weather forecasters. Both press and public believed there were many actions the Government could, and should, have taken. “The Army should have been utilised in this serious crisis,” charged the Dublin Evening Mail, “but the Government is too high and mighty to listen to suggestions from anybody.”17 Fine Gael put forward a motion in the Dáil condemning the unconscionable failure of the Government to respond to the worsening weather and the fuel and food shortages. It would not even provide food kitchens requested for the hungry. The Irish Independent contended:


The Government cannot be blamed for the abnormal weather, or for the collapse of the British coal industry. What the Government must be held responsible for is the utter inactivity shown during the past month.18


As for the incompetence and blundering of the weather experts, now viewed as pariahs rather than prophets, the Dublin Evening Mail opined that they should be thankful they are “living in a very tolerant country—in some countries they would be put to death as enemies of the people.”19


About midday on 24 February a cable from Russia had Dublin’s “weather experts” buzzing over news that Moscow’s temperature had reached 33 degrees (1°C) by 8 a.m., with scattered rain. This created a “meteorological hubbub,” which prompted some prognosticators to conclude that the warmer weather in Russia “may at last indicate that Europe’s icy spell is ending.” The Irish Independent blared the good news: “Hopes for a break in cold spell.”


That afternoon the Evening Herald predicted that Tuesday the 25th would be a dandy day, with “fine weather . . . moderate winds . . . good bright periods.” Around the country, spirits rose.


______


In the middle of the night of 24/25 February the storm slammed into Ireland with meteoric impact. Under the cover of darkness it churned across the landscape like some giant locomotive. By 3 a.m. the snow was so dense that “visibility was reduced almost to nil,” accumulating inches per hour. A replica of the other blizzards—only far mightier.


Early on Tuesday morning an ESB spokesman revealed that damage to the major trunk lines was so “very much worse” than with the previous blizzards that “conditions beggar description.” In like manner, Post Office officials stated that their “entire telephone trunk line” was so badly torn asunder that “communications are in chaos.” People around the country were cut off from communicating with one another and with the outside world. In the capital, emergency services—hospitals, doctors, fire brigade, ambulances, Garda stations—were unreachable. City life was brought to a halt. Legislators living in the suburbs and outside counties were stranded, with 131 of the combined Dáil and Seanad membership of 198 absent that day.


The countryside was smothered. Three to six feet of new snow atop that already embedded. In parts of the midlands, Connacht and Co. Wicklow drifts of twenty feet were common. When Christy Wynne awoke in Boyle, Co. Roscommon, everything had “disappeared under a huge blanket of snow . . . There were drifts fifteen feet high. The town looked like a lost village in Siberia.”20 The reliable Irish Times would verify at least one “50-foot drift near Glencree,” and that the “hamlet of Moneystown at Roundwood has been ‘lost’ in the snow.”


Landscapes were wildly and weirdly transformed by the heavy snow and drifting caused by gale-force winds. A “white desert,” one person called it; to another it was a “white wilderness.” Unknown. Forbidding. Entire animal herds had simply vanished. Some farmers barely recognised their own strangely distorted land. In Co. Sligo, Thomas Crosby found that the freezing temperatures had “solidified the surface, and it was possible to walk over submerged trees.”21 Scenes out of a fantasy world, or science fiction. Amidst the tortured terrain, an unknown number of people were missing and dead.


People were calling the monstrous blizzard the “Big Snow.” The Dublin Evening Mail identified it as the “white enemy.” In after years old-timers would remember it as the “daddy of them all.”


______


CIE bore the greatest burden of the blizzard calamity. Provincial buses were stranded in massive snowdrifts on country roads with marooned, frightened passengers. Trains were blocked on their tracks, some derailed. CIE workers were trained to provide a transport service, not to act as rescuers in an Arctic blizzard. Yet that was the role suddenly thrust upon them. As superintendents hurriedly organised rescue squads, they expressed fears that their own men “risked being marooned in ‘no man’s land’ . . . in drifts of snow up to ten feet.”22


With the terrain disguised by the massive blanket of snow and crystallised ice layers, the rescue crews forged blindly into unknown territory. In the words of one rescuer, the “western world beyond Longford was just a snow-covered mystery—as to the rest of the west north of Galway and south of Sligo, all was silent.”23 Upon entering the snowy wilds of Connacht one member of a CIE convoy, Leslie Luke, exclaimed that he could compare it only to what he “imagined the snow-covered steppes of Siberia to be like.” All along the way they heard “fantastic rumours about the size of drifts . . . buses marooned with passengers said to be starving.”24


While CIE crews operated as “first-responders” in the blizzard’s wake, in every county “pick and shovel” gangs of volunteers were being organised. They ranged from a dozen or so men to nearly eight hundred in Co. Wicklow. Newspapers named them the “snow armies,” which quickly caught on with the public, who liked the military parlance of armies that “attacked” snowdrifts on the “front lines of the battle.” The country was even divided into the “Western Front” and the “Eastern Front.” Their “weapons” were rudimentary: shovels, picks, hatchets, ropes, chains, pneumatic drills, planks, and food rations for several days’ duty. When CIE squads and snow armies pushed far west into the area of the Twelve Pins and Maumturk Mountains they encountered a new enemy: avalanches, which blocked roads and trapped vehicles.


On their heels followed smaller rescue sorties, seeking to find and relieve people trapped in their own houses, some confined for weeks and now without food or fuel. In Connacht they “stopped at a snowed-up cottage and found the family in a stupor, without food or heat, unable to move.”25 Many houses were snowed up to their roof and chimney peak. In one instance the rescuer “found himself looking down a cottage chimney—the only means of communication left to the inmates”—an apt term for those so imprisoned.


After several days favourable to rescue efforts the weather again deteriorated on 3/4 March. With winds reaching gale force, another blizzard struck. This one smashed the south of the country the hardest, and “Dublin escaped the full force of the blizzard,” at least in snowfall. However, only nine miles off Dublin the violent winds drove the Bolivar, a Norwegian ship on its first voyage, into the Kish Buoy, where it broke in two. Its crew and passengers, among whom was Admiral Lord Mountevans, one of Britain’s most decorated war heroes, were rescued by daring life-saving crews, depriving “King Winter” of more victims.


By the first week of March the inhabitants of Co. Wicklow’s highlands were in dire need of food, fuel, and medical assistance; as the Irish Times headline read, “Wicklow conditions desperate.” There was particular fear for the welfare of residents of Roundwood and the orphans and nuns at Glencree.


With improved weather, 6 March was designated “D-Day” by the rescue authorities for a frontal attack on the snow and ice barriers isolating residents. Two powerful machines had been secured for the operation, one a “trac-tractor,” with caterpillar tracks, powered by a diesel engine, the other a converted 12-ton tank conveyor fitted with a large snow-plough.


Meanwhile the Red Cross Society announced that it was making plans for an emergency airlift to “drop food and medicine from planes to those cut off from the outside world.” Special containers had been rushed from London, similar to those used by the RAF for parachuting supplies.


After a two-day assault with battalions of men and machines, smashing and gouging their way through towering snowdrifts and glaciated ice barriers, the isolated villagers were liberated. As local crowds cheered their arrival, one elderly resident blurted: “It has been the blackest five weeks in the history of the district.” The following morning the Red Cross Society announced that it was cancelling plans for the airlift.


In the week following the great blizzard, rescue crews discovered a number of bodies embedded in the snow, victims of exposure. Cos. Sligo and Mayo suffered “triple deaths.” People had died from exposure, drowning, road accidents, sea disasters, influenza, and hunger; the elderly succumbed to multiple causes. Yet there was no central Government agency recording the myriad weather-related deaths nationally. No toll of the dead was being chronicled for history.


______


Early March was a period of profound inquiry. After the forty-second consecutive day of Arctic temperatures and five blizzards, public endurance and tolerance were nearly exhausted. In an editorial, the Irish Press acknowledged the pervasive gloom and discontent weighing upon the spirits of the people:


“Now is the winter of our discontent . . .” One is very sure about the discontent—nature is now only a graven image of herself. The days are steely; the things we love are petrified. The east is purple-cold. There is a skin of snow on the ground; only once in three weeks have we seen the stars.26


“King Winter” was now spoken of and written about by public, press and even clergy as evil, sinister, wicked. “The blizzards have been fierce and malevolent,” wrote the Sunday Independent; “the whole character of the weather is implacable.”27 Newspapers were depicting alarming scenarios about a “new Ice Age” on the way.


People were seeking answers. What was causing it? Man, nature, God, fate? Was there some meaning behind it?


Ireland’s weather experts remained perplexed, admitting that “there is no parallel for the weather of the past February . . . It was a freakish month. There was no accounting for it.” If weather analysts were befuddled, ordinary citizens had their own hypotheses. As the Dublin Evening Mail put it, six weeks of horrific weather is “permitting theorists to air their views freely.” The topic fuelled conversation in every circle. The most prevalent ideas, with assorted twists, concerned sunspots, atomic bomb radiation, planet misalignment, Gulf Stream disruption—and God’s wrath.


Man’s wrath was by now directed chiefly against the Government. Apart from a few token gestures, over the six-week crisis period the Government had blatantly neglected to assist needy and suffering citizens, prompting the Sunday Independent on 9 March to level a scathing indictment:


The glorious isolation of the Members of the Government . . . when people were cut away from help and lives were lost in the snow . . . they were not roused from their stupor. What did the Government do? Sat snugly and smugly in Government buildings and did nothing.


It sounds unbelievable, yet it is true. They did nothing.28


That night, for the first time in six weeks, the mercury did not fall below 32 degrees (0°C). The next day the “first general thaw set in,” accompanied by a moderate west wind. On Tuesday 11 March headlines switched from blizzards to the question of spring tillage. Would there even be a spring ploughing and sowing? Immediately, a “tillage crisis” was declared. Some 2½ million acres needed to be cultivated in order to feed the country. Tillage was already five to six weeks behind schedule. It seemed an impossible task.


______


As the anti-cyclonic regime from Russia to Greenland finally dissipated and the polar air mass retreated northwards, Ireland’s weather gradually returned to normal, bringing warmer temperatures, more sunshine, and continuing thaw. Rain instead of snow. Then—heavy rains.


The St Patrick’s Day weekend of 15–17 March brought a stunning reversal of weather conditions. Torrential rains driven by winds of 60 to 65 miles per hour lashed the country. Combined with much warmer temperatures, this triggered a colossal “quick thaw” of the country’s massive snow-pack. The hurricane-like storm created huge volumes of water as rivers overflowed, inundating farmland under three and four feet of water. “Throughout the four Provinces the land is lying deep in swirling waters,” reported one newspaper. “The carcases of sheep and cattle are floating down swollen rivers.”29


Human bodies were found as well.


Farmers despaired. As one farmer from Lusk, Co. Dublin, plaintively muttered, “the soil is nothing better than slop now.” It was hardly possible to envisage tillage, crops, a harvest. Even the dainty shamrock, ruined by the weather, was in short supply on St Patrick’s Day, going on the black market for the first time ever. Only one in ten Dubliners could afford shamrock—one of winter’s last cruel indignities.


Dublin was swamped. Streets became streams, with shops and houses flooded, people having to scramble up stairs as furniture floated around below. In hilly suburbs like Howth the soil became so saturated and destabilised that landslides occurred and “washed away thousands of tons of cliff face.”


On St Patrick’s Day the Irish Independent declared that the country faced a “national emergency as grave as any in its history . . . The people face famine . . . This is a fight for survival.”30 Newspapers printed apocalyptic warnings of famine, hunger, death. With food rations already tight, and the prospect of a small harvest, or none, people were fearful. The Dublin Evening Mail confirmed that “people are to-day perishing from want and cold in this civilised city of ours.”


______


Providentially—or so it seemed—the morning following St Patrick’s Day “dawned bright and clear . . . with warm sunshine,” accompanied by a strong south-west wind that “gave promise of drying the land.” Now, wrote the Irish Times, it all came down to a “race against time.”


A vigorous national “tillage campaign” was launched. Ireland’s six thousand tractors were fitted with lamps and ran all day long and throughout the night, with relays of drivers. As days went by, the good weather held. On 22 March the temperature climbed into the 70s, with radiant sunshine and drying winds. Floodwaters receded, and the land dried at a faster rate than expected. By the 24th, tillage was well under way in most counties. People credited St Patrick for “answered prayers.” A miracle, many were calling it. Meanwhile the British authorities announced that, owing to the remarkably improved weather, the “movement of coal generally is now returning to normal.” The 28th of March was the eleventh consecutive near-perfect day for the tillage drive. Life seemed to be turning around.


On 3 April the Irish Independent conjectured that “the fate of the vital spring crops is now hanging precariously in the balance” and noted that April would be “the last lap in the grim race against time.”31 By the second week of April tillage was declared to be in “full swing.” The following week the British coal ban was lifted, and Dublin began receiving 11,000 tons a week.


The second day of May saw the country’s last frost occur, nailing King Winter’s coffin shut. Shortly thereafter the Irish Independent proclaimed: “Once again, the farmers, under Providence, saved the country.”32


The first day of June arrived with scorching sunshine and a temperature of 84 degrees (29°C). “Flaming June burst forth in all its fullness,” exclaimed the Irish Times. The summer turned out to be the best in living memory, bar none. Gloriously sunny, hot, and dry. “That was the greatest summer we ever had,” vouches Seán Whelan; “it was fabulous!” Everyone says the same. It wasn’t hyperbole: the meteorological records at the National Botanic Gardens in Glasnevin confirmed “a memorable heat wave in the summer . . . The month of August was the best in 80 years of record keeping . . . record sunshine.”


1947. The worst winter in Irish history, followed by the best summer in living memory.


______


On 24 December, as 1947 drew to its close, the Irish Press was reflective in its annual Christmas message:


We in this country have, through the mercy of Providence, escaped the worst disasters of the times—hunger, freezing, real famine.33


Not all escaped. Exactly how many people perished during the winter months from direct and indirect weather-related causes will never be known. However, considering the dramatically inflated mortality rates throughout both urban and rural Ireland, along with the considerable number of blizzard deaths, the number is surely in the hundreds. The general population felt a collective sense of survival. “When you look back on it now,” says Mary Dunne, “you think, sure, we were survivors!”


One year later Gordon Manley, a distinguished member of Britain’s Royal Meteorological Society, presented a paper at the society’s meeting entitled “Looking Back at Last Winter—February 1947: Its Place in Meteorological History.” It pertained specifically to the unprecedented weather in Britain and Ireland. Following his address he informed his audience that “some time must always elapse before a full account can be compiled of a ‘historic’ spell of weather.” However, on the basis of existing historical meteorological information it was his conclusion that the winter of 1946/47 was “so exceptionally memorable” that it defied comparison with previous terrible winters. What made it unique, he explained, was the combination of events and their prolonged character: freezing temperatures, accumulation of snow, depth of drifts, wind velocities, violence of blizzards, number of sunless days. Nothing like it had been documented in the scientific annals of meteorology in the modern age.


In 1952 Manley, who remained fascinated with the bizarre winter of 1946/47, drew upon more complete meteorological data to arrive at the astonishing conclusion that “an almost exact working model of the conditions of the Ice Age can be seen in the events” of 1947 in Britain and Ireland:


We can see why the limit of the ice sheet in one glaciation almost reached the Thames . . . For thousands of years the battle between tropical and Polar air was repeatedly fought over southern England.34


As it turned out, newspapers and weather experts who claimed that Ireland was experiencing a “little Ice Age” may not have been far wrong.


Though Manley considered the brutal winter to be “exceptionally memorable,” would it be retained in human memory as time passed? In the Irish Press of 22 March 1947 Ora Kilroe wrote prophetically:


We’ll talk of it while this generation lasts and in the next one too, for by that time it will have become a legend. A legend of destructive ferocity for which even the oldest of the old people can find no equal in their long memories.35


But what of generations thereafter?


Over the next half century those who had lived through the experience talked of it frequently at first, especially when another winter was approaching. Often with trepidation. As Carmel Byrne tells it, “it was talked about in later years . . . ‘Oh, please God we won’t get another winter like that in 1947!’” Many survivors were haunted by such a fear, remembering it in almost Biblical terms: the onslaught of Arctic cold, blizzards, freezing, hunger, death, floods, and threat of famine.


As the decades passed it gradually found its place in oral history and folklore, spoken of from time to time in homes and pubs, on farms, within families passed down to children and grandchildren, as Jim Maloney explains:


It was talked about for years and years, in the public houses . . . and any place else. Oh, the old men’d be talking about it. And it went from father to son and so on. Now I have two sons and a daughter and, oh, I’ve told them about the Big Snow, all right, and how we coped and got on. So it was passed down.


By the end of the century, however, those who had personally experienced that most horrid of winters had either passed away or grown old. Their first-hand stories were fading away. In the twenty-first century, younger generations caught up in the frenetic, high-tech life had little interest in gloomy tales of grandparents about “hard times” and “harsh winters.” In 2008, after the passing of two-thirds of a century, survivors expressed concern that their experience would soon be forgotten. Most were now in their late seventies, or eighties and nineties, their oral history fast vanishing.


After sixty-two years, still no book had been written on this epic event in Irish history. An unprecedented catastrophe not chronicled by scholars for future generations. A glaring omission in the country’s historical literature.


At eighty years of age, Joe Kirwan has had plenty of time to reflect on the winter of 1946/47. How at the age of sixteen he suffered through it on his messenger bike, falling on icy cobblestones, once nearly losing his legs beneath a tram. In his opinion, a winter beyond the imagination of anyone who hadn’t lived through it. With so few survivors remaining to tell the story, he’s baffled why no book had been written on so tragic an event: “It should be written about, for posterity! But you’ve got to talk to people who experienced it.” And it is important to do so, for, as the Irish Press affirms, “there are heroes in this winter saga.”36


Such a book is best written as a narrative history in which natural events and human experiences are intimately intertwined, allowing survivors to tell, with vivid immediacy and often emotion, of their fears and reactions at critical moments. In this sense it is a historical drama, both suspenseful and inspiring, a tale of human suffering, endurance, death. Authentic courage and heroism. Faith. Ultimate survival. As the Irish Times wrote on 13 March 1947, “this story might have come from some Polar Expedition . . . It is almost unbelievable that such conditions could exist in Ireland.”37 Some sixty-three years later, Una Shaw agrees:


I know it sounds like the Dickensian days, but people today can’t possibly imagine just how bad it was! How horrifying to be at the mercy of nature.
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BATTLE FOR THE HARVEST


(1946)







Nothing is of greater urgency than to save what remains of the harvest and turf . . . if our people are not to be hungry and cold during the winter. If calamity is not prevented it will bring suffering into every home.


(Irish Independent, 6 SEPTEMBER 1947)


My older sister and my father, they volunteered to help the farmers. It was an awful time . . . and if they hadn’t saved the harvest there would have been a famine!


(UNA SHAW, 78)


We’d go off in the army lorries down the country to help take in the wheat. Out in the fields, they showed us what to do. We loved it! And coming back we’d have a singsong.


(AGNES DALY, 81)





AUGUST BANK HOLIDAY, 1946


Weather was on everyone’s mind. It was the week of the August bank holiday, and most Dubliners had outdoor plans of one sort or another. The gift of good weather ensured a glorious week, while rain would bring gloom and disappointment. Early August was always dicey.


On the morning of Saturday 3 August sixteen-year-old Annie Gahan awoke early in her tenement dwelling in Francis Street in the Liberties. She needed to help her mother, one of Dublin’s storied street dealers, to prepare for a day of selling at the Baldoyle Races. “She had a tea tent and sold tea, sandwiches, and cake. I helped her doing it for as long as I can remember.” In good weather, throngs descended on the racecourse and spent freely. Those enjoying a lucky day with the horses might press a few pence or even a shilling into her palm. A few coins could get her into the local cinema, this week showing the rousing western Don’t Fence Me In, starring Roy Rogers, one of her favourites.


As she helped her mother make mounds of sandwiches she peered out the window at the grey, sullen clouds settling over the rooftops. On dismal, soggy days spectators didn’t buy as much at her mother’s tent. She’d keep her fingers crossed for decent weather.


Foul weather threatened holiday plans for thousands of Dubliners. When a light summer rain began falling at about 10 a.m. many fretted. However, by 11:30 it was apparent that most had decided to proceed with their outings, as hordes of cyclists, hikers and motorists “hoping for the best” were seen heading out of the city. Scores of others were preparing to visit seaside resorts, sports events or Dublin Zoo or to enjoy a picnic in the Phoenix Park.


By noon a steady shower fell along the east coast. Undaunted, people stood in long queues waiting for buses, trams and trains to take them to their holiday destination. With umbrellas popped up and picnic baskets in hand, they were in cheerful spirits. Meanwhile down at the docks the Brazilian ship Cometa was unloading hundreds of cases of oranges. During the war years Dubliners rarely saw an orange, a lemon, or a banana. As dealers wheeled their barrows of oranges through the streets the Dublin air was suffused with what one reporter called the sweet “aroma of the golden fruit,” enticing those standing in queues or milling about the city centre.


In addition to the hugely popular Baldoyle Races, two other holiday events were the dog show at Monkstown and the Blackrock swimming championships. This year the dog show was attracting record numbers of entries and spectators. The English springer spaniel Tania, proudly owned by C. S. Dorrity, would trot off with the ribbon for the highest honours.


As swimmers were competing for awards at Blackrock, ordinary bathers at Dublin’s seaside resorts had to be cautious this year. J. W. Bigger, professor of bacteriology and preventive medicine at Trinity College, had just published his study confirming that parts of Dublin Bay and many coastal areas were “contaminated with sewage to such an extent as to be unsafe for bathing.” A problem long in the making. Mothers were advised to keep an eye on their little ones.


By mid-afternoon on Saturday a drenching rain was driving people indoors, and Dublin’s cinemas and restaurants were profiting, with capacity crowds all day. Patrons endured long queues to see some excellent films, such as the smash hit The Bells of St Mary’s, starring Bing Crosby and Ingrid Bergman, showing at the Metropole. The Adelphi was featuring Gene Kelly and Frank Sinatra in Anchors Aweigh, while the Grand Central offered more serious fare in Destination Tokyo, with Cary Grant and John Garfield. As people stood patiently in cinema queues getting wet, at least they could buy a luscious orange from street dealers for 3 pence.


Throughout the remainder of the weekend and during Dublin Horse Show week the weather stayed nasty, intermittently misty, drizzly, rainy. As always, crowds adapted to prevailing conditions, visiting a variety of indoor events. The Royal Horticultural Society of Ireland drew admiring crowds with its profusion of exotic, colourful flowers and alluring scents. And “if showers had their effect on the outdoor events,” one newspaper wrote, “they helped to swell the crowds in the Industries Fair,” where by afternoon “one had to elbow one’s way around.”1


A magnet for young and old alike was the model railways exhibition. This year CIE boasted a special attraction, a model of the largest and most powerful locomotive in Ireland, the Maeve, which hauled mail from Dublin to Cork. The model, nearly six feet long and precise in every detail, had been created by a Co. Wicklow amateur over a period of four years. Admirers leaned close to marvel at its intricacy. Those not interested in trains could wander around looking at new inventions, such as the latest in washing-machines, which had women wishing.


On 8 August, “Ladies’ Day” at the Horse Show, “inclement weather militated against any [outdoor] display of fashion . . . a day for raincoats rather than finery.”2 Though drizzly conditions drove the fashionable set indoors, smart outfits with “rainbow colours” dazzled admirers. Fancy hats stole the show. Laden with a brimful of flowers and clouds of veiling, some were trimmed with paradise plumes and exotic fruit, looking like a Brazilian carnival. Onlookers smiled. However, it was noted that, by contrast, upper-crust gentlemen appeared less impressive than usual, as they were not sporting their grey toppers as in pre-war days.


At the end of the soggy week the Irish Independent declared that the “weather was a spoil-sport.” It was mild chastisement. In months to come the weather would be called far worse: a “malignant evil,” “wicked,” an “enemy,” even the “wrath of God.”


______


Farmers had more serious concerns about early August rains, as it was a critical time for the coming harvest season. Compulsory tillage regulations introduced during the war years were still operative in 1946, under which farmers were required to cultivate a certain proportion of their holdings. Growing wheat was essential for ensuring the country’s supply of flour for bread. Vast acreages of wheat, oats and other grains would soon be ready for autumn harvesting, for which dry, sunny weather was required.


Few farmers were unduly troubled by the early August rainfall, which wasn’t that unusual. So long as it didn’t persist. However, some of the old-timers who trusted their instincts would later confess that they had a nagging prescience before the 1946 harvest season that the weather would “turn bad.”


Some of these premonitions might have been bred by post-war reports from various parts of the world about “peculiar” weather patterns. Spells of weather that were abnormal: too cold, too warm, too wet, too dry, too windy. Unusual tornado, hurricane, typhoon activity. It had meteorologists from as far apart as the United States, Japan and China scratching their heads. Among both scientists and lay people, two hypotheses had a popular appeal. The first was the belief—or at least suspicion—that atomic bomb testing, and dropping, might be causing climate change. The second related to curious sunspot activity, prompting the notion that there might be some connection between the sun and Earth’s climatic cycles.


On Friday 9 August newspaper-readers stared in awe at a photograph just released by Associated Press. It was a wide-angle picture of the huge mushroom-shaped cloud arising from an American underwater nuclear blast in Bikini Lagoon in the South Pacific—one of the most historic photographs ever taken. Viewing the unearthly sight, people found it all too easy to imagine massive clouds of radioactive contaminants ascending into the upper atmosphere and being carried by winds clear around the planet. In every country people wondered if such a colossal—and yet scientifically unproven—force could alter nature and weather patterns. The world’s farmers in particular believed that meddling with nature could be risky. It might bring tragic consequences for those who lived off the land—and, consequently, for all consumers of food.


Back in 1946, immediately following the war, Dubliners closely followed news of sunspot activity and atomic bomb testing, as articles regularly appeared in the newspapers. In McDaid’s pub in Harry Street, a mecca for the city’s intelligentsia and literary luminaries, the legendary barman Paddy O’Brien recalls stimulating debates over unleashing atomic power.


During the early months of 1947 the topic would appear more often in Irish newspapers, discussed widely and debated vehemently. Cursed by many.


______


Over the weekend of 10/11 August a strong depression slowly formed to the south of Ireland, moving gradually in a north-easterly direction. By midday on Sunday seamen some distance from land felt the winds picking up, saw skies darken as clouds ominously gathered. A storm was sure to strike.


Throughout Ireland multitudes were enjoying cycling, hiking, camping, picnicking, seaside bathing. In Dublin every golf course was packed, and the bay was filled with boaters. The Phoenix Park and the zoo were filling up by the hour. Many Dubliners had headed for the nearby mountains to cut their own turf for the coming winter.


Late afternoon brought a quickened breeze and a slight drop in temperature. To many it was welcome. By early evening an overcast sky appeared threatening but nothing to suggest anything other than an ordinary August rainstorm, which would quickly pass, leaving the air fresh and cool.


On Sunday night, between 9 and 11 p.m., a strong gale gathered force. The first bursts sent campers dashing to fortify their tents and seamen to furiously secure their vessels for facing a big blow. Shortly after 11 the wind grew angrier, increasing rapidly in velocity from 30 to 35, 40 then 45 miles per hour. Around the city, loose windows began rattling, and debris was blown through the streets. Then, following the howl of the wind, a torrential rainstorm lashed the city and the east coast, while “campers were forced from their tents and hurried into towns to seek accommodation.”3


Throughout the entire night the storm continued, showing no sign of abating as Dubliners awoke. Veering now south-west to north-east, the winds hit 50 miles per hour between 7 and 10 a.m. on Monday as the “rain descended in torrents.”


During the storm the wind was abeam the mail boat as it travelled from Holyhead to Dún Laoghaire, causing it to roll heavily for most of the journey. Those aboard were tossed roughly about, and stomachs churned. When its 1,100 visibly shaken passengers finally set foot on terra firma, observers commented that they “looked very much worse for their trip.” In Dún Laoghaire harbour eighteen yachts of varying classes were either awash or capsized. One 32-year resident of Dún Laoghaire remarked that it was the worst storm he had ever experienced in August.


On Monday morning, with the storm still raging, Dubliners had to brave the gale as they made their way to work. “They were soaked as they waited in queues for trams and buses . . . as bus conductors did their best” to squeeze in as many passengers as possible, with an apology for those left behind.4 Bus-drivers and motorists risked getting stalled as they dared to drive through vast pools of water.


By noon on Monday, after nearly twelve continuous hours of heavy rain, “streets became like miniature rivers as the gullies failed to take the volume of water.”5 Where storm drains clogged, pools formed, larger and larger. In many places residents and pedestrians found themselves stranded on one side of the street, unable to proceed in any direction—without a boat.


By now, water was entering houses and shops, doing considerable damage. As residents frantically sought to protect furniture and valuable belongings, shopkeepers hurriedly tried to move merchandise to higher shelves. In some of the city’s lower spots water accumulated to a height of several feet, flooding lower levels of houses and driving inhabitants up the stairs to the first floor, where they yelled out the windows for help. Dublin Fire Brigade and the Gardaí were called to carry out evacuations. Eleven families had to be evacuated at Classon’s Bridge in Milltown when the Dodder flooded and water tore through their houses. Accommodation for the homeless victims was provided by the Red Cross Society.


At about 1 p.m. the storm ended, and waters began subsiding. People ventured outside and sloshed through the streets. Shopkeepers propped their doors open as they tried to sweep out the water and muck. Children splashed happily in the ponds. Everyone was talking about the ferocity and duration of the storm, as meteorologists were tallying the totals. When it was all over the amount of rainfall was verified at 2.4 inches—the equivalent of 240 tons to the acre.


______


No-one needed to tell Irish farmers about water volume per acre. All they needed to know they could see with their eyes from the window. City-dwellers may have been drenched, inconvenienced, even made temporary evacuees; farmers, however, had suffered a serious blow. Possibly a lasting blow, some worried.


In the aftermath of the storm, the Irish Independent reported, “from the Provinces has come news of homeless families, damaged crops, burst river banks, broken bridges, drowned animals and flooded roads.”6 Much of the countryside had been ravaged by violent wind and sheets of rain, turning fields into swampland. As accounts filtered in it seemed that Leinster and Munster had been the hardest hit. Here, it was said, “torrential rains beat the crops to the ground.” As surely as if a hurricane had swept over. Wheat, oats and barley fared worst, and there were many reports of hay, both loose and in stacks, having been simply carried away by floods before the farmers’ eyes. In north Co. Dublin much wheat, heavy in the ear, was levelled, while oats and barley were battered nearly flat. All across the land, “farmers expressed grave anxiety for the harvest.”7


Apart from the extensive damage to crops, turf was shockingly deteriorated. Many boglands and bog roads were completely under water. Laboriously cut turf, awaiting transport to city homes or depots, was sodden, some of it as mushy as a saturated sponge. From the Dublin Mountains came word that “thousands of tons of [cut] turf are believed to be past saving.”8 This was devastating news to those who had cut the turf, mostly poorer Dubliners, who needed it the most. Paddy Casey, a young garda on one of the city’s toughest beats around Queen Street, Benburb Street, North King Street, and Dominick Street, had seen how, during the earlier, drier days of the summer, thousands of men, and some women as well, had toiled at cutting their own turf for the coming winter. Men “cycled up to the Dublin Mountains, maybe fifteen miles, and they’d spend the day cutting the turf,” observed Casey, “to have a fire for the winter . . . Some poor people wouldn’t even have a bicycle to do that.” They returned filthy, with aching backs and hands raw and blistered but with confidence that they would have a warm turf fire come winter. Now, it seemed, all their efforts were futile. Weather had ruined their cut sods as well as their security. The full gravity of this loss would be known only in months to come. Pray to God that the winter was a mild one!


After the early August deluge, farmers hoped for sunshine and drying winds. Just the opposite occurred. The second half of the month saw “almost incessant rains.” With each passing wet day farmers increasingly “viewed their harvest with gloomy apprehension,” and their families suffered along with them.9 By late in the month much of the wheat crop remained quite unripe, because of the absence of sufficient sunshine. Since the “Grow More Wheat” campaign had been launched fifteen years earlier it was the most unfavourable grain harvest the farmers had faced. Oats were as bad as wheat.


It ended up being the wettest August in two decades, and many farmers openly “resigned themselves to heavy losses.”10 Others, the most optimistic, contended that if September weather was favourable, much of the harvest could still be saved. Few dared to speculate about what might befall them if September proved a continuation of August.


SEPTEMBER


On Sunday 1 September most of the country was again experiencing moderate to heavy rain at frequent intervals, prompting one newspaper to conclude that “hopes for an ‘Indian Summer’ were dashed.” Leaving farmers with nothing to do but peer out their windows with worried expressions.


Farmers in Cos. Cork and Kilkenny were lucky. They could at least forget their weather woes for the day and concentrate attention on Croke Park, where their teams were meeting in the all-Ireland hurling final. It was one of the most anticipated matches in years, followed by hurling enthusiasts all over the country. Despite their worries, spirits were high among residents of the two counties. It was a welcome diversion. To many farmers’ wives at their wits’ end with their husbands’ anxiety it was a blessing, albeit a temporary one.


Early on Sunday morning excited spectators began flowing into Dublin by car, bus, and train. Despite the rain, flooded patches and slippery roads some “hardy folk whom the weather did not deter” were cycling all the way from Co. Kilkenny to see their team in action. By late Sunday morning O’Connell Street was thronged with bellowing supporters of the two teams, flaunting their colours and taunting one another. Dublin’s hurling aficionados were no less enthusiastic as they packed pubs, debating which squad would come out on top. Here again weather became a topic. Would the wet, soft condition of the playing-field allow for a fair match? Or might it favour one team over the other?


By match time 64,415 roaring spectators were crammed into Croke Park. They were not to be disappointed by what one sports reporter would describe as a “thrill-packed” hurling contest, marked by “brilliant passages,” despite the poor conditions. Cork took an early lead, but the entire crowd was “on tiptoe as deafening cheers punctuated the second half,” when Kilkenny gallantly strove to reduce Cork’s slim lead to two points.11 Though Cork prevailed by nine points, everyone left feeling they had witnessed a great hurling final. In the rain, they straggled homewards or towards the pubs.


______


Three days later, on 4 September, ugly weather struck again. Rain fell “heavily and continuously” all across the country. In Dublin, 1.8 inches of rain was recorded at Rathfarnham Castle over a period of twenty-four hours, again causing localised flooding, traffic delays, damage to houses and shops, and evacuations. The countryside was drowning in water. Every county was now reporting heavy losses to crops: cut hay lying unsaved in sodden fields, potatoes blackening, wheat beaten down. More turf saturated, under water, beyond reclamation. “Harvest hopes are rapidly diminishing” in every province, reported the papers. Millers around the country were forced to cease operations, awaiting deliveries of wheat. One prominent miller flatly predicted that “it could become disastrous” if there was not “an immediate improvement” in the weather.12


Some farmers were heard muttering that the “harvest was finished.” Hearing such dire predictions, the Irish Independent despatched a reporter on a 120-mile investigative trip through farm country to determine at first hand whether such Doomsday declarations were valid or exaggerated. Along the way he chatted with farmers, jotted down observations, plodded through fields to examine the soil and the crops:


Everywhere I went I found the harvest fields about two or three weeks in arrears. Passing through Co. Dublin and Co. Kildare I noticed that about one-third of the grain crop was cut, but none of it had been brought into the barns. It was mostly in stooks and presented a rain-sodden, half-rotten appearance. In many fields it was found impossible to use a mowing machine. In many cases farmers had given up hope of even cutting the crop by scythe and were resigned to leaving it tossed and tumbled in the field.13


An altogether desperate situation was his final verdict. His editors weighed the evidence he presented—fields waterlogged, crops beaten down and rotting, machinery unusable—and forged their grim headline for the next day’s paper: “Food emergency threatened.”


______


Patrick Smith, Minister for Agriculture, in consultation with his staff and county authorities, arrived at the same stark conclusion. Even with a spell of favourable weather the harvest was too far behind schedule and the fields too soft for the crops to be saved by farmers alone using the traditional methods. Assistance was needed, on a large scale. So, on 5 September, for the first time in the country’s history, he made a fervent appeal for volunteers to help save the harvest and avert a critical food shortage. Calling it a “harvest crisis of unprecedented seriousness,” he explained that, owing to the “disastrous weather” over the previous five weeks, much of the farm work would have to be done by hand.14 He needed thousands of willing hands to assist lone farmers on their land.


The minister suggested that cities and towns throughout the country should establish centres at which volunteers could enlist. Furthermore, he encouraged employers to release workers, with pay, so they could participate.


While the press lauded the minister’s call for action, it asked, “Why was not the Army being loaned, why were not the road workers and Garda being invited to help?”15 On this question the Government was silent.


The day following the minister’s appeal for volunteers the Irish Independent published an editorial, headed “No ordinary crisis,” in which it emphasised that there existed, in reality, a dual crisis, of both crops and turf. Both must be saved in order to avert disaster in the months ahead:


Nothing in this country is now of greater urgency than to save what remains of the harvest and turf . . . if our people are not to be hungry and cold during the winter and spring. If we are left short of grain, potatoes and turf the farmer will suffer grievous loss—but the loss will not end there. If calamity is not prevented it will bring suffering into every home.16


All were at risk: every man, woman and child in Ireland.


The weekend of 7/8 September saw an enthusiastic response to the minister’s plea. Cities and towns quickly set up volunteer centres and arranged for their transport to farms. Owners of cars, vans and lorries offered their vehicles for the cause. Men and women, young and old, marched down to sign up and do their patriotic duty. Enthusiasm was infectious. Newspapers called it a “nation-wide rally to save the harvest.” There was a sort of military spirit about the movement. Volunteer vernacular drew on such terms as “fight,” “battle,” “crusade,” to “win a victory.” As the national campaign began, people in streets and in shops talked excitedly about how the “battle” was being waged.


While every tractor in the country would be put into use whenever and wherever possible, much of the harvest had to be carried out by manual labour. Reapers armed with scythes cut the crops into swathes, from which it was lifted and tied into sheaves. Newspapers stressed that the “most useful type of volunteer is he who possesses knowledge of farm operations.” However, no-one was turned away. Those unfamiliar with the processes were instructed, and most caught on quickly. There was something for everyone to do.


In Dublin the central bureau for volunteers was established at Parnell Square, where queues formed early in the morning. Many employers were giving their workers leave to work on farms. Universities, which were just resuming, were considering postponing the term to allow vigorous young students to help out. The GAA and other sports organisations, such as hockey, rugby and soccer clubs, were cancelling contests and rounding up rugged athletes to volunteer en masse. At a meeting of the National Federation of Irish Ex-Servicemen at its head office in York Street it was decided to encourage all members to assist farmers. Farmers particularly welcomed ex-soldiers, as they found them to be a “well organised and disciplined force.” Even the Catholic Boy Scouts of Ireland at once pledged to do their part.


As ordinary citizens from about twelve to seventy were eagerly offering their services for the harvest campaign, the Irish Independent caustically commented: “Not a word so far about what the Government itself proposes to do.” The crisis could hardly be more threatening:


It is very much to be feared that such privation as this country has not known since Black ’47 may overwhelm our country in the next eight or nine months.17


With even boy scouts responding to the call, in a radio broadcast on the night of 8 September the Taoiseach, Éamon de Valera, finally announced that the Minister for Defence was “releasing suitable men from the army . . . so that they may assist in saving crops.” He did not identify what he meant by “suitable”; but many soldiers surely had a farming background.


______


During the second week of September the “harvest army,” as it was now called, expanded as the campaign gained momentum. In the newspapers, volunteers were being hailed as “patriots” and “heroes.” This, of course, spurred volunteerism, and people boasted of “joining up” as if in an actual military force. Without uniforms, they at least had a “badge of honour,” it was said.


With all volunteers welcome, the harvest army comprised an extraordinary social mixture, especially for class-stratified Ireland. Young lads in short trousers, giggly adolescent girls, grey-haired hobbling First World War veterans, professionals and labourers. Grannies weren’t sent into the fields but could help with the preparation of food. Volunteers were formed into work parties and assigned to a particular farmer and immediately felt a sense of purpose and camaraderie. For younger participants it was something of a lark, a real “adventure.” Older volunteers understood that theirs was a historic task.


Seventeen-year-old Agnes Daly was a typical recruit. She jumped at the chance to get away from Clarence Street and join the harvest forces out in the open countryside. She liked excitement. Six years earlier, on 31 May 1941, her house had been only a short distance from the North Strand when the German bombs fell, causing more than forty deaths and mass destruction, havoc, and hysteria. A large piece of tram track flew through the air, barely missing her head. She was seasoned to excitement and drama. So she skipped down to Parnell Street, signed up, and awaited her transport:


It was great for us. I was in the army lorries going down the country to help take in the wheat. We’d all be allocated to some farmer, just went out in the fields, and they showed us how to put it all in stacks. And you’d spend your day out there. We thought that was a marvellous thing, being brought out. We loved it—being driven along in the army lorries. And it was lovely coming back, when we’d have a sing-song.


For city-dwellers of all ages, especially those confined in an impoverished world of congestion, traffic, tenements, noise, and dirt, being out in the fresh, open, tranquil countryside was invigorating. But it was hard work.


As it turned out, children of school age and boy scouts played a significant role in the harvest effort. Young, fit, and wildly enthusiastic, they worked vigorously, receiving high acclaim. As they were being praised at home they also received an accolade from abroad. It seems that Father Edward Flanagan of Boys’ Town in the United States had just returned from a summer visit to Ireland, where he had been impressed by the character of Irish lads. “The boys of Ireland are blessed above all other boys,” he said, “because the nation has faith.”18 He asserted that when given “proper direction” in their schools, in church organisations and on the athletic field they would surely grow up to be the “type of men that will make Ireland a great nation.”


Some other children would soon be in the news. On 9 September, as harvest volunteers in lorries and other vehicles were heading south out of Dublin, they may have noticed a small convoy of cars and Red Cross ambulances carrying children from the age of about five to thirteen. These forty-five German and Polish war orphans, rescued from bomb shelters just after the war, were being taken on a journey up to Glencree in Co. Wicklow. Here they would stay at the Red Cross hostel during the winter months as they awaited adoption or placement. It was thought that this would be a safe and healthy sanctuary in the rugged highlands for children who had suffered such trauma and loss in their young lives.


If winter brought some nice snowfalls to Wicklow’s mountains, the children could delight in making snowmen, throwing snowballs, sledding. A wonderfully tranquil, recuperative setting.


______


On the morning of Monday 9 September, following de Valera’s broadcast, there was a surge in volunteers, comprising both individuals and groups. At the Harvest Labour Bureau in Parnell Square more than three hundred helpers were despatched in the first few hours to needy farmers in north Co. Dublin. The Dublin Chamber of Commerce and the Federation of Irish Manufacturers were strongly encouraging their members to participate, while the Student Representative Council at UCD opened a recruiting office for both students and staff.


With “Ireland’s New Land Army,” as it was dubbed by newspapers, now on the march, no-one wanted to appear unpatriotic. From every county, people of diverse ages, occupations and social and economic rank were joining up. As one reporter observed, it was an uncommonly egalitarian army, embracing “those to whom harvesting hitherto was an unknown occupation.” Working in the fields side by side were dockers, draymen, coopers, stonecutters and coalmen with leathery hands as well as soft-palmed barristers, bankers, civil servants, teachers, and organists, all with sleeves rolled up and perspiration flowing down. A socially levelling experience in Ireland—one appreciated more by participants with the passing of years, and reflection.


Among their ranks was twenty-year-old Brian Kelly, a fresh recruit in the Garda Síochána. One of seven children, he knew that his future was not on the land. So he listened to his mother’s words of advice. “My mother said to me, ‘You’ll never get out of this county if you don’t smarten up.’” This meant five years of secondary school and getting his Leaving Certificate. “And I joined the force before I was twenty, one of the youngest.” He was in the midst of training when de Valera made his broadcast about needing volunteers and releasing some soldiers from the army. When this was expanded to include some gardaí, Kelly and some of his mates were eager to do their part. Within days he was out of the barracks, out of uniform, and in the fields again. His familiarity with farm operations and implements made him a valuable volunteer, and he felt pride in his role:


The harvest was almost gone when de Valera implored city people to come out and help save the harvest. And we did. Including myself—and all the young-fellas who were in training. We were all released on full pay. Oh, yes, this was a big effort, at the behest of de Valera. And they got a huge response . . . civil servants and workers in the big drapers, from Clery’s staff, and the Gresham Hotel, I worked with them all.”


When volunteers returned home to their districts they had lively stories to tell about country life and the interesting people they had met in the fields.


______


As the battle for the harvest was being vigorously waged, that for the turf was woefully neglected. Though many boglands were under water or too sodden, others were dry enough to be worked. Especially vital was retrieving the massive amount of turf already cut, awaiting transport to Dublin and other towns before winter set in. However, in many counties turf workers were being diverted to agricultural fields. This neglect was extremely worrisome to those who saw them as nearly equal vital resources that had to be saved at all costs. The Irish Independent criticised the policy of crops over turf as myopic and risky, emphasising Ireland’s precarious dependence on British coal:


The provision of fuel is hardly less important than the saving of the food supply. It would be foolish to expect such early expansion of coal imports as would allow an adequate ration for domestic purposes.


We must continue to depend mainly upon turf, so it is vitally necessary to recover as much as possible of the tens of thousands of tons of turf still lying on the bogs.19


The paper argued for more, not fewer, workers on the bogs over coming weeks. Words unheeded. Most people saw the winter months ahead as remote, while the threatening food crisis seemed immediate.


Soon after Christmas they would be seeing life through a different prism.


FRIDAY THE 13th AND “D-DAY”


Friday 13 September brought the best possible luck: sunshine, warm temperatures, drying winds. And hope.


Weather for the next few days was predicted to be “ideal” for farm work. So, the coming weekend was christened “D-Day in the fight for the harvest.” An all-out national effort would be made. Optimism grew as new volunteers steadily signed up. On farms and in towns, people spoke of little but the fine weather that had finally arrived. “Make the most of it!” was the rallying cry heard from Donegal to Kerry.


There was a call for five thousand more volunteers for the perfect weekend of harvesting. On Friday morning at the Parnell Square centre between 8 and 10 a.m. more than a thousand people signed up and were promptly sent off to farms. Another six hundred soldiers were despatched by the army authorities. That afternoon all the Dublin rugby clubs met at their grounds and jointly recruited another five hundred volunteers. The ESB granted leave with pay to employees who signed up; some 164 immediately stepped forward. Stewards of the Turf Club cancelled race meetings at Mullingar and the Curragh to encourage people to head for the farms instead.


Una Shaw’s sister and father joined up. From their home in Rutland Street in the heart of the city they walked over to Parnell Square, wrote down their names, went outside, and waited for their lorry. The whole family was proud of their effort:


They did it for nothing. Went out, and they’d work all day. And they’d get one meal. And I remember farmers saying that city people worked harder than they did! If they hadn’t saved the harvest there could have been a famine.


At day’s end volunteers returned home utterly fatigued from the wholesome work. On the land, out in nature. But with back aching and hands blistered. Faces, arms, necks lobster-red. Filled with satisfaction and pride.


“D-Day” weekend of 14/15 September surpassed all expectations. Superb weather prevailed, and optimism seemed suddenly contagious. Some buoyant Co. Dublin farmers were saying that, given a few more days of such weather, it would “suffice for saving about 85 per cent of the wheat crop.”20 An unimaginable speculation only a week before. At Sunday masses priests around the country preached of the power and blessings of prayer, patriotism, volunteerism, helping one’s neighbours. Every candle was lit.


But there were those more cautious, and realistic, who warned of over-optimism, noting that the food crisis was far from over. Weather could be cruelly capricious. The Irish Independent warned that the battle was not won yet:


We have now reached the critical period . . . a supreme effort to stave off what still threatens to be the worst calamity the country has experienced for the past one hundred years.21


______


D-Day weekend was as frenetic for organisers behind the scenes as for volunteers bent over in the fields. Their two greatest challenges were transporting the thousands of helpers and then feeding them. Requiring the same strategies as that of an army. But they had no advance planning opportunity, had few resources, and were almost wholly dependent on the generosity of “volunteers behind the volunteers.”


Newspapers published inspirational photographs of men and women engaged in the noble battle to harvest crops and save the nation from starvation. Meanwhile, behind the scenes, missed by the camera’s lens, were battalions of other helpers, making mounds of sandwiches, wrapping food for the front-line troops. Nor was there adequate acknowledgement of the hundreds of individuals and business firms that donated cars, vans and lorries for transport, without which no army could be moved. Others offered tyres, petrol, drivers to the cause. Each vehicle as it left Dublin was so tightly packed with farm helpers that the tyres nearly burst. Some did. As they wended their way along roads towards farmland, local people lined their route through towns and villages, waving and cheering them on as heroes. They laughed, waved back, and sang. Feeling, indeed, a bit like real heroes.


The Red Cross Society assumed the primary responsibility for feeding the harvest army. Food was donated by grocers, butchers, shopkeepers, and individuals. Victuallers brought in armfuls of uncooked meat for the Red Cross to cook. Tinned meat, bread, beans, biscuits, cheese and fruit flowed in. Messrs Mills, caterers, offered to supply four hundred sandwiches a day. Messrs Kennedy, bakers, sent five hundred two-pound loaves. Half a hundredweight of jam was received from Messrs Holloway, jam manufacturers. No food merchant wanted to appear un-cooperative—or to be outdone by competitors. These “rations,” in military parlance, had to be prepared, transported and distributed by volunteers, who received little attention. The task fell to hundreds of helpers, mostly women and girls. All carried out their duties cheerfully, with a feeling that they were doing their small part in the larger operation.


Long before dawn, lights were on at the Red Cross premises, so that the packets of sandwiches, cheese, biscuits and fruit could be ready for transport. Knowing the recipients would be famished, and appreciative. Several younger women, apparently in their late teens or early twenties, had been slapping sandwiches together for hours, all the while hearing “exciting tales” from the fields, where the “real action” was taking place. Finally, it was reported, they became “so anxious to get out to the farms that they refused to remain behind” any longer.22 They whisked off their aprons, hurried down to the volunteer centre, and were last seen giddily piling into the back of a lorry headed towards the “front.”


Apart from food, medical supplies were also donated by several city firms. Mostly bandages, disinfectant, dressings, headache and body ache tablets. Minor mishaps did inevitably occur, such as cuts, scrapes, bruises, and sprains. As well as insect bites and stings. Red Cross ambulances were on call in case they might be needed for something more serious. Ironically, the most widespread infirmity was a forgotten one: sunburn. Some cases quite severe. After weeks of rain and overcast skies, everyone so eagerly welcomed the sun that they were apparently oblivious of the risks of overindulgence.


______


The main headline of the Irish Independent on 16 September told in large type that the tide had turned: “Harvest army is winning battle.”


The long spell of incessant rains had been broken, replaced throughout the second half of September by consecutive days of warm temperatures, bright sunshine, and drying winds. A few sporadic showers were not harmful enough to halt the army’s forward movement. The harvest was progressing at a faster rate than had been expected even by the most optimistic. This was due not only to the huge number of volunteers and the excellent weather but also to the fact that many men were familiar with all aspects of agriculture and harvesting. On many farms, harvesting operations ran so smoothly and with such haste that at day’s end farmers were in some disbelief at what had been accomplished. A “miracle,” some were calling it.


Throughout September and into October the harvest army steadily advanced, slowed occasionally by a wet spell but not seriously impeded. Good to excellent weather held out in most of the country. In late October a light snowfall covered the remnants of some uncut corn and effectually terminated harvesting. While the rate of success in saving the crops varied from county to county and from farm to farm, it was generally concluded that “a major proportion of the harvest was saved.”23


Unfortunately, the same could not be said of the turf. The country’s vast turf resources had been neglected in the frantic effort to secure the wheat, oats, potatoes and other crops. During the fine, dry weather of autumn scores of men had been taken from the bogs to work on farms. Leaving a bounty of turf, cut and uncut, which could have been saved. With late October snow and the onset of some rainy weather again, thousands of tons of cut turf in the Dublin Mountains and elsewhere was considered by the authorities “past saving,” too sodden or disintegrated, or the roads too marshy and impassable for vehicles. There seems to have been an assumption on the part of the public that, if need be, coal rations could somehow be augmented, or dry turf somehow brought into Dublin from distant counties. Assumptions that would be proved deadly wrong.


DECEMBER


By Christmas, people had put fears of famine behind them. Food and fuel might be short, but they’d make it through the winter just fine. It was time to be joyful. Dublin’s main shopping streets were gaily decorated with garlands, wreaths, bells, and ribbons of red, green, gold, and silver. Jammed with adults and children in good cheer, enlivened by earnest carollers and bell-ringers. Along Grafton Street young and old crowded before the large windows of Brown Thomas and Switzer’s to get a closer look at the colourful animated scenes showing Santa, his reindeer and elves busy in the workshop.


Along Henry Street, dealers such as Ellen Preston treasured their five-shilling licence to sell there for the month, having had to sleep out in the street the night before to claim their place. “We’d go to sleep or sit there with a few chips and have tea and a bit of a laugh,” and the next morning she would put up her board, and “the place was yours” for the entire month. Tired but happy, she sold holly, mistletoe, small toys. A few paces away, Moore Street dealers were equally ebullient, singing Christmas songs aloud.


On Christmas Eve large congregations attended midnight mass. However, the weather did not fit the occasion. As throngs flocked to churches all over the city between 11:30 and midnight, “hopes of a ‘white Christmas’ were dashed,” wrote one paper, as gale warnings went out and rain followed.


Christmas morning mass-goers, including those attending high mass in the Pro-Cathedral presided over by Archbishop John Charles McQuaid, gave thanks to God for having seen them through a stressful year. That evening the Christmas dinner and pudding were especially savoured. On the chilly evening, people tossed a few more lumps of coal or turf on the fire for extra warmth.


______


Dubliners relished New Year’s Eve. While many people attended parties and get-togethers of every sort, the “gayest and brightest,” wrote one newspaper, was the “Charladies’ Ball” at the Mansion House, where more than eight hundred guests crowded into the ballroom, providing a “lively spectacle in fancy dress costumes of brilliant hue.”24 Elsewhere around the city were “special cabaret and carnival dances,” which drew capacity crowds, as strangers in the streets turned to wish each other the compliments of the season. The city was in high spirits.


As midnight approached, people swarmed towards Christ Church Cathedral for the ancient tradition of the ringing of the mighty bells. They gathered in twos, threes and indecipherable little mobs of merrymakers, many in silly hats. Fuelled by drink, ready to sing aloud and shout out their New Year’s wishes. Guests from the Shelbourne Hotel and dockers from tenements along the quays showed up to stand shoulder to shoulder. In the midst of the merriment an Irish Press reporter scribbled his notes:


From 10.00 until well after midnight people kept themselves warm with spontaneous and vigorous dancing to the music of accordionists who moved around collecting pennies. Simultaneously, others were singing “Patsy Fagan” in lusty voices, while now and again fireworks were detonated.25


At the stroke of midnight the great bells rang out. Everybody linked arms, and all voices joined in “Auld Lang Syne,” to the accompaniment of ships’ whistles, factory sirens, locomotive whistles, and motor horns, a cacophony of celebratory sounds.


However, apart from the raucous celebrating, for a good many participants there was an underlying reflection about the year that was passing. By any measure it had been a year of considerable disappointment and stress. Hopes for a rapid recovery from wartime hardships were never realised. Then the harvest crisis and food and fuel shortages. Rationing remained a difficult way of life. The Irish Independent captured the mood of many:


A year ago people sighed with relief at the close of a year which brought peace to a war-ravaged world, and joyously welcomed the new year full of hope for the coming of an era of security and prosperity.


On New Year’s Eve 1946 they turned their backs on a year of disillusionment that blighted most of their hopes.26


As Dubliners partied well past midnight and into the wee hours, most farmers were soundly sleeping. They had survived the harvest crisis. The year had left them spent. On the last night of 1946 they deserved a peaceful slumber, comforted by thoughts of a kinder year ahead. “As winter set in, farmers counted their losses and hoped for a better year to follow.”27










Chapter 2 [image: Images]





“BIG FREEZE” AND “BIG JIM”







The old year has gone and whatever may have been our lot during the past twelve months, we are turning a new page in our life history with hope. Let us be kind to the strange New Year.


(Irish Press, 1 JANUARY 1947)


With 23 degrees of frost last night Dubliners awoke still shivering as the “Big Freeze” continued.


(Evening Herald, 30 JANUARY 1947)


It was so cold that you couldn’t breathe! You got pain actually from shivering, you’d be tensed up.


(UNA SHAW, 80)


The body of “Big Jim” Larkin was escorted . . . as the motor hearses crunched through the snow, streets lined with people who whispered, “he was a great man.”


(Irish Times, 1 FEBRUARY 1947)





NEW YEAR’S DAY, 1947


A few minutes past one o’clock, as boisterous revellers were still carousing about Dublin’s streets and guests were dancing and drinking champagne at the Charladies’ Ball, the first baby of the new year to be born in the city’s maternity hospitals was brought into the world. In the Coombe Hospital, Mrs Silke of 3 Nash’s Court, off James’s Street, gave birth to a baby girl of 8 pounds 4 ounces. When she was being discharged to take her infant daughter home, everyone at the hospital wished them well, reminding Mrs Silke to keep her baby warm this winter.


The morning of New Year’s Day was traditionally tranquil, leisurely. Wonderfully lazy. There was nowhere to go, nothing to do. People slept late, shuffled around in slippers, had breakfast and tea while perusing the morning paper. Drowsily, they skimmed and skipped around for news that caught their attention. Those with herculean hangovers from their New Year’s Eve bash were in no mood for encountering bad news to start off the new year. Newspapers published some optimistic articles to cheer people up, instil hope, get them off in the right spirit for facing the unknown year ahead.


In its “Happy New Year” greeting to readers the Irish Press wrote of a baby born even earlier than Mrs Silke’s:


The year is ours, twelve whole months of it. Let’s give it a chance to be a good year. It’s only a baby now, and it needs care and sympathy. Let us open our arms to it, for it is new and unsullied, and there are no black marks on its history.1


One disquieting news item, however, could hardly be missed, as it was on the front page of all the papers. An announcement from London that the coal shortage was now of the “utmost gravity.” In the post-war period, British coal mines were under-productive, in dire need of modernisation, better management, and capital. Mines, coal ports and railways all needed rehabilitation. There was real worry that an unusually cold winter could lead to a reduction in power, transport, and industrial output. It could also mean diminished exports to Ireland, which depended on British coal for running the country—transport, energy, heating, industry. Ireland was already receiving significantly less than before the war. Barely sufficient to get people through even a mild winter.


On 1 January, in an effort to restructure and modernise Britain’s anaemic coal industry, the country’s mines were taken into the ownership of the nation. British politicians were confident that this scheme would boost productivity. Confidence was high that the bold plan would remedy the country’s coal problem. Given time. And favourable weather. Irish people, no less than the British, were fervently hoping the scheme would be successful.


With the dawn of 1947, as Irish people were looking forward, meteorologists and astronomers were already glancing backwards at the year just passed. A year that “hadn’t treated us as we would have wished,” reflected the Irish Press. Weather records for 1946 showed how unkind the year had been. Data compiled at the Jesuit observatory at Rathfarnham Castle verified that it had rained on 296 days, with a total rainfall of 39.14 inches, making it the wettest year since the establishment of the weather station there in 1924. Furthermore, sunshine had been far below average, resulting in an exceptionally dull year. The prolonged wet, overcast conditions had not only taken a heavy toll on crops and turf but had cast a depressive gloom over the land. People were hoping for a sunny, warm, dry year ahead.


Ireland had not been the only country to experience abnormal weather in 1946. From many parts of the globe had come reports of unusually wet, dry, cold, hot, snowy or stormy conditions. Meteorologists, astronomers, other scientists and lay people had their favourite hypotheses. During 1946 astronomers found that a significantly increased number of sunspots provided some “remarkable solar phenomena,” visible even to the naked eye.2 They especially noted the “great sun spot of February, 1946,” the largest ever recorded at the Greenwich observatory outside London. Another giant sunspot was recorded in July, a third in November, and two in December. Associated with the July sunspot was one of the greatest solar flares ever witnessed. After about twenty-six hours, when this had reached maximum brilliance, a major magnetic storm erupted. At no time during the year was the sun’s disc free of spots, and at times there were as many as ten groups, generally in the highest latitudes.


This was an age when many scientists and others speculated about a causal relationship between sunspots, solar flares and strange weather phenomena. In Ireland there were a good many adherents of this hypothesis. So, when the papers published articles about weather abnormalities and unusual sunspots it fuelled curiosity and discussion about a possible link. Some wondered whether their persistence throughout 1946 might be an omen of more aberrant weather to follow in 1947.


On New Year’s Day an article in the Irish Independent about the “race” for supremacy in atomic power between several countries drew the attention of those already suspicious, or convinced, that atomic bomb clouds unleashed into the atmosphere were causing climatic disruption. The article reported from the bottom of the world that ships in the US Antarctic Expedition were using new multi-power, high-definition lenses, and two planes from the ship’s group had begun photographing the South Polar continent. This made the Soviet Union suspicious. A charge was made in the Red Army newspaper, Red Star, that the expedition was “connected with the atom race,” that Americans were really searching for uranium to “strengthen their position in the atomic sphere.”3


Accelerated atomic bomb testing, many believed, could have serious, even catastrophic consequences for the earth’s climate, weather and agricultural productivity. Possibly even affecting small farmers on the most remote peninsulas of Co. Donegal.


On the first day of the “unsullied” new year most Irish people were inclined to be optimistic about the year ahead, as weather experts reassured them that “normally January has a spell of either mild, damp weather or cold, dry weather.” The moderate Gulf Stream and favourable winds should, as usual, keep Ireland’s climate temperate. The hopes were that 1947 would bring a bountiful harvest and the better quality of life that people had expected when the war ended in 1945.


______


The new year began benignly. Temperatures were moderate, conditions dry and a bit breezy. Quite calm and comfortable for winter. The economy and the supplies situation were more worrisome. On 4 January the Minister for Industry and Commerce, Seán Lemass, announced that the country faced a “grave grain position” and that flour and bread would have to be rationed, beginning on the 18th. Bread was Ireland’s most basic food. As John Gallagher (now 78) of the Coombe vouched, “the poor people and the old people lived on bread and tea!” The new ration meant a flat rate of 4½ pounds of flour or 6 pounds of bread per person per week, a sharp reduction of a fifth.
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