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Preface





Sometime towards the end of the 1920s, when I was eight or nine, my elder brother, who was a great man for hoarding books, considered that I was mature and literate enough to be allowed access to his collection of Our Boys: back numbers of that famed periodical that had been printed and published even before my time. My recollection is that it was indeed a very superior effort, and the feature that most attracted me was a serial called ‘Tyrrell of Tyrrellspass’. Perhaps it was simply the fine sound of the names that first got to me, the repetition, the sibilants, which evoked the slapping of scabbards and the creaking of saddle-leather. But I read and reread that blessed serial until I practically knew it by heart and thus became, at an early age, an undoubted authority on the history of the wars of Elizabeth and Hugh O’Neill.


My learning I carried with me – with, I hope, modesty and dignity – to the farmhouse of my Aunt Kate Gormley at Claramore, near Drumquin, a great house for local people coming and going. And, at the age of ten or thereabouts, I most generously decided to give those uninstructed rural people an insight into the history of their country. But one neighbouring farmer, a man called Paddy McCillion (he had a drooping moustache and a dozen or so lovely sons and daughters), elected to play the cynic and pretend that Richard Tyrrell of Tyrrellspass, Hugh O’Neill’s famed guerrilla captain, had never existed. 


What followed was my first major controversy, and I can still clearly recall the length and intensity of the argument, as I brought up all my learned references from the Our Boys to flatten that imperturbable unbeliever. And I can recall, too, the frustration with which I would withdraw from the warm farm-kitchen to the cool privacy of the orchard and there stamp my feet in frenzy. But in the end, generous Paddy confessed to the hoax; we became firm friends and I admitted that he was, after all, a proper Irishman.


So the name of Tyrrellspass has a Proustian effect on me, and when I hear it I see first of all not that handsome little town on the road from Dublin to Galway, but the farmhouse at Claramore and the steep hill called Con’s Brae, from the top of which you could see, very far away, Mounts Errigal and Muckish. And I see the two deep lakes of Claramore like the eyes of a giant buried in the bogland. And I see Drumard Hill, which had the most fruitful hazelwoods, and out on the heather the bilberries or blayberries or fraughans or what-you-will. And I see the byres and barns and stables, and the two cart-horses, Jumbo and Tom, and the multitude of collie-dogs, and the hearthfire, and the wide flagged floor of the kitchen. And Paddy McCillion’s moustache. And I hear the chirping of the crickets.


And, now that I think of it, some time ago I heard a man on the radio say that the cricket, like the corncrake, is now about extinct in Ireland – two of the species disposed of by modern methods and modern living.





Because of that Our Boys serial, Richard Tyrrell, captain of cavalry, rides on in my imagination as he once rode in reality for Hugh O’Neill, and with Domhnall Cam O’Sullivan Beare on that final, marathon march from the far end of the Eyeries peninsula to O’Rourke’s Leitrim: all to  fade away in the end, like so many more out of that time, and die in distant Spain, unchronicled, unchaunted.


But not quite. For always to reawaken my memory there was Geoghegan’s 108-line ballad of ‘The Battle of Tyrrellspass’, in which Tyrrell and O’Connor Offaly, with four hundred men, defeated, it was said, one thousand of the English and their Irish supporters. Here’s a bit of the old ballad:








The baron bold of Trimbleston hath gone, in proud array,


To drive afar from fair Westmeath the Irish kerns away.


And there is mounting brisk of steeds and donning shirts of mail,


And spurring hard to Mullingar ‘mong riders of the Pale. […]







For trooping in rode Nettervilles and Daltons not a few,


And thick as reeds pranced Nugent’s spears, a fierce and godless crew;


And Nagle’s pennon flutters fair, and, pricking o’er the plain,


Dashed Tuite of Sonna’s mailclad men, and Dillon’s from Glenshane. […]







MacGeoghegan’s flag is on the hills! O’Reilly’s up at Fore!


And all the chiefs have flown to arms from Allen to Donore,


And as I rode by Granard moat right plainly might I see


O’Ferall’s clans were sweeping down from distant Annalee.











Now there by the Lord were rolling, resounding lines and a fine iron clangour of Norman names. If you know anything about the ballad history of Ireland you will know that those two verses come from a ballad by Arthur Gerald Geoghegan, whom in old books you will find described simply as the author of The Monks of Kilcrea’, a book-length series of stories in verse with songs and interludes.


Tyrrell of Tyrrellspass defied Elizabeth’s captain, the great Mountjoy, who proclaimed the Norman-Irishman’s head for two thousand crowns. But in his midland stronghold, ‘seated in a plain, on an island, encompassed with bogs and deep ditches, running in line with the River Brosna, and with thick woods surrounding’, Tyrrell laughed at armies and broke them as they came, and when he had to retreat did so  successfully, leaving behind him only some wine, corn, cows and garron, and beasts of burden.


He was true to his country, faithful to his friends and a holy terror to the Elizabethan foe – in a skirmish in the O’Moore country he had almost taken the life of Lord Deputy Mountjoy. With his assistance, O’Donnell had evaded Mountjoy’s blockade and crossed the Slieve Phelim mountains into Munster. Tyrrell controlled the vanguard after the disaster of Kinsale, he helped MacGeoghegan to defend Dunboy and, in the end of all, fell back to Cavan, his head still on his shoulders. And from Cavan to Spain …


I first encountered this ballad in the two volumes of Edward Hayes’s splendid anthology The Ballads of Ireland (A. Fullarton & Co., London 1855), loaned to me when I was here at school in Omagh, by that great teacher, M.J. Curry, who also once suggested to me that you could make a book about Ireland by just wandering around, and here, there and everywhere reciting a poem or singing a ballad. I would begin here in the Strule Valley and go here and there until in the end I came to Granard Moat and the countryside that had inspired Geoghegan’s resounding ballad. It would be a long and intricate journey and I would meet many songs, poems and ballads on the way.


Then I had the pleasure and privilege of encountering a young Dublin publisher, Antony Farrell of The Lilliput Press, who also thought it was a good idea. For one thing he is an O’Farrell, even if he went to school as far away as Harrow. And he came from the land around Granard Moat, and is very proud of that. So we set together to make a book. And here is how I begin the journey.



















I


Ulster





So there, or here, am I, in Sweet Omagh Town, at the beginning of my road of poems and ballads round Ireland. And it occurs to me now that the idea may have been put into my head by the men who taught me when I had the privilege of going to school on Mount St Columba. And not just by M.J. Curry. The teachers came from everywhere and you saw Ireland, and other places, through their eyes and memories and conversations.


Brother Hamill from Belfast had been as far away as China, spoke Chinese, and could talk most eloquently about the multitudinous peoples and great rivers of that vast land. His brother in the world was Mickey Hamill, the famous centre-half, whom I once met.


One Brother Burke came from Dublin and was a rugby football man. The other Brother Burke, a hurling man, hailed from Birdhill, Tipperary, from where you have the heavenly vision of Lough Derg and the stately Shannon spreading, as Spenser said, like a sea.


Brother Clarke, a quiet man, was from Wexford, and he was as proud of it as any rebel-pikeman.


One of my happiest memories is of walking with Brother Walker, long after I had left school, and talking about James Joyce – about whom Brother Rice was a learned authority. Indeed, the first reasonable statement I ever heard about Joyce came from Brother Rice in the middle of a class in  trigonometry. Mr Joyce would have been impressed, and grateful.


Anthony Shannon came from Derry, and his memories of student days in Dublin were vivid. The great M.J. Curry was a Clareman, but had been to university in England and could talk most eloquently on all authors, from Cicero to Bret Harte. Frank McLaughlin came from Cork and Leo Sullivan from Wexford, but both of them, one a classicist, the other a scientist, were totally devoted to the Tyrone countryside. And there were others. In the pulpit in the Sacred Heart Church was Dr John McShane, who had studied in Rome and talked in friendship with Gabriele D’Annunzio.


There was Father Lagan who was related to a famous family in the town, and Dr Gallagher, and Father MacBride and Father McGilligan. And in Killyclogher there was Father Paul McKenna, who could quote Robert Burns forever and who brought me one day to Mountfield to visit the aged priestess Alice Milligan.


Patrick Kavanagh in ‘The Great Hunger’ made a reference to Mullagharn as the hub of a cartwheel of mountains. As I remember, it was something Brother Rice said that set a group of us, one day early in the year, to conquer that mountain. We were Joe Gilroy, Gerry McCanny, Michael Mossy, Larry Loughran, and myself.


Then away with us, up the Killyclogher Burn to Glenhordial, then up and up to the mountain top. Snow still lay in some of the hollows of the mountainside. And when we stood up there together, and looked down on O’Neill’s country, and shouted and sang in Irish and English, we felt that we owned Ireland and the world. Perhaps at that moment we did.


That was a day that stays forever in my memory. 




 





We begin the journey, then, if you will bear my company, in my home town of Omagh. Right in the heart of the town the Owenreagh, or Drumragh as we locals call it, accepts the silver Camowen and from that confluence, and north as far as Newtown-Stewart, the bright water is called the Strule. The great lauded names along the splendid river valley between Bessy Bell mountain and the odd-shaped hill of Mary Gray (and Mullagharn and the Gortin hills, outriders of the Sperrins) were Mountjoy and Blessington. And away back about the time of Bonaparte it is possible that the felling of trees in the Strule Valley helped to pay for the cavortings of Lord and Lady Blessington and the ineffable Count D’Orsay. In time of war there was a demand for timber.


After Waterloo that demand diminished and some of the hired woodcutters were forced to go west over the ocean to make a livelihood, most of them strong young men from the Sperrin Mountains. The local historian, the remarkable Robert Crawford, has described how, on a market-day, those woodsmen would walk the streets of Omagh with great axes on their shoulders and fearing no man. About 1821 this threnody was written for the passing of the woodsmen, Blessington’s Rangers – no author have I ever heard named.




THE GREEN FLOWERY BANKS






Thrice happy and blessed were the days of my childhood,


And happy the hours we wandered from school


By old Mountjoy’s forest, our dear native wildwood,


On the green flowery banks of the serpentine Strule.







No more will we see the gay silver trout playing,


Or the herd of wild deer through the forest be straying,


Or the nymph and gay swain on the flowery bank straying,


Or hear the loud guns of the sportsmen of Strule.







It is down then by Derry our dear boys are sailing,


Their passions with frantics they scarcely could rule.


Their tongues and their speeches were suddenly failing


While floods of salt tears swelled the waters of Strule.







No more will the fair one of each shady bower


Hail her dear boy of that once happy hour,


Or present him again with a garland of flowers


That they of times selected and wove by the Strule.







Their names on the trees of the rising plantation,


Their memories we’ll cherish and affection ne’er cool,


For where are the heroes of high or low station


That could be compared with the brave boys of Strule.







But this fatal ship to her cold bosom folds them,


Wherever she goes our fond hearts shall adore them,


Our prayers and good wishes shall still be before them


That their names be recorded and sung to the Strule.







Here’s to Patrick McKenna, that renowned bold hero,


His courage proud Derry in vain tried to cool.


There’s Wilkinson and Nugent to crown him with glory


With laurels of woodbine they wove by the Strule.







But now those brave heroes are passed all their dangers,


On America’s shores they won’t be long strangers,


And they’ll send back their love to famed Blessington’s Rangers,


Their comrades and friends and the fair maids of Strule.











In the part of Omagh town where I grew up there was born, and lived for a while, a man by the name of Francis Carlin. He wrote some poems, then went off to the USA, where that hard world was not overkind to him. He was contacted, or unearthed, in New York City by the poet Padraic Colum and his wife, Mary, who found him a job in Macy’s department store: an odd place, perhaps, for a poet who, downriver from Omagh at Douglas Bridge, had seen a vision of the last of the Rapparees. Carlin died in 1945. 




THE BALLAD OF DOUGLAS BRIDGE






By Douglas Bridge I met a man


Who lived adjacent to Strabane,


Before the English hung him high


For riding with O’Hanlon.







The eyes of him were just as fresh


As when they burned within the flesh;


And his boot-legs were wide apart


From riding with O’Hanlon.







‘God save you, Sir,’ I said with fear,


‘You seem to be a stranger here.’


‘Not I,’ said he, ‘nor any man


Who rode with Count O’Hanlon.’







‘I know each glen from North Tyrone


To Monaghan. I have been known


By every clan and parish since


I rode with Count O’Hanlon.’







‘Before that time,’ said he to me,


‘My fathers owned the land you see;


But now they’re out among the moors


A-riding with O’Hanlon.’







‘Before that time,’ said he with pride,


‘My fathers rode where now they ride


As Rapparees, before the time


Of trouble and O’Hanlon.’







‘Good night to you, and God be with


The tellers of the tale and myth,


For they are of the spirit-stiff


That rode with Count O’Hanlon.’







‘Good night to you,’ said I, ‘and God


Be with the chargers, fairy-shod,


That bear the Ulster heroes forth


To ride with Count O’Hanlon.’







By Douglas Bridge we parted, but


The Gap o’ Dreams is never shut,


To one whose saddled soul to-night


Rides out with Count O’Hanlon.











A great friend in my home town was Captain William Maddin Scott, head of a notable family and, as owner of Scott’s Mills, a good and fair employer. Captain Scott had prepared an anthology, A Hundred Years A-Milling, relating his family to the town and the Tyrone countryside, which they had honoured and aided for so long by their presence. When Seán MacRéamoinn and myself featured the book on a Radio Éireann programme called (how hopefully!) ‘The Nine Counties of Ulster’, the Captain was mightily pleased and I was elevated to being a dinner-guest at the Scott mansion at Lisnamallard, where I was introduced to the Rev. Marshall of Sixmilecross.


Marshall was a most gracious and learned gentleman, and a prime authority on Ulster folk-dialect. When the Captain told me that ‘our friend Marshall’ was ‘a Doctor of Divinity’ we both laughed merrily. Now there was no reason why Marshall of Sixmilecross should not be a Doctor of Divinity, or a doctor of anything and everything; what set us laughing was that the learned doctor had also written in his Tyrone Ballads (The Quota Press, Belfast 1951) of the sad plight of the man in Drumlister:




ME AN’ ME DA






I’m livin’ in Drumlister,


An’ I’m gettin’ very oul’


I have to wear an Indian bag


To save me from the coul’.


The deil a man in this townlan’


Wos claner raired nor me,


But I’m livin’ in Drumlister


In clabber to the knee.







Me da lived up in Carmin,


An’ kep’ a sarvint boy;


His second wife was very sharp,


He birried her with joy: 


Now she was thin, her name was Flynn,


She come from Cullentra,


An’ if me shirt’s a clatty shirt


The man to blame’s me da.







Consarnin’ weemin’ sure it was


A constant word of his,


‘Keep far away from them that’s thin,


Their temper’s aisy riz.’


Well, I knew two I thought wud do,


But still I had me fears,


So I kiffled back and forrit


Between the two, for years.







Wee Margit had no fortune


But two rosy cheeks wud plaze;


The farm of lan’ wos Bridget’s,


But she tuk the pock disayse:


An’ Margit she wos very wee,


An’ Bridget she was stout,


But her face wos like a gaol dure


With the bowlts pulled out.







I’ll tell no lie on Margit,


She thought the worl’ of me;


I’ll tell the truth, me heart wud lep


The sight of her to see.


But I was slow, ye surely know,


The raison of it now,


If I left her home from Carmin


Me da wud rise a row.







So I swithered back an’ forrit


Till Margit got a man;


A fella come from Mullaslin


An’ left me jist the wan.


I mind the day she went away,


I hid one strucken hour,


An’ cursed the wasp from Cullentra


That made me da so sour.







But cryin’ cures no trouble,


To Bridget I went back,


An’ faced her for it that night week


Beside her own thurf-stack.


I axed her there, an’ spoke her fair,


The handy wife she’d make me.


I talked about the lan’ that joined


– Begob, she wudn’t take me!







So I’m livin’ in Drumlister,


An’ I’m gettin’ very oul’.


I creep to Carmin wanst a month


To thry an’ make me sowl:


The deil a man in this townlan’


Wos claner raired nor me,


An’ I’m dyin’ in Drumlister


In clabber to the knee.











From that same time in the past dates a friendship with a priest, Father Paul McKenna, who brought me one day to the old rectory in the village of Mountfield, where the aged poet Alice Milligan then lived in a dusty grandeur recalling the home of Miss Haversham in Great Expectations. But the garden where she played in her girlhood could still be seen at the end of Omagh town where one road divides to make three: at a place called the Swinging Bars, where there once may have been a toll-gate.




WHEN I WAS A LITTLE GIRL






When I was a little girl,


In a garden playing,


A thing was often said


To chide us, delaying:







When after sunny hours,


At twilight’s falling,


Down through the garden’s walks


Came our old nurse calling – 







‘Come in! for it’s growing late,


And the grass will wet ye!


Come in! or when it’s dark


The Fenians will get ye.’







Then, at this dreadful news,


All helter-skelter,


The panic-struck little flock


Ran home for shelter.







And round the nursery fire


Sat still to listen,


Fifty bare toes on the hearth,


Ten eyes a-glisten.







To hear of a night in March,


And loyal folk waiting,


To see a great army of men


Come devastating –







An Army of Papists grim,


With a green flag o’er them,


Red-coats and black police


Flying before them.







But God (who our nurse declared


Guards British dominions)


Sent down a fall of snow


And scattered the Fenians.







‘But somewhere they’re lurking yet,


Maybe they’re near us,’


Four little hearts pit-a-pat


Thought ‘Can they hear us?’







Then the wind-shaken pane


Sounded like drumming;


‘Oh!’ they cried, ‘tuck us in,


The Fenians are coming!’







Four little pairs of hands


In the cots where she led those,


Over their frightened heads


Pulled up the bedclothes. 







But one little rebel there,


Watching all with laughter,


Thought ‘When the Fenians come


I’ll rise and go after.’







Wished she had been a boy


And a good deal older –


Able to walk for miles


With a gun on her shoulder.







Able to lift aloft


The Green Flag o’er them


(Red-coats and black police


Flying before them);







And, as she dropped asleep,


Was wondering whether


God, if they prayed to Him,


Would give fine weather.











There was a time when, without offence and in mixed (sectarian, not sexual) company, it was possible to sing ‘The Sash My Father Wore’. This may no longer be advisable. But the magic flute may, because of its very intractability, retain a heavenly neutrality. Scholars and flautists will know that there are variant renderings.




THE OULD ORANGE FLUTE






In the County Tyrone, near the town of Dungannon,


Where many’s the ruction myself had a han’ in,


Bob Williamson lived, a weaver by trade,


And we all of us thought him a stout Orange blade.


On the Twelfth of July, as it yearly did come,


Bob played on the flute to the sound of the drum:


You may talk of your harp, the piano or lute,


But there’s none could compare with the ould Orange flute.







But this sinful deceiver he took us all in


And married a Papish called Brigid McGinn,


Turned Papish himself and forsook the ould cause


That gave us our freedom, religion and laws. 


Now the boys of the place made some comment upon it,


And Bob had to fly to the province of Connacht:


He flew with his wife and his fixtures to boot,


And along with the rest went the ould Orange flute.







At the chapel on Sundays to atone for his past deeds


He said Paters and Aves on his knees and his brown beads,


And after a while at the priest’s own desire


He took the ould flute for to play in the choir.


He took the ould flute for to play at the Mass,


But the instrument shivered and sighed ‘Oh Alas!’


And blow as he would, though he made a great noise,


The flute would play only the Protestant Boys.







Bob flustered and fingered and got in a splutter


And dipped the ould flute in the blessed holy water.


He thought that the dipping would bring a new sound,


When he blew it again it played Croppies Lie Down.


He could whistle his utmost and finger and blow


To play Papish tunes, but the flute wouldn’t go.


Kick the Pope, the Boyne Water and Croppies Lie Down,


And no Papish squeak in it all could be found.







At the Council of priests that was held the next day


‘Twas decided to banish the ould flute away.


Since they couldn’t knock heresy out of its head,


They bought Bob a new one to play in its stead.


So the ould flute was doomed and its fate was pathetic,


‘Twas sentenced and burned at the stake as heretic.


As the flames roared around it they heard a strange noise,


The ould flute was still playing the Protestant Boys.











My mother came from the village of Drumquin and numbered among her friends Felix Kearney, who wrote poems, some of them meant to be sung. I had the honour of meeting him in his old age, and in the presence of the man himself I heard Paddy Tunney sing Kearney’s song about ‘The Hills above Drumquin’. 








God bless the Hills of Donegal,


I’ve heard their praises sung,


In days long gone beyond recall


When I was very young.


Then I would pray to see a day


Before Life’s course be run


When I could sing the praises


Of the Hills above Drumquin.







I love the Hills of Dooish,


Be they heather clad or lea,


The wooded glens of Cooel


And the Fort on Dun-na-ree.


The green clad slopes of Kirlish


When they meet the setting sun


Descending in its glory on the


Hills above Drumquin.







Drumquin, you’re not a city


But you’re all the world to me.


Your lot I will not pity


Should you never greater be.


For I love you as I knew you


When from school I used to run


On my homeward journey through you


To the Hills above Drumquin.







I have seen the Scottish Highlands,


They have beauties wild and grand,


I have journeyed in the Lowlands


’Tis a cold and cheerless land.


But I always toiled content


For when each hard day’s work was done


My heart went back at sunset


To the Hills above Drumquin.







When the whins across Drumbarley


Make the fields a yellow blaze;


When the heather turns to purple


On my native Dressog braes;


When the sandstone rocks of Claramore


Are glistening in the sun, 


Then Nature’s at her grandest


On the hills above Drumquin.







This world is sad and dreary,


And the tasks of life are sore.


My feet are growing weary


I may never wander more.


For I want to rest in Langfield


When the sands of life are run


In the sheltering shade of Dooish


And the Hills above Drumquin.











But it was in the village of Dromore, County Tyrone, that I first heard the poem in praise of ‘Drumquin Creamery’. How many creameries in Ireland, or in the wide world, have been so honoured?








You farmers and traders of Ireland


I pray will you listen with ease,


For they say it’s as true as the Gospel.


So listen, kind friends, if you please.







Till I tell you about a new creamery


That only was opened last June,


For the good of the parish of Langfield,


While some of them left it full soon.







For the good of the parish of Langfield,


For no other cause was it built,


To help the poor struggling farmers


With which Langfield it once had been filled.







CHORUS


So here’s to our own local creamery,


And to the wide world be it known,


Drumquin it has got the best creamery,


The best in the County Tyrone.







We have got an excellent committee


That meets upon each Monday night.


Two or three of our members


Most generally end in a fight.








For the one won’t give in to the other,


And, maybe, we haven’t some fun


Away down by the parish of Langfield


In our creamery down at Drumquin.







We have got an excellent committee,


Religion it makes, there’s no doubt.


For we have got JPs and clergy,


And some of them Orangemen stout.


We have two or three ’Ninety-Eight men,


Beneath the same banner they stand,


To represent that same banner


The banner of God Save the Land.







We have got an excellent committee


That lies in close to the town,


Charlie Hall, Tommy Law and Joe Dolan,


Pat Morris and Charlie McKeown.







John Corry that sweeps the Cornmarket,


Jamey Corry from Bomacatall,


Pat the Tip from behind Dooish Mountain,


John Futhy from no place at all.







We have got an excellent reporter,


You all know him well, Quentin Todd,


He reports all affairs to the papers.


That’s something that seems very odd.







For Quentin himself, he’s no writer,


But not one single word could you speak,


But he’d lift and take straight down to Omagh,


To the Tyrone Constitution next week.







So, you farmers and traders of Ireland,


I hope you’ll take care and be wise.


Try and keep up your creamery


Till you see how your parish will rise.







It’ll be one of the finest in Ulster,


It’ll be one of the best ever seen.


It’ll be one of the finest in Ireland,


Our creamery down at Drumquin. 











And if you feel up to it you may sing all that to the tune to which the Aghalee heroes marched to the banks of the Boyne.


The Man from God Knows Where


The man from that odd place did not originate in the North of Ireland, nor did the woman who wrote the poem about him come from my own neighbourhood; but for me personally, this piece belongs to Omagh and to its town hall. For at some time in the 1930s Brother Hamill decided that, stupid as I was – as he often told me – I might yet be able to learn off by heart (or head) and recite in public from the town-hall stage the entire poem about Thomas Russell, the United Irishman, the Man from God Knows Where. This elocutionary feat was to be performed during a concert otherwise given over to celebrities from all arts and parts, but mostly from Derry city. Derry people, we were always told, were very musical.


Brother Hamill, besides being brother-in-the-flesh to Mickey Hamill, one of the greatest-ever centre-halves, and himself had been away out there trying to pressurize the Chinese into Christianity, or into soccer-football, or something. So when he told me that I would step out there and recite, little choice had I.


Shivering in the wings I stood, as a doctor from Derry sang in a fine soprano about the merry, merry pipes of Pan. To this day that song frightens me. I hated Pan, whoever he was. For I knew that as soon as the lovely lady was finished, I was doomed to be pushed forward to recite. Which, with the help of God and Brother Hamill, I did:








Into our townlan’, on a night of snow,


Rode a man from God-knows-where;


None of us bade him stay or go,


Nor deemed him friend, nor damned him foe. 


But we stabled his big roan mare;


For in our townlan’ we’re a decent folk,


And if he didn’t speak, why none of us spoke,


And we sat till the fire burned low.







We’re a civil sort in our wee place,


So we made the circle wide


Round Andy Lemon’s cheerful blaze,


And wished the man his length of days


And a good end to his ride.


He smiled in under his slouchy hat –


Says he: ‘There’s a bit of a joke in that,


For we both ride different ways.’







The whiles we smoked we watched him stare


From his seat fornenst the glow.


I nudged Joe Moore: ‘You wouldn’t dare


To ask him, who he’s for meeting there,


And how far he has got to go.’


And Joe wouldn’t dare, nor Wully Scott,


And he took no drink – neither cold nor hot –


This man from God-knows-where.







It was closin’ time, an’ late forbye,


When us ones braved the air –


I never saw worse (may I live or die)


Than the sleet that night, an’ I says, says I:


‘You’ll find he’s for stopping there.’


But at screek o’ day, through the gable pane,


I watched him spur in the peltin’ rain,


And I juked from his rovin’ eye.







Two winters more, then the Trouble Year,


When the best that man can feel


Was the pike he kapt in hidin’ near,


Till the blood o’ hate and the blood o’ fear


Would be redder nor rust on the steel.


Us ones quet from mindin’ the farms,


Let them take what we gave wi’ the weight o’ our arms,


From Saintfield to Kilkeel. 







In the time o’ the Hurry, we had no lead –


We all of us fought with the rest –


And if e’er a one shook like a tremblin’ reed,


None of us gave neither hint nor heed.


Nor ever even’d we’d guessed.


We men of the North had a word to say,


An’ we said it then, in our own dour way,


An’ we spoke as we thought was best.


All Ulster over, the weemen cried


For the stan’in’ crops on the lan’ –


Many’s the sweetheart an’ many’s the bride


Would liefer ha’ gone till where He died,


And ha’ mourned her lone by her man.


But us ones weathered the thick of it,


And we used to dander along and sit,


In Andy’s, side by side.







What with discourse goin’ to and fro,


The night would be wearin’ thin,


Yet never so late when we rose to go


But someone would say: ‘Do ye min’ thon snow,


An’ the man who came wanderin’ in?’


And we be to fall to the talk again,


If by any chance he was One o’ Them –


The man who went like the Win’.







Well ’twas gettin’ on past the heat o’ the year


When I rode to Newtown Fair;


I sold as I could (the dealers were near –


Only three pounds eight for the Innish steer,


An’ nothin’ at all for the mare!)


I met M’Kee in the throng o’ the street,


Says he: ‘The grass has grown under our feet


Since they hanged young Warwick here.’







And he told me that Boney had promised help


To a man in Dublin town.


Says he: ‘If you’ve laid the pike on the shelf,


Ye’d better go home hot-fut by yourself,


An’ once more take it down.’


So by Comber road I trotted the grey 


And never cut corn until Killyleagh


Stood plain on the risin’ groun’.







For a wheen o’ days we sat waitin’ the word


To rise and go at it like men.


But no French ships sailed into Cloughey Bay,


And we heard the black news on a harvest day


That the cause was lost again;


And Joey and me, and Wully Boy Scott,


We agreed to ourselves we’d as lief as not


Ha’ been found in the thick o’ the slain.







By Downpatrick Gaol I was bound to fare


On a day I’ll remember, feth,


For when I came to the prison square


The people were waitin’ in hundreds there,


An’ you wouldn’t hear stir nor breath!


For the sodgers were standing, grim an’ tall,


Round a scaffold built there fornenst the wall,


An’ a man stepped out for death!







I was brave an’ near to the edge of the throng,


Yet I knowed the face again.


An’ I knowed the set, an’ I knowed the walk


An’ the sound of his strange up-country talk,


For he spoke out right an’ plain.


Then he bowed his head to the swinging rope,


Whiles I said, Please God’ to his dying hope,


And ‘Amen’ to his dying prayer,


That the Wrong would cease and the Right prevail


For the man that they hanged at Downpatrick gaol


Was the Man from GOD-KNOWS-WHERE!





[Florence M. Wilson]       








For people who talk familiarly about the Loughshore there is only one lough in Ireland or anywhere else. Those who have the pleasure of living by Lough Erne will mention the name of the lough, but the hardy people who live by Lough  Neagh assume that there is One Supreme Lough and that everybody should know as much. The man who wrote about ‘Old Ardboe’ had no doubts on the matter:








Farewell my native green-clad hills,


Farewell my shamrock plains,


Ye verdant banks of sweet Lough Neagh,


Ye silvery winding streams.


Though far from home in green Tyrone


The flora oft I praise


That adorns you Killyclopy


Where I spent my boyhood days.







Shall I ever see those valleys


Where in boyhood days I roved,


Or wander in those June green woods


With friends I dearly loved?


Shall I no more by Lough Neagh’s shore


E’er pass the summer day,


Or hear again the lark’s sweet strain


Or the blackbird’s blithesome lay?







Shall I ever stray by the Washingbay


The wary trout to coy,


Or set my line on an evening fine


By the shores of green Mountjoy?


Will my oars ne’er rest on the wild wave crest,


Will I see the salmon play


While sailing o’er from Tyrone’s green shore


Bount for Antrim’s placid bay?







Shall I e’er behold Shane’s castle bold


Or look upon Massarene,


Will my cot ne’er land on the banks of the Bann,


Coney Island or Roskeen.


Will the autumn gale e’er fill my sail


Or the dim declining moon,


See me tempest-tossed on the shores of Doss


Or the raging bay of Toome. 







Shall I ever rove by Belmont’s Grove


Or Carnan’s lofty hill,


Or hear again the fairy tale


Of the rath behind the hill?


Will the nightingale that charms the vale


By me be heard no more,


As I watch at eve the wild drake leave


For the bog of Sweet Dromore?







See where yon ancient structure lies,


Beneath the silent shore,


Where people tell saintly monks did dwell


In the penal days of yore,


And now upon the crumbling walls


The climbing ivies grow.


As alone I stray at the close of day


Through the sweet bogs of Ardboe.







My friends they have in America


All the heart of man desires,


Their pockets filled with dollar bills


And dressed in grand attire.


But they’d give it all for one country ball


Beside the old hearth stone,


Of a cottage near Lough Neagh, so dear,


Our own sweet Irish home.







But I hope to gaze on your flowery braes


Ere seven long years come round


And hands to clasp in friendship’s grasp


Of those I left behind.


For you Ardboe my tears do flow


When I think and call to mind


My parents dear, my friends sincere,


And my comrades true and kind.







But since, alas! long years may pass


Still I toast that beauteous isle,


That short or long, o’er that land of song


The star of peace may shine,


May plenty bloom from Bann to Toome 


And the shamrock verdant grow


Green o’er those graves by Lough Neagh’s waves


Near the Cross of old Ardboe.











Ballinderry is in the Land of the Loughshore and is mentioned in more than one poem as a place with a name so musical well deserves to be. Samuel Ferguson’s great ‘Lament for Thomas Davis’ begins at Ballinderry but moves on to embrace all of Ireland and many, many years.








I walked through Ballinderry in the spring-time,


When the bud was on the tree;


And I said, in every fresh-ploughed field beholding


The sowers striding free,


Scattering broadside forth the corn in golden plenty


On the quick seed-clasping soil


‘Even such, this day, among the fresh-stirred hearts of Erin,


Thomas Davis, is thy toil!’







I sat by Ballyshannon in the summer,


And saw the salmon leap;


And I said, as I beheld the gallant creatures


Spring glittering from the deep,


Through the spray, and through the prone heaps striving onward


To the calm clear streams above,


‘So seekest thou thy native founts of freedom, Thomas Davis,


In thy brightness of strength and love!’







I stood on Derrybawn in the autumn,


And I heard the eagle call,


With a clangorous cry of wrath and lamentation


That filled the wide mountain hall,


O’er the bare deserted place of his plundered eyrie;


And I said as he screamed and soared,


‘So callest thou, thou wrathful soaring Thomas Davis,


For a nation’s rights restored!’







And alas! to think but now, and thou art lying,


Dear Davis, dead at thy mother’s knee;


And I, no mother near, on my own sick-bed, 


That face on earth shall never see;


I may lie and try to feel that I am dreaming,


I may lie and try to say, ‘Thy will be done’ –


But a hundred such as I will never comfort Erin


For the loss of the noble son!







Young husbandman of Erin’s fruitful seed-time,


In the fresh track of danger’s plough!


Who will walk the heavy toilsome, perilous furrow


Girt with freedom’s seed-sheets now?


Who will banish with the wholesome crop of knowledge


The daunting weed and the bitter thorn,


Now that thou thyself art but a seed for hopeful planting


Against the Resurrection morn?


Young salmon of the flood-tide of freedom


That swells around Erin’s shore!


Thou wilt leap around their loud oppressive torrent


Of bigotry and hate no more;


Drawn downward by their prone material instinct,


Let them thunder on the rocks and foam –


Thou hast leapt, aspiring soul, to founts beyond their raging


Where troubled waters never come.







But I grieve not, Eagle of the empty eyrie,


That thy wrathful cry is still;


And that the songs alone of peaceful mourners


Are heard to-day on Erin’s hill;


Better far, if brothers’ war be destined for us


(God avert that horrid day, I pray),


That ere our hands be stained with slaughter fratricidal


Thy warm heart should be cold in clay.







But my trust is strong in God, Who made us brothers,


That He will not suffer their right hands


Which thou hast joined in holier rites than wedlock


To draw opposing brands.


Oh, many a tuneful tongue that thou mad’st vocal


Would lie cold and silent then;


And songless long once more, should often-widowed Erin


Mourn the loss of her brave young men. 







Oh, brave young men, my love, my pride, my promise,


’Tis on you my hopes are set,


In manliness, in pride, in justice,


To make Erin a nation yet,


Self-respecting, self-relying, self-advancing,


In union or in severance, free and strong –


And if God grant this, then, under God, to Thomas Davis


Let the greater praise belong.











From Ballinderry to Baile-liosan is only a jump or a short flight over the water, or a run around the roads. When you get there you are in the world of that great poet Joseph Campbell, the Mountainy Singer:




’TIS PRETTY TAE BE IN BAILE-LIOSAN







’Tis pretty tae be in Baile-liosan,


’Tis pretty tae be in green Magh-luan;


’Tis prettier tae be in Newtownbreda,


Beeking under the eaves in June.


The cummers are out wi’ their knitting and spinning,


The thrush sings frae his crib on the wa’,


And o’er the white road the clachan caddies


Play at their marlies and goaling-ba’.







O, fair are the fields o’ Baile-liosan,


And fair are the faes o’ green Magh-luan;


But fairer the flowers of Newtownbreda,


Wet wi’ dew in the eves o’ June.


’Tis pleasant tae saunter the clachan thoro’


When day sinks mellow o’er Dubhais Hill,


And feel their fragrance sae softly breathing


Frae croft and causey and window-sill.







O, brave are the haughs o’ Baile-liosan,


And brave are the halds o’ green Magh-luan;


But braver the hames o’ Newtownbreda,


Twined about wi’ the pinks o’ June.


And just as the face is sae kindly withouten,


The heart within is as guid as gold – 


Wi’ new fair ballants and merry music,


And cracks cam’ down frae the days of old.







’Tis pretty tae be in Baile-liosan,


’Tis pretty tae be in green Magh-luan;


’Tis prettier tae be in Newtownbreda,


Beeking under the eaves in June.


The cummers are out wi’ their knitting and spinning,


The thrush sings frae his crib on the wa’,


And o’er the white road the clachan caddies


Play at their marlies and goaling-ba’.











We are travelling too fast; we must pay a decorous farewell to my native town and to another lough which lies close to it. Nobody quite knows who wrote this first poem or song.




SWEET OMAGH TOWN






Ah! from proud Dungannon to Ballyshannon


And from Cullyhanna to Old Ardboe


I’ve roused and rambled, caroused and gambled


Where songs did thunder and whiskey flow.


It’s light and airy I’ve tramped through Derry


And to Portaferry in the County Down


But with all my raking and undertaking


My heart was aching for sweet Omagh Town.







When life grew weary, aye, and I grew dreary


I set sail for England from Derry Quay


And when I landed, sure ’twas fate commanded


That I to London should make my way


Where many a gay night from dark to daylight


I spent with people of high renown


But with all their splendour and heaps to spend sure


My heart was empty for sweet Omagh Town.







Then further going my wild oats sowing


To New York City I crossed the sea


Where congregations of rich relations


Stood on the harbour to welcome me


In grand apparel like Duke or Earl 


They tried to raise me with sword and crown


But with all their glamour and uproarious manner


My lips would stammer – sweet Omagh Town.







And when life is over and I shall hover


Above the gates where Saint Peter stands


And he shall call me for to install me


Among the saints in those golden lands


And I shall answer ‘I’m sure ’tis grand sir


For to play the harp and to wear the crown


But I, being humble, sure I’ll never grumble


If Heaven’s as charming as sweet Omagh Town.’











That other lough, small and unpretentious, a couple of miles from the town is called, modestly, Lough Muck. But the name is not, by any means, intended to lower it to the level of a mudbath. It was fine to swim in, and the best place in the world in which to catch perch. The original name was, needless to say, Loch na Muice, the Lake of the Pig, that mythological pig which, slumbering on the enchanted ocean, misled the Milesians.


Lough Muck lay slumbering there, like the monstrous pig, but doing no harm to anybody. A relative of mine, however, considered calmly that it brought enchantment to all who looked on it. He was a man called Frank McCrory, a Shavian, a Wellsian, and a man of music who could play everything from the ‘cello to the ocarina. In his youth (about 1919) he had even been a famous footballer. He wrote songs for the neighbourhood and he worked up this fantasy about two boys from the town who had been drinking a bit, wandered off and were bemused by the enchanted lake …




THE TREACHEROUS WAVES OF LOUGHMUCK






Me and Andy one ev’nin were strollin’


As the sun was beginning to set


And when just outside Drumragh new graveyard 


A young Loughmuck sailor we met.


He brought us along to his liner


That was breasting the waves like a duck


And that’s how we started our ill-fated cruise


On the treacherous waves of Loughmuck.


(Repeat last two lines for chorus)







As our ship glided over the water


We all gazed at the landscape we knew


First we passed Clanabogan’s big lighthouse


Then the Pigeon Top came into view.


But alas as we sped o’er those waters


Soon we all were with horror dumbstruck


For without any warning a big storm arose


On the treacherous waves of Loughmuck.







The storm came on with thunder and lightning


And the big waves lashed mountains high


Our ship was tossed hither and thither


Then black darkness came over the sky.


The passengers shrieked out in terror


As our ship Aughadulla rock struck,


Me and Andy was all that was saved from the wreck


On the treacherous waves of Loughmuck.







People talk of the great Loch Ness monster


And to see it they come young and old


But the monsters we saw that wild evenin’


Leave the Loch Ness boy out in the cold.


Sharks, sea-lions, whales, alligators


With mouths that could swallow a truck


Oh the sights that we saw as we waited for death


On the treacherous waves of Loughmuck.







There we were like two Robinson Crusoes


Miles away from Fireagh Orange Hall


Though we starved on that rock for a fortnight


Not a ship ever came within call.


At last we decided to swim it


Though we don’t like to brag of our pluck


After swimmin’ for two days we reached Creevan Bay


On the treacherous waves of Loughmuck. 







There we lay on that beach quite exhausted


Till a man with a big dog drew near


He shouted out, ‘Hi, clear away out of that.


’Faith I want no drunk Omey boys here!’


He said we’d been drinkin’ and sleepin’


Since the clock in his parlour four struck


And that was the end of our ill-fated cruise


On the treacherous waves of Loughmuck.











It has just occurred to me that I may have taken on an impossible task: to move round Ireland to the ultimate goal of Tyrrellspass, and to move in an orderly way, remembering and reciting as I go. That thought comes as I struggle with the following odd and informative verses, presented to me about thirty years ago when I was writing a newspaper column. I had mentioned the love that Mayo people have for their own placenames, as in the song:
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