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THE SEA AND ME


MY MOTHER TOLD ME I was born dehydrated. Her waters had broken well before my delivery, ‘You looked so dried out, almost dishevelled,’ she told me fondly. I’ve always loved water. One of my earliest recollections is being bathed in the porcelain kitchen sink in our old house in Ennis, laughing as my mother poured jugs of warm water over my head and me splashing and loving the droplets of water slipping through my tiny hands.


I grew up swimming in the Turret, a pool in the River Fergus on the outskirts of town. There were diving boards there, but the council took them down, probably after being sued by someone. So we climbed the trees on the riverbank and jumped in from there. I remember midnight summer swims, six or seven of us skinny-dipping in the dark and just laughing at the sheer joy of it.


In my last January there, I cycled to and from school across a bridge overlooking the Turret. I watched the swollen winter river gurgle up like a dark, devilish volcano, troubled waters … it seemed to reflect my failing exam results and the worry and pressure I was under, a few months before the torturous life-defining exam every Irish teenager has to face.


Summer was golden. Warm evenings in the Turret when everyone was in good form, I watched a fella a year older than me, who’d just finished school, swim across the river, lay back and rest on shallow sunken rocks under the trees. God, I wished that was me, another year of that shite. I hated school from day one, and it never leaves you, I still have nightmares about that exam, it’s the night before the Leaving Cert Irish and I’ve nothing done, it’s terrifying, I wake up in a sweat. But my time eventually came around and I swam triumphantly across the river to rest in the warm shallow water of a golden July evening.


Then there was the sea. My father would pack what seemed like six or seven of us into a car and we’d drive the twenty-one miles to Lahinch. Maybe because we only went a few times a year, these were the really special days. There are a couple of small hills on the road as you approach Lahinch, we’d be bursting with anticipation, and over the years someone came up with a game of who could see the sea first as we rose up the last hill, to steal a distant glance at the blue Atlantic horizon, ‘I see the sea,’ ‘No you don’t,’ as if the excitement weren’t already enough.


At first the sea is freezing, we wail and jump, arms wrapped around ourselves inching into deeper water. Teeth chattering, sinking cautiously into the bracing waves, then more screams. And in no time we’ve forgotten the cold, jumping over waves and splashing each other for what seems like hours, then we’re in the reverse situation of not wanting to embrace the land, just another few minutes, ple-eee-ase.


I remember salty faces and hair and sandy toes as we piled back into the car. On the way home we’d stop a couple of miles along the road in Ennistymon for canned sweets – boiled glassy sweets that an old woman would fill into brown paper bags, ‘sixpence-worth please’, and back in the car we’d doze on the soft, briny tiredness that only the sea brings. The sea stays with you.
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My father came from Fenit Island, Co. Kerry, where our family had lived since about 1750. I was fortunate to spend the summers of my youth there in what I can only describe as a Huckleberry Finn-type existence, because on Fenit Island, we had the sea every day.


When I was ten or eleven years old and I had just got the fishing bug, most things in my world were things that got in the way of just being on the rocks at Béal Gheal, Oiléain na Choise or Cloichín or any of the other colourful place names thought up by my ancestors for the fishing spots around the island. Approaching the shore on the back of my uncle’s small red tractor, there was only one word I dreaded, swell. As the sea came into view, with a black foreboding sky bearing down on it, I could see the slow, deliberate rise of darkened water engulfing the rocks and the ensuing gurgling of white water. Shaking his head, my uncle said the dreaded word, swell … too much swell today, boy. It’s funny how a word can conjure up so much imagery. When my father stood watching the sea and sombrely used that word, I understood about the people who had drowned here on our island.


You see Irish coastal folks had mastered so much of surviving on the seashore; they became expert fishermen, if only on a subsistence scale. Some of the earliest evidence of human presence in Ireland has been found on our shores; I’ve found 6,000-year-old shell middens on the Clare coast with thousands of limpet shells and a black ‘cooking stone’. But getting into the sea was not something these folks did well; they just couldn’t.


I spent much of my teenage summers on Fenit Island with my father, fishing, pulling trammel nets out of freezing pre-dawn waters, and picking periwinkles and carrageen, which we’d then sell in Tralee. Hard work, but it brought a great sense of purpose, of harvest and subsistence and self-dependence. In my experience, rural farm folk – but most especially island people – had an incredible ability of self-reliance: they could make almost anything they needed, simply because they had to, and perhaps those who couldn’t didn’t survive or left. We slept in the airy rooms of my uncles’ farmhouse, which smelt of well, farm, and salty air, under covers made of cotton washed ashore in the 1920s from a shipwreck and made into quilts by my grandmother long before we knew what a continental quilt was. They were still in use when my uncle Jack, the last of our kind on Fenit Island, died in 1994.


There was a deep sense of peace and calm to island life, everything slowed down, and time was dictated only by the morning and evening milking of cows and the stages of the tide. My uncle Den would ask me to check the paper to see what time ‘high water’ was today, if he had to go to town, the mainland could only be accessed across the strand at low tide. My father had, on retirement, returned to the seashore of his own youth, to do the things he had done with his father back in the 1920s and ’30s, ancient fishing methods and local knowledge handed down.
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Compass jellyfish off the Clare coast


He bought a trammel net and ‘mounted it’, running ropes through the bottom and top rows of mesh. Three-inch tubular lead weights were placed on the bottom rope and squeezed in place with large pliers, floats were placed about every half yard on the top row. We’d tie rocks onto the ropes at either end of the net and at low tide row out into maybe a fathom of water. My father would slowly feed the net out from the back of the boat as I rowed parallel to the shore until we reached the end of the net, which was over a hundred yards long before mounting, but would condense to maybe eighty yards as the lead weights stretched it down into the water. And then we’d wait. And wonder and worry if all would be OK with our net.


Towards high tide with the water now deeper than the net, fish would swim under and around it to feed in the shallows, where they’d remain in the falling tide, by which time they were trapped and their desperate exertions for freedom would only tighten the mesh around them.


The trammel net caught everything: crabs, jellyfish, dabs, plaice, dogfish or ‘calaheens’ as my father called them. With their sandpaper skin they were tough to get out of a net, and my father would give them a belt on his knee, as if in admonishment, before throwing them back. We even caught that ugliest of fish, the monkfish (angler fish), which we threw back into the sea, and I was amazed and amused to discover years later, living in London, that people not only ate them, but that they were one of the most prized and expensive of fish.


Our trophy catch was the sea trout; the sight of its shiny body flashing in the net, sparkling at us like a gold nugget dug deep from an unwilling ground was the ultimate prize, a feast for our family. But more than anything the trammel net caught seaweed, all kinds of seaweed, and if you didn’t clean it all off immediately it soon became like wire, making it impossible to remove.


I remember cleaning a net for hours and getting sick of it; my father must have noticed my self-pity. ‘Do you see the tracks on those rocks, son?’ he said, lighting his pipe, and he pointed to grooves perhaps three or four inches deep and about a yard and a half apart that ran the along the stone foreshore at Cuan Éamainn storm beach on the south-west side of the island. ‘Those tracks were worn down by the wheels of your grandparents’ and great-grandparents’ pony and trap, hauling seaweed out to the mainland to sell.’


How many trips did it take to wear stone down four inches?


My father always told me it was the sea that helped our people to survive the Famine, when millions of Irish people died or emigrated due to the failure of the potato crop – their staple food at a time of already great huger and suffering. Winter herring, summer bass and mackerel, year-round pollack, cockles and periwinkles all provided nutrition. They’d even stand for hours in shallow sandy water with a pitchfork, gently probing for plaice or other flat fish, a real feast – the sand would suddenly kick and the shallow water tear up as the prong pierced a fish. Seaweeds such as dillisk and carrageen were natural sources of essential vitamins and so the ability of many island and coastal folks to harvest food from the sea sustained them to a large degree.
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My father swam throughout the winter some years and talked of diving down between lobsters and giant pollack, though I’m afraid I doubt he did, for in the days before masks and wetsuits in Ireland no one got to really explore the undersea world, the same world that had provided for them for centuries.


We live in a time of great fortuity then, thanks in no small part to neoprene, the synthetic rubber used in wetsuits and developed by the genius chemist Wallace Carothers in the late 1920s. Carothers was an instructor in organic chemistry at Harvard University and his pioneering work and ability came to the attention of The DuPont Corporation who apparently pursued him until he agreed to leave his Harvard post. Rubber had become a strategically important raw material, particularly because of its military usage, since armies moved on vehicles that rolled on rubber.


Wars were fought over rubber sources in places such as The Congo and Borneo, the notion of the ‘Wild Man of Borneo’ is deeply ironic, for people in Borneo never experienced anything like the barbaric, senseless destruction wreaked on them by foreign white men and their armies of colonialism. All for power and rubber.


Developing a synthetic form of rubber would be of major strategic and national importance, and so Carothers and his team at DuPont set to work in 1927 and over several years developed the polymers that would become chloroprene and later neoprene, the material used in wetsuits – although it would take decades for them to become the easy-fitting suits we have today. By 1934 Carothers’ team had also developed nylon and polyester, quite staggering achievements in a few short years, given how these materials have changed all our lives.


Tragically, Wallace Carothers took his own life aged just 37, feeling he had betrayed the ideals of chemistry and achieved little, but Wallace suffered from severe depression. I do wish he could have known of the joy he brought to so many people, and the change of consciousness his work has facilitated through our ability to now truly experience and document the underwater world.
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Thanks to Wallace it was with a sense of triumph that I returned after many years to my father’s home place and spent long days swimming and diving in all the waters in which I had been warned never to swim.


Entering the underwater world is elation in itself, weightless and drifting, time slows down among the beautiful creatures and habitats. In Ireland we are blessed with temperate seas, perhaps the most fertile on the planet. To experience plains of vibrant red seaweeds, hypnotically swaying in swell, or shoals of pulsating moon jellyfish, many thousands of them in breeding colours drawing ever closer together, is wonder in itself. In the waters around Fenit Island I meet dogfish, calaheens swimming gracefully through the kelp or resting, gills pulsing, monkfish decoratively camouflaged within the weed, waving their lures to catch small fish, and even inquisitive blue sharks with their Teddy boy-like heads exploring everything; in truth it is difficult to articulate in a way that actually conveys the magic of the place. So different from what I saw dead and dying in fishing nets.
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Moon jellyfish


Moments into my first ever scuba dive in Byron Bay, Australia, I am flabbergasted by the beauty, colour and feel of this dreamlike underwater world; you have to dive to experience the three-dimensionality, to truly feel what it’s like to be here, looking up at the underside of the sea surface, glassy and mirror-like. It’s as if you’ve crossed over into a hallucinogenic Alice-in-Wonderland world, without the drugs. The French have a beautiful saying, avoir un coup de foudre, literally ‘to have a bolt of lightning’, but they use it in the context of romance to mean love at first sight. My first ocean dive was this, and unconsciously I said to myself, oh how my father would have loved this.


And so, after many years of exploring the ocean and underwater world around Ireland, I became an underwater cameraman and film-maker and spent years trying to learn my craft and master all the skills and challenges an independent film-maker faces, the technology of cameras and water housings, of scuba and freediving and sea conditions, of editing and software and trying to get documentaries funded, of reaching some or other plateau where your competency allows the release of the story within you and its many facets, and at some or other point releasing and revealing your stories to the world. And no one was more surprised than myself that people liked them.
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I’m ten metres down in the blue waters of the mid-Atlantic, my lungs bursting for air as I rise gently for the surface; a leviathan has just swum a couple of metres beneath me, all 90 feet of him taking 27 seconds to pass – a blue whale, the largest animal ever to have lived. It’s taken me years of work to get here, and through the clear blue water and breath bubbles, I think of my father, poetically describing mackerel in August or dancing sandhoppers on the evening shore at Cuan Éamainn, Fenit Island.
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Diving to a blue whale. PHOTO: STEFANO ULIVI


I swim most days now if I can, sometimes with friends, often on my own. Summer is wonderful but winter is magical; sea swimming is a reflective, contemplative and at-times spiritual experience for me. I stop a few hundred metres out in the bay and lift my goggles to take in the winter Atlantic space – dark rolling swell approaches and raises me in the water, in the December sunset the sky is a darkly beautiful mix of deep blues, ever-changing with the monstrous grey clouds charging in from the ocean; they reveal the sun, its spells of tangerine magic casting glorious colour across sea and land, and my consciousness. I shiver to my core but inside, my mind is lit up.




A SENSE OF PLACE


PERHAPS WORDS TRIGGER a colour or pattern in your mind, as they do for me. Sunday is golden, autumn is a deep brown, and Clare is pale. Neither mountainous nor level, small, hilly, wet fields, innocuous, inoffensive. Our accent is flat, lacking the musicality of Cork or Kerry, the soft politeness of Donegal or gentle earnestness of Monaghan. I sometimes wonder what a person from Italy or Uzbekistan would make of us thinking we’re different from other Irish people a few miles up or down the road. But sure enough we are, even if viewed only through the prism of a lifetime of observing each other.


I tease my Connemara friends how lucky they are to have Clare as their canvas, cliffs rising from the ocean like a great Jurassic fortress, protecting a landscape dramatically reaching out across the Burren, its miles of grey limestone appearing soft from that distance, curving into the rounded profile of the hills that rise above Black Head and into celestial skies, glowing in the soft light of winter days and summer evenings, hailing the disappearing sun, as a great warrior would a battle fought.


Like so many others, I left my home and Clare as much for the excitement of America as for the lure of casting off my small town ‘stuff’. After many years of exile I returned to embrace this place, with the wisdom that the issues were in fact all mine. It’s a recurring story of immigrants, many men I’ve met and been, in The Bronx, Queens and Camden Town, but also ironically among American novelists, many from the Midwest, for some reason. Heartbroken by our loss of place, almost pitiably clinging to our identity of home, and with time frozen at the point of departure, rehashing again and again experiences of youth, neighbours, town bullies and lost love.


I’m sitting on an Aer Lingus jet facing west on a Shannon runway. I’ve just turned twenty years old. After long delays the monstrous thrust of the Rolls-Royce engines catapults us out towards the Atlantic and New York and, in my final glance through the window, I see my parents have waited in the rain. My father raises his right arm muscularly in salute, only knowing that I’m somewhere on board, the same arm that kept a one-year-old me eternally raised over his head in a ragged-eared photo somewhere in my attic, the same arm with which we pulled trammel nets together from freezing, early-morning seas. My mother maintains a loyal, dignified stillness. It would be another twenty years before she would tell me she cried in the car all the way back to Ennis.


Stop the plane, stop everything, get me off, my heart almost bursts with emotion. But it was too late. In his seminal album, Frank’s Wild Years, Tom Waits sang, ‘It was a train that took me away from here, but a train can’t bring me home.’


It was almost three years before I saw my parents again. I spent another eight years in North London and on sweltering summer Sundays I craved for the sea at Lahinch. Year after year.


The relief of gloriously chilly water and soft sand, salty faces and the easy banter of locals, ‘Some day eh? Oh glorious, where else would you be.’


Nightmarish recollections flood back of three-hour funereal journeys under tarmac-melting sun to reach the stony ‘beach’ at Brighton with its murky brown water and piers of former glory rusting into the English Channel.


Back in Clare, I swim every day now, if I can.
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With so long an absence, the emigrant mind seeks to unfurl its psyche, almost concertina-like in recovering lost time on its return. I salute old school friends, who return confused gazes, I remember them clear as day, but they are distant. Time stops when you leave, but their experiences of years have diluted whatever they knew of you. And then there’s the ‘Sure look at your man, he’s home now thinking he’s great’ brigade. I was more confused than bothered by them.


I used to run six miles in London, through Kentish Town, up the hill at Highgate, all the way to Hampstead across the Heath and back down the hill to my basement bedsit in Chalk Farm, six hard miles, but I loved it and my adage was to never stop. Now I run on the shore near White Strand, Miltown, and stop whenever I need to.


It’s after sunset in November; a blackened sky bears down, merging with the ocean, and the only light is the breaking white water smashing into rock, a conversation hundreds of millions of years old. I’ve caught a shower, which in the north wind is perishing – I worry about my lungs breathing in the freezing wet air, I wonder if this is good for me, but mostly in my mind I’m free, floating across thoughts of exploring the ocean, of young love, lost friends, and time.
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I was snorkelling at Clahane near Liscannor in a low spring tide, many years ago now; kelp and thongweed filled the contracted water space like I’d never seen before, deep browns, golden browns, striking yellows – a dreamy secret garden you could explore in three dimensions and all reflected in the silvery, mirror-like underside of the water. It felt hallucinogenic and I marvelled at the idea of documenting this, of somehow articulating the experience.


And so my time exploring the underwater world took on new dimension, the discovery of vibrantly coloured life in the shallows along the Clare coast, reefs painted with pink encrusting algae, and myriad creatures and life forms, all dependent on, and in many cases killing, one another.


I stayed for hours every day, shivering in poorly fitting wetsuits.


I kayaked to Trá Bhán on the Great Blasket Island in early November 2008. I’d been trying to film mating seals for a couple of years along the Clare coast without success, but like so much in the natural world, it’s about being in the right place. The journey is just over two miles from Coumeenole Beach on the mainland, a journey made thousands of times by the islanders, in all weathers, for births, weddings, funerals and perhaps on occasion a few drinks to smash the cabin fever of island life.
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Clare’s North Atlantic coast


I break into Hank Williams’ ‘Your Cheatin’ Heart’ somewhere in the Blasket Sound, safe from the listening ears of any other human. This truly feels like freedom, ‘When tears come dow-www-n, like falling rain.’


My cumbersome kayak clumsily surfs a wave onto the white sands of the island and as I tumble, I almost crash into a pair of copulating grey seals who are unperturbed by my presence. Christ, how many days I paddled the two miles to Seal Rock off Quilty to not see this.


At 2 pm the north-east-facing village of the island is in shade, and I realise with a sinking heart how long the winter days must have been for the island folks. My own people lived for 250 years on Fenit Island just thirty miles north of here. I stretch my visit until after sundown, in the knowledge that I ‘know’ my way home. In darkness and still a way out from Coumeenole I see disturbed water ahead; I could paddle around but I think, Sure, it’ll be OK. It takes 45 minutes of pressure-paddling to cross a few hundred metres, at times I’m going backwards.


Later that night I study an admiralty chart on the wall of my B&B, Stromboli Rock it’s called, and I can see the water is perhaps a metre deep on low spring tides, so there’s likely 3 or 4 knots of tidal current running against you. I should have gone around.
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Many years later and just a few miles south-west of the Blaskets, I had another hallucinogenic experience. My lungs, now almost ten years older, had just enough gas to give me maybe a minute’s breath-holding time down at ten metres depth trying to visually digest the extraordinary sight of competing Minke whales vigorously pumping their tail fins, building enough momentum to sweep in on shoals of sprat and sand eels. Their enormous mouths and throat pleats balloon open like parachutes and stall their eight-tonne bodies, now full of maybe ten tonnes of water and fish. The Minkes are here for the same reason the islanders were, the fertility of these waters. Unlike humpback whales, who seem to immediately squeeze the water out through their baleen (brush-like plates), the Minkes seem to hold it in for an age, and hang there almost inanimately, ghostly even, drifting on their momentum. I had tried for several years to film a Minke whale underwater, but they’d always been so elusive; now however, the bounty of shoals of fish has distracted them from my presence, much like breeding had done with the seals. I guess most life forms have two primary purposes, feeding and reproduction.


The Minkes, maybe eight or nine animals, come from every direction and I’m spinning my head, watching from as many angles as it will flex around to. You have to dive to really feel the three-dimensional nature of being in the water, because as a species almost everything we do is on the ground and in two dimensions. Can you imagine walking out into a busy traffic junction with small trucks not just crossing from every angle but also from above and underneath?


My dominant thoughts at the time were to shoot it well, and stay safe. Back on the boat the lads can hardly believe the video I play back for them; there was nothing to be seen from above water, was this always happening? Much of my fulfilment comes from watching these scenes later and articulating the event through film sequences. It transpires that this is the first time this behaviour has been documented anywhere and this section of my film will become an addition to what we know of these creatures and contribute to their conservation.


At the very end of November 2016 I followed clues I’d been monitoring for three years to an area 40 km west of Clare. Calm seas at that time of year come with offshore winds from the east, bringing clear, crisp days that are sharply cold.
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Minke whale feeding, west of the Blasket Islands


After a long day at sea in an open boat we are about to leave for home, but give it one last try, as you do, and follow signs of bird activity further offshore. We arrive to find thousands of seabirds screeching in primal screams, perhaps at the life-giving opportunity suddenly presented to them; gannets, any numbers of species of gulls. A great skua appears, looking for an easy kill of a distracted smaller bird. Then the ocean explodes: monstrous humpback whales lunging all around, eight of them, chasing shoals of sprat so big they blacken the sea. Common dolphins look midget-like beside the humpbacks, we panic, we literally don’t know where to point our cameras because there’s drama in every direction – after so many years, this long-sought nirvana moment appears right in front of me.


The whales rise out of the water, two at a time, monstrous mouths agape, sprat spilling over, and all of this before the Sun God celestially cheering and enriching the scene as if in some medieval religious painting. Water droplets sail into the air, backlit and painted by the glowing sunlight, itself after a journey of 90 million miles diffused magically through the filter of a few short miles of the Earth’s atmosphere.


And then, after forty minutes, it was over, and all was quiet again.


We turn for home with the winter sun near tangerine on the horizon, now too low to colour the darkening sea, cold seeming to rise from its November mood. A shiver that begins at my neck shocks my body, but the land is now richly illuminated, the higher ground golden and Mount Callan’s brown mosses appear as a welcoming warm hearth on the landscape. It seems as if all of the sea-facing windows of West Clare are responding, shining blood red, in a final parting ode to the failing sun.


I imagine within them, as in my own house, mothers cooking for homework-ridden school children, now noticing the temperature drop and stretching jumpers as if to keep the creeping cold at bay.


We’ve an hour’s drive yet on the RIB (rigid inflatable boat) into a biting easterly airflow, but inside I’m illuminated, sad to be leaving the scenes we’ve just witnessed, but content to have documented what we have and yearning for the promise of warm tea in the hearth of a loving kitchen.
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Humpback whales feeding west of Clare in November


Our work will help to understand and conserve the animals in this area, especially the whales. I’m overwhelmingly proud in a very parochial sense to have been able to find and film these scenes on my own doorstep in my own county. But they’re not Clare whales, they’re not Irish whales – the notion of human borders is absurd in this regard. Yet farther north, 1,300 Minke whales will be hunted and killed this year – possibly some of the same individuals I filmed in the Blaskets – because commercial whalers have convinced the Norwegian people that these socalled Norwegian whales are now sufficiently abundant to justify killing that many.


Academics talk about parochialism versus provincialism, one is good, the other not so much so, I never understood which or why.


On the scalding sidewalks of The Bronx, I met men from the villages of Clarecastle and Mullagh and Kilbaha, Clare men all and many, like me, struggling to survive in this threatening place. On Sundays many had had their fill of drink well before tea time: ‘Éire Óg are in the county football final,’ someone told me. I was proud of my former team mates. ‘Townies will win nathin’,’ a Clarecastle man declared. ‘My mother was from Clarecastle,’ I told him. ‘Ah fuck off,’ he barked through drunken spittle.


In London I played football for the great Desmonds GAA club, made up mostly of Clare and Mayo men, we played a Galway crew, Naomh Mhuire in some or other final, a tough, tense match, I was out of my depth but never stopped trying and scored a point with a few minutes to go, to give us the lead. As if annoyed by such petulance, they went upfield and unleashed a bullet for the bottom corner – I can still see it, trying to glimpse the outcome through a field full of bodies, the ball in the net but from nowhere, the unyielding arm of the oldest man on the pitch, our goalie, cartwheeling into view almost in slow motion, and with one final athletic stretch, a fingertip touch saved the day. Oh he still had it, that boy.


Gasps spluttered from tired bodies, even from a couple of grudging Galwaymen. They scored the ‘45 and the ref blew it up for a draw. ‘Go home ye Clare fuckers,’ their big full back bellowed at us across the North London sky. We would if we could.


I had learnt Emily Lawless’ poem ‘Fontenoy, 1745’ before it occurred to me that glorifying war was senseless and a hijacking of the art of poetry. But it still makes me cry:




Oh, little Corca Baiscinn, the wild, the bleak, the fair!


Oh, little stony pastures whose flowers are sweet, if rare!


Oh, rough the rude Atlantic, the thunderous, the wide,


Whose kiss is like a soldier’s kiss which will not be denied!


The whole night long we dream of you and waking think we’re there –


Vain dream, and foolish waking, we never shall see Clare





Almost three hundred years ago, these men from Corca Baiscinn, an area on Clare’s Atlantic coast from Loop Head, north to Quilty, took what was likely the only option open to them to make a living, and joined foreign armies to fight wars. They probably weren’t men at all, armies recruit teenagers for obvious reasons. Picture the vainglorious scene, West Clare men in French uniforms, on a blood-drenched Belgian battlefield, foot soldiers hopelessly under-equipped, in one final fling of their all-too-short young lives, they charge at a British cavalry regiment, pulling the enemy from their horses, bayonetting the falling men and winning the day for France. By the time they heard Irish accents from some of the British uniforms, it was too late.




Send us, ye western breezes, our full, our rightful share,


For Faith, and Fame, and Honour, and the ruined hearths of Clare.
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Ken O’Sullivan




THE FENIT REGATTA


I DOUBT THERE’S ANYONE ELSE ALIVE who remembers the 1932 Fenit regatta. Three-and-a-half decades before I was born, a few short years after Independence, a bloody civil war and in the midst of what my crying 70-year-old uncle Den called the ‘hungry thirties’, lifting his face square on to meet that of my father, who seemed to bow away in shame. Poverty brings shame, subsistence is the basest element of survival for any life form, and while we’ve no idea what animals feel, people’s inability to feed themselves and their families brings on the most hopeless sense of inadequacy.


My father told me of walking four miles to school in the snow, barefoot. When he arrived the master looked down, and back up: ‘Have you no shoes?’ I believe it was the humiliation and not the excruciating pain that hurt most. Seven decades after the event, recounting the incident to me, his pain was ever-evident.


And then there’s respectability: post-Famine Ireland underwent inordinate social change; the Catholic Church, already on the rise and building cathedrals and ornate churches at the height of the Famine on the pennies of impoverished paupers, sensed an opportunity for control. Victorian ideals, ‘social order’ as in hierarchical, stratified society as opposed to ‘stability or harmony’, gained what would become a deep-rooted emphasis within the people of Ireland, or at least some of them.


On my first sight of the great buildings at Westminster, London, I thought of the tiny smoky, windowless cottages of penal Ireland, the slavery and famine of India, and murderous deeds in any number of African countries. These were the magnificent, monstrous laurels of centuries of colonialism. For hundreds of years a popular notion permeated British writing and newspapers, that of the ignorant Irishman, semi-human, ape-like, illiterate and of course drunken.


I remember the 1932 Fenit regatta because I listened, as a child and later as a man, to countless recountings of the race by my father and his two brothers, between them the three-hand crew of our family’s currach, or canoe as they call it in that part of Kerry. When a dozen or more verses of Milton or Shelley had been recited from seven-decade-old memories and the night was warming up, ‘The year we won’ would be dusted down off the top shelf and all three men would live again, the light of youth beaming through fiery eyes. Faces change, eyes remain the same.

OEBPS/images/f0019-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0022-01.jpg






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
ad Q ELES
FROM
T*EY E
WEEP

Reflections on a
Life Exploring Ireland’s
North Atlantic Waters

KEN O’SULLIVAN






OEBPS/images/f0010-01.jpg







OEBPS/images/f0005-01.jpg






OEBPS/images/f0012-01.jpg






OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0024-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0027-01.jpg





