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PROLOGUE


A year of which the stories will forever remain a part of history ... Outstanding events of this most sensational of years.


Irish Press, 31 DECEMBER 1963


It was a year like no other. Not for any single monumental or transformative event but for an astonishing sequence of occurrences – triumphs and tragedies, joys and sorrows – stretching from the first day of January to the last of December. As well as having a scattering of bizarre ‘happenings’ (in the jargon of the sixties), it was an unrelenting roller-coaster ride of dramas, traumas, mysteries and felicities, often inexplicable, and inexpressible. On 31 December the Irish Press summed it up: ‘The year of sensations’.


It was a dizzying series of events: nature gone awry with blizzards, paralysing cold, torrential rain, a flash flood of biblical proportions and spectacular electrical storms. There was commotion in the streets: hooliganism by GAA supporters, battles for the preservation of Georgian buildings, dockers’ marches, demonstrations by angry housewives, eruptions of Beatlemania – protests following protests.


In Dublin there was a cityscape imperilled by tenement collapses and massive evacuations, and by threats to St Stephen’s Green, to its canals and to the Olympia Theatre. There was news of a socially transformative bingo craze, a UFO sighting, an Aga Khan Cup victory, a daring heist and kidnapping, the ‘Great Walk’, a frightening mystery caller and a prehistoric reptile.


There were also the tragedies of record road deaths and drownings, a macabre murder mystery, the unexpected death of a beloved cardinal, and of a Pope, and the shocking deaths of university students in the Dublin Mountains. But these incidents were interspersed with a variety of happy events, which helped to balance people’s emotions.


And, of course, there was President John F. Kennedy’s triumphant ‘homecoming’ – followed only months later by his devastating assassination. The year had as its climax the drama of thirty Irish passengers on board the liner Lakonia, ‘ablaze and sinking’ during Christmas week.


All this occurred within the span of but one year. Journalists struggled to try and capture the ethos of this phenomenal year, drawing upon grandiose prose and evocative descriptions. More than half a century later it is no easier a challenge to do justice to the year 1963. In fact, it is all the more improbable. To be sure, countless books have been written about one of the year’s events: Kennedy’s four-day visit in June. This has tended to leave the impression – a highly inaccurate one – that it was the only newsworthy event of that year.


Unlike those books, this is not a clinical historical book, nor is it a work of political or diplomatic study. Only part of it is devoted to Kennedy’s visit – and this is treated in a personal manner, as a homecoming affecting ordinary people.


This book deals primarily with other subjects, many of which were missed or dismissed or have been long forgotten. It is a biography, of an unconventional, social-historical and grass-roots sort. Such an inimitable and idiosyncratic year begs for an off-beat approach.


Biographies are not limited to the history of persons. They can be an account of a coin, a building, a painting, a sculpture or a document. It could be of a particular place or period. In 1936 Christine Longford wrote A Biography of Dublin, in which she sought to identify aspects of the city’s unique character. Eric Burns’s book 1920: The Year That Made the Decade Roar is a biographical examination of a single year during America’s Roaring Twenties.1


In many respects, the biography of a year parallels the life of a person. Both are normally greeted with hope and promise. They follow the seasons, from youth to middle age, before facing the winter of their lives – eventual decline and demise.


Along life’s way, each develops a unique ethos, or character, leaving behind their own biographical record, as well as a reputation, which may be enduring. Left behind are their aspirations, successes and failures, as well as their blunders and moral lapses – their shining moments and mixed legacies. Those who study them, years later, must search for every



defining feature, just as a conventional biographer includes every oddity of personality.


Herein lies the challenge of producing a biography of the year 1963. For it was a bewildering, paradoxical and emotionally conflicting year – one of stunning contradictions and contrasts, of surprises and whimsical doings, and never dull or uneventful.


My objective has been to weave a coherent and colourful tapestry of this wondrous year, excavating for hidden or unchronicled features and events, and to capture the life-ways of ordinary people, who gave the year its fascinating character. Sometimes the smallest things can tell us much about the human condition. All this is part of a year’s composite ‘being’.


This required the discovery of information and personal testimony not found in previous books or writings. To accomplish this, I relied on oral history to create an authenticity and immediacy for the year 1963 – to humanise it through words and emotions shared more than fifty years later.


Drawing on forty-two years of oral history research in Ireland, and on a dense social network throughout Dublin, I tracked down observers of, and participants in, some of the most riveting events of that year. Their testimony allows the reader to feel the very pulse of the historic moment. For instance, the firefighter Éamonn Fitzpatrick was one of the first brigade men on the scene of the horrifying Fenian Street tenement collapse, and to him fell the dreadful task of lifting out the limp bodies of the two little girls crushed in the ruins. His story has never before been told. His words are still vivid, and emotions raw.


The gardaí Paddy Farrell, Bill Herlihy and Séamus McPhillips, now well into their eighties, were assigned to the Garda security team that was to remain close to President Kennedy in order to keep him safe while on Irish soil. Their recollections include verbal exchanges with him, as well as unexpected problems and the need for spontaneous reactions. They convey surprising candour and feeling, so many years later.


At year’s end, every Irish newspaper justifiably described 1963 in exalted, grandiose language. On New Year’s Eve the Sunday Independent chose to quote Dickens, calling it ‘the best of times, the worst of times’.


Or, as the 83-year-old Una Shaw, of Rutland Street, recalled fifty-two years later, ‘1963 … Well, an awful lot happened in that year.’
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1962’S CHURLISH FAREWELL


December 1962


No-one, it seemed, had spotted his missing leprechaun.


The respectable middle-aged man, attired in suit and tie, had just left the Olympia Theatre in Dublin after the evening’s performance. Walking hurriedly along Dame Street, wearing a distressed expression, he politely, and earnestly, asked people in his path, ‘Pardon me, but have you seen my leprechaun?’


Puzzled by the odd question from a refined stranger, they kindly replied, ‘No, I’m afraid I haven’t.’


Then the man was off again down the street, looking left and right. Befuddled by the brief encounter, most people glanced back over their shoulders, wondering what in the world he was talking about.


The merry month of December was off to a good start with a spell of fine weather and excellent offerings at Dublin’s cinemas and theatres. The Meteorological Office described the comfortable winter conditions as ‘quiet and relatively mild with moderate winds from the southwest or west’ – perfect weather for the throngs of Christmas shoppers jamming the streets in high spirits. And the weather was projected to last all the way to New Year’s Eve. Meteorologists seemed confident that the year 1962 would depart benignly and with dignity.


Throughout the first two weeks of the month the weather indeed remained mild and calm, with patches of fog at times. Shoppers didn’t have to worry about getting soaked, frozen or wind-whipped, as so often happened in December. This allowed adults and children to linger outside, enjoying the dazzling decorations as streets were festooned with red, green and gold garlands, and with bells, wreaths and holly. Seeing the elaborate window displays at Clery’s, Switzer’s, Arnott’s and Brown Thomas, children pressed their noses against the panes to see Santa’s workshop busy with elves and reindeer. Carol singers, comfortable for a change, sang with



unusual verve. During the sunny spells many people strolled through St Stephen’s Green, coveting benches on which to rest their weary legs.


First-rate films and stage shows were always an attraction at Christmastime, competing for audiences. The management of the Olympia proudly put on an extraordinary stage performance that was awing patrons as well as the press. It had succeeded in booking Paul Goldin’s famous hypnotism show, which was the rage of Europe, astonishing and transfixing audiences, and leaving them incredulous at what they had seen. As the theatre critic for the Irish Press wrote:


the French telepathist was quite amazing, giving a fantastic demonstration of his gift which he calls a mastery of the sixth sense – thought.2


Enrapt audiences had never seen such inexplicable feats of the mind. Drawing upon verified, impartial volunteers from the audience, who he referred to as his ‘subjects’, he quickly addressed any sceptics in the house. To anyone doubting the authenticity of his performance he offered £1,000, if he ‘could be proved a “hoaxer”.’ Debunkers could have a try if they wished.


The audience, which happened to include psychologists and garda superintendents as well as theatre critics, watched him bring his subjects ‘under his spell’. One demonstration was a favourite of the patrons: he could command a person, who would then be under his mental control, to carry out the most absurd, hilarious deeds. Dignified volunteers might be reduced to performing puerile acts – without realising it. In one case a shy woman from the audience began ‘howling like a six-month-old baby’. In another a man commenced seriously playing non-existent musical instruments. People laughed uproariously.


And another man ended up on his hands and knees, searching frantically for his missing (invisible) leprechaun.


One esteemed theatre critic wrote that he marvelled at Goldin’s ability as a telepathist, absolutely convinced of the authenticity of the performance. He noted that the audience was ‘tickled pink by the absurd antics’ of his courageous volunteers, who had been forewarned that his spell might not wear off until some time after the show.


——


By 15 December there was the usual flood of Irish people returning from Britain and elsewhere to spend the holidays at home with family and friends. They were delighted to find such pleasant weather. Shops were bustling, with many reporting business to be up by as much as a quarter on the previous year. Although some women were complaining about turkey prices being high, it didn’t deter most from plucking a fat one to take home.


One week before Christmas, weather forecasters described conditions for Dublin as ‘fresh and breezy with light showers’ and mild temperatures more like spring than winter. Their indications were still that the enjoyable weather would continue through Christmas and beyond. People were counting on it.


However, ‘unbeknownst to the nation, a dramatic change’ began taking place on 18 December ‘over the cold plains of western Russia as an arctic ridge of high pressure extended down into northeastern Europe.’3 As Ireland was enjoying Atlantic weather, an Arctic system was slowly churning towards continental Europe. Yet Ireland’s meteorologists did not issue any warnings or describe dramatic changes on the way. This left many people wistfully hoping for one of those rare white Christmases. The last one was seen in the 1940s. It looked like they would have to be satisfied with the artificial snow in Grafton Street shop windows.


Some happy news arrived from New York. Time had chosen Pope John XXIII as its ‘man of the year’ for 1962. He was the first religious leader to be given the accolade, bestowed for ‘what neither science nor diplomacy can provide: a sense of unity as a human family.’ His encyclical Pacem in Terris condemned racism and endorsed the rights of the world’s workers. He was especially revered by the Irish people for having ‘humanised’ the Catholic Church. People felt a close, loving bond with him. Irish newspapers carried Time’s announcement for all to read.


By 23 December, with Christmas just around the corner, the arctic invader had marched deeper into Europe as cold air from Russia was being fed westward by an intense anti-cyclone. Snow and freezing temperatures crept across the continent. Ice was already forming in some coastal inlets around the Danish coast – a worrying sign.


On Christmas Eve in Ireland the weather proved fickle, displaying ‘many moods’. During the day, as people scurried about doing last-minute tasks, some ‘brilliant sunshine’ prevailed for a while. By evening this gave way



to ‘chilly grey overcast’ conditions in Dublin. Overnight it would change again, leaving a ‘sparkling white frost’, hazardous to drivers and pedestrians heading to Mass.


But it was on Christmas Day that the real change set in. An unwanted present arrived: as a ‘cold, polar airstream was bearing down on Ireland’, the temperature tumbled down towards the freezing mark. People indoors, enjoying good conversation before a warm hearth, would not have realised what lay ahead.


Then the first snowflakes, fat and fluffy, drifted down from the grey clouds. Gradually the few became a gentle flurry, first along the east coast, then moving westwards. Some people rushed to their windows to exclaim, ‘Snow! Oh, isn’t it wonderful!’ As the flakes stuck to surfaces, a white coating was being created on the cityscape. In Dublin, by 10 p.m. the streets were layered with a slight frosting – barely enough for the meteorologists to declare it ‘officially a “white Christmas”.’


It was just enough for the Irish Times to state, ‘Snow was visitor on Christmas Day’, for the first time in nearly two decades. Now wouldn’t it be grand, many thought, if only there could be more snow before New Year’s Eve so that the children could go sledging? Meteorologists tried to comply with their wishes, predicting that, along with falling temperatures, ‘we may see more snow’.


In Dublin, snow at Christmastime not only beautified the city but helped to silence its cacophony, creating an unusual atmosphere of urban tranquillity. That year, however, the traditional calmness of St Stephen’s Day was disrupted by a harsh intrusion that assaulted people’s eardrums. As the Irish Times put it, ‘the customary quiet of Anna Liffey was shattered’ when speedboats raced in the Castrol Cup for the first time. Their piercing high-powered engines in the heart of the city – right after Christmas – offended the sensibilities of Dubliners. It was an event with 16 speedboats racing back and forth between Butt Bridge and Capel Street – for fifty-five laps! Complaints would flow in for weeks.


By contrast, the Christmas holiday in Limerick was ‘one of the quietest on record’. This was with the notable exception of the docks, where the ship Zapadnaya Dvina had arrived. The Russian seamen ‘provided some excitement’, it was reported. Because they did not celebrate Christmas, they faced inactivity and boredom when everything in Limerick shut



down. Soon they fell into arguing, which deteriorated into a real row. The shouting drew some local people, who went down to watch, making it one of the liveliest Christmas pageants in town.


The ship’s captain decided to settle the dispute in the traditional manner: a duel out on the dockside. With fists. A referee was appointed from among the crew as the ringleaders of the two factions fought it out. For the spectators the entertainment was brief, as the younger and stronger of the two duellists was quickly declared the winner. But it gave Limerick folk something to talk about for a few days.


——


By 27 December the polar freezing had reached the western coast of Europe. Word was received that ten people had died in France on Christmas Day alone. Some snow was now falling along Ireland’s east coast, in some places up to six inches. Many Dubliners gleefully took advantage of the snow on the slopes at Stepaside to enjoy tobogganing. It was the type of falling snow – as opposed to a wind-driven snowstorm – that people had hoped for.


During that night ‘most of the country shivered under snow, sleet or hail as the cold spell continued.’ In some places the temperature plummeted perilously below freezing. Most counties were now coated with some snow and ice. Motorists were warned by the Automobile Association of driving dangers and told not to go out unless absolutely necessary. Already motorists were reported as being trapped in heavy snowdrifts near the Sally Gap in the Wicklow Mountains, the passengers marooned. Some stranded occupants saw the lights at the Kippure television transmission station and headed towards them for shelter.


On Sunday, the 30th, the weather changed dramatically. By midday a blizzard was raging through parts of counties Wicklow, Dublin, Wexford, Meath, Kildare, Louth and Cork. The landscape was being buried in drifting snow; vehicles were stuck and passengers trapped, and villages were smothered and isolated. One Co. Wicklow farmer, facing twenty-foot drifts on his land, said it was the worst he had seen in his seventy years.


Normal life was becoming paralysed. No-one was prepared. The Government stood mute, unresponsive to the sudden crisis.


Without warning, people were caught in dire circumstances, left to their own initiative. At Kippure, one of the technicians had to go outside to check on equipment only a short distance away. But the gale-force winds held



him captive outside. When staff members missed his return, they went in search and rescued him. But the Telefís Éireann crew stationed there were now cut off, as the road to their 2,400-foot mast was made impassable by snowdrifts. No food or water could now reach them.


In Dublin early on Sunday morning, before the blizzard had arrived, Brendan Leathem and Emmet Bergin, van-drivers for Independent Newspapers, were preparing for their regular delivery in the area around Tallaght. It was a trip they’d made umpteen times before. Without forewarning, they had neither heavy clothing nor digging tools. They weren’t long out on the lonely road in the dark before the wind kicked up and snow started blowing and drifting. Then their windscreen began freezing over. When they were confronted with near gale-force winds and blinding snow they realised they were in the teeth of a raging blizzard. About thirty miles from Dublin they became bogged down in a snowdrift.


They climbed out and began trekking with heads down, trying to follow a fast-disappearing road. Hours later, and nearly frozen, they reached Baltinglass, Co. Wicklow, where they found shelter at the Garda station. Here they were given tea, bedding – and safety. Unknown to them, Bergin’s father, the former senator Patrick Bergin, and a friend, Michael Fleming, had set out by car from Dublin in the swirling snow to find them. But they quickly became snowbound as well.


By Sunday afternoon the winds were reaching seventy miles an hour, whipping up twenty-foot snowdrifts. Buses were becoming stranded on rural roads, some with dozens of frightened passengers. The drivers and conductors were left helpless to assist them. Some twenty-five hikers of An Óige had set out that weekend for a pleasant hike through the Wicklow Mountains, ill-clothed and ill-prepared. Concern for their welfare was mounting.


People living along the east coast stood by their windows in awe of nature’s force as monstrous waves of up to thirty feet roared in, smashing sea walls. Among them was Una Malone, a native of Nenagh, Co. Tipperary. She had just returned home to Ireland for the holidays to be with family and friends.


On Sunday 30 December she was staying with friends in Dalkey, Co. Dublin, where the blizzard was particularly vicious. But what a spectacle it was to watch from the window! One crashing wave followed another. By the afternoon she was so intrigued that she decided to go outside to get



a closer look and feel its fury. She bundled herself up and headed down to the harbour. Reaching the slipway, she crept a few feet further down. Meanwhile, another resident of the house, Donal Murphy, was watching her with curiosity from his window. And with growing concern.


With an awful suddenness, an enormous wave from what the Irish Independent called the ‘mountainous seas’ rolled in, lifting her like a mannequin and sucking her out into the roiling grey abyss. Shocked, Murphy ran frantically to notify the emergency services, who raised the alarm. But it was far too dangerous for the lifeboat crews to put out at sea.


Everyone knew there was little hope for her survival. She would be among the first to be claimed by the brutal winter of 1962/3.


On Sunday night another harrowing drama was unfolding. On the Hill of Howth, Pat Carthy was returning home when he slipped on an icy, disused railway track and broke his leg. He shouted for help at the top of his lungs, but, with the howling wind, no-one heard him. Here he lay, helpless, near 10 p.m., a hundred yards from the nearest house. He could still see flickering lights in windows, adding frustration to his pain. All he was wearing was a suit and a lightweight mac. A bachelor, he knew there was no-one to immediately miss him. He strained to think clearly:


My leg was in terrible agony. My hands and face lost their feeling. Desperately I tried to keep my mind active. Then suddenly the lights started to go out one by one.4


He knew he would now face the night alone.


The following morning, New Year’s Eve, people ordinarily awoke with thoughts of welcoming in the new year. But this was no ordinary year. Much of the country was in crisis, with people enduring hardship, marooned or missing. Throughout those counties struck the hardest, ‘heavy and persistent snow continued’, with winds screaming at sixty miles an hour and higher. Drifts of up to twenty feet were now being widely reported.


On the Hill of Howth, Pat Carthy had to use the full force of his mental discipline to make it through the night. He had dozed in and out of sleep, and perhaps consciousness, through the night’s dragging hours. When his spirits were lowest, hopes of seeing the light of dawn kept him going.


When the faint morning light was finally perceptible, he began calling out once more, the strong wind still carrying his voice away. Close to



7:30 visibility was good enough for him to make out moving figures in the distance, but they were still out of contact. Just before 9 a.m., by good fortune he spotted a friend passing by. His emboldened cry for help was heard. An ambulance was summoned, and he was wrapped up in blankets and rushed to hospital. If he could recover sufficiently by New Year’s Day, he promised to meet reporters and tell his story.


The Spanish sailor Ricardo Valera was not so fortunate. The trawler Rosario López was taking Valera, who had fallen ill, to Bantry Hospital when the rough seas ran the vessel aground on the rocks near Adrigole, Co. Cork, in a thick fog. Eleven crew members scrambled to safety, but by the time Valera could be removed for rescue he had died in the hospital on New Year’s Eve.


——


On the morning of the 31st, the drivers Leathem and Bergin, glad to have survived the previous day, arose and had a hearty breakfast. Then, for some foolish reason, they decided to set out again on foot in the high snow and wind to reach Tallaght. Within a few hours their folly became all too apparent to them. Now they had to keep moving for fear of freezing. At one point they had to climb over a twenty-five-foot mound of buried cars. Leathem, with more strength, had to forge ahead, eventually stumbling into Tallaght exhausted almost to the point of unconsciousness. He told the Irish Times that it had been a ‘nightmare march’ for survival.


Late in the day, Peter Yates, of Sandymount, along with a number of other An Óige hikers, reached Blessington after plodding eighteen miles through the blizzard. ‘Very bad’ all along the route, he said. By evening, most of the other intrepid but utterly naïve hikers would straggle in, some with minor injuries and frostbite. None of the young trekkers expressed any interest in New Year’s dancing that night.


Nor did three Dublin women, Elizabeth Mulligan, Marcella Doyle and Elizabeth Delaney. As dusk settled, the three women, who were all pregnant, were counting the hours – and minutes – till midnight on New Year’s Eve. Not for the purpose of celebration, however: all were in bed and due to give birth at any moment. Each was left to wonder if their baby would be the last of 1962 – or possibly the first of the new year. They all knew what a fuss was made by Dublin’s newspapers over the first baby of the new year! A reporter and photographer would show up for



an article, often featured on the front page. It was a nice honour – and bit of celebrity for both mother and infant. By 7 p.m., as the minutes ticked away, each woman saw her chances improving.


New Year’s Eve in Dublin was as usual alive with throngs of revellers heading to entertainment spots, and then on to Christ Church Cathedral by midnight for the bells ringing in the new year. There was enticing entertainment for those who dared to go out. Some blockbuster films were showing at the cinemas, including a version of Jules Verne’s Five Weeks in a Balloon at the Capitol, and Pollyanna, with Hayley Mills, at the Astoria. At the Gaiety Theatre the ever-popular Jimmy O’Dea was appearing in Goody Two-Shoes, always a favourite.


Many would-be celebrants were stuck at home by the storm. Accidents were sending a steady stream of injured people to the city’s hospitals.


Mrs Mulligan gave birth to her first child ‘a few hours before midnight’ at Holles Street Hospital.


Dublin’s gardaí and firefighters were on special duty on New Year’s Eve, owing to the heavy drinking and wild behaviour that usually occurred. Small bonfires were a feature of many celebrations. That night, with the intense cold, the bonfires roared higher than usual, flames sometimes blazing twenty or thirty feet and becoming uncontrolled in the wind.


Between 8 and 9 p.m. the calls began flooding in to the fire brigade throughout the city. As the night went on, the calls increased, especially at Irishtown, Corporation Street (now James Joyce Street) and Gloucester Place. At Corporation Street an unrestrained crowd were ‘throwing tables, chairs, anything they could get their hands on’ to fuel the blazes ever higher. More than a hundred belligerent teenagers and men, many of them drunk, began combating the gardaí and firefighters when they showed up. Police dogs had to be called in to break them up. Wild winds whipped some bonfires into raging infernos as dedicated firefighters risked their lives, amidst curses and flying stones and bottles. Before the night was over there would be more than twenty major fires to fight. On New Year’s Day fire authorities would declare it the ‘worst New Year’s ever’.


As midnight approached on New Year’s Eve, the Russian crew members in Limerick genially raised their glasses and drank to a peaceful New Year. In Russia, Nikita Khrushchev, the Premier, toasted the New Year with what he called a ‘realistic warning’ to the West that if it unleashed a war it would be utterly smashed within hours – heating up the Cold War.


Across the Atlantic, in the United States, President John F. Kennedy was accustomed to Khrushchev’s bombast. This New Year’s Eve he and his wife, Jacqueline, were attending a midnight champagne party with friends in Florida. Towards the end of the year there had been some speculation, from reliable sources, that he might visit Ireland in 1963. In Ireland it remained wonderfully wishful thinking.


By 11:50 p.m. the crowd outside Christ Church was estimated at only about a thousand – a fraction of the usual number. One newspaper called it very small but a ‘traditional, orderly celebration’. Gardaí huddled in doorways out of the wind.


At 11:52 Mrs Delaney gave birth to a baby girl. This left Mrs Doyle, who was at home in labour, expecting to give birth at any moment. It now looked certain to be recorded as the last baby of 1962 – or heralded as the first of 1963.


When midnight struck, the air rang with the tooting of horns, the sirens of twenty-eight ships in Dublin Harbour and the cheering of crowds. As the mighty bells began to peal, the Irish Times covered the scene below:


Dubliners scorned the bitterly cold winds to give a rousing welcome to 1963 … At Christ Church the arctic weather had little effect on the gaiety … as the crowd was dancing and there was an air of goodwill.5


People sang, shouted and shook hands, wishing one another a happy and peaceful new year. They hoped it would be one of tranquillity, free from tumult and harsh weather.


One thing was already known: the last hours of 1962 had set in motion a series of events creating havoc and peril throughout the country, fatefully setting the stage for the birth of the new year, 1963.
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‘A GRIM START TO THE NEW YEAR’


It was the soberest start to a New Year that anyone could remember.


TURTLE BUNBURY


New Year’s Day, 1963


Surely no new year in Ireland was ever rung in under more dire and dramatic circumstances. At least not in living memory.


The waning hours of 1962 had assured a distressful beginning of the new year – one in which people throughout the country were more concerned with surviving than celebrating. Blizzards, polar cold and fierce winds had buried and paralysed normal life in many counties. ‘It was a grim start to the new year all over the country’, wrote the Evening Herald – the tortured beginning of what would become one of the most extraordinary and fantastical years in Irish history.


With ferocious winds whistling and rattling doors and shutters, many people had slept restlessly, wrought with worry over the threatening storm. At midnight Marcella Doyle of Carna Road in Dublin was awake for a different reason: she was expecting to give birth at any moment. Her husband sat nervously in the next room.


At 12:14 a.m. their new baby, Sarah, entered the world, heralded in the press as the first baby of the new year. When reporters knocked at the door they found the parents beaming and gracious. Though she welcomed a bit of attention, Mrs Doyle candidly confessed that the wonderful experience of childbirth wasn’t exactly new to her: Sarah made it an even dozen!


——


With the first light of New Year’s Day, people throughout the country wondered how those in other parts had fared. Early radio broadcasts told of people missing, with some feared dead. Those fortunate enough to get their hands on a newspaper, mostly in Dublin, saw from the headlines the extent of the storm:


Irish Times: ‘Villages isolated by snowdrifts’.


Irish Independent: ‘Food and fuel may be running short’.


Irish Press: ‘Army convoy stands by to aid snowbound areas’.


Evening Herald: ‘Wicklow still an isolated “snow-man’s land”.’


Brendan Leathem and Emmet Bergin, the stranded van-drivers, were now rested and ready to talk. Sitting down with a reporter from the Irish Times, they described their ordeal. Leathem called it ‘the worst experience of my life … Conditions were unimaginable, but I was determined to make it!’ He recalled that, when they stumbled in to Tallaght, looking like two ghosts returning from the Arctic Circle, one observer assessed their haggard forms and called their survival ‘an amazing feat of endurance’.


Later on New Year’s morning, Pat Carthy, who had his own near-death experience after breaking his leg on the Hill of Howth, was recovering at Jervis Street Hospital and eager to chat to a few reporters:


For me, it was the longest night of my life … I never want to have another like it! I was certainly glad to see the warmth of even a hospital bed.6


He attributed his survival to his ability not to fall into a deep sleep during the seemingly endless night alone on the track – and to his faith in his discovery. Was it a ‘miracle’ that in the early-morning hours a friend had heard his cries? That wasn’t for him to say. The Irish Press simply titled their article ‘Night-long ordeal’.


Elsewhere on the first morning of the new year, Thomas Guy, a farmer from Ballyconneely in Connemara, ventured out to harvest some seaweed washed up by the strong winds. His part of the country had not experienced the heavy snow of Co. Wicklow and the south-east. However, fierce and incessant wind had blown the snow and sand into a newly sculpted landscape, with camouflaged forms hiding perils. Bog holes, ponds and streams were disguised.


But, on this morning, he had no such thoughts on his mind. No-one knew the local terrain better. So he set out across the strand with his horse and cart to gather the seaweed, as he had done countless times in the past. Along the way, he always liked to daydream, since his four-year-old mare knew every step and led him along.


With an awful suddenness, everything changed. His feet first sank to his ankles. Then it was up to his calves. And he kept sinking slowly. He knew he was caught in quicksand – a death trap. Either by instinct or by quick thinking, he acted:


Trapped in quicksand, he saved himself by climbing on to the back of his mare. As the horse struggled, he shouted for help.


The still-brisk wind apparently carried his voice in the right direction, as his cries were heard by two neighbours, Tom McDonagh and John Conneely:


They managed to rescue him with a rope only seconds before the horse and cart disappeared beneath the sand.7


The Irish Press reporter to whom he later told his chilling story featured it on the front page as a warning to readers to be wary of how the powerful storm had transformed the landscape.


Residents of Co. Wicklow, struck especially hard by the blizzard, needed to be particularly cautious, and were already suffering:


Wicklow was isolated today as hundreds of homes were marooned by 10 and 15-foot-high snowdrifts. Stories of hardship and want are trickling in from marooned homes on the slopes of the mountains where families are cut off.


Supplies of essential foodstuffs were reaching danger level … Roads were virtually blotted out by a treacherous white carpet. The few who ventured out followed routes indicated by electric cables.8


That is, if the cables could still be seen. Around Blessington it was verified that the snow had ‘drifted as high as the telephone wires’.


Without forewarning, neither shopkeepers nor householders had stocked up on supplies of fuel and food. Families with many members,



especially children, were growing desperate. One woman in Donard noted:


We have no bread, flour or meat … and a candle is worth its weight in gold. We are so badly off for light that families all over the place are dividing half and quarter candles between them.9


They also worried about their dwindling supplies of turf and briquettes. Everyone was trying to assess how long they could hold out. It would not be long before some would grow panicky.


At about midday on New Year’s Day there was an abatement in the snow and wind in some areas. This provided an opportunity for individuals and gangs of men to launch into action with every digging tool they could get their hands on. Most fortunate were those county councils possessing such heavy equipment as bulldozers, tractors and excavators. In Co. Wicklow every strong back was needed as the engineer Joseph T. O’Byrne organised 250 men ‘armed with shovels and spades’ to try and break through some of the worst snow-blocked roads, in hopes that food and milk vans might be able to get through. In the Brittas area more than a hundred men, all volunteers, set about trying to reach motorists and their passengers marooned on roads and to get to isolated farms, where they knew children would be in need of food.


Meanwhile, Teilifís Éireann’s crews stationed at Kippure, Co. Wicklow, and Mullaghanish, Co. Cork, were barricaded by twenty-foot drifts. Their Land Rovers were useless, since the roads had been buried. When the electricity failed, the transmitter was kept going on a diesel generator. But that could last only so long. Food was rationed and was now cooked on a blow lamp. Kevin O’Connell, the technician in charge at Kippure, described their plight:


I have never seen anything like it … We did manage to get outside the building for a while today, through a window. To dig away snow piled up against the front door and roof level. Morale is high but we have run out of milk … We are hoping that the roadway to the mountain might be cleared today.10


At Mullaghanish, the crew already faced a serious food shortage and decided to take a chance during the lessening of the storm. It called for creativity and courage:


One member of the staff, S. Harvey, a rigger-driver, improvised skis from planks of wood to get down to Ballyvourney – carrying another man on his back.


The two men managed to reach the neighbouring village, secure essential supplies and somehow make it back to the stranded crew.


In Dublin, at the administrative offices of Teilifís Éireann, the story was rather different. Kevin McCourt, the new director-general of RTÉ, had arrived from London on the first day of the new year to assume his duties. His intention had probably been to meet his new colleagues in a congenial atmosphere and ease into his position.


His contract hadn’t said anything about managing Teilifís Éireann during a blizzard only shortly after the ink on his contract had dried. Before the day was out he would find himself discussing the proposal of dropping supplies by helicopter to the isolated crews. A TV drama being played out, not on the screen, but in real life.


As dusk fell in Dublin on New Year’s Day, just as people were hoping the storm was over, the blizzard started again. And this time meteorologists got their forecast right: ‘fresh falls of snow and low temperatures will continue.’ By this time, people were reading their copy of the Evening Herald, which extended to them a most prophetic New Year’s wish:


We wish all our readers a happy and prosperous 1963. This is a year that should see many significant changes in our ancient land.


With the newspapers dominated by coverage of the storm, many people would have missed a small item tucked away in the Irish Press:


The State Pathologist, Dr Maurice Hickey, will carry out a post mortem examination on the body of Mr George Clougher of Four Roads, Roscommon, whose mysterious death is being investigated by the gardaí.11


Under the circumstances it could have been passed over, yet the term ‘mysterious’ might have aroused some readers’ curiosity.


Clougher, a man in his fifties, lived with his sister on what was called ‘a lonely farm’ about eleven miles from Roscommon. It was thought that



he had died of food poisoning on 28 December 1962. However, for the previous three days Inspector F. P. Laycock had been carrying out what the Gardaí said was a ‘routine investigation’. But some neighbours were suspicious. When asked about it, the Gardaí ‘would not say whether they suspected foul play’. Foul play?


In the coming weeks this mysterious case would become bizarre as well, until it eventually made the headlines.


——


On 2 January all thoughts turned to rescue efforts. An unknown number of people were marooned on roads, trapped or isolated in their homes, or missing. By afternoon the storm had dissipated sufficiently to allow road-clearance gangs to begin their gargantuan task of digging through snowdrifts of up to twenty feet. Some country people found the snow piled up against their doors, windows and even roofs. The Irish Independent drew an analogy to their plight:


Farming people in isolated parts are now in the same peril that often faces sailors on a sinking ship; they cannot be reached because the weather prevents assistance from reaching them.12


In higher areas of Co. Wicklow the roads had vanished beneath the deep carpet of snow. They seemed out of reach for rescuers, even those with bulldozers and snowploughs. By late in the day, plans were under way for air-relief efforts. But this was not to be organised by the Government, as it had been in Britain, which had been struck by the same storm system and was using fleets of military helicopters to carry out relief efforts. The Government in Ireland was utterly inert, prompting one newspaper to demand, ‘What of official efforts?’


Throughout stricken Ireland, relief would have to be carried out by volunteer citizens and private organisations. The Evening Herald led the way with their ‘Operation Herald’ airlift. The plan was for Captain J. G. O’Donoghue to pilot an eight-seater aircraft from Dublin Airport, loaded with parcels of food, paraffin, matches and medical supplies. These would have to come from generous shopkeepers and private donors. Several of the newspaper’s senior reporters were assigned to participate, accompanying the pilot and writing stories for the front page.


One reporter, Barbara Page, grasped the opportunity with zeal, rounding up food supplies for the airlift. ‘I did the quickest bit of shopping I have ever done in my life!’ Before long, she had hundreds of pounds of sausages, flake meal, soup powder, sugar, biscuits and tea, as well as candles and matches.


Another reporter, John Healy, and the photographer Tony McGrath were anxious to fly what they called their ‘mercy missions’. It would be a dazzling but dangerous assignment, sweeping low over the rugged slopes and spotting half-buried villages and houses in great need, and then trying to drop a parcel within reach. Not having any military training in this, the pilot and the reporters faced a challenge in pushing the parcels out at the right moment, as Healy described:


This ‘mercy mission’ took us to the hills above Blessington where families have been cut off since the blizzard. There did not even seem to be a fire in some houses. I saw one cottage with snow as high as the roof. It was a vast snowman’s land of ice, cold, hunger and hardship. Pinpointed against the vast, cruel carpet of white, people waved excitedly to us, running toward the parcels we dropped nearby … whole families waving their gratitude.13


For Captain O’Donoghue and his ‘bombardiers’, trying to help the television crew marooned atop Kippure was like tossing darts at a small target. As Healy found, ‘dropping the parcels was a tricky business because they could have tumbled down the mountainside’ if they missed by too much. But after ‘two tiny figures came out to wave to us’, they gave it a try. They were elated to receive the supplies.


The need for relief in what newspapers were now calling ‘Siberian Wicklow’ was so great that a second airlift was organised. This one was carried out by the Association for Emergency Relief Operations. They began making two relief runs each day, carrying mostly essential food items. After several days, there was still ‘no indication of any Government moves to alleviate the distress’ of the suffering thousands.


——


Newspapers carried many accounts of the ‘heroics’ now emerging in what was dubbed the ‘land battle’ to clear roads in order to reach the needy. Whenever the weather permitted, helpers poured out to volunteer with



shovels or picks in hand. County council workers cranked up bulldozers and snow-removal machines, working into the night.


Every newspaper had stories of ‘breakthrough victories, small and large’. The Irish Press told of Jimmy Craul, a Brittas shopkeeper who, after running out of food for his customers, set out on foot through miles of heavy snowdrift to secure more. Using a large baker’s tray, he piled on bread, sausages, butter and sugar, which had to be ‘relentlessly dragged after him through drifts of 20 feet … as he fought on bitterly’. He later told a reporter that it was ‘the thought of these people that kept me going’.


Séamus Boylan of Valleymount, Co. Wicklow, ‘against warnings from gardaí’, trekked sixteen miles through blizzard conditions to find food for his ten-month-old baby. ‘I must get through! I have a baby who must be dying for food … I am going and no-one can stop me!’


The Leavy family drew special attention. Mrs Leavy lived in a small dwelling two miles from Brittas with her thirteen-year-old son and three younger daughters. No-one had heard anything from them for more than a week. It was known that they had no electricity, and it was feared that their food and paraffin supplies were running dangerously low. All efforts to reach them had been repelled by drifts of up to fifteen feet. Even a tractor proved to be of no use over the terrain. A neighbour, Larry Healy, who knew the terrain intimately, was warning rescuers that it was ‘dangerous to try and walk to the farmhouse … as there were concealed streams under the snow.’


Just when things seemed hopeless, Dick Martin, a skier from Dublin, had an idea. With several other strong skiers, he would set out on a rescue mission atop the snow, carrying sacks of food and two gallons of paraffin. Along the way they encountered snowdrifts ‘as high as the telephone wires in places’. Finally reaching the Leavy home, they found the family trying to burn green wood for a fire. The mother and children were weakened, but they had been saved in time.


What made the Leavy rescue so astonishing, the Irish Independent wrote, was that their drama was taking place ‘only 15 miles from the heart of Dublin’. It might as well have been on the Arctic frontier.


By 3 January the Government was under intense pressure from the public and the press, because of its blatant failure to mount a rescue operation. Newspapers demanded to know why there were no rescue helicopters. For years the public had been clamouring for them. The answer had always been



the same: the Government had ‘not yet finished the report on helicopters’. As the papers printed more graphic accounts of mounting hunger, heatless houses and harrowing suffering, the public’s outrage grew. Editors felt a civic duty to express their positions, as did the Evening Herald under the heading ‘This is the time of crisis’:


The desperate situation of families marooned in snowed-up areas cannot be ignored. Food and fuel supplies are running critically short. Yet there has been no step by authorities to relieve the dire situation.


The Government MUST act without further dillydallying. Surely we have an Air Corps! There has been too much talk and too little action!14


An army spokesperson said the army was ready to deal with the request for aid – but it had not received an official order.


This meant that the private relief efforts would need to be expanded, as some planes were now flown from morning till dusk, when low-flying missions became dangerous. People on higher ground in south-eastern areas, in effect cut off, had become accustomed to the whirring sound of the propellers overhead. Some waved sheets and coloured blankets, and others tried to stamp out a large X or SOS in the snow.


After several days of drops the pilots and reporters became far more accurate. The wind was always a critical factor: in some cases, where people were elderly or infirm, a parcel dropped only twenty yards away could be too far for retrieval. But when the wind died down, a woman living near Blessington had her parcel landed ‘only four yards from her front door’, as if delivered by hand.


Dedicated Red Cross officials were especially frustrated at their inability to reach people in dire need. T. Lucas, an area director, had two ambulances and crews ready to go – but they couldn’t possibly reach people until the roads had been cleared. In one case, a Mrs Keogh had walked through two miles of deep snow in order to reach a telephone to report to the Red Cross that her husband and two children were in immediate need of a doctor, only to be told that they were unreachable.


——


On 5 January the outlook, as reported in the Irish Independent, remained bleak: ‘the general picture is one of sleet and snow … deep snowdrifts



persisting, lonely farms still cut off.’ While pilots could fly over the treacherous landscape, those fighting the land battle had to shovel, hack, chip and curse their way forward a yard at a time. Farmers continued to warn rescuers of the hidden streams and ponds beneath the white blanket. Some rescuers noted that when ‘plodding through snowdrifts every step had to be tested with long poles’.


Newspapers were increasingly filled with ‘many pathetic stories of want’, of families who had ‘survived on only the barest necessities’. Such was the case of Gladys Westrop and her two sons, who had been cut off for nearly two weeks and ‘lived on porridge and mare’s milk’.


Another notable case was that of Joseph O’Loughlin, the popular gamekeeper at Kippure Lodge, who had not been heard from for more than twelve days. The Irish Mountaineering Club eventually formed a volunteer emergency rescue effort:


In darkness they made their hazardous way up the vast slope to Mr O’Loughlin’s house … spotting a dim light in the distance. They saw no human tracks, only prints of deer. They shouted a greeting and the door was opened by a man in weak condition. There was no food in the house except turnips and flour mixed with water. Fuel was almost exhausted … The man’s voice was failing from exhaustion and hunger.15


In the light of a tiny oil lamp they prepared him a meal. His rescuers stayed with him for about two hours, learning of his ordeal. He had not seen a human for fourteen days. He told them he had given up hope of getting anything to sustain him. Upon departing, they left him a supply of bread, sausages and tea. And probably saved his life.


When the gamekeeper had recovered enough strength he would talk of his worry about his beloved animals on higher ground, of how their natural habitat was buried beneath snow or ice. Throughout the country there were now many reports of the piteous suffering of animals, especially sheep and cattle caught out in the open, stranded by the blizzard and drifts, then gradually buried, partially or entirely. One newspaper wrote that ‘hungry cattle all over the country are lowing for fodder which the farmers cannot take to them.’ Nor their water. Some farmers daringly headed out to dig all day, trying to free a few animals, usually with little luck. Sheep in flocks were reported as dying by the hundreds and even thousands.


The airlift pilots and reporters saw the tragic scene in vivid detail: cattle and sheep below them, entrapped in snowdrifts, unable to move. The animals were steadily growing weaker – and more helpless. Some of the stories written by the reporters were distressing for people to read: animals dead and dying being picked apart by predators. Some were picked upon by hungry birds, and many were buried alive, in situ, and then feasted upon by starving foxes, themselves only trying to survive. Entire herds were lost.


Some newspapers began publishing articles depicting foxes as ‘killers’, preying upon sheep, cattle, goats, pigs and hens – even upon house pets. The Irish Press ran an evocative front-page article, ‘Killer foxes’, that drew wide attention:


Hungry foxes attacked and killed a number of sheep and cattle … Late last night farmers were out guarding their flocks.


Such coverage bred a widespread aversion to foxes. Some farmers began shooting them whenever possible.


A short break in the weather over the weekend of 5–6 January allowed rescuers to again make some difficult attempts. The three stranded technicians at Kippure’s transmission station were still so fogged in that food drops were not possible. At this point the stranded men – Anthony McColgan, Joe Dillon and John Kelly – felt so isolated that they became seriously worried about their dwindling provisions. Kelly especially felt anxiety, because he was the father of a newborn baby he had not yet seen. Since their road remained buried, someone needed reach them some way.


On Sunday another Teilifís Éireann technician from Dublin, Brendan Lande, drove several expert skiers as far as he could in a Land Rover. When the road became impassable they climbed out, strapped on their skis and headed up the slopes, carrying supplies. Even for experienced skiers it was an arduous ascent. When they finally reached the station, the three men inside were thrilled to see them and gratefully accepted the supplies.


A quite different case was highlighted by the press, because of its unusual nature. An expectant mother in Co. Wicklow’s most rugged country desperately needed to get to a hospital. A doctor and ambulance below were ready to take her, but she was unreachable.


Something had to be done. Acting with haste and ingenuity, local men devised a contraption to get her down to safety. A team of six volunteers



and two gardaí ‘braved 15-foot snowdrifts to drag the expectant mother down to safety on a crudely improvised “sledge” made from a corrugated iron sheet.’ With great caution, she was eased down the treacherous slopes.


The next day, when the story made the newspapers, citizens again lambasted the Government for not yet having a civil rescue force and a helicopter ready to fly into action. This was 1963! Plans were under way elsewhere in the world to launch spacecraft and land men on the moon – and the Government still had no rescue helicopter.


Some reporters wrote of the gulf between the comfortable city-dwellers and the country people, isolated and suffering. One, returning from what he called the ‘unknown world’ beyond Dublin, reflected upon the startling juxtaposition:


Coming back through the snow at Crooksling [Co. Dublin] to reach the city and the theatre-bound evening crowds was like crossing the frontier into another country. So great is the contrast between city conditions and snowline that begins only seven miles from the Pillar, and gets worse with every mile on the road.16


Did the crowds in Dublin’s streets even know that only a few miles away were fellow-countrymen and women who were imperilled and often suffering?


On the afternoon of Sunday 6 January this juxtaposition was accentuated. The sun burst forth brightly, exhilarating spirits and prompting pent-up Dubliners to get outside and bask in the luxury. Children and adults headed for the snow-carpeted Phoenix Park and frozen ponds throughout the city. As Jim Fitzpatrick, a young firefighter at the time, recalls half a century later:


the slopes of the Phoenix Park resembled Switzerland and were scenes of happy adults and children … Anything that could be used to slide down the slopes, including car mats, spare tyres, you name it!


However, some of Dublin’s more affluent winter sportspeople who owned a car preferred to drive a few miles out of the city for some skiing and tobogganing on Co. Wicklow’s real slopes. They went as far as a cleared road would allow.


It was later in the afternoon that the real problem began. Throngs of foolhardy Sunday sightseers decided to take a jaunt south of the city to see if the ‘dramatic and tragic’ conditions, as described by the newspapers, were authentic or exaggerated. This warmer Sunday also provided relief vehicles with their best chance yet for reaching those in need. Before long, a snaking stream of ‘gawkers’ were on the roads leading to Co. Wicklow. They began holding up rescue convoys. With the favourable weather, everyone had expected to make great progress in relief efforts. Tempers flared as the crews were held up. Reporters trying to do their job were no less frustrated, as described by one in the Irish Independent:


Hundreds of sightseers drove up the mountains to see conditions for themselves. And this caused big traffic jams on the road to Blessington where only one-way traffic was possible. Many cars became stuck, unable to turn around and come back. Motorists found themselves further afield than they intended.17


And, naturally, many of the stranded Sunday pleasure-seekers expected those driving snowploughs and relief lorries to halt and help them. Many quickly realised how foolish they had been. Perhaps deservedly, when they got stuck in the snow or could not turn around, they got a taste of isolation and helplessness: some had to spend the night in their cars. Others tried hiking back to the city.


——


On Tuesday morning, 8 January, when readers picked up their copy of the Irish Times they were greeted with a cheerful and paradoxical proclamation: ‘Spring is promising to “bust out” all over this year’.


Despite the break in the harsh weather, with its glimpse of bright sunshine, the mere mention of spring blooming seemed oddly premature only eight days into January. Was it based on a new weather prediction or simply an attempt to give a psychological boost to gloomy readers suffering from winter depression?


Readers soon realised that the article was written by the fashion editor, who was actually referring to 1963’s elegant new spring designs, already being displayed in some of Dublin’s chic shops. That year, the venerable House of Dior featured a spring look with an ‘accent on the bust’. The



fashion editor wrote enthusiastically about the ‘return of the bosom’ in Irish society – so expect ‘very deep necklines’, she wrote.


To window-gazers along O’Connell Street and Grafton Street, bundled up in heavy coats, hats and scarves, the mannequins displaying the new spring fashions must have seemed an anachronism. Yet the windows at the department stores drew plenty of admirers – women and men.


But the Irish Independent’s witty columnist John D. Sheridan was having no part of it. He immediately retorted with what he called his ‘contrarian view’ – and it did not allow for talk in January of ‘spring busting out’ with exposed bosoms. He haughtily declared that ‘in the matter of clothing, I choose warmth rather than elegance.’ In his case, this meant bed clothing with pyjamas, a ‘hefty cardigan’, socks of thick báinín wool and a hot-water bottle. His favourite item was a ‘decrepit woollen headpiece’ that his aunt had knitted back in the 1920s, which he wore at night. He unabashedly called it his ‘granny cap’. Now he was outfitted from top to bottom. His loyal readership doubtless appreciated his honest, practical view.


To get in on the discussion, the Irish Press ran an article giving tips on ‘how to keep those feet warm’ at night: wear bed socks, do not put a hot-water bottle on your feet but behind your knees, and rub iodine ointment into your feet at night. In the morning ‘paint them with iodine solution and Friar’s Balsam, then dust them over with some talcum powder.’ Oh, yes, and a ‘brisk five minute walk to get the circulation going’. It was not explained how this walk was to be done on the slick, icy streets. Perhaps up and down hospital corridors.


——


The short reprieve from winter’s cold and snow had buoyed people’s spirits. But, alas, it was fleeting.


Dubliners had fared much better than their isolated country cousins. Nonetheless, residents of Dublin had felt confined during the freezing weather, deprived of their normal socialising, shopping and entertainment. By the second week of the new year many people were feeling claustrophobic. By Saturday 12 January they were anxious to get out and about to the theatres, pubs and restaurants, and certainly to the rollicking dance halls. There were a few tempting films showing: Frank Sinatra and Kim Novak in Pal Joey, Elvis Presley as Kid Galahad, and the more serious The Longest Day, playing at the Ambassador to smashing reviews. Publicans and



shopkeepers were anticipating a busy and profitable weekend for a change. Things looked promising for an exciting weekend.


And indeed it would be – but not for the reasons anticipated. Early on Saturday morning parts of the east coast, particularly Co. Dublin, were unexpectedly struck full force with what newspapers would dub a fierce ‘snow blitz’. In both city and suburbs a wet snow fell as temperatures began plummeting well below freezing. Every surface began receiving a coating of ice, which thickened by the hour. As people awoke and glanced out their windows they assumed that the glistening coating would melt quickly. Then, when the freezing snowfall ceased and the sun broke out, a fast melt seemed certain.


Nature, however, was once again deceptive, as the Evening Herald’s headline revealed: ‘The sun shone to-day – yet it was Dublin’s worst Saturday in years.’


Encased in ice, Dublin glistened in the sun. It was stunningly beautiful. And deadly dangerous, to both pedestrians and motorists. Its hazards were not appreciated at first. Many people had to leave home early for their Saturday-morning work, without realising that the city was a calamity zone. Icy footpaths were as slick as greased glass. Immediately, people began falling; cars slid and crashed. Ambulances struggled to reach them as roads became clogged with abandoned vehicles. By the middle of the morning Dublin was thrown into chaos, as one newspaper described:


Traffic piled up as skidding cars crashed or became immobile on the plate-glass roads. Huge traffic jams built up as there were blocked bridges and junctions. Even the slightest hills were impassable to negotiate. Buses were caught in the traffic jams and passengers marooned. Passengers in vehicles and buses got out to walk and slipped and fell all over the place.18


The Sunday Independent christened it perfectly: ‘Skid Saturday’.


As the temperature remained below freezing, accidents and injuries mounted. At one location there were sixty cars, three buses and several heavy lorries all strewn across the roads, blocking traffic as far as the eye could see. Tony Doran, then a conductor on the no. 19 bus, remembers it fifty years later as ‘nightmarish’:


Snow and ice! I remember on the Finglas Road buses would come down the hill sideways! And cars! You couldn’t use your brakes: you had to try and steer it. Buses didn’t have gripping. CIE sent out trucks with a bit of sand, but it wasn’t adequate.


Hospital staff couldn’t keep up with injuries of every type: not only sprains and broken bones but serious head injuries. Because of the shortage of staff and rooms, the injured had to be ‘stockpiled’ in hallways and corridors. Medical personnel were in a frenzy. It was little use for hospital administrators to try and call in extra doctors and nurses, since they could hardly make their way there.


Dublin Airport was closed, all sports fixtures were cancelled and the AA warned people not to drive unless it was an emergency. Some drivers still felt they had to try and get out on the road. One was John Burke, who had to deliver food to his pig farm in Blanchardstown. Before getting far, he skidded into a collision with a heavy lorry and found himself seriously injured and trapped in his van. By good fortune, a motorist, Dr Frank Friselle, was creeping by. He stopped, administered a sedative and waited with him until the fire brigade arrived to cut him free. The firefighters found that ‘we could not keep our feet on the ground’, as they kept slipping on the icy surface. Only by patiently using hacksaws were they able to extricate Burke, who was by then semi-conscious. He was finally removed and taken away by ambulance.


For forty-eight hours the cold spell continued. ‘Dublin was the hardest hit’, reported the Irish Independent, ‘as people shivered under a blanket of fresh snowfall.’ To make matters more treacherous, there set in a freezing fog that caused windscreens to ice up, resulting in more accidents and a further impeding of ambulance-drivers and firefighters. A bus conductor, Hugh Maguire, recalled that thick and freezing fogs could virtually blind the bus-driver. ‘When the fog got very bad we were handicapped. I’d walk in front of the bus … waving my handkerchief!’


The night of the 13th was declared the ‘coldest night of the cold spell’ throughout the country. Shannon Airport recorded temperatures of 4°F(−15°C), or 18 degrees frost. Meteorologists scanning their records found only nine nights colder since 1863. Rivers and lakes were frozen: the lakes of Killarney, Loughrea, the River Corrib, and the River Liffey in Co. Kildare. At Limerick parts of the Shannon and the Abbey River were frozen. Even



in Dublin the Liffey was freezing up, as were the streams and ponds in St Stephen’s Green.


Pubs in Dublin were reporting that stout kept in cellars or back rooms was freezing in the bottles – as were bottles of milk delivered outside houses.


Meanwhile, more animals were being trapped and frozen. In the Nire Valley in Co. Waterford a desperate operation was under way to ‘use shovels to hack away the snow from more than 4,000 sheep which lay frozen under the snow.’ Volunteers struggled to climb the hillsides to try and save them.


In Dublin a similar rescue was being carried out. CIE workers were called to St James’s Walk, where two swans had been frozen in the sudden ice. Grappling irons had to be used to smash the ice that held them prisoner. It was an emotional sight for onlookers; cheers went up when they were freed.


——


Since the onset of the ‘Siberian weather’, as journalists were now commonly calling it, there had been a resurgence of sure-footed cart horses on Dublin’s streets. Suddenly, real ‘horse power’ was needed to deliver carts of milk, bread and coal in slippery streets and narrow alleys. Fortunately, there were still enough carters and cart horses available for emergency service.


The problem was that these horses had to be fitted with frost nails on their hooves for maximum grip. This called for farriers capable of carrying out the task. Following the Second World War and the rise in motorisation, Dublin’s farriers had dwindled to but a few. There were just enough still around to care for racing horses, show horses and the RDS crowd. Now they were called into action to meet the immediate demand for cart horses.


It was a brief period during which the city’s last farriers made great profits but got little sleep. James Harding, born in 1917, began ‘striking at the anvil’, as he puts it, at twelve years of age, serving his seven-year apprenticeship back when the ‘horse was still king of the roads’. His small forge, tucked down Pleasants Lane, off Camden Street, was barely doing enough business in 1963 to keep him going. But he had enjoyed working at a leisurely pace while chatting to old customers.


Then the January boom struck. He had to arrive at 3 a.m. to meet a dozen or more carters with their horses already queued up outside, and then work till ten at night.


Across town another farrier, John Boyne, kept similar hours at his small forge hidden off Pearse Street. He knew that a hard frost or ice could throw



Dublin into paralysis and that horses with frost nails were still the best solution. He didn’t mind the frenzy – or the profits:


It was a kind of harvest time for farriers. In the middle of the night we’d be out of bed – a very panicky time for us. No time for dillydallying! You’d get sleep the best way you can.


What was most important to the hard-pressed farriers was knowing that they were helping their city function in time of crisis.


Then there were those who had to help keep Dublin going by continuing their work in the worst of weather conditions: postmen, dockers, street dealers, zookeepers, firefighters, gardaí, newspaper sellers, stonemasons, street cleaners – even gravediggers. While others in the city might have arisen to go to work in a heated office, factory or shop, they had to face the freezing elements, often without being properly outfitted for the arctic conditions.


The postman Davy Sheridan had begun his duties in 1928. In 1963, when the big storm hit, he was fifty-three, still having to carry his bag of post weighing more than thirty pounds. ‘And we weren’t supplied with gloves! Ah, the tips of your fingers would be terrible sore.’ Seeing him straggling from house to house in a blizzard, people would feel great sympathy. ‘People would invite me in (quickly) for tea. Now the rules said, No … but you’d go in!’


Dublin’s storied street dealers exhibited a stoicism in standing their ground, whatever the discomfort. Explaining that they needed each day’s money for their large families, the legendary Moore Street dealer Lizzy Byrne never let a blizzard or freezing temperatures deter her:


Ah, we never gave up … Came out in hail and snow. Oh, God, it was cold! And we’d put on plenty of clothing – three coats maybe. We always got by … don’t you worry!


No-one in all Dublin faced a more demanding job than the gravediggers. Burials couldn’t cease just because of snow-packed, frozen ground. In fact, the death rate always increased in winter, when conditions were the harshest. At Glasnevin Cemetery, Jack Mitchell had to carve out his graves and get the coffins into the earth – somehow. The ground that January was



as solid as granite on the surface and had to be hacked open like a quarry pit. The gravedigger’s hands and feet were numb. Mitchell remembers it as a grey world of pickaxe and shovel sounds:


The graves were nine feet deep, and everything still dug by hand. Eight o’clock till five, six days a week. It was slavery.


Even the mourners showed sympathy for Mitchell and his workmates.


During the record cold spell, people inside their homes had to combat the freezing temperatures. Many dwellings still had no central heating. Dependent upon burning coal and turf in their hearths, they stoked the fire day and night. Nonetheless, they might still find the water in their toilet freezing over.


Tenement-dwellers were the most desperate for heat, stuffing their small hearths with turf, leading to a rash of fires in the city. Every fire station was kept busy day and night. Firefighters often had great difficulty on the icy streets in simply reaching the blaze. Éamonn Fitzpatrick was stationed at the Tara Street station:


Ah, a very bad winter – the snow and ice! Crews had to be careful of the road conditions. They introduced chains, but they weren’t a great success … They were more of a hindrance.


Upon reaching a burning tenement house, a firefighter’s risks soared. But he realised that lives were always at stake, especially with so many children usually in occupation:


Tenement fires were very, very dangerous. You were never sure of the stability of the buildings … and old rickety stairs. The hearths would split and ash went down in the cracks between the floors and ceilings. And it would smoulder for weeks!


Even after he and his colleagues had extinguished the blaze and departed, cinders could still be alive hidden behind walls.


The frigid winter of 1963 was also particularly bad for gas fires and gas accidents. Gas leaks could result from frozen and fractured mains. On 14 January a woman died and four other residents required hospital treatment



following a gas accident at Courtney Place in Ballybough. Firefighters found that escaping gas from the broken line had filtered into five adjacent houses as well. This could have taken a far greater toll. When people went to bed they had no way of knowing whether a gas line might fracture during the night. It was becoming a widespread fear. The winter of 1963 was taking lives in many different forms.


——


Reliable reports of animal deaths on an appalling scale were now filtering in to animal-protection agencies in Dublin. Entire herds of cattle and sheep, as well as vast flocks of birds, had become entombed in snow and ice. An alarmed public sympathetically sent in donations to ‘save the animals’ associations.


From the hillsides and mountains of Connemara and Co. Wicklow came the most distressing stories. In some parts of Co. Wicklow, farmers predicted that they would lose 90 per cent of their sheep herd. Farmers in Co. Meath told of having to be on their full guard against foxes ranging the fields where lambs were falling. Journalists were now calling it ‘nature’s slaughter’ of Ireland’s herds. Even deer, driven by hunger, were coming down into the lowlands of Co. Wicklow. One resident of Glenealy had two deer come virtually up to her house to feed on greens she had left out for them.


Ireland’s multitude of bird-lovers had cause for great distress. With the temperature falling as low as −10, the trees – leaves, bark and berries – were encased in layers of ice, and the earth was buried in feet of snow. With rivers and ponds freezing over, birds had trouble even finding water. First they became weak, then they died, some simply toppling from branches into the jaws of hungry foxes.


Farmers saw birds pathetically trying to forage for food, their bodies later littering the snowy surface. They commonly came upon thrushes, redwings, chaffinches and wagtails. The Dublin suburbs attracted thrushes and starlings searching for food and shelter. Blackbirds were faring the best, as they had a great capacity for hard work in foraging where there were breaks in the snow exposing small patches of ground.


By contrast, seabirds were surviving the frigid conditions relatively well. The east wind was littering the shores with food, including razor shells, starfish and whelks. Along the beach from Portmarnock to Rush



in Co. Dublin the seagulls amassed in tens of thousands, screaming over the luscious scraps. In the Malahide Estuary it was reckoned that at least 30,000 seabirds were gathered at one time, feeding in the incoming tide.


However, geese and swans were struggling to survive. Geese flocked to the island at Malahide but were ‘heavily shot at’ by unscrupulous hunters, despite an official order protecting them. There were many complaints to the police about this abuse – or ‘gunning slaughter’ – but they could do little about it under the difficult conditions.


Dubliners found the plight of swans especially heart-breaking. F. M. Ardagh of the Dublin Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals took a personal interest in this sad struggle. As she explained to reporters, it was a time of travail for the swans. ‘This is the way of nature … and nature can be cruel.’ It was an effort to try and put people’s minds more at ease. Swan-lovers were heartened when several suffering swans were rescued and turned over to compassionate nuns at two convents, where they found sanctuary.


Behind the scenes at Dublin Zoo another drama was occurring in the effort to cope with the weather crisis. The unpredicted blizzard had not allowed the staff members to prepare for such an emergency. Consequently, the superintendent, Dr Terry Murphy, and his dedicated staff suddenly faced some almost insurmountable problems. Dr Murphy took charge, asking his staff to work night and day to save as many endangered animals as possible. Their most urgent efforts were directed at boiler problems, frozen and bursting pipes, iced cages and locks, snowdrifts impeding the movement of large wheelbarrows with food, and the low temperature threatening the lives of some delicate animals. All these problems were striking at once.


Gerry Creighton, who started work at the zoo in 1958 at the age of fourteen, walking the children’s ponies, remembers his role in the crisis. By that time he was an assistant helper to the staff. Eventually, he would work his way all the way up to the position of head animal-keeper. He has since recounted the scene at the zoo in January 1963:


The winter of ’63 – I remember the icy wind that would cut you in two! The zoo got frozen up. The boilers were really old, almost every pipe in the zoo was frozen. All the animal houses were heated by coal furnace, and every three hours or so the furnaces had to be raked and cinders



and clinkers removed, and new coal put in. This was a 24-hour job! And trees that fell [in the storm] were cut up by us staff, for the boilers.


Everything was manual, with a shovel and big wheelbarrows – through the ice and snow. Oh, my job was twice as hard! Almost all the animals had water troughs, so you had to break up the ice every day and then go around with the wheelbarrows loaded with food. And we weren’t supplied with gloves in those days! There was even a problem with the locks to the cages when they’d freeze and you weren’t able to get the keys into the locks … to go into your animals. So, we would have a cigarette-lighter or matches to hold under the lock to melt the ice.


The animals most affected by the cold were our tropical birds, like toucans and hornbills. And we had to take in the flamingos and penguins and sea lions, because ice was forming around them and they were caught in the ice. And the monkeys, because of their long fingers … which can get frostbite.


While the plight of farmers’ herds, wild animals and zoo animals received coverage in the newspapers, it was a single, frightened fox that came to command the most sympathetic attention as it captured the hearts of Dubliners.


It all began back in August 1962 without much interest, when it was noted that ‘a small fox had been living quietly in St Stephen’s Green’. She was spotted now and then by visitors, who usually smiled and pointed as she slunk away into the bushes and disappeared. Occasionally, a few feathers were found around the Green, a clue that she was up to her foxy ways. But the park constables John McEvoy and James Lynch did not regard it as a significant problem.


Until January 1963, that is.


With the onset of the brutal winter came those Irish Press articles about ‘killer foxes’ ravaging herds of sheep and raiding farms. As sport, some young hunters began trying to track down this little fox. The animal retreated to the safety of a tiny island in one of the ponds in the Green. Then came the hard freeze:


Thick ice covering the pond meant that small and not-so-small boys disturbed her hitherto retreat on the island in the centre of the pond.19


Now, in terror, the fox had to find a last refuge on the branch of a tree, as tormentors below shouted and threw objects to try and knock her off.


Crowds began to gather daily to watch the spectacle, some cheering as others protested against the cruelty. When reporters got wind of it the subject became a controversial and emotive one for animal-lovers. There were all sorts of ideas about how it should be handled. There were even some awkward attempts by ‘well-meaning citizens to knock the fox down into a coat held below’:


Eyes flashing, pink tongue flickering in and out, it clung terrified to the tip of the branch.20


Finally the crowds had to be dispersed by park constables. Why they or the staff of Dublin Zoo had not made a concerted effort earlier to save the trapped fox is not known.


Owing to the growing public interest, the saga became known simply as the ‘fox in the Green’. For some it was merely an amusing story, but there were those to whom the incident was a socially significant symbol, revealing the worst in human nature. Impassioned followers of the drama vented their feelings in letters to the papers. One concerned citizen, signing themselves ‘Disillusioned’, wrote to the Evening Herald:


The episode of the poor trapped fox is an amazing exhibition of hysteria and sadism – the urge to kill. Obviously, we are not in England, Denmark or Holland where they are noted for kindness to animals. What, may reasonably be asked, is being taught in our schools?21


Rosemary O’Callaghan-Westrop had visited the scene several times, horrified by the cruelty she witnessed when young people tried laughingly to injure or kill the terrified creature:


The behaviour of the mob who gathered to terrify a helpless little fox in the Green is a serious and alarming sign of our times. He lives in terror and hunger.


Mob law will come out on top if decent people do nothing about it. The primary responsibility rests with parents and schools.22


For weeks to come, such letters would continue to appear, making it a hot topic in conversation and debates. Was it a sign of deteriorating morals? some wondered.


——


During the first two weeks of January, relief workers and rescue crews had forged ahead with pick and shovel to reach the most outlying homes. Volunteers and county council workers had worked till near-exhaustion to find those down to their last morsels of food and fuel.


On 14 January one of the winter’s saddest discoveries was made: the double death of an elderly couple in Co. Waterford. James and Elizabeth Murphy were found in their isolated house. There was no fire in the grate, and two dogs were whining in the kitchen. When last seen, Mrs Murphy was trying to keep warm in front of the small fire of sticks. News of their deaths shocked the nation, provoking harsh condemnation of the inert Government – and of Irish society as well. As one newspaper wrote:


shame on us, all of us! An elderly couple was found dead in their cottage at Kilbarry caused by the extreme cold. No step had been taken by authorities – nothing was done. They stood by idly. A tragedy that strikes at the smug complacency of many of us. Two people died of neglect … [We were] indifferent to their plight. Shame!23


The Government had been well aware of the widespread, often desperate, shortages of food and fuel. And yet it had never called upon a ready army to provide life-saving assistance. It seemed beyond all reason and compassion.


On 15–17 January there was hopeful news: some meteorologists expressed their belief that the ‘Siberian cold’ was finally subsiding. Life should soon be safer.


CIE announced that week that it was doing its part to make life more comfortable for Dubliners. A spokesperson told reporters the good news that more than half of Dublin’s 700 buses had now been fitted with heaters. For regular passengers on these routes it was pure luxury. It was promised that another hundred buses were to be fitted during February.


Meanwhile, buoyed by some warmer weather, people began strolling the city’s streets again. Some paused at the entrances of record shops to listen to some of the top ten: Elvis Presley’s ‘Return to Sender’, Cliff Richard’s ‘The



Next Time’, Chubby Checker’s ‘Limbo Rock’. All had a good beat, suggestive of warm spring weather … and fantasies of summer. Even some oldsters seemed to feel the tempo.


The Irish Independent made it official on 17 January with its welcome headline ‘The crisis is over’. The article featured a ‘tribute to the heroes of the freeze-up’, citing an array of those who had given so much: bulldozer and snowplough-drivers, council road-clearance crews, volunteer shovellers, airlifters and ‘mercy mission’ parcel-deliverers, van-drivers, ambulance crews, Red Cross workers, doctors and gardaí. A special mention was given to the ‘splendid reporters and photographers’ who had ‘daringly brought back their stories from dangerous scenes’. They had all contributed to the ‘memories of human endurance, suffering and sacrifice under the worst imaginable conditions’.


The following day Aer Lingus pilots were wondering where the ‘calm winds’ the meteorologists had predicted were. Captain W. G. Black was on a routine flight from London to Dublin when he encountered what he called the ‘fairest wind’ he had ever had from the east. It caught his plane and zipped it to Dublin at a record speed of 59 minutes, much to everyone’s surprise.


Did the powerful east wind carry any greater meaning?


On 20 January the Irish Independent had to publish a startling retraction, needing only a three-word headline: ‘Blizzards are back!’ As if it were a returning nightmare, it continued:


Blizzards swept across the country … Five foot drifts blocked roads … It was freezing again last night and weather experts said they could not foresee when the cold spell would end.24


It was dispiriting news throughout the country, just as morale had been on the rise.


But it bred new types of heroism. On Inchiquin, the largest of Lough Corrib’s islands, six families had suffered a long spell of freezing weather and isolation. Now they were desperate for food, water and fuel. They were beyond the reach of mainlanders, but on 23 January several courageous islanders stepped forward to go for provisions. They cautiously managed to hack their way forward in a boat through four-inch ice. But the effort



seemed interminable. They decided to risk walking the rest of the distance on top of the uncertain ice layer. They succeeded in their precarious journey but probably with some good luck.


The next day, readers were discouraged when they saw the Irish Press headline, ‘Freeze-up goes on’, and further disheartened when it was noted that Icelanders were already enjoying some ‘mild spring weather’, with temperatures up to 6 degrees. In fact, ‘early spring flowers were already in bloom’ there.


At least the few technicians stranded at Kippure were cheered up that afternoon. When the new blizzard struck they put in an immediate request for additional water supplies. It was decided that the metal casks used by Guinness would be the ideal container for the airdrop. Guinness gladly supplied eight, and when there was a break in the weather they were dropped successfully. At the last minute Guinness had decided to contribute a ninth cask – this one full of stout.


Some rescues were taking place in Dublin as well. The following night, Neil Kennedy of Drumcondra was returning home from a dance. Walking along Aston Quay, he heard someone shout that there was a woman in the Liffey. At first he thought he was joking, but then he saw the commotion and ran towards it. The woman was lying on her back as gardaí were trying unsuccessfully to get her out with a grappling hook.


A strong swimmer, Kennedy quickly divested himself of coat and trousers and was about to dive in. At the last moment, however, he realised that the tide was out. There was only about four feet of water.


Gardaí lowered a rope, which he climbed down, wading out to the exhausted woman. He pulled her to safety and helped hoist her up. Both were rushed to Jervis Street Hospital, where he was treated for minor cuts.


The next day’s newspapers wrote of the ‘hero of the rescue who pluckily snatched’ the woman from the river, adding that she ‘probably would have died’ without his actions. Kennedy was modest about his ‘heroic’ title, saying little more than that he was ‘lucky I did not dive – I probably would have broken my neck.’


Surprisingly, no-one had yet rescued the little ‘fox in the Green’. The torment had continued, as had the avalanche of letters on editors’ desks. Most writers expressed condemnation:


What of the people who clamoured for the death of the dumb animal in the capital of Catholic Ireland? The chant of ‘kill it, kill it!’ in St Stephen’s Green is a terrible reflection on our city by the people responsible for it.


Another wrote:


May I protest against the brutal treatment and vicious attitude of the majority of the mob towards a helpless and frightened animal. In today’s state of ‘civilization’ over two hundred people let their desire to destroy run riot … A hostile crowd of ‘human’ beings.


They should hang their heads in shame for their cruelty. That these people are Irish is most disturbing.25


Finally, on 26 January, the fox was rescued – or ‘captured’, depending upon one’s perception of the episode. It was quickly determined that she was indeed quite tame and apparently very happy to be in safe arms.


The next day a new weather report was issued:


Sunshine and rising temperatures … easement of the cold spell throughout the country … as slow thaw continues.


But how accurate was this latest forecast? The credibility of meteorologists had been tarnished by their dismal performance over the previous five weeks.


In any case, at the end of what would go down as one of the most brutal Irish winters of the century, people could at least pray for warmer, happier days ahead – for some bright sunshine, climbing temperatures and a hint of a few spring flowers, like their neighbours the Icelanders.
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