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Quilty long ago


Some reminiscences from Marcus Walshe


And John Fennell,





BASED ON INTERVIEW WITH HARRY HUGHES AND MUIRIS Ó RÓCHÁIN





The following article is based on tape interviews with 83 years old Marcus Walshe and 80 year old John Fennell, from Seafield, Quilty, Co. Clare. They are two of the oldest citizens in the community and both are remarkably active: Marcus plays the bodhran with a local group at weekly sessions and John still retains his skill on the tin whistle. Their recollections are presented, wherever possible, BY QUOTING DIRECTLY FROM THE TRANSCRIPTIONS.





FISHING AND KELP





As this century opened Quilty was an active farming-fishing community. Its people made kelp and wrestled a hard living from the Atlantic. They fished for haddock, ling and cod, using spillers, or very long lines, to catch this fish, and travelling four or five miles in their currachs out from Mutton Island and back to the banks. Mackerel were very plentiful, and Marcus remem�bers how the women cured the fish and packed them for export to America:





You couldn't walk down the pier with the barrels of mackerel piled high as the house. All the women would be cutting them and cleaning them and salting and packing and they were all shifted to America.


John was on the sea since he was a child and has seen many changes come over the fishing scene:


I fished all my life. I was fishing in currachs up to 1950 when I went to America. When I came home there were no currachs fishing at all. There were boats then and it was mostly lobster fishing. No mackerel were taken here for a long time.


Kelp was an important factor in the local economy in the early decades of this century. In the month of May came the May goradh, the stir in the tide, which indicated that the weed was ripe and breaking off. Then the task of weed gathering began and all the families along the shore took part in the work. The weed was burned in pits or kilns to make the kelp and af�terwards the kelp was brought into the store near Quilty Station where it was tested by a Mr. P.S. Carroll, agent for Fairlings Company of Galway. Good quality kelp fetched up to 10 or 12 pounds a ton, but poorer stuff only made three pounds. As in all other places along the western seaboard kelp making has ceased in Quilty for many years.


Mutton Island, was once owned by the Griffins of Ennis who kept large droves of cattle there. John Fennell recalls how the island was used when he was young:


No family stayed there a winter in my time anyway; people lived there before then alright. The land was tilled and some





Kelp carts in Quilty, around 1920.
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families spent the summer there minding their cattle and look ing after Griffin's cattle for him. They brought the cattle over and back for him and he charged no rent. The last man to Iive on the island was Jer Sexton. He was born and reared on Mutton Island and had travelled the world, but came back and settled down there in the end. When Micko Casey bought the island he herded the cattle there for him; that would be more than fifty years ago.


Neither Marcus nor John could recall any sea customs or folklore connected with the sea and John sums it up:


 You'd never hear of any of those things much when you're fisherman's son. Others would alright, but I heard nothing from anyone.


But one incident still stirs the memory of Quilty and that is the sinking of the Leon XIII and the rescue of its crew members by the Quilty fishermen on Oct. 2nd, 1907. This dramatic moment has gone into song and story, and has indeed acquired some of the characteristics of legend in its generous retelling over the decades. Marcus was then eight years of age and he recalls the stricken ship on that morning. One feature remain: fixed in his mind:





The sails. She was all white sails. I remember seeing her well. She was going towards Spanish Point and her rudder got broke off and she wheeled around and got sunk here off Quilty. The coastguards were back there then and they brought their boat down and launched out and it was hardly out when it was upside down. So the fishermen, anyway, they manned their canoes and went out and Father Scanlon, the local curate, blessed a sheaf of straw and threw it out and he said "Yell all come safely home", and they did. About 18 men took part in the rescue, and there were 3 men to each canoe. We remember them well as they were all living for years afterwards.


The Quilty fishermen rescued most of the crew; the captain and the remainder were picked up by the cruiser Arrogant on October the 3rd. The Star of the Sea Church and its bell, taken from the Leon, is a fitting monument to the memory of that heroic rescue. The Church was opened in 1911 and the





Michael McInerney, one of the rescuers of the Leon crew.





bell was presented to the Church in 1949. An uncle of Marcus, Paddy Keane, hung the bell in the belfry.





MUSICIANS AND SINGERS





Hardship there was in those days and emigration was a too common feature of life. The American Wake, the traditional send off for the person emigrating was a big, if sad, social gathering. Both John and Marcus emigrated: John to the States in the fifties when work was plentiful after the war, and Marcus went to Canada in the thirties, but times were very hard then Both recall the American wakes:


There was always a dance the night before and a big crowd to wish the emigrants God speed. When the party broke up in the early hours everyone walked up to the station to say farewell. Many people left Quilty station and never returned. That's the way it was.


House dances, card tournaments, travelling musicians and weddings made up a full round of social entertainment. Dancing and music were important in the lifestyle of the people. Step-dancing was a highly revered act and the popular dances were the Caledonian and Orange and Green sets as well as Polkas. Pat Barron, the travelling dance master, was a regular visitor to the parish of Kilmurry-Ibrickane. He taught step danc�ing in Marcus Walshe's house and Marcus remembers an effec�tive method he had with erring pupils:


He hit your legs with a stick if you went wrong. He was around here and over in Mullagh for years. As far as pay was concerned he was easy to please, he took whatever he got. He didn't get into any trouble with the clergy here. *


John Fennell still plays the tin whistle as sweetly as ever and Marcus has been tipping the bodhran, which he makes himself, for the past seventy years. Both agree that the best place for music in Quilty was around Clohaninchy, where such families as the Downes and Falseys were noted musicians. Concertinas, melodeons, fiddles and tin whistles were the common instru�ments, but a few people took up unusual instruments, like Thomas O'Dwyer from Seafield who played accompaniment on the tongs. "He could drum it lovely", while Jamsie Egan and another Kilmurry man, Simon Casey, played the Jews harp.


The tambourine or bodhrán was uncommon. Marcus, whose father made bodhráns, was shown how to play it by Martin Callinan. ""He used to play it with his fingers and he taught me, and from that day to this I'm playing the bodhran". But then, as now, not everyone appreciated the sound of the goatskin. John Fennell tells a story of a tournament dance held in his own house one night:


We had a big tournament here one night and my father, who was then middling old, was sitting there by the fire. We were all playing: Junior Crehan and Anthony Power on the fiddles, myself on the whistle, and Marcus had the tambourine. All night long, and there was dancing and cards and a big crowd. In the end my father stood up and Thomas Power asked him if he was tired. He stretched himself and said: "A Dhia mór, . tá me bodhar ag an ngabhar!" - Great God, I'm deafened by the goat.





John Fennell recalls the musicians and singers who made an impression on him when he was young: the fiddlers 





Anthony Power, and Scully and Thady Casey, and old Mike Power, the father of Anthony and Thomas. Mike Power was a singer of note.


I picked up a lot of music and airs from Mike Power. I heard him sing songs when I was young and I haven't heard some of them for years. Mike Power had a great voice. He could sing the songs lovely. Pat Egan, Jamesie's brother, and an uncle of Joe Cuneen, was a grand singer too.


Sometimes you got paid for playing at a house dance and as often as not you didn't. I remember Junior Crehan, Scully Casey and myself playing down in Moyasta at a house dance till early morning and even though the woman of the house wanted to give us money we wouldn't take it. If people un�derstood you needed a bit of money they gave it to you. The travelling musician went from house to house and made a bit of money that way. Johnny Doran came round here in the thirties and I played with him.





Free State Troops, Limerick, 1922.





And Marcus remembers Doran's popularity:


We kept him here for a couple of weeks going round from house to house and collected money for him. The people took care of him as good as they could in those days. He was very well liked and so was his music.


Talking about musicians and instruments reminds Marcus of how John Fennell came to possess an excellent piccolo concert flute:


A man by the name of Micho Doherty came home from America in the early 1920's. He lived back in Clohaninchy and he had this concert flute which he'd give to anyone who'd play good reels on it. We heard about it and went down to him one Sunday. We told him our names and he brought out the flute and gave it to John. John put it together and began to play.





And after a while he said: "That flute is yours. Many a one came testing that flute and were no use".





TOURNAMENTS AND WRENS





In the thirties, as the Economic War began to make itself felt, raffle dances became a popular form of entertainment. Turkeys, calves and geese were raffled - "You couldn't get anything for them at the time". Preparations were made a few days in ad�vance of the occasion. The women folk showed their skills in baking by making currant loaves and sweet breads. There was no door fee, but the card players paid a fee to get into the game. Sometimes when a big tournament was in progress the dance was held in a neighbouring house.





Three Quilty musicians, 1947: Left to right: Joe Cuneen, John Falsey and Michael Falsey.
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Fish curing at Seafield pier, around 1910.





The Wren was a folk custom which the people around Quilty celebrated in proper style. There were huge Wrens in the 20's and Marcus can remember anything from 20 to 50 people out on St. Stephen's day.


We were never refused money in any house. We always got a good welcome. We travelled the whole area round and over to Mullagh. And then a great night followed. The Wren day was always a great day.


Conversation about Wren day brought up the strange story of the Wren that never returned. The tale was remembered in their youth and both remember an old singer, Máire Ciachán, who used to sing a song about it, in Irish. As far as the story can be pieced together it seems that it happened somewhere around the middle of the last century.


The Wren group set out from Seafield and Quilty and kept moving on, covering Miltown Malbay, Lahinch and Ennistymon, and apparently must have got as far as Galway, and, having earned their passage, set sail for America. Whether anyone returned, or who these people were, is not known; all has slip�ped out of folk-memory but the bare outline of the intriguing story.


Irish was spoken by the older people and as John Fennell recalls:


When I lived here with my father and mother I heard nothing but Irish, not a word of English. It was all Irish in every house then. The stories told on cuaird when people went visiting were all Irish, but I was too young to remember any of them. And when you went back to the pier to the fishermen it was all Irish. There was no Irish in the national schools then. Some of us went to a night school in Clonadrum to learn Irish. We learned a little but forgot it again.





CATTLE DRIVING AND�SOLDIERING





The Irish classes which were held in the first two decades of the century were part of the national movement which swept the country in those years and gave rise to the founda�tion





of Sinn Fein and the Irish Volunteers. Marcus and John played their parts in the Volunteers movement, the War of Independence and the subsequent tragedy of the Civil War. The local curate, Fr. McKenna, was Volunteer Commandant in the area and, among many other things, had to contend with cat�tle drives. One such cattle drive in which Marcus took part was organised to "free the strand". The grazing rights on the strand were held by the local landlords, the Blackhalls and Brews. Land agitation was a large part of republicanism in the west of Ireland and the local Volunteer Company set out to drive the landlord's cattle off the strand leaving it a com�monage for the local people. Not all Volunteer officers agreed with cattle drives.


The cattle and sheep were driven along the road out from the strand and Fr. McKenna tried to stop the drive. Trouble broke out and stones were thrown. Fr. McKenna got hit on the head. He was taken to Talty's bar, now the Leon, to be nursed, and the drive went ahead. The strand was left free after that. We were always on the look out for R.I.C. and the Tans.


The Coastguard station in Seafield was manned by eight Coastguards and their families. It was taken over by the military during the troubles and a detachment of soldiers, about 40 in all occupied the station. The movements of the military in Seafield was kept under constant surveillance by the Local Volunteers. John Fennell was stationed in the Coastguard fort with the new National Army in 1922. Before that he served with the Republican Police in Kildysart. After serving in Seafield he was detailed with other Free State soldiers to engage in operations against Republican forces in Limerick, which was one of the most fiercely contested centres of action in the whole of the Civil War. General Michael Brennan remarked that, outside of Dublin, "the whole Civil War really turned on Limerick". The ob�jective of the Free State Army was to drive the Republicans out of the Castle and Strand Barracks. The Free Staters had an 18 pounder artillery gun which they used with effect. On July 19th the Free State Army began to shell the Strand Barracks. John Fennell was in this engagement:
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Marcus Walshe (Left) and John Fennell (photo Roderic Jamieson, 1982).





All day long the firing went on. I'll never forget it. There was a lot of cross-fire and it went on for hours. The streets were all trenched round about and one of our officers got a bullet in the back, but he lived. The only one in my Company to get killed was Martin Moloney. Then the Castle Barracks was attacked and went on fire. We were stationed for three weeks in Geary's chocolate factory. We had plenty of sweets and lemonade and nothing else Half thgainst brother.


Marcus was at Tullycrine when a party of Free State soldiers almost ran into a Republican ambush party.


Bill Haugh was our commander and myself and a Galwayman, Micho Kenny, were travelling ahead of the main party, scouting. We came to a crossroads and we weren't sure which road to take. We knew there were Republicans about. We asked an old fellow who was cutting corn with a reaping hook if he had seen any of our fellows around. "They're back there on the hill", he says, "plenty of them". We knew they were waiting for us then. Kenny went back and warned the others, and Billl Haugh got us to surround the hill on all sides. One of our men, Des Carey, was hit and we brought him up to a house to get help. The woman wouldn't open the door and we threatened to break it down. The man was dying, so she went and tore strips off a sheet for bandages. He died on the way back to Kilrush, the rest of us got back safe.





Both men agree that the Civil War was a terrible thing, but they were doing what they thought was right at the time, and, as was the case with thousands of others who joined the National Army in 1922, the money was badly needed. The con�versation settles back to music and dancing. There were 6 figures in the old set, 4 reels, a jig and a hornpipe, "but the peo�ple don't dance the set properly anymore, they go up in big groups". John and Marcus would now rather play in a session of music than play for dancing. And while John is playing a few tunes on the whistle Marcus is thinking of an old rhyme he heard years ago, something to round off an entertaining afternoon of reminiscing:


When you go to the market place, �To sell your oats and hay,


Tis there you'll meet your comrades,                                   And get drunk upon that day.


The publican will welcome you,                                     When he knows you have the pence,                                          Knowing that drunken people


have got but little sense.


So that's the way from day to day                                The world goes I'm sure,


Some rolling in their riches


While some more are very poor.


Marcus and John may not be rolling in the riches of this world but they have another richness: a wealth of memory and experience drawn from their own lives and the lives of the peo�ple around them.


* See Junior Crehan Remembers in Dal gCais 3, 1977, for an account of Barron's encounter with the clergy in Mullagh. j








