THE AMERICAN WAKE

From 1850 when the exodus from this parish to the U.S.A. and Australia began, on to the waging of the First World War, the American Wake was an ever recurring and lamentable feature of our parish life. Throughout most of the period I refer to, the intending emigrant had got a “Form”, that is, the passage ticket from an uncle or aunt brother or sister, who had themselves previously emigrated and with their mustered dollars or pounds enabled the one at home to make the journey that the hard-pressed parents could not themselves finance. As the day of parting approached, the prospective emigrant visited the homes of neighbours and immediate relatives and the farewells, most of them for life, were exchanged. Those who assembled at the emigrant’s home on the vigil of the departure constituted the “American Wake”. Those who gathered at the wake house were, for the most part, youthful - the departing one’s companions. They danced through the night and were entertained by the emigrant’s parents. The joviality of the dance gave a festive atmosphere to the gathering which towards morning, shaded into the atmosphere of a wake as the conscious-awareness that a member of the household was going forth, perhaps never to return, impressed itself upon the guests. Morning came, the party began to break up and more farewells were exchanged. A gloom had now descended upon the household and the remaining friends. Last farewells were exchanged between parent and child. Hearts that would never meet again on the roads of earth were at breaking point with anguish. The wake ends in a banshee wail. A procession from the home to meet the boat from Cappagh to Limerick before the laying on of the West Clare Railway or to Craggaknock, Kilmurry, Quilty or Miltown during the past seventy years witnessed the final act in the exodus of the big majority born in Kilmurry-Ibrickane parish since 1830.

The population of Kilmurry-Ibrickane was made up in the main of farmers, certainly within the past two hundred years. Farm labourers were never a relatively numerous class. Fishing was a minor industry engaged in only by those resident on the coastline. The farm was the parish industry and the family residence was the focal point on the farm. The home was also the factory. There, the quern or stone hand mill ground the wheat from the little stack grown on its patch during a few decades of years following on the famine. The household linen was manufactured in the home from the flax grown and handled on the farm. As with the linen so with the flannel, serges and frieze they were, apart from the weaving, manufactured in the homes, every one of which had its wheels for the spinning of both flax and wool into the present century. The home was, however, modest in its standards, a self-contained unit. Its members were dressed plainly but comfortably. The dress suit of the men at the end of the eighteenth century and for three-quarters of the nineteenth was the swallow-tall coat, knee breeches and miniature top hat. The female attire was the long cloak and bonnet, survivals of which are still to be seen in south-west Cork. The parish was similarly a self-contained unit. Local water-powered mills replaced the quern for the manufacture of flour. There was a sturdy artisan population of weavers, tailors, boot-makers, blacksmiths, nailers, carpenters, coopers, stone masons and sew - thatchers contributing their quota of skilled production to the parish self-dependence. Slaters and plasterers were centred on the towns as rural employment for them was. infrequent at that period.

