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SAD PLIGHT NOF QUILTY’S MISSING CURRAGHS.
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How Fishing Industry Failed

and Left a Desolate Village

CURRACHS — those canvas-covered craft of the Western seaboard that have carried out all kinds of sea-faring, including rescue work when life-boats were not able to help, have long been a tradition on the coast of Clare and one of the most prominent places on that coast for the utilisation of currachs is Quilty.

In 1925 there were no less than thirty of these frail boats working from the village. Today the total number of working curraghs is two.

Some 45 years ago about 90 men and thirty girls were earning a weekly wage all the year round in the catching and curing of the fish. Nowadays most of the young people from Quilty are working in factories or building sites in Manchester, Bir​mingham or Cardiff.

This fishing industry kept the life​blood of the little seaside village vigorously flowing from 1910 to 1926, when the shoals of fish left the shores off Quilty. Many local people state that the cycle of fish has once more returned to those shores and claim that if several trawlers were operating from the village the in​dustry could again be started, to give employment to this emigration- stricken area and help keep the people in their native land.

The men, three to a currach, fished morning and evening the whole year around. They fished for mackerel between the months of March and September and for the remainder of the year for herrings. These fish were then gutted, salted and packed in barrels by girls and stored in a building at the pier. They were ex​ported to such countries as England, America, France and Norway (where so many present day fish imports come from).

Some of the barrels were conveyed to Ennis by special train while ships of 500 tons also docked at the pier to collect the barrels. There were two buyers in Quilty and the men were paid by dividing the total money re​ceived for their catch, while the girls were paid on commission, depending on how many barrels they packed. Some of the ships docking at the pier brought in cargoes of timber and other commodities for local mer​chants and sailed away with their holds full of cured mackerel and herring

If, however, trawlers were put into operation to fish these bountiful waters the harbour would have to be dredged as it is reckoned that a ship of 200 tons could not tie up' there because of the accumulation of sand over the years when the pier was not in use. In days gone by men with shovels and carts dredged the harbour in eight weeks but today that work could be carried out with​in a fortnight with the aid of a dredger.

DESOLATE PLACE

Quilty today is indeed a desolate place. Gone is the hustle and bustle that accompanied the fishing indus​try and the kelp trade (that has since vanished as well). Where once there was a healthy movement of business and people there is now a completely different story as old men, recalling events and deeds of the past are the only figures one will see in this village. The recently formed local Improvements Committee has interested itself in several projects to make the village a brighter place and it was with much joy that the news that the Co. Council was to re​pair, the crumbling sea wall was re​ceived by the local people. Another improvement that will make Quilty even more popular with tourists is the provision of a car park, which will be provided with the help of Bord Failte grants.

It is indeed a saddening thought to realize that the thirty currachs that at one time traversed the Quilty waters, and often travelled fifteen miles a night, are no more.

Many stories are told of these lightweight boats which ride out the gigantic breakers of the Atlan​tic and perhaps the most famous one of all was the rescue of twenty-one men from the French sailing ship "Leon XIII", which went aground on the rocks about three miles off Quilty in 1907. The ship, which was carrying a cargo of salt and grain, broke up and sank, but not before local men, in their cur​rachs, saved the lives of the twenty-one sailors. This feat of bravery was carried out while a British lifeboat stood helpless nearby, unable to come close en​ough to the French vessel.

DEPRESSED DISTRICT

Another industry that earned money for Quilty people was the making of kelp. Kelp is seaweed which is burnt in kilns and was used in former years for chemical pur​poses. Several years ago clouds of thick smoke coming from the shore was a common sight in this West Clare village. This came from the kelp being manufactured and the smoke issued from the kilns built on the strand. After being burnt the seaweed looked like lumps of coal' and the kelp was bought by an English firm and was exported by way of the local pier and by rail to Dublin.

With the termination of those two industries the village was really a depressed district and this can be proved by the emigration figures.

What can be done in this present year to help the people of Quilty? Could the Government endeavour to attract some of Clare's young people, now toiling in a foreign country, back to Ireland by providing the capital to start several trawlers; operating from the village. It is obvious that with modern methods of fishing currachs could not covert the territory present-day fishing boats cover. However, even if currachs were engaged in working on the sea it would at least mean more employment, and therefore more prosperity, for Quilty. The Minister for Lands should very closely in​vestigate the matter, especially as the huge shoals of fish are again converging around the coast of Clare.

The Minister, Mr. O Morain, is anxious to get young men interested in reaping the valuable profits that  are contained in the sea around Ireland. Here is one opportunity for him in the advancement of fishing……………………………………………………..
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